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Front and Rear Plate Numbers on Current Currency
By George W. Killian

The number of the plate from which the face of a
specific bill was printed is marked on the bill in the
lower right-hand corner of the face. In a similar manner
an indication of the rear plate used is printed towards
the lower right corner on the obverse of the bill. The
letter which precedes the front number is NOT part of
the front plate number.

If you examine a group of late dollars from the 1957B
series and some of the new $1 Federal Reserve Notes,
you will discover that all have rear plate numbers of
the order of 400. Some of the Silver Certificates will
even have plate numbers higher than those on some of
the Feds. This results from the simple fact that the backs
were identical and there was no need to provide new
plates. Indeed, with a little luck you can find a Silver
Certificate and a Fed with identical rear plate numbers.

As a general rule it appears to be the practice to start
a new series of plate numbers when there is a change in
the basic design of the bill. For example, a change
in the series year generally signals a design change and
also starts the numbering of the plate numbers from
number one.

Many examples can be cited. For example, the $1 of
1935 had both a front and back which differed from the
1934, and therefore both plates started with new plate
numbers of one. These plate numbers increased slowly
through the 1935H series and got to numbers of several
thousand.

In a similar manner there was a change in the $2 de-
sign between the series of 1928G and the 1953. Accord-
ingly, the numbering of the 1953s started over with front
plate number one. The rear plate numbers continued
from the old series, as there was no change in the rear
design.

However, examination of the face of any $1 from the
1935 to- 1935H series, and one from the 1957 to 1957B
series will not reveal a significant change in design. Yet
the face plate numbers started from one (1) on the
1957s. Actually there was a minor change. Rev. F. H.
Hutchins wrote an article entitled "Minor Varieties in
the Small Size Notes" which appeared in the Fall 1962
issue of PAPER MONEY and which outlined the principal
differences. The differences arose not so much from a
desire to change the design as from an automatic change
due to differences in production techniques. The 1935
series was produced on flat plate presses, while the 1957s
were produced on new high-speed rotary presses. Ac-
cordingly, the presses and plates were entirely different
and the new front plates for the 1957s were assigned a
new series of numbers starting with number one.

The backs of the dollars of 1957 had a design change
in the addition of the motto "IN GOD WE TRUST."
Thus the rear plates were also given new numbers for
both reasons.

However, the dollars of 1935G were modified to add
the motto on the back without changing either the series
or starting the rear plate numbers from one (1) again.
The highest rear number 1935G I have seen without
motto is 6766, and the lowest number with motto is 6792.
It would be interesting to know the exact changeover
point.

In a similar manner the backs of the 1935D's were
modified without a renumbering of the rear plate num-
bers. See the article by the author in the Spring 1964
issue of PAPER MONEY entitled "The 1935D $1 Silver
Certificate." The highest rear plate number on a 1935D
with the old style back and the lowest rear plate number
on one with a new style back which I have seen are 5010
and 5036, respectively. (These bills, incidentally, are
by the courtesy of member Larry Young).

Now we have $2s and $5s in U. S. Notes with the
motto added on the back. Such notes are designated
series of 1963. Examination of the new $2s and $5s will
reveal that both the front and rear plate numbers are
from a new numbering series. These new bills, with the
motto, have been produced on the new high-speed rotary
presses.

Indeed, the use of the old flat plate presses seems to
be coming to an end, at least for low denomination bills.
The $1 1935H's were the last of the dollars to come from
the old presses.

Five and ten Federals series of 1963 with the motto
and made on the new presses have been released. Higher
denomination bills with the motto are scheduled for pro-
duction. I cannot state which presses will be used, but
I would presume they will be the new rotary presses.
The $5 and $10 Silver Certificates of 1953B were pro-
duced on the old presses.

Up to at least the spring of 1964 visitors to the Bureau
of Engraving and Printing in Washington, D. C., were
shown only the old presses. An inquiry about new
presses brought only the answer that there was some
experimenting with new presses. And at that time I
would estimate the rotary presses had produced 95% of
the one dollar bills then in circulation! It was evident
that the guide was not informed on these matters, and
no useful information was obtained.

There is another way of determining which presses
were used in the production of a specific bill. Each bill
carries a notation indicative of its original location within
the original sheet. The flat plate presses produced 18
notes to the sheet while the rotary presses produce 32
per sheet. A single letter is used to locate a bill in the
18-subject sheet. The locating letter, which may be A
to R, is printed on the face of the bill in the upper left
hand corner. A letter followed by a digit is used to locate
a bill in the 32-subject sheet. The locating indicia may
have one of the eight letters A to H followed by one of
the digits 1 to 4. The layout of the 32-subject sheet was
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indicated at the end of the article relating to the $1 of
1935D cited above. The notes in an 18-subject sheet
are arranged in three columns of six each reading from
top to bottom and left to right A to F, G to L. and M
to R, respectively. For the layout of the 32-subject sheet
a typographical error was made. The top of the third
column should read A3 (not A2 as printed).

One may well ask the reason for the plate numbers
and positions on the notes. The following is my own
supposition which I believe to be logical: The Bureau
of Engraving and Printing does not want to release any
defective bills and has a careful inspection system to
detect any errors. As you know, defective bills are re-
placed by star notes. The defects may come from any
such causes as folded or defective paper, smudged ink,
off-center cutting, etc. Some of the other causes could
be damaged or badly worn plates. In these last named
cases the errors would repeat with each impression, and
the inspectors would want to be able to identify the
damaged or worn plate and /or position. Because of
the identifying marks on each bill it is possible to iden-
tify the source of the error and take corrective measures.

With this reasoning I think we can assume that when
we find a single (or a few) star notes in a package the
error bill (s ) were produced by ink smears, etc., i.e.
errors that did not relate directly to the plates. But since
the new presses are high-speed presses, it is probable that
many, even hundreds or thousands of consecutive notes
will be produced before the error is detected when there
is a flaw or damage in a plate. The flaw or damage may
affect only one of the thirty-two positions. In such a
case all the defective notes would be destroyed and re-
placed by star notes. Accordingly I believe that large
runs of star notes result from defects in the plates.

Indeed it is quite possible that one position of a 32-
subject plate may be hopelessly damaged and yet the
plate may be continued in service, as it is cheaper to
get 31 good notes out of 32 than to replace the plate. In
this situation one might find hundreds and hundreds of
consecutive star notes. It is submitted that there is
evidence to support this theory. Consider the new $1
Feds: When they were first released the plates were
all new (at least the front plates), so the only defective
bills were the few with folded paper, etc. Thus there

were relatively few star notes. And we all know how
much trouble we had locating the stars at first. But now
the plates are getting old and worn, and many collectors
have found full bundles of star notes.

Incidentally there is also some evidence that some
plates are "retired" from service before they see any
service. More specifically, if this is true, I would pre-
sume that something happened during the production of
the plate which made it unfit for service. It is difficult
to say for sure that this has happened, but fellow society
members Nathan Goldstein and Ed Hamerstrom have
searched for special plate numbers with no success. This
experience would tend to support the theory that some
plates never see any service.

There is another area of interest with respect to plate
numbers. If you will examine the plate numbers on a
recent $1 Silver Certificate (not a Federal Reserve Note),
you will notice that the front plate number is consider-
ably higher than the rear number. This seems a little
hard to account for when one remembers that the 1957s
started with front and rear plate numbers of one. Why
should front plates require more replacement than rear
plates? It doesn't seem logical to presume that the
Bureau can't get substantially the same number of im-
pressions from both front and rear plates (although there
is some evidence that front plates do give more impres-
sions than rear plates). I suggest that front plate num-
bers are higher because our currency is printed first on
the face, defective sheets are eliminated, and then the
rears are printed. If this is the case, it means that more
faces are printed than rears; therefore, it is perfectly
natural to find that more face plates than rear plates
are required.

Based on the number of $1 Silver Certificates made
and the number of rear plate numbers which appear to
have been used, it would seem the Bureau gets approxi-
mately a half million impressions per rear plate.

Study and consideration of the above subjects has
given me a great deal of information concerning my
hobby and has served to generate considerable corres-
pondence which resulted not only in additional informa-
tion but in mutually profitable exchanges of currency for
myself and my correspondents.   

WANTED
OBSOLETE PAPER MONEY

(Bank Notes, Script, Warrants, Drafts)

of the AMERICAN WEST
Oregon, California, Idaho, Nevada, Arizona, Utah, Mon-
tana, New Mexico, Colorado; Dakota, Deseret, Indian,
Jefferson Territories!

Cash paid, or fire Obsolete Paper traded.

H , ve Proof notes from most states, individual rarities, seldom seen denominationals, Kirtlands, topicals; Colonial, Continental;
CSA, Southern States notes and bonds. Also have duplicate Western rarities for advantageous trade.

JOHN J. FORD, JR. 176 HENDRICKSON AVE., ROCKVILLE CENTRE, N. Y.
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