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1882 and 1902 Series National Bank Note
Varieties Due to Large Circulations

By Peter Huntoon

Large National Banks with immense note circulations
were responsible for three interesting varieties which af-
fected the following portions of the notes: 11 serial
numbers. 21 plate letters, and 31 bank signatures. A
thorough understanding of these varieties requires some
familiarity with the lettering and numbering conventions
in use during the issue period of large-size National
Rank notes.

Plate Lettering and Serial Numbering

Plate lettering was continuous for each denomination
for each bank and started with letter A at the beginning
of each Charter Period. Lettering was continuous through
the period of the Aldrich Vreeland Act from May 30,
1908 to June 30. 1915, even though the Act required an
engraving change in the obligation to include "or other
securities."

Serial numbering was slightly different. The 1882
Brown Back and 1902 Red Seal issues began with serial
number 1 for each denomination. Serial numbering re-
verted to 1 again for the 1882 and 1902 Dates-on-Reverse
issues that resulted from the Aldrich Vreeland Act.
Ironically, serial numbering did not revert to 1 after
the expiration of the Act in 1915." Rather, it continued
without a break into the 1882 Denomination-Reverse and
1902 Blue Seal Plain-Reverse issues. Despite this fact.
serial number 1 notes are found on these later designs
and in such cases indicate that the bank waited until after
1915 to issue that particular denomination.

The major exceptions to the plate lettering and serial
numbering systems outlined above occurred when the
banks changed their name or location or went from
Territory to State status. The new plates prepared to
record the change reverted to letter A and serial num-
bering started over at 1 for each denomination. Under
certain circumstances. new plates were engraved for
banks on which the formats of the title were altered
to a different style. In these odd cases, plate lettering
and numbering started over again, even though the hank
never changed its title or location.

Serial Number Varieties

The serial number registers used to overprint the bank
serial numbers on large-size National Bank notes had a
range of 1 to 999999. Until 1925, this number was
printed in the lower left corner. From 1925 to the end
of the series in 1929, the bank number appeared in two

The last 1882 Date-Reverse 10-10-10-10 and 50-50-50-
100 sheets were printed in the fiscal year ending June 30,
1922 (the Second Charter Period expired April 12, 1922).
The last 1902 Date-Reserve 50-50-50-100 sheets were
printed in the fiscal year ending June 30, 1926. All other
Date-Reverse combinations were discontinued in 1915.

places on the note: the lower left corner and the upper
right corner. The serial was a sheet number and was
the same for all four notes in the sheet. The notes were
distinguished from one another by the plate check letter.
For example. if a note has serial 500, it is from the
500th sheet issued by the bank in that series. It follows,
therefore, that if a bank were to reach serial 999999, it
would have had to issue 3,999.996 notes. If the sheets
were of the 5-5-5-5 combination, the total would be al-
most 20 million dollars!

Certain banks actually exceeded serial 999999, so the
Treasury had to provide for higher serial numbers. Their
solution was to add the prefix letter A and reset the serial
counter to 1. The $5 Mellon National Bank note shown
is serial A181468, which means this note is from the
1,181,467th sheet of fives issued for a grand total of
$23,629,340. Of course, this is not the last note issued
by the bank. so the true total is higher. When serial
A999999 was reached, the prefix letter was incremented to
B and numbering started at Bl. The writer has not seen
a B or higher prefix on a large-size National Bank note.
Nor has an 1882 bank serial been observed with an A
prefix.

Plate Letter Varieties

The following plate combinations were used during
various periods of the 1882 and 1902 issues: 5-5-5-5.
10-10-10-10, 10-10-10-20, 50-100 and 50-50-50-100. In-
dividual subjects on a plate were distinguished by check
letters arranged in alphabetical order for each denomina-
tion. For example, the first plates made for a bank
using both the 5-5-5-5 and 10-10-10-20 combinations were
lettered A-B-C-D and A-B-C-A respectively. The $20 sub-
ject was, of course. lettered A in accordance with the
convention of lettering alphabetically for each denomi-
nation. The second plate made for these combinations
was lettered E-F-G-H and D-E-F-B respectively. The
sixth plate with the 5-5-5-5 combination was lettered
U-V-W-X, and the eighth plate having the 10-10-10-20
combination was lettered V-W-X-H.

What would happen if the bank needed a seventh
5-5-5-5 or ninth 10-10-10-20 plate? There were not
enough letters left to make a complete new plate. Rather
than worry about the remaining Y and Z. these check let-
ters were ignored and a new subscripted sequence was
started at A a for each denomination on the plate. Hence,
the seventh 5-5-5-5 plate for a given bank was lettered
A/a-13/b-C/c-D/d. Notice that the subscripts are upper
case letters which are the same as the position letters.
The writer has never seen a $20 note lettered A ."a, nor
has he seen a $20 lettered higher than H. so it is not
known what the ninth 10-10-10-20 plate looked like.
Probably if one were made, it was lettered iVa-B/b-
C:c-A/a. Consequently. the letters higher than H were
never used on $20's.
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Several banks ran through the alphabet twice with the
5-5-5-5 combination. When the third alphabetic se-
quence was started, the letters were subscripted by the
numeral 3 so that the 13th plate of the 5-5-5-5 combina-
tion was lettered A 3 -13 1 -C3 -D 3 . A few banks went
through this sequence and reached subscript 4 on their
19th plate. Notice that the Mellon note is from the E4

plate or the top note in the 20th 5-5-5-5 plate made for
this bank! The following table summarizes the check
letter system.

PLATE

PLATE COMBINATION

1C -10-1C-10 	 10-10- 10-20, 	 50-50-50-100

1 A-B-C-D A- B-C - A

2 E-F-G-R D-E-F-B

3 I- J-K- I G-F-I-C

4 M- N- 0- P J-K-L-D

5 Q-R- 	 T M-N- 0-E

6 P- Q-R-P

7 k4-1313-cc-Do S-T-U-G

EE -FF -GG -ItH V-W-X

9 II 	 -K -LI 	 J	 L AA -BB -C C -AA ( ? )

12 Up -Vv -Ww

13 A
3 
-B

3 
-C

3 
-D

3

•

1.6 U 3 -:,/ 3 -w 3 -X 3

19 Al4 -B4 -C4 -4

Two prominent varieties exist in the location of the
numerical subscripts, As the illustrations show, the
base of the number may appear level with the base of
the letter or at a level midway up the letter. To further
complicate the problem, several different sizes of numerals
are known for each of the two locations. The illustra-
tions show two distinct sizes; others are known. These
differences probably resulted because the engraver used
any convenient template when he engraved the subscripts
on the plate. Consequently, the size of the subscripts
varies even between plates for the same bank!

The writer has observed check letters with letter sub-
scripts on the $5's of the 1882 Dates and Denomination-
Reverse issues. Letter subscripts probably also occur on
the Brown Backs of the large banks. No 1882 notes are
known with numerically subscripted check letters.

In the 1902 series, numerical subscripts appear to have
been used only on $5 notes of the Blue Seal Without-
Dates issue. No numerically subscripted higher denomi-
nation notes have been observed. Letter subscripts are
known on $5 and $10 notes but not on higher denomi-
nations. The writer has never seen a $20 with check let-
ters higher than H. so it is not known whether any
banks used more than eight 10-10-10-20 plates.

Engraved Bank Signatures

The problem of signing notes became a burdensome,
if not overwhelming, task for the banks. Imagine that
the 85 Mellon note shown here was the last issued by the

hank. This would mean that in the period 1908 to 1929
the bank issued about 1,200,000 sheets of four notes.
This works out to an average of over 57,000 sheets or
almost 230,000 notes per year. This is approximately
885 notes for every working day! Of course, this is
just the number of fives; the bank also issued other
denominations.

No bank president or cashier had the time to hand sign
such large numbers of notes so the banks either had some-
one rubber stamp the signatures or sent the sheets to a
printer who overprinted them on the sheets. In a bank
with a circulation as large as that of the Mellon National
Bank, an employee could work several hours a day just
stamping signatures on the notes.

Realizing this problem, Congress provided in the Act
of March 3. 1919. that National Bank notes could be
guaranteed by the "written or engraved signatures of the
president or vice president and cashier." The large banks
leaped at the chance to have their officers' signatures en-
graved on their plates and were only too happy to pay
the extra cost. Consequently, these notes are not rare.
Signatures could he added to existing plates or they could
be requested when new or duplicate plates were ordered.
In the latter case, the notes are easily distinguishd be-
cause the lines under the bank signatures were omitted by
the Bureau as is illustrated by the blowup of the signature
of R. B. Mellon. In cases where the signatures were added
to existing plates, it is not known whether the lines were
removed. If not, these notes would be very difficult to
distinguish from expertly overprinted notes. Banks
chartered in the period 1919 to 1929 were able to use
engraved signatures from the beginning of their issues.
The Lincoln National Bank of Newark is a case in point.
Notice that this note is from plate check letter B, which
is on the first plate made for the bank.

The Annual Reports of the Bureau of Engraving and
Printing show that engraved signatures were added to
eight 1902 plates used to print Plain-Reverse notes in
fiscal year 1902 and 19 more in 1923. Unfortunately, the
denominations are not specified. No totals are given
for succeeding years, so it is possible that the practice was
discontinued. Of great importance is the fact that in
1922, engraved signatures were added to five face plates
used to print 1902 Date-Reverse notes. These plates had
to be 50-50-50-100 combinations, as these were the only
1902 denominations of the Date-Reverse variety printed
after the expiration of the Aldrich Vreeland Act in
1915. Notes printed from these plates may have lines
under the bank signatures making them very difficult to
distinguish from other high denomination Date-Reverse
notes. None are known.

The Second Charter Period expired April 12, 1922,
over three years after engraved signatures were author-
ized. Consequently. it is possible that some plates were
made for the Series of 1882 with engraved signatures.
The Annual Reports of the Bureau show that no signa-
tures were added to existing plates. However, a total of
ten new 1882 plates were made between July 1, 1918 and
April 12. 1922, but it is not indicated whether any of
these were ordered with engraved signatures. The notes
printed from these plates were Denomination-Reverse
varieties, and if they had engraved signatures, the lines
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Engraved signatures on the first plate made for the bank.

under the bank signatures would have been omitted ..
None are known to date and if discovered, they would
be true rarities.

There is an entry entitled "etched plates and over-
printed signatures on national bank currency" in each

Label Sets
One of the newer objectives of collectors of Federal

Reserve Notes is the "label set." It consists of the origi-
nal label from the inside of a complete brick of 4,000

Annual Report of the Bureau from 1927 to 1929. It
is apparent, therefore, that the Bureau preformed some
signature overprinting on 1902 Plain-Reverse notes. The
details of this operation are not given but the budget of
the project was small.

notes with the first and last notes as indicated by the
serial numbers of those notes shown on the label.

What is block letter collecting? It involves serial num-
ber prefix and suffix letters. Collectors try to obtain all
combinations, such as A-A, A-B, A-C, etc.

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,

fjerson Territories!

Cash paid, or fine Obsolete Paper traded.

Have 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.
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