
Paper Money Whole No. 105
	

Page 115

Fifty-Cent Postage Currency Research :

The Mystery of the Fifty-Cent
Perf. 14 Resolved

by MILTON R. FRIEDBERG

F IFTY -CENT postal currency notes issued in August of
1862 and through the final delivery to the Treasurer
of the United States on May 27, 1863 were printed

either by the National Bank Note Company (NBN Co) or by
a combination of the American Bank Note Company (ABN
Co) and the National Bank Note Company. The notes were
first issued imperforate, then perforated and finally reverted
back to the perforated version.

We are specifically interested in a perforation variety of
the 50t note having its face (or obverse) printed by NBN
Co. and its reverse printed by ABN Co. with a script
"ABC" appearing in the lower right corner of the back (or
reverse). The edge of this note was perforated with 14 holes
per 20 millimeters as contrasted to 12 holes in the common
notes. This note is listed in various catalogs as: Milton
1R50.3d, Friedberg 1310a, Valentine 4b, Limpert A4f, Ray-
mond 4a, Scott 4a, Schultz 104b.

The first published hint of the future note came in 1888
with the sale of a full sheet of 500 notes "imperforate with
face plate number 23." In 1889, Harlan P. Smith's fixed
price list shows 500 postage currency with "small holes" as
single notes at a small price advance over the regular notes.
Because one of the known notes has face plate number 23,
it thus leads to the hypothesis that this sheet of 1888 could
have been privately perforated for the order of Harlan P.
Smith's account. A further suspicious circumstance strength-
ens this hypothesis in that Smith's former partner in his
numismatic dealings was H. G. Sampson. Mr. Sampson's
main income was produced from his sales of printing
presses. Sampson can be presumed to have known the bank
note engraving companies and theoretically could have had
access to a rotary perforator.

On January 20, 1890, the note first appeared at auction
in the sale of the Robert Coulton Davis collection conducted
by Harlan P. Smith as lot 2805. It is described as "50 cents
with `ABN Co,' small perforations, 'rare' " and realized a
price of $1.30!

Notes currently in known collections and descriptions
from past auctions show the sheet edges (selvage) attached
to many notes. When all known notes are listed, they seem
to constitute a single sheet that was broken up and dis-
tributed to various collectors. No duplicate position notes
have been described in the literature or have been seen, thus
reinforcing the single sheet theory.

The original rotary perforating machines were designed,
patented and produced in England. British patent No. 2607
dated 8 June 1855 was issued to W. Bemrose based on a
submission of 11 December 1854. As early as 1857, the U.S.
firm of Toppan, Carpenter & Co. (printers and engravers of
U.S. postage stamps and fiscal paper) were producing U.S.
postage stamps perforated with a rotary perforator having

15 holes in 20mm (20-21 holes per inch). In 1858, the
"American Bank Note Companies" were using a machine
that produced 11 34 holes in 20mm (15 holes per inch).
"Comb" or "stroke" perforators were already in existence
but were not considered satisfactory for stamps or notes.
Only one partial vertical or horizontal row could be
produced per stroke due to the inherent nature of the
machine. The comb perforator was a series of small punches
looking much like a hair comb. It moved vertically on
guides to drive the punches into a series of holes that
precisely matched the size and position of the descending
comb. A characteristic of the stroke perforator is that it
punches a perfectly round hole and rarely leaves torn paper
edges around the hole. Long stretches of perforations rarely
maintained perfect spacing or straightness since they were
accomplished by manually moving the sheet to a new posi-
tion between each stroke of the comb machine.

The bank note and stamp printing companies never
considered the use of a comb perforator since the labor in-
volved in using the comb machine was excessive. The Bern-
rose rotary patents were not protected by law in the U.S.
Bemrose sold a machine to Toppan, Carpenter, and local
copies of the machine were made for other printers. The
principle of the machine's operation was that of two
meshing gears on parallel shafts. One gear had a series of
punches instead of teeth that slipped into mating holes in
the second gear-like wheel. Obviously by placing a series of
male punch wheels on one shaft and a mating series of fe-
male wheels on the other shaft, rotary motion applied to
either shaft would turn the second shaft in concert. This
design allowed the perforating of all the vertical or hori-
zontal rows of a sheet at one time. Two passes of the sheet
through the perforator produced a complete sheet with holes
perfectly spaced and parallel. An illustration of the Ameri-
can Bank Note Co. machine in use on what appears to be
postage currency appears in the February 1862 issue of
Harper's magazine. An identifying characteristic of the
rotary perforator is that the punched hole is slightly oblong
with its long axis in the direction of wheel rotation. Further,
the entering edge of the male punch into the female is
normally a clean cut of the paper while the trailing edge
normally leaves a slightly ragged edge on the paper.

Research in the U.S. stamp catalogs indicates that all
stamps produced by Toppan, Carpenter and Co. prior to
1858 were perforated 151/4 gauge (19-20 pins per inch).
American Bank Note's were 11.6 gauge (141/2 pins per inch)
until a second perforator was put in service during the last
two months of 1861. This second machine was gauge 11.85
(15 pins per inch). The normal perforation gauge would
class all of the American Bank Note machines as perforating
gauge 12 per 20mm (sophisticated gauges such as the Stanley
Gibbons "Instanta" allow the exact measurements listed
above). In 1863, a third machine was added to the group
made in the U.S. This machine produced a gauge of 11.95
(15.25 pins per inch). In summary, the postage currency
notes completely produced by the National Bank Note Co.
and perforated by them in 1862 and/or 1863 should indicate
that they were perforated on a 12 gauge rotary machine.
Those notes printed by the combination of National and
American Bank Note Co. have similar perforations and
checking of many copies of these notes confirms the data.
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Back of perforated 14 note.
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Front of perforated 14 note.

Examination of 16 gauge (16 holes in 20mm) notes that
recently appeared on the market indicated that they were
perforated by a comb perforator perfectly (round holes and
uneven lines). The conclusion that the notes had not been
perforated when originally issued was obvious and the
further inference that they had not been done under orders
of the Treasury Department was obvious.

Further research on perforations appearing on U.S.
stamps indicates that 14 gauge (14 holes in 20mm) had never
been used prior to 1900 on U.S. or Canadian stamps pro-
duced by either National Bank Note, American Bank Note
or associated companies. The only references to perf. 14
occur in "Local" or "Telegraph" stamps issued for the
private firms operating primarily in New York City. In 1878,
Hussey's Post of New York City issued stamps perforated
14 but unfortunately the printer is unknown. In 1881,
Boyd's City Express of New York City issued stamps per-
forated 14 and printed by C. 0. Jones. In 1882, stamps
printed and engraved by the Van Campen Engraving Co. for
the Mutual Union Telegraph Co. were perforated 14 gauge.
Hamilton Bank Note Co. produced stamps for the Postal
Telegraph Co. in 1885 that were perforated 14. Kendall
Bank Note Company in 1886 printed stamps for the Balti-
more and Ohio Telegraph Co. that were perforated 14.

It is apparent that by 1886 the availability of 14 gauge
perforators was widespread. The summary of above infor-
mation leads us to believe that the 50C postage currency
notes having ABN Co. insignia on the back and perforated

Comparison of front of perf. 12 and perf. 14 note. (The perf. 14
has the selvage.)

Comparison of back of perf. 12 and perf. 14 notes. (The perf. 14
has the selvage.)

with 14 holes in 20mm are all from a single sheet having
plate number 23 on the face and plate number 14 on the
back. This sheet was apparently privately perforated after its
1888 sale as an imperforate sheet and prior to the issuance
of H. P. Smith's fixed price list in 1889 when it was sold as
individual perforated notes. It is also believed that the sheet
was perforated on the premises of a major engraver/printing
company having a 14 gauge rotary perforator.

The collectability and listings of this sheet are related to
its well-documented history since 1888. It is believed that if
this sheet of notes were to surface with an undocumented
past, it would not be of interest to the collector's world and
would not deserve listings in the applicable catalogs.
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CONFEDERATE POSTMASTER
CURRENCY

A number of postmasters in the Confederate States of
America issued small denomination currency to meet
demands for change in the business operation of their local
post offices. This currency either indicates that it is redeem-
able for postage, or is signed by the postmaster, or bears the
post office date stamp, any one of which identifies it as
postmaster currency. The date of issue should also be of the
Civil War period of December 20, 1860 to June 2, 1865.

-6 Front Royal, Virginia
Postmaster - Gideon W. Jones

	

Issued	 - September 1861
(G.W. Jones was merchant and postmaster; notes are stamped
on the reverse with Front Royal circular date stamp. Numerous
paper and printing varieties.)

Se Sept. 2, 1861
IN Sept. 10, 1861
25e Sept. 2, 1861
50C Sept. 5, 1861
$1 Sept. 5, 1861

#7 Little Rock, Arkansas
Postmaster - William F. Pope

	

Issued	 - October 1862

10C
25e
75e

#8 Manchester, Virginia
Postmaster - E. Matthews

	

Issued	 - April 4, 1862

Confederate stamp collectors through their collector 	 20c

society, The Confederate Stamp Alliance, periodically issue
the standard catalog of Confederate stamps under title of 	 #9 Mobile, Alabama

Dietz Confederate States Catalog. This catalog includes a	 Postmaster -
listing of known paper currency issued by Confederate post- 	 Issued

masters. An appeal is made to Paper Money readers for any	 to
information on such currency. Please send details to:

#10 New Orleans, Louisiana
Everett K. Cooper	 Postmaster - John L. Riddell
19622 Pinehurst Trail Drive	 Issued

Humble, Texas 77346 	 (Printed on small cards of different colors, not dated, signed
by Postage Clerk Edward Rapier or L. S. Riddell or sometimes
by postmaster. Postmaster name embossed as protection

DRAFT - Dietz Confederate Catalog Revision 	 against fraud. Most denominations never released, those
released are marked with asterisk (*).

#1 Aberdeen, Mississippi 	 V2C
Postmaster - M. Gattman	 * 1
Issued	 - September 1864 * 2e

10C	 * 50
10C

#2 Bladen Springs, Alabama 	 12e
Postmaster - D. Partridge	 15C
Issued	 - 1862	 200

210C	 24e
250C	 5C
48e

#3 Columbia, Texas 	
500

Postmaster - W. F. Swain 	 100C

Issued	 - 1862 & 1863	 200e
400e

10C	 5000
50e

#4 Cork, Florida
Postmaster - William C. Brown
Issued	 -

10C
25c

#5 Forth Smith, Arkansas

Postmaster - Tom Vernon
Issued	 - May 1863

#11 Port Hudson, Louisiana
Postmaster - J. B. Aburer
Issued	 - Dec. 25, 1862

.5C
10C

#12 Sangersville, Virginia
Postmaster - N. L. Blakemore
Issued	 - Nov. 1, 1861

be	 20e
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