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PURPOSE AND OVERVIEW

The purpose of this article is to provide information on
the last of the 12-subject $5 back plates, a group that in-
cludes the narrow and wide II varieties. We discovered
that the narrow and wide II plates were prepared in sep-
arate groups distinct from those before and after by (1)
lapses in manufacture of up to six months and (2) differ-
ences in manufacturing technology.

In researching these varieties, we discovered that back
plate 2007 was the first 12-subject narrow plate, not the
last wide I as mistakenly catalogued (O'Donnell, 1982).
We did not locate any policy statements explaining the
reason for reversion to the wide style in the 2067 through
2096 group. We speculate that it occurred as a quirk
associated with renewed demand for 12-subject plates
that arose from delays in implementing the conversion to
18-subject plates.

WIDE AND NARROW BACKS

A
 DECISION was made to reduce the dimensions of the

backs on small-size U.S. currency late in the 12-subject
era so that there would be greater registration tolerances

between face and back printings. This change was implemented
on the $1, $5, $10 and $20 denominations. The only distin-
guishing feature on the $5s was a very minor engraving change
in the scroll work on either side of -FIVE DOLLARS" along the
bottom as shown on Figure 1.

PLATE APPROVAL DATA
Our search for information on the wide I, narrow, and wide II

varieties led to an examination of Bureau of Engraving and
Printing certified proofs now held in the numismatic collections
of the Smithsonian Institution. These proofs provide three cru-
cial pieces of information: (1) the plate approval date, (2) plate
number, and (3) plate manufacturing designation. The plate ap-
proval date is the day when the plate was certified for use. Plate
numbers constitute running Bureau control numbers for all
plates. Plate numbers differ from plate serial numbers, which are
consecutively assigned to particular types of plates such as $5
backs. The plate serial number is engraved on each subject and

Figure 1. Plate serial 2041 is a narrow design, 2093 is a wide II, and
2097 is a narrow design from the first 18-subject $5 back plate. The
2097 note is a Series of 1950A Federal Reserve Note with serial
G01470002 . The arrow points to two pairs of vertical lines to the right
of the curl on a narrow back. Notice that there are three pairs of vertical
lines on the wide II.
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appears in the lower right corner inside the border on the
printed $5 backs. Most plates also carry a plate marking such as
El, which reveals the manufacturing process used to make
the plate.

PLATE MAKING

Two methods were used to make plates during the period
when the 12-subject plates were being phased out (Bureau of
Engraving and Printing, 1962). Both are still employed. The
oldest method is a transfer technique whereby a roll is made by
rolling a solid, soft, steel cylinder under great pressure across the
face of an ingalio (lines cut into the surface) master engraving
containing the image of the note to be printed. The completed
roll contains a reverse image in raised relief on its surface. It is
hardened by heat treating. Next, under tons of pressure, the roll
is used to press its raised image into a soft steel plate as many
times as desired. The plate serial numbers are then engraved on
each of the subjects on the plate and it is hardened for use.

A modern process for making plates is that of electroplating, a
high technology invention of the Bureau of Engraving and Print-
ing in the early part of this century. The concept is simple. A
master plate is prepared. Its surface is coated with a very fine
carbon compound. Next, successive layers of nickel are electro-
plated onto the surface. each thickening the sandwich of metal
forming on top of the master. The completed raised relief re-
verse image from the master is called an alto and it is peeled
from the master plate, splitting from it along the carbon layer.
The alto is used in identical fashion as a model upon which any
number of production plates are produced by electrodeposition.
Each of the production plates is an exact duplicate of the original
master plate; these facsimiles are called bassos. After they are
peeled from the alto, their press lives can be materially pro-
longed by electroplating them with a final coating of chrome, the
hardest metal known. It appears that the plate serial numbers
are engraved on the bassos before the final chrome plating
operation.

The last critical step in preparing basso press plates is to secure
the basso to a durable backing that will resist flexing. This is ac-
complished either by welding the nickel basso to an iron back-
ing, or cementing the basso to the iron backing using a durable
adhesive. The designation EI in Table 1 reveals an electrolyti-
cally prepared basso that was affixed to an iron backing. The
designation E also refers to an electrolytic plate, but there is a
technical difference in its production. In contrast, the first two $5
18-subject back plates were steel plates prepared using the
transfer process.

FIRST NARROW $5 BACK PLATES

As shown in Table 1, the first 12-subject narrow $5 back
plates were completed in November 1951. These were innova-
tions, and were prepared using a slightly different process than
the predecessor wide Is. They form a distinct group by being
separated by over six months from the last wide I. Once they
were begun, they were prepared continuously until February
26, 1952. Then another time lapse occurred, this time being
only two months. The wide Its using the El technology began to
be produced continuously from April 1952 until the last of the
12-subject plates was made with plate serial 2096 in May 1952.
The last deliveries of $5 notes from the 12-subject plates were
made as follows: Series of 1928F Legal Tender Notes-April
27, 1953, Series of 1950 Federal Reserve Notes for Minnea-
polis and St. Louis - September 1, 1953, and Series of 1934D
Silver Certificates - October 1, 1953 (Shafer, 1967).
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Table 1. Highlights from proofs for the $5 narrow and wide II
back plates .

Plate
Serial 	 Plate	 Plate 	 Approval
Number Number Marking Date Comment

2003 4500 El May 	 2, 1951
2004 4501 El Apr	 20, 1951
2005 4502 El Apr	 25. 1951
2006 4503 EI May 	 2, 1951 last 12-subject wide I

2007 4550 E Nov 16, 1951 first 12-subject narrow
2008 4551 E Nov 16, 1951
2009 4552 E Nov 	 7, 1951
2010 4553 E Nov 	 9, 1951

2063 4658 E Jan	 29, 1952
2064 4659 E Jan	 29, 1952
2065 4662 E Feb 	 19, 1952
2066 4663 E Feb 	 26, 1952 last 12-subject narrow

2067 4700 El Apr 	 24, 1952 first 12-subject wide II
2068 4701 El Apr	 24. 1952
2069 4704 El Apr	 24, 1952
2070 4705 El Apr 	 15. 1952
•
•
•
2093 4744 El May 23, 1952
2094 4745 EI Jun 	 2, 1952
2095 4746 El May 29, 1952
2096 4747 El May 28, 1952 last 12-subject wide II

2097 4748 Fs Mar 	 31, 1953 first 18-subject narrow
2098 4751 S Mar 	 31, 1953
2099 no proof
2100 4780 El Jul 	 31. 1953

Notes:
El =

Fs
S

electrolytic plate with iron backing
electrolytic plate
flat steel plate
steel plate

CONVERSION TO 18-SUBJECT PLATES

The first 18-subject printings were begun in August of 1952.
The conversion of all denominations to 18-subject formats was
completed in September 1953 (Bureau of Engraving and Print-
ing, 1962). It is evident that the first 18-subject $5 printings did
not take place until after March 31, 1953, based on the approval
dates in Table 1. The first 18-subject printings were Series of
1935D $1 Silver Certificates. The first 18-subject $5 deliveries
were in turn Series of 1953 Legal Tender Notes - May 6. 1953,
Series of 1953 Silver Certificates-May 12, 1953, and Series of
1950A St. Louis Federal Reserve Notes -July 6, 1953
(Shafer, 1967).
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