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Fingraved and Overprinted Signatures on
Series of 1902 National Bank Notes
(c:*S i
 THE PAPER COLUMN

by Peter Huntoon

INTRODUCTION

The problem of signing notes became a burdensome, if not
overwhelming, task for the officers of many banks. No presi-
dent or cashier of a large bank had time to hand sign large
numbers of notes so they either had someone rubber stamp or
otherwise affix the signatures on the sheets, or sent the sheets
to a printer who overprinted the signatures. An amendment to
the National Bank Act dated March 3, 1919 authorized the use
of engraved signatures on national bank notes. Thus the bank
signatures could be engraved directly on the printing plates by
the Bureau of Engraving and Printing. In 1926 an unusual step
was take at the Bureau to offer relief for one bank. Signatures
began to be overprinted on the sheets for the Chatham Phenix
National Bank and Trust Company, New York, New York
(10778).

ENGRAVED BANK SIGNATURES
N an amendment to the National Bank Act dated March
3, 1919, Congress provided that national bank notes
could be guaranteed by the "written or engraved signa-

tures of the president or vice president and cashier:' The officers
of the large banks, and many smaller banks, leapt at the chance
to have their signatures engraved on their plates and were only
too happy to pay the extra cost. Consequently, these notes are
not rare. Signatures were added to existing plates and they were
placed on new or replacement plates. The notes are easily dis-
tinguished because the lines under the bank signatures were re-
moved from existing plates, or omitted from new plates.

An excellent example of the use of engraved signatures in-
volves the Series of 1902 plates listed in Table 1 for The Bank of
Italy National Trust and Savings Association, San Francisco
(13044), all of which were used to print blue seal plain backs.
Notice that signatures were first added to current plates, and
then later replacements were made with them.

Banks chartered in the period 1919 to 1929 were able to use
engraved signatures from the beginning. The Lincoln National
Bank of Newark (12570) is a case in point. Notice that the note
shown is the "B" subject from the first plate made for the bank.

The Annual Reports for the Bureau of Engraving and Printing
state that engraved signatures were added to five Series of 1902
date back faces and eight Series of 1902 plain back face plates

Table 1. Record of Series of 1902 plates made for The Bank of Italy National Trust and Savings Bank, San
Francisco, California (13044), showing the use of engraved signatures. Data from Bureau of En-
graving and Printing (various dates-a).

5-5-5-5 	 10-10-10-10 10-10-10-20 	 50-50-50-100

A-B - C -D
E - F- G - H
E-F-G-H sigs added
I-J-K-L sigs
M-N-O-P sigs
Q-R-S-T sigs

D - E - F- G
D - E - F- G sigs added
K-L-M-N sigs

A-B-C-A
A-B-C-A sigs added
FI-I-J-B sigs

A-B-C-A
A-B-C-A sigs added

$10 Series of 1902 blue seal plain back from the Lincoln National Bank of Newark, New Jersey (12570) with en-
graved bank signatures. This note is from the first plate made for the bank.
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in fiscal year 1922. Signatures were added to 19 more Series of
1902 face plates in fiscal year 1923. The Series of 1902 date back
plates altered in 1922 had to be 50-50-50-100s because these were
the only date back denominations being printed at that time.

The Series of 1882 expired on July 12, 1922, over three years
after engraved signatures were authorized, so it would have been
possible for engraved signatures to have been added to Series of
1882 plates. However, the annual reports for the Bureau do not
indicate that signatures were added to any Series of 1882 plates.
A total of ten new Series of 1882 plates were made between July
1, 1918 and April 12, 1922, but it is not stated whether any of these
were ordered with engraved signatures. It is doubtful if they were
because none have been reported to date.

CHATHAM PHENIX OVERPRINTED BANK SIGNATURES

The Bureau of Engraving and Printing overprinted bank signa-
tures on Series of 1902 blue seal plain backs for the Chatham
Phenix National Bank and Trust Company, New York, New
York (10778) during fiscal years 1927, 1928 and 1929. This was
the only bank in the country to utilize Bureau overprinted sig-
natures. The discovery of this special case was a totally unex-
pected surprise for me that began to unfold in 1968 or 1969
when I stumbled on the entries shown in Table 2 in the
1927-1929 annual reports for the Bureau of Engraving and
Printing.

In 1969 Chuck O'Donnell arranged a visit with Morton C.
Rice of the Bureau of Engraving and Printing staff and I tagged

Table 2. Statement showing amount of reimbursements received for furnishing services and
materials in connection with printing done for other departments and bureaus. Data
from Bureau of Engraving and Printing (1927-1929).

Treasury Department
Comptroller of the Currency

Etched plates and overprinted signatures on national bank currency

Compensation

July 1, 1926-
June 30, 1927

July 1, 1927-
June 30, 1928

July 1, 1928-
June 30, 1929

of employees $658.20 $795.41 $925.71

Materials and
miscellaneous
expenses 32.46 30.48 31.59

Total $690.66 $825.89 $957.30

$20 Series of 1902 blue seal plain
back from The American Exchange-
Pacific National Bank, New York,
New York (1394) with engraved
bank signatures. This note is from a
plate made on August 4, 1925, after
the title was changed on August 1
from The American Exchange Na-
tional Bank as a result of a consoli-
dation with The Pacific National
Bank of New York (12757).
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$20 Series of 1902 blue seal
plain back from the Chatham
Phenix National Bank and Trust
Company New York, New York
(10778) with bank signatures
that were overprinted by the Bu-
reau of Engraving and Printing.
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along. I was allowed to look through a small supply of
specimen sheets encompassing several classes and series in the
possession of the Bureau. Much to my surprise, I came upon
two sheets of Series of 1902 notes with overprinted signatures.
Both were on the Chatham Phenix National Bank and Trust
Company, and were as follows:

Combination 	 Plate Check Letters	 Serials

5-5-5-5 	 Q - R-S -T 	 000000
10-10-10-20 J-K-L-D 000000

The 000000 serials are typical of specimen sheets. Hand-
written in the margin of each sheet was the date November 23,
1927, presumably the day the sheets were completed. The
Johnston-Kaufman bank signatures were overprinted, being
neatly and firmly impressed on the paper. The fact that these
sheets were saved out of all the thousands of other Series of
1902 possibilities reveals that the Bureau personnel were very
proud of this innovation.

On June 2, 1993 I found records in a dilapidated ledger bu-
ried in the U. S. National Archives repository in Suitland, Mary-
land that fleshed out this most interesting story. The last entry
for billing out plate work for large size national bank notes in
the ledger is a $384.17 charge for overprinting bank signatures
on the Series of 1902 notes for the Chatham Phenix National
Bank and Trust Company (Comptroller of the Currency,
1926-1933). By backtracking through this ledger, it was clear

that the only bank for which these types of charges were being
assessed was the Chatham Phenix bank. Furthermore, the
ledger disclosed that this was the only bank in the country for
which large size bank signature overprinting plates were pre-
pared. The charges included at least two or possibly three over-
printing plates at a cost to the bank of $40 each. The $40 plate
charge compares with $120 for replacement 4-subject face
plates at the time.

An explanation for this special circumstance can be inferred
from the plate ledger. On July 26, 1926, at the request of the
bank, the Comptroller placed an order with the Bureau to add
signatures to the Chatham Phenix plates. However, according
to a note in the ledger, this order was cancelled by the bank be-
cause the existing plates were worn and replacements would be
ordered shortly. Obviously the bank did not want to waste
money adding signatures to the worn plates. As shown in Table
3, the 5-5-5-5 M-N-O-P and 10-10-10-20 G-H-I-C replacements
were subsequently ordered in August.

It appears that the bank inadvertently failed to request en-
graved signatures when the replacement plates were ordered
because the new plates were made without them. Conse-
quently production continued, resulting in the addition of
several thousand sheets without signatures to the Comp-
troller's inventory. The bank clearly wanted signatures on
those existing sheets as well as future production. The solution
that was obviously settled upon was preparation and use of a
signature overprinting plate which could handle both the ex-
isting and future printings. The overprinting plate was ordered

Table 3. Series of 1902 face and overprinting plates manufactured for the
Chatham Phenix National Bank and Trust Company, New York, New
York (10778). Dates shown are when the Bureau certified the face plates for
use and when the Comptroller billed the bank for the overprinting plates.
Data from Bureau of Engraving and Printing (various dates-b) and Comp-
troller of the Currency (1926-1933).

Last plates with title: Chatham Phenix National Bank.
5 5 5 5
10-10-10-20
50-50-50-100

Plates with title:

11 3 -V3-W3 -X3

AA-B B -Cc-I
A-B-C-A

Chatham Phenix National Bank and Trust Company
Mar 25, 1925 5-5-5-5 A-B-C-D
Mar 25, 1925 10-10-10-20 A-B-C-A
Dec 21, 1925 5-5-5-5 E-F-G-H
Jan 	 21, 1926 10-10-10-20 D - E - F- B
Mar 	 8, 1926 5-5-5-5 I-J-K-L
Aug 25, 1926 5 5 5 5 M-N-O-P
Aug 26, 1926 10-10-10-20 G-H-I-C
Dec 	 2, 1926' signature overprinting plate
Jan	 18, 1927 10-10-10-20 J - K- L- D
Jan	 19, 1927 5-5-5-5 Q-R-S-T
Nov 11, 1927 10-10-10-20 M-N-O-E
Nov 26, 1927 5-5-5-5 LI-V-W-X
Mar 	 8, 1928 b signature overprinting plate
Apr 27, 1928 10-10-10-20 P-Q-R-F
Jul 	 17, 1928 5 5 5 5 AA-BB-CC-DD
Oct 24, 1928' signature overprinting plate
Jan	 10, 1929 5-5-5-5 EE-FE-CG-HH
Jan 	 10, 1929 10-10-10-20 S-T-U-G

a. $239.05 billing includes the $40 cost for the plate and press runs of 39,987
5 5 5 5 and 19,775 10-10-10-20 sheets.

b. Billing includes only the $40 cost for the plate.
c. $306.61 billing is a lump sum for a plate and overprinting, but it is not absolutely

clear that a new plate was made.
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and put in service sometime after the replacement face plates
were made in August.

Series of 1902 5-5-5-5 sheets through 172043 and
10-10-10-20 sheets through 98567 had been printed prior to
December 2, when the bank was first billed for signature over-
printing. The billing record shows that 39,987 5-5-5-5 and
19,775 10-10-10-20 sheets had been overprinted, which would
make 5-5-5-5 sheet 132057 and 10-10-10-20 sheet 78793 the
first to receive Bureau overprints. The signatures on the
Chatham Phenix $20 shown here were printed from this first
Bureau plate.

A second overprinting plate was made for the bank by the
Bureau and billed to the bank by the Comptroller on March 8,
1928. Usage of it commenced with 5-5-5-5 sheet 325014 and
10-10-10-20 sheet 190649. This plate also utilized the Kaufman-
Johnston combination. However, the signatures are from
different handwriting specimens and the line weights are con-
siderably bolder. In addition, Johnston's signature is smaller. If
a third overprinting plate was made by the Bureau in October,
1928, is was identical to the second because notes printed from
it look the same.

Kaufman and Johnston's signatures were in use prior to the
Bureau plates. The most recent were overprinted by a private
contractor. These can be distinguished from the first Bureau
overprints because Kaufmann's signature on the contractor
plate is huge and very bold in comparison.

The Comptroller billed the Chatham Phenix bank an extra
$2,593.85 for the honor of being the only bank in the country
to utilize Bureau overprinted signatures between 1926 and
1929. These charges were calculated at $4 per 1,000 sheets plus
the costs for the plates. The Bureau of Engraving and Printing
charged the Comptroller's office $2,473.85 for this service. Had
the officers of the bank simply gone with their initial July 26,
1926 request to have engraved signatures added to their ex-
isting but worn plates, the bank would have incurred a onetime
charge of $284 and been done with the matter!
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A SHARP COUNTER IS THE
SCOTCH TELLER

The annual loss from wear and tear of gold coins in England by
reason of absence of small notes is almost incredible. In Scot-
land the issue of £1 notes displaces gold to a great extent, and
is almost as rare as here. The Scotch teller excells in counting
paper money. In handling gold and silver he is altogether be-
hind the age, keeping those metals before him in little old-
maidish piles which would make a London teller shriek with
derision. But in fingering a bundle of notes he is a king of men.
Placing the packets upright against his left palm and seizing the
top corner between the finger and thumb of his right hand he
will turn over the notes so quickly that an ordinary observer
will be as entirely deceived as by the three-card trick and will
probably count only sixteen or seventeen to the teller's twenty.
Then, to check his count, he will either alternate his hands, or,
placing the notes horizontally on his counter, he will count
them toward himself with the same paralyzing speed.—The
Centralia (Wis.) Enterprise and Tribune, Oct. 29, 1887.

RESEARCH (Continued from page 187)
cause the restrictions withholding such records had now
changed. Researchers who were informed in the past that cer-
tain national bank records were required to be withheld from
them as a result of these prior specific restrictions should now
apply again for records that might aid their research.

The National Archives and its extremely competent and
cooperative staff have greatly enhanced my knowledge, ap-
preciation, and enjoyment of the national bank notes I have
collected by helping me obtain the records and information I
sought. I advise all collectors of national bank notes to utilize
the vast resources of the National Archives to enable them to
better appreciate and enjoy their notes.

Address letters of inquiry to Jack H. Fisher, 3123 Bronson Boulevard,
Kalamazoo, MI 49008.

This article was originally printed in the Spring 1992, Vol. 24 No. 1
issue of PROLOGUE, a quarterly of the National Archives. It is
reprinted here with permission.

IMPORTANT NOTICE TO ALL MEMBERS
If you are missing one of the issues of 1993 PAPER MONEY,
please notify the Secretary immediately.

Please indicate which issue(s) you are missing, and enclose
$3.75 for each issue.
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