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Plate Lettering on Large-Size
National Bank Notes

and the

Maintenance and Replacement of Plates
OBJECTIVE

The purpose of this article is to document the conventions used to letter the subjects on large size na-
tional bank note plates. In order to accomplish this, it is important to differentiate between altering,
reentering and replacing national bank printing plates in order to determine when plate letters
changed.

DEFINITIONS

The processes of replacing, altering and reentering plates must be examined in order to provide
clarity to this discussion.

Replacement plates were entirely new plates that were manufactured to replace worn plates. Be-
ginning in 1878, the plate letters on replacement plates were advanced for the various denominations
from those on the previous plates for a given bank.

Altered plates were existing plates on which design elements were changed such as converting a
territorial plate to a state plate, changing the treasury signatures, or, in the case of the startup of the
Series of 1882 and 1902 date back issues, altering the security clause to include "or other securities':
Lesser alterations included adding or removing manufacturer imprints and extending design ele-
ments to the borders. In general, the plate letters on altered plates were left unchanged with one
major group of exceptions. All plate letters were advanced when the security clause on the faces of
Series of 1882 and 1902 were altered to read "or other securities!'

Reentered plates were existing worn plates upon which design elements were repressed from rolls
to refurbish details. The plate letters on reentered plates were left unchanged, but occasionally moved
slightly.

ALTERED PLATES

T HE altering of plates was a very common occurrence,
particularly in the early series. For example, Original Se-
ries plates were altered into Series of 1875 plates by the

Bureau of Engraving and Printing through the addition of new
treasury signatures and the Bureau imprint. The bank titles on
Original Series and Series of 1875 plates were altered in a
number of instances involving title changes. In the extreme, an
entirely different bank title was placed on an existing plate.
Some interesting examples follow.

The title of The Second National Bank of Havana, New York
(343) was changed during the Original Series to The Havana
National Bank on January 9, 1874. The bank was receiving
5-5-5-5s and the old title plate was altered to the new title with
a new plate date of March 20, 1874 and new treasury signatures
of Allison-Spinner. These alterations were carried out by the
Continental National Bank Note Company.

THE PAPER COLUMN
by Peter Huntoon

The First National Bank of Rockville, Indiana (63) was or-
ganized under the Act of February 25, 1863, and was liquidated
while issuing Series of 1875 notes on April 25, 1877. It was suc-
ceeded by The National Bank of Rockville (2361), chartered on
June 16, 1877. The history of its A- B -C-D 5 55 5 plate is fas-
cinating. The plate began as an Original Series with
Chittenden-Spinner signatures, plate date of November 2,
1863, act date of February 25, 1863, and The First National title.
It was next altered by the Bureau of Engraving and Printing into
a Series of 1875 plate by changing the signatures to Allison-
New and adding the Bureau imprint. All else remained the
same.

Upon the liquidation of The First National Bank, the Bureau
received an order from the Comptroller of the Currency John
Knox on June 27, 1877, as follows:

Please change plate 5.5.5.5 for First National Bank of Rockville, In-
diana, charter number 63, so as to read 'The National Bank of Rock-
ville," Rockville, Indiana, charter number 2361. Also change date of
note, so as to read June 30, 1877. (Bureau of Engraving and Printing,
various dates-b).

These alterations were made, and, in addition, the treasury sig-
natures were changed to Allison-Wyman.
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The twist in this case was that the altered plate still carried
the act approval date of February 25, 1863 because charter 63
was granted under the 1863 act. Through an oversight, this date
was not changed when the plate was altered, even though the
new bank, charter 2361, was an Act of June 3, 1864 bank! Later,
an E-F-G-H replacement plate was made for the bank and it
carried the proper act approval date.

The most interesting plate alteration order that I found was
the following, again from Comptroller Knox, and dated May 7,
1877:

Please change the plate 5.5.5.5 prepared for The Farmers National
Bank of Mattoon, Illinois, which plate was ordered to be prepared
in letter from this office February 14, 1876, to "The Farmers National
Bank of Platte City," Platte City, Missouri. Transfer to bear date May
25, 1877, charter number 2356.

Enlargement of the corner of a $5 Original Series note from The Tenth Na-
tional Bank of the City of New York, New York (307), from a replacement(?)
plate as indicated by the number 2 below the lower plate letter B. (Photo
courtesy of Doug Walcutt who discovered this variety.)

There was no Farmers National Bank of Mattoon, Illinois. The
original order was a mistake and the Comptroller was saving
money by altering the plate instead of having an entirely new
one made.

Although the previous examples of altering represent both
major and minor changes, they did not lead to changes in the
lettering of the subjects on the plates. The wave of alterations
that produced lettering advances was forced by passage of the
Emergency Currency Act of May 30, 1908. This act required that
all Series of 1882 and 1902 face plates include the clause "or
other securities;' Approximately 10,000 plates were altered to
comply with this act, and the plate letters on those plates were
advanced when they were altered.

REENTERED PLATES

Reentering was very common throughout the large size na-
tional bank note issues because it cost-effectively prolonged
the life of the plates. During reentry, the design elements on
some Series of 1875 and 1882 plates were simultaneously al-
tered, but not the plate letters. Beginning in the late 1870s the
practice was adopted of changing the treasury signatures when
a plate was thoroughly reentered. This practice ceased within a
few years.

Typical Series of 1902 plates lasted for about 35,000 impres-
sions. The Series of 1902 $5 plates for The First National Bank
of the City of New York (29) lasted for an average of about
70,000 impressions, revealing that these plates were extensively
reentered.

REPLACEMENT PLATES AND

EVOLUTION OF LETTERING CONVENTIONS

The problem of worn out plates plagued the national bank
note printings from the beginning. Replacement plates made
during the Original Series by the bank note companies carried
the same letters and signatures as those they replaced.

There is one known example of an Original Series plate that
I interpret as being a replacement plate that carried an
identifier indicating its status. This was a 5-5-5-5 for The Tenth
National Bank of New York, New York (307) upon which a
small number 2 was engraved under the lower right plate letter
on all four subjects. This plate was prepared by the Continental
Bank Note Company. The variety was discovered in 1985 by
Doug Walcutt, the leading student of Original Series and Series
of 1875 varieties. Walcutt cautions that without proof we
cannot be certain that the 2s were added to an existing plate
after it was altered, so in his view the variety could represent ei-
ther an altered or replacement plate.

The incrementing of plate letters on replacement plates was
a Bureau of Engraving and Printing innovation that com-
menced in 1878, during the Series of 1875, as the Bureau as-
sumed responsibility for making plates. Important is the fact
that the current treasury signatures were placed on the earliest
Series of 1875 replacement plates, not the signatures that ap-
peared on the plates that they replaced. The first Bureau
replacements appear to have been 5 5 5 5s with the Scofield-
Gilfillan combination, indicating that they were made after
April 1, 1878. One example is the E-F-G-H Series of 1875 5-5-5-5
plate for The Second National Bank of Springfield, Mas-
sachusetts (181) which bears the Scofield-Gilfillan combina-
tion. This plate replaced an A-B-C-D Series of 1875 5-5-5-5
Allison-New plate. The practice of placing new signatures on
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Pair of Series of 1875 $5 notes from The Second National Bank of Springfield, Massachusetts (181). The "E" note is from
a replacement plate, and the treasury signatures on it are Scofield-Gilfillam the officers current when the replacement plate
was made. (Photos courtesy of Doug Walcutt.)

replacement plates appears to have ceased before 1882. The last
such plates carry the Bruce-Gilfillan signature combination.

LETTERING CONVENTIONS
Plate lettering conventions at the Bureau of Engraving and
Printing had become fairly well standardized by the time the
Series of 1882 was introduced. The following guidelines
evolved:

1. The lettering of subjects for each denomination began at A
with the start of each new series for every bank. Included
were the new Series of 1902 plates for banks that were ex-
tended in 1921 or 1922, which already had been issuing Se-
ries of 1902 notes.

2. Lettering advanced consecutively within each denomina-
tion down the plate, and then from plate to plate in the
order in which the plates containing that denomination
were made.

3. Plate letters for the different denominations reverted to A if
the bank title changed or the bank reassumed an earlier
charter number. Letters did not change on territorial plates
that were altered into state plates.

4. Plate letters were advanced on existing Series of 1882 and
1902 plates when they were altered to the "or other securi-
ties" variety with the introduction of the date back types.

LETTERING SEQUENCE
Lettering progressed within a given denomination from sub-
ject to subject as the plates were made. See the independent se-
quences of letters for the $10s and $20s in Table 1.

The lettering sequence usually did not include the full al-
phabet. The sixth format in a series of 4-subject single denomi-
nation plates such as a 5-5-5-5 or 10-10-10-10 was U-V-W-X. The
letters Y and Z were skipped so that the seventh format was A,-
B R-Cc-D D . Thus, the style of letting was homogeneous on the
plate instead of the heterogeneous Y-Z-A A-13,.

Similarly, the eighth format in a series of 10-10-10-20 plates
was V-W-X-H. The letters Y and Z were skipped on the $10s on
the next format, and the plate was lettered A A -B B-Cc-I. Here,
the styles of letters used on like denominations remained
homogeneous. Notice that the $20 was consecutive from the
preceding plate. The 24th format was V 3-W3 -X3 -X. The Y was
not used on the $20 on the next plate. Rather, the Y and Z were
once again skipped and the 25th format was A 4 -B s -C4 -AA ! See
Table 1.

The only way the letters Y and Z could be reached was on
$10s in cases where there was a succession of intermixed
10-10-10-20 and 10-10-10-10 plates. This actually occurred as
shown in Table 2 for Hartford, Connecticut (121), and Wilkes
Barre, Pennsylvania (104). The W-X-Y-Z plate for Hartford (121)
was ordered September 16, 1926, and the one for Wilkes Barre
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$10 Series of 1902 blue seal plain back note front The First National Bank of Hartford, Connecticut (121), w h plate letter
"Z." See Table 2. (Photo courtesy of Robert Kvederas.)

(104) February 6, 1929. Notice on Table 3 how the Yy was
reached for a $10 on The National Bank of Commerce in New
York (733). Although theoretically possible, the letters Y and Z
were never used in a 50-100/50-50-50-100 mix because no bank
required enough plates of those combinations to cycle to the
end of the alphabet.

Notice the progression of lettering styles on Table 1 as the al-
phabet was cycled: A, AA, A3 , A4 , etc. For convenience, the
numbers are herein referred to as subscripts but there is great
variability in the placement of these numbers next to the plate
letters. The subscript 2 was not used. In what is a measure of
great financial prowess, The First National Bank of the City of
New York (29) reached $5 Series of 1902 plate ArB 7 -C7 -D,,
the highest format found on any plate. This plate was ordered
November 3, 1928. The highest format used on a 10-10-10-20
plate was P s -Q s -R s -N N for the same bank on a Series of 1902
plate completed on August 6, 1928.

The plates for the large banks progressed through the let-
tering alphabet rapidly. For example, The National Bank of
Commerce in New York (733) was beginning to cycle through
the alphabet a second time using the A, style on its Series of
1902 10-10-10-10 and 10-10-10-20 issues by the end of red seal
era. The bank had cycled well into the number 4 numerical
subscript alphabet during its date back issues before it ceased
issuing notes in 1915. The double letter variety occurs on Series
of 1882 notes for a number of banks, although the numerical
subscripts were not reached in that series.

DESIGN REPLACEMENTS

Face plates containing certain title layout varieties were syste-
matically replaced during the Series of 1882 issues. The early
$5s utilized a face format in which the treasury signatures were
stacked above and to the left of the bank title. These were
phased out and replaced with a more standardized in-line sig-
nature variety beginning about the middle of 1887 and con-
tinuing at least through late 1903, based on approval dates on
proofs that I examined. The following letter from Edward 0.
Graves, Chief of the Bureau of Engraving and Printing to
Abrahams, Deputy Comptroller of the Currency, dated April
25, 1888, nicely explains the motivation behind this seeming
rash of replacements:

I am in receipt of your letter of the 24th instant in-closing, with the
request that I will inform you whether its wish can be complied
with, a letter from the Peoples National Bank of Clay Center,
Kansas, No. 3345, asking if a change in the character of the title on
its plate can be made so as to remedy its excessive plainness, and
stating that a similar favor has been accorded the First National
Bank of that place; No. 3072. The letter of the Peoples National
Bank is herewith returned with the information that the change in
the plate of the First National Bank was made for the reason that
the engraving of the title on its former plate was inferior and inar-
tistic, being produced by the patent lettering process, and that a
new plate engraved in a more artistic style was prepared, not as a
favor to the bank, but for the credit of this Bureau. This course has
been pursued at the discretion of the officers of the Bureau to the
extent that the state of the work permitted with those national bank
notes plates on which the lettering was conspicuously inferior. As
the Peoples National Bank does not fall within this category, I
would not feel warranted in having a new plate prepared for it. In
any event, it would not be desirable to have the titles of two banks
in the same town engraved in the same style (Bureau of Engraving
and Printing, various dates-b).

Similarly, many Series of 1882 10-10-10-20 faces were purged
during the same period. Many of these plates had been made
using American Bank Note Company rolls. One example of the
10-10-10-20 replacements of this type involved The Putnam
County National Bank of Carmel, New York (976). This bank
issued 12717 sheets of 10-10-10-20s, far fewer than would cause
a plate to wear out, yet a new plate was made for the bank and
approved for use on November 3, 1897. It had an entirely
different bank title layout, which had the more standard turn-
of-the-century Bureau of Engraving and Printing look. This ac-
tivity seems to have flourish in the 1887-1890 period, followed
by a lull in 1890-1891 as the glut of 1889-1890 territorial to state
alterations for Dakota, Montana, Washington, Idaho, Wyo-
ming, and belatedly, Colorado, took priority.

In the case of the purged Series of 1882 varieties, the replace-
ment plates sported advanced plate letters, but utilized the
same plate dates and treasury signatures as on the plates that
were replaced. These type of replacement plates should be dis-
tinguished from numerous Series of 1882 10-10-10-20 and
50-100 American Bank Note Company plates that were altered
by the Bureau of Engraving and Printing through replacement
of the bank note company imprint with the Bureau imprint in
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Enlargements showing Series of 19 02 plate lettering that has advanced into the second (A A) and fourth (A 4, E4) passes
through the lettering alphabet. There is great variation in the placement of the duplicate letters and the numbers on such
notes.

Table 1. Plate letters used on the Series of 1902 10-10-10-20 plates for The First National Bank
of the City of New York, New York (29). Notice that the letters Y and Z were not used for
either the $10s or $20s.

A-B-C-A AA-B K-CG-I A3-B3-C3-Q As-B4-C4-AA A5-B3-05-11
D-E-F-B D D -EL-CG-J D3-E3-F3-R D 4 -E4 -F4 -13 13 D 5 -E 5 -F5 -J 1

G-H-I-C G G -H II -I I -K G3-H3-I3-S G4 -14 4 -1 4 CC G 5 -1-1 5 -I 5 -KK

J-K-L-D J i -KK-LL-L J3-K3-L3-T L4 -K4 -LL-D D Ks -Ls -M s -LL

M-N-O-E MM -N N -O0 -M M3 -N 3-0 3 -U M4-N4-04-EE M 5 -N 5-0 5 -Mm

P-Q-R-F Pp-QQ -RR-N P3-Q3-R3-V P 4 -Q4-R4 -FF P s -Q s -Rs -NN

S-T-U-G S s Tr U ri O S7-T3-U3-W S4-T4-1_14-GG

V-W-X-H Vv-Ww-XK-P V3-W3-X3-X V4 -W4-X4-1-1H

Note: The last Series of 1902 5-5-5-5 plate for this bank
was A7-B 7 -C7-D .
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Table 2. Plate letters used on Series of 1902 plates for The
Second National Bank of Wilkes-Barre, Pennsyl-
vania (104), and The First National Bank of Hart-
ford, Connecticut (121), that led to the use of
plate letters Y and Z.

Combination 	 Plate Letters
10-10-10-20
	

A-B-C-A
10-10-10-10
	

D-E-F-G
10-10-10-20
	

H-I-J-B
10-10-10-10 	 K-L-M-N
10-10-10-10
	

O-P-Q-R
10-10-10-10
	

S-T-U-V
10-10-10-10
	

WXYZ

Table 3. Plate letters on selected Series of 1902 plates for
The National Bank of Commerce, New York, New
York (733). Notice the use of Y,.

	

10-10-10-20
	 00 -P I,QQ -I

	

10-10-10-10
	 RR-SS-Tr U u

	

10-10-10-10
	 Vv-Ww-Xx -Yy

	

10-10-10-10
	 A3 -B 3-C3 -D 3

	

10-10-10-10
	

U3 -V3 -W3-X3

	

10-10-10-10
	 A4 -B 4 -C4 -D 4

	

10-10-10-10
	 Q 4 -R4 -S4 -T4

ACKNOWLEDGMENT

the lower border and removal of the "Printed at the Bureau, En-
graving & Printing, U. S. Treasury Dept" notation along the
border. The plate letters on the altered plates were not in-
cremented, and the title layouts were unchanged. An excellent
example is the 10-10-10-20 plate for The Albuquerque National
Bank, Territory of New Mexico (3222) which was recertified for
use on July 25, 1884 after having these alterations.

Certainly there were exceptions to the guidelines outlined
here for replacement plates. For example, I found a notice to
the Comptroller from the Bureau dated November 5, 1889 ad-
vising that a Series of 1882 5-5-5-5 replacement plate lettered E-
F-G-H had been prepared for The City National Bank of Grand
Rapids, Michigan (3293), with a new style title layout, small
charter numbers, BEP imprint, and new treasury signatures
(Bureau of Engraving and Printing, various dates-b). By this
time, the changing of the treasury signatures had long ago been
discontinued for replacement plates.

DISCUSSION

The early replacement plates in the national bank note series
were prepared by the bank note companies during the Original
Series and were virtually identical to those that they replaced,
having identical dates, treasury signatures and plate letters. The
advancing of plate letters on replacement plates was a Bureau
of Engraving and Printing innovation that occurred as the Bu-
reau assumed responsibility for making plates during the Se-
ries of 1875. The concept of exactly what constituted a
replacement plate evolved within the Bureau during the Series
of 1875. In addition to advancing the plate letters on the new
plates, new treasury signatures were also added at first. How-
ever, by the beginning of 1882, it appears that the idea of a
replacement plate had assumed a more literal meaning. Aside
from the plate letters, everything else remained the same as on
the previous plate including the treasury signatures.

New bank title layouts were commonly used on replacement
plates in the Series of 1875 and 1882, In fact, the purpose of
most Series of 1882 replacement plates was to replace "inferior
and inartistic" layouts. In contrast, the various denominations
on Series of 1902 replacement plates looked exactly like those
they replaced. Consequently, the Series of 1902 saw full stan-
dardization of the concept of a replacement plate, specifically
that the designs of like denominations were identical from
plate to plate save only for the progression of the plate letters.

Doug Walcutt critically reviewed this article providing many sugges-
tions for its improvement. He also provided data from his observa-
tions on replacement and reentered Original Series and Series of 1875
notes, and provided crucial photographs reproduced here.
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