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THE PAPER COLUMN
The Series of 1928 Design that Failed

by Peter Huntoon

This is the story of the startup of the small size $1 Silver Certificates, the first of the small size notes.
Production of 12-subject flat bed plates for the contemplated Series of 1928 $1 Silver Certificates began
with the monopoly backs on September 17, 1928, followed on November 3 by the unadopted faces
which are the subject of this article.

The obvious difference between the unadopted and adopted designs is the large ONE superimposed over
the redemption clause to the left of the portrait on the failed design. Ultimately this design was abandoned. The
problem was the placement of the treasury seal in the open field to the right of the portrait.

Two other design features were just as pressing as the seal placement. One was the concern of the
Treasury; specifically, which treasury officials should validate the notes. The other was the concern of the Bureau
of Engraving and Printing, and involved the spacing between the subjects on the plates. The solutions to both are
an integral part of this story.

Scope of the Work
Extensive work on the unadopted face plates was carried out during the 10 months between November

1927, when the first master plate was made, and late September 1928, when the design was abandoned. This
involved preparation of four unnumbered master plates, 4 experimental plates, and 48 production plates.

The first three master plates carried the signatures of Register of the Treasury Walter 0. Woods and U. S.
Treasurer Frank White, rather than treasurer Frank White and Treasury Secretary Andrew W. Mellon. The first
12-subject master was begun on November 3, 1927.

Manufacture of the production plates was initiated the same day. However, production plates 1-16 and 18-
33 weren't finished until July and August of 1928, more than eight months later. The delay followed the first of
several experiments to determine the optimal vertical separation between the subjects, and the decision to use the
signature of the Secretary of the Treasury instead of the Register.

The reason this Series of 1928

Silver Certificate design did not

survive to production is that the

seal does not overlie black ele-

ments such as a shaded ONE or

the redemption clause.

Consequently it would be an easy

target for counterfeiters.

Officer and Signature Change
H. T. Tate replaced Frank White as Treasurer at the beginning of May 1928, before the Series of 1928 was

scheduled to go into regular production. The result was that a signature change was called for.
While this was being contemplated, the decision also was made that the signature of the Secretary of the

Treasury was more appropriate for validating a note than that of the Register of the Treasury. Accordingly, when
the fourth Series of 1928 master was begun on July 10th, it was adorned with the signatures of the Treasurer of the
United States and Secretary of the Treasury; specifically, Tate and Mellon.

The first of the production plates was certified July 25th. The rest were completed on or before August
16th. All were finished after the new signature policy was implemented, so they bore Tate-Mellon signatures. The
affected production plates were 1-16 and 18-33.
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Progress proof showing the unadopted Series of

1928 design before the bold ONE was superim-

posed over the redemption clause. Notice that

the signatures are those of the Register of the

Treasury and Treasurer of the United States.

From Knight (2005, lot 360).

The signature arrangement from left to right on the original design was Register of the Treasury-
Treasurer of the United States. The final arrangement used Treasurer of the United States-Secretary of the
Treasuiy, thus switching the placement of the Treasurer's signature from right to left.

These two subjects are

from the upper right

corner of $1 Series of

1928 experimental

plate A. The experi-

ment was designed to

determine the optimal

vertical separation

between the subjects.

Four plates with three

different separations

were tested. Notice

that the subjects carry

Register-Treasurer sig-

natures, and that they

do not have plate let-

ters or check numbers.

Experimental Plates
Four pairs of matched face and back experimental plates were started on February 11, 1928, and certified

by the end of the month. They were used in tests to determine the optimal vertical separation between subjects.
The plates in each pair were assigned the same letter, A through D, and the letters appeared along the bor-

ders. The separations tested were A 4/32 inch, B and C 6/32 inch, and D 8/32 inch. The subjects did not carry
position letters or check numbers.

The experimental plates were finished five months prior to any of the production plates, and before the
signature issue came up. Consequently the experimental faces carried the signatures of the Register of the Treasury
and Treasurer of the United States, respectively Woods and White.

The experimental plates were used in several short press runs, each lasting less than a week. These were
conducted between March 24 and October 9 for the backs, and between March 30 and November 1 for the faces.

No production from these plates is known to have survived. However, the certified proofs from the four
face plates are preserved in the Smithsonian Numismatic Collections to tell the tale.

The spacing that was adopted was 6/23 inch. The 8/32 inch separation produced a beautiful proof because
the vertical and horizontal separations were uniform at 1/4 inch, giving the notes Broadway margins.

Why the Unadopted Design Failed
It is obvious that the seal on the unadopted Series of 1928 design would have been placed in the open space
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to the right of the portrait. Placed there, it would have balanced the ONE to the left, and made for a very attractive
note.

Probably the reason the design wasn't adopted was that Bureau of Engraving and Printing and/or Treasury
officials began to realize that the seal stood alone in an open field. Thus it easily could have been photographically
separated from the surrounding black design by counterfeiters.

In contrast, all the adopted designs utilized a seal that is overprinted over finely engraved lettering, either
in the form of the redemption clause or ONE. Photographic separation of the blue and black was thus made diffi-
cult, so the superposition served as a counterfeit deterrent.

Abandonment
The face plate history ledgers reveal that all the completed production face plates except plate 33 were

reentered on September 17, 1928. The nature of the work is unknown, but it is possible an attempt was being made
to alter the plates into the new 1928 design. This activity demonstrates that the last work on the early Series of
1928 design can be traced to mid-September.

The design was abandoned in late September, because face plates with the new Series of 1928 design began
to be made on October 2nd. Consequently, none of the early Series of 1928 production plates ever saw service.

Production plates 17 and 34-48 never were finished, and, in fact, no work was done on some of them.
Ultimately plates 39-45 were reassigned to the new Series of 1928 design, and ended up being renumbered 6-12 in
that series.

In contrast, the four experimental plates already had been used. They continued to be used in test runs
until November 1st.

The unadopted Series of 1928
design was intended to be mated
with this back, which was eventual-
ly used on both the adopted 1928
and 1934 series.

Back Plates
The manufacture of the monopoly back plates was begun before any of the faces. Work on the first master

back plate was started September 17, 1927, along with 12 production plates numbered 1 through 12. The first pro-
duction back to be finished was number 3 on November 9th, followed by 4 on November 26.

Plate 3 was used twice, one day each, on November 14 and 21, 1927. Plate 4 was used in seven press runs
between December 3, 1927, and February 24, 1928, each lasting up to 8 days in length. Obviously these were test
runs. The production from these backs was not mated with faces, and the two plates never were used again.

Plates 5 through 12 were not finished in 1927. In fact, plate 5 never was finished. Plates 6 through 12
were renumbered 3 through 9, and finished between July 25 and 31, 1928, after the spacing issue was resolved.

The first monopoly back plates to see regular use were 1 and 2, and renumbered 3 and 4, beginning August
7th. The higher numbers followed in short order. All of this production was routed to the new Series of 1928 faces
in October.

Cancellation
Cancellation of the unadopted face plates began June 26, 1928, when the first three masters and unfinished

plate 17 were canceled. The decision to abandon the design had not been made as yet. The masters carried the
obsolete register-treasurer, Woods - -White, signatures. In addition, two of the masters had the wrong vertical sep-
arations between the subjects.

All the other unfinished face plates, save for 39-45, were cancelled on December 18, 1929. The fourth
master and the completed production plates followed on February 11, 1930. The last to go were the four experi-
mental plates on February 17, 1935, thus finally closing out this most interesting design.
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The adopted Series of 1928
Silver Certificate is rather plain
and unbalanced in appearance.

New Series of 1928
Manufacture of the new Series of 1928 Silver Certificate face plates began October 2, 1928. The first were

completed October 15th, and were sent to the press room that same clay where they were mated with available
monopoly backs.

The first star serial numbers and seals were overprinted on December 13, 1928. The serial numbering and
sealing of regular notes began January 3, 1929. Deliveries to the Treasury commenced January 10.

The Series of 1934, with its bal-
anced overprinted numeral 1
and seal, is the most attractive
small size $1 ever produced.

Comparisons
I have always found the Series of 1934 Silver Certificate to be the most attractive of all the small size Silver

Certificates. In fact, they are the most attractive of all the small size 81 notes. The bold blue overprinted numeral 1
to the left of the portrait nicely balances the seal to the right.

The unadopted Series of 1928 face design also is nicely balanced with its seal to the right, and ONE, and
redemption clause, to the left. Although simpler than the Series of 1934 design, it is none the less attractive.

In contrast, the adopted 1928 series notes, with the seal over the finely lettered redemption clause to the
left of the portrait, and an unadorned ONE to the right, look excessively plain and unbalanced to me. The Series of
1928 designs even pale in comparison to the Series of 1935 design with its smaller seal.

The progression of basic face designs leading to the Series of 1934 notes is illustrated here as Figures A to
E. All look very plain without their seals and serial numbers.

Figure A. Unadopted
Series of 1928 face with
ONE to the left. Notice
that the treasury officials
are the Register of the
Treasury and Treasurer of
the United States.
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Figure B. Modified unadopt-
ed Series of 1928 face.
Notice that the treasury offi-
cials are now the Treasurer
of the United States and
Secretary of the Treasury.

Figure C. First adopted
Series of 1928 face. This
has a 3-line redemption
clause which was used on
Series of 1928 through
1928D notes. 
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Figure D. Second adopted
Series of 1928 face with a 2-
line legal tender clause used
only on Series of 1928E
notes.
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Figure E. The Series of 1934
face without an overprint is
identical to the Series of
1928E face, except for the
wording of the obligation
below the portrait.

Conclusion
The record developed here for the startup of the Series of 1928 Silver Certificates is a tale of moving for-

ward even though important design details had not been decided. Master face plates began to be made even before:
(1) a basic face design had been settled upon, and (2) appropriate treasury signatures had been designated to validate
the notes.
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There were necessary trial printings of backs. These tests were followed by the experimental printings of
mated backs and faces to determine optimal separations between subjects. The production plates began to be made
in July 1928, once the decision on spacing had been settled. However, all of this work was derailed by the design
flaw involving the exposed treasury seal.

In hindsight, the process appears to have been somewhat inefficient and wasteful. The signature redesign
caused delays, which were followed by additional delays associated with the wholesale abandonment of the design.

However, this is a record of the way we do things. Progress is often made in fits and starts as we learn and
adapt. Road maps usually aren't drawn until after the roads are built!

The hurdles that had to be cleared to produce the $1 Silver Certificates could be, and were, avoided for the
remaining series and denominations.
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