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THE LETTERING IN THE EARLIEST TITLE
blocks on the $5 Series of 1882 National Bank Notes
was engraved using what was called a patent lettering
process.  Patent lettering refers to letters in the title

blocks made from proprietary engraving machines sold to, or
licensed to, the Bureau of Engraving and Printing.  These machines
could engrave letters on a die in an infinite variety of fonts. 

The patent lettering machines were used between 1882 and 1885 to cre-
ate the title blocks on the new $5s, but this work was halted.  Beginning in 1887,
and continuing over succeeding years, many of the plates with patent lettered title
blocks were purged and replaced. 

We wouldn’t know much about these layouts, or the reasons they were
phased out, except for a letter inspired by a jealousy that developed in the hearts
of some bankers in north central Kansas sometime around the beginning of 1888.
This is that story, and the insights that flow from it.

The Paper Column 
by Peter Huntoon

Controversy Led to Purging
$5 1882-5 Vintage Brown

Back Face Plates
Above:  Typical looking 1882-1885
vintage $5 Series of 1882 title block
made using a patent letter engraving
machine.  Use of these machines drew
strong fire from the bank note engrav-
ing industry.
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Inferior Layouts 
Bureau personnel came to consider the patent lettering work inartistic

and inferior as a result of outside agitation.  Consequently, the face plates con-
taining patent letter title layouts began to be purged. 

The following letter from Edward O. Graves, Chief of the Bureau of
Engraving and Printing to J. Abrahams, Deputy Comptroller of the Currency,
dated April 25, 1888, nicely explains the motivation behind this rash of replace-
ments. 

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

When The First National Bank sudden-
ly began to receive spectacular circus
poster $5s, the officers of The Peoples
National Bank down the street wanted
better looking notes as well!  They
didn’t get any, but the correspondence
over the matter (see page following)
gave us insights into the use of patent
lettering machines, and why many of
the plates using title blocks made from
them were purged!
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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 inartistic, 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 let-
tering was conspicuously inferior.  As the Peoples National Bank
does not fall within this category, I would not feel warranted in hav-
ing a new plate prepared for it.  In any event, it would not be desir-
able to have the titles of two banks in the same town engraved in the
same style (Bureau of Engraving and Printing, various dates). 

Clay Center Envy 
As the illustrations on the preceding page show, the replacement plate

for The First National Bank of Clay Center was a spectacular circus poster.
The subjects on the plate were lettered E-F-G-H, and it was made in
September 1887, to replace the patent letter A-B-C-D plate made in 1883.  It
was certified for use September 27th.  The patent letter plate that it replaced is a
classic looking product from the lettering machines, and this one certainly is
plain looking. 

The Director of the Bureau of Engraving and Printing made it clear
that they weren’t going to replace the plate for the competing Peoples National
Bank.  The reason was that the title blocks on the Peoples plate were made from
engravings.  The officers of the Peoples National Bank couldn’t know this fact,
they just saw theirs were pale in comparison to those coming out the front door
of the bank down the street! 

Whether the explanation for the Bureau’s recalcitrance was forwarded
to the president J. B. Quinby and cashier F. H. Head at The Peoples National
Bank by the Deputy Comptroller is unknown.  It wouldn’t have made any dif-
ference, those bankers felt seriously embarrassed each time people in town con-
trasted their staid notes to those now being issued by the First! 

The Politics of the Times 
The workmanship at the Bureau of Engraving and Printing was under

intense fire in the early- to mid-1880s.  Discontent had been building since
1875, when the work for producing National Bank Notes began to be taken
away from the private bank note companies and turned over to the Bureau.  

The criticism reaching Congressmen, and others in influential posi-
tions, generated considerable heat for the BEP.  The primary source for the dis-
content was none other than lobbying by the private bank note companies
which no longer were getting government contracts to design, engrave and print
National Bank Notes.  They enlisted their engravers and other employees to
participate in these attacks.  The last of those contracts had terminated in 1877,
causing bitter and deep resentments within the engraving industry.  The work
lost by the bank note companies to the Bureau was compounded by the loss of
other huge government security printing contracts, including postage and rev-
enue stamps, during the same period.   

The faces and centers of the backs of the $5 Series of 1882 were the
first National Bank Notes to circulate that were designed and engraved entirely
by Bureau of Engraving and Printing personnel.  The result was that the $5s
were particularly reviled.  A focal point for dismissive commentary was the
patent lettered title blocks on them, which, because they were mechanically pro-
duced, were deemed inferior to engraved work. 

*Sept/Oct 2010 Paper Money  8/9/11  11:58 AM  Page 326



Paper Money • September/October 2010 • Whole No. 269 327

Bureau personnel responded in two significant ways.  First, they simply
borrowed title blocks from the $5 Original Series, transferring the work from the
old title block dies or rolls to the new series when banks were extended.  They
also constructed title blocks for new banks by borrowing needed lines of text
from various old dies and rolls.  How could the bank note company engravers
fault their own work! 

The Bureau engravers began to produce their own hand engraved title
blocks in late 1885.  The early efforts were modest, but with maturing self confi-
dence, the momentum of this effort led to the rollout of ever improving prod-
ucts.  Soon the BEP engravers began to labor in-house to surpass themselves. 

The contracts were not going back to the bank note companies, primari-
ly owning to cost savings.  Gradually, a new order set in as the Bureau started to
become a key player in the engraving industry, despite the fact that it was a child
of the government. 

Lavish circus poster and Princess Leia layouts arrived in December,
1886.  These works of art surpassed anything done previously at the bank note
companies, and made exceptional use of the large canvas provided by the new
fives.  One baroque layout was produced about this time that was deemed so far
over the top, it was never used on a note!  Fortunately, the design survives in
proof form. 

Notable title block innovations continued to gestate, and they flowed
forth on notes through the end of the century.  

Replacement Program 
The purging of plates with patent letter layouts seems to have flourished

in the 1887-1890 period followed by a lull in 1890-1891, as the glut of 1889-
1890 territorial to state alterations took priority for Dakota, Montana,

One means to counter the flack over
the use of engraving machines was to
recycle the title blocks made by the
bank note companies for the Original
Series!  How could the bank note com-
panies and their engravers complain
that they were inferior?
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Washington, Idaho, Wyoming, and belatedly, Colorado.  Some purging contin-
ued sporadically after 1891, and continued at least through late 1903, based on
approval dates on replacement proofs, but the program lost its fervor. 

The new plates continually incorporated the latest available layouts as the
replacement program unfolded.  Not by coincidence, many of the early replace-
ments utilized the showcase circus poster layouts, with the Clay City case being a
case at point.  But even the circus posters were abandoned as replacements by the
end of 1887, as successive waves of new preferences came on line. 

The replacement program was done as work loads permitted.
Consequently, during the almost two decades during which replacements were
made, every new layout design found its way onto at least some replacement
plates.  

Irony 
In general, the patent lettered layouts have a very quaint look that seems

to epitomize the popular gingerbread Victorian artistic tastes in vogue during the
early 1880s.  They are highly sought because of this, and, in fact, many were very
creatively fashioned, distinctive and aesthetically pleasing.  Ironically, some that
were replaced by circus posters are now considered to be among the most spectac-
ular of the genre! 

Pairs of notes from the same bank, one a patent letter, the other some
successor layout, are highly prized.  The challenge is to find the patent lettered
variety because there was severe attrition of those early notes. 

Bureau sideographers routinely borrowed from earlier work to compose
new bank title blocks, having gotten especially good at it during the height of the
controversy over the patent lettering machines when they borrowed heavily from
the bank note company layouts.  By the early 1890s, after the consternation over
the patent letting machines had died down, they even began to borrow parts from

Top:  The engraved Princess Leia lay-
out was used for four banks between
December 1886 and January 1887.
It was one of several spectacular lay-
outs that nicely answered criticisms
leveled at the BEP engravers for turn-
ing out inferior looking title blocks.   

Above:  Mockup of the baroque title
block layout that was designed in the
mid-1880s for the $5 Series of 1882
notes.  This one never was used
because it was so over the top.
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the old patent letter layouts for new title blocks! 
Once the idea of replacing poor or obsolete looking layouts gained trac-

tion, the practice spread to the other layouts.  Consequently, the replacing of
inferior layouts was not confined to patent letter layouts, or even to the $5s.
Some truly unimaginative engraved $5 title blocks made in the late 1880s were
rightfully replaced.  Similarly, aesthetically improved replacements can be found
for every denomination used in the Series of 1882.  

Significance 
The Clay Center episode has great numismatic significance to collectors

of $5 Series of 1882 National Bank Notes.  What we now know to be patent let-
ter title blocks are avidly sought because they are such period pieces.  Generally
they are scarce. 

The replacement of the patent letter layouts also explains why new plates
were made for banks with small $5 issuances.  The patent letter plate didn’t wear
out or become damaged, it was deemed inartistic.   

Graves’ letter tells the story.  You can imagine my delight when I found
it! 
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Two plates were made for this
Boston bank.  The first is a patent let-
tering layout that I call the quilt vari-
ety which was used only for this
bank.  The second sports a more tra-
ditional looking engraved title block
made to replace it.  Which would
you rather own given the choice?
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