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ONE THING THAT PAPER MONEY COLLECTING HAS
taught me is that if you think you have completed some-
thing in the form of a set of notes, there is a note out
there waiting to prove you wrong.

The simple desire to collect a complete set of 1929 notes from my birth-
place, West Orange, New Jersey, drove this point home during the summer of
2003.

The town, a suburb of Newark, and now a bedroom community for New
York City, 14 miles distant, had only one bank, The First National Bank of West
Orange, charter #9542.  Series of 1929 Types 1 and 2 $5, $10 and $20 notes were
issued from the bank.  All have the same bank signatures; specifically, T. H.
Power Farr, president, and Edward D. Smith, cashier.

Obviously the complete Series of 1929 set should consist of six notes.  I
began collecting notes from the bank in 1965, but the first note I got was a 1902
Plain Back $10 from Tom Settle.

The small notes proved elusive.  I couldn’t find one for sale or in any-
one’s collection no matter where I looked.  All my New Jersey contacts at the
time came up empty handed.  I found myself searching a barren landscape for
several years!

My luck changed June 17, 1970, when I returned to northern New Jersey
from my then current home in Arizona to visit my uncle in Clifton.  I talked him
into riding over to West Orange so I could look at the old bank building, which
was then a branch of the National Newark and Essex Bank.  It is an imposing
building faced with tall columns at the heart of downtown on Main Street near
the intersection with Northfield Avenue.
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I walked in and began asking about notes.  The receptionist had no idea
what I was talking about, so referred me to the branch manager.

He advised delightedly that someone happened to bring in a $20 about a
year before which he had kept.  He offered it to the son of the president who
lived within a couple of miles of the bank and whose signature was on the note,
but the gentleman was not interested.  The manager graciously got it out from
his safe deposit box so I could see it.  It was a Type 1 with serial A000436A that
graded Very Good.

I was ecstatic because it was the first 1929 note I had seen from the bank.
Upon sensing my enthusiasm, the manager asked if I would like to buy it.  I tried
to size up the situation in terms of offering a fair price, but also a high enough
figure so the deal would close.  I didn’t want this particular fish to get away by
being stupid and low-balling the offer.

Finally I blurted out $50.  The fellow looked bemused, and said:  “No,
no, just give me $21 for it.  That will allow me to recoup the interest I tied up in
it this year.”

I left the bank not only happy with my purchase, but astonished with my
good fortune that it had even happened.  My small size set was launched.

The 6-note 1929 set offered a good chase because none of the other five
came any easier.  Finally, after 30 years, New Jersey specialist Bob Hearn sold me
a Type 1 $5 to complete the set in 1995.  At least that was what we all thought at
the time.

Then the Smythe 2003 Memphis sale catalog arrived.  I was delighted to
find a Type 1 $5 from West Orange listed as lot 4177, because it was the first new
one to go by in quite some time.  The catalogers did not think enough of the note
to picture it, and the description belied their ambivalence.  “No. A000277A. Fine,
but with some light but blotchy discoloration.  Although there are a fair number
of both Large and Small notes known for this Essex County bank, they are sel-
dom available.  ($200-250).”

I had that base covered, and the catalogers even served up the serial
number, so I didn’t even have to hunt the note down to get the serial number for
the West Orange census I keep.

Early morning June 1981 photo of
the former home of The First
National Bank of West Orange. New
Jersey, on Main Street near the inter-
section with Northfield Avenue.
View is toward the west.  Bob Hearn
took this photo at my request, then
was pursued by the fellow who sold
me my first note fearing Bob was cas-
ing the bank!  By then MidLantic
National Bank had taken over The
National Newark and Essex Bank,
which had purchased the West
Orange bank. 
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I got to Memphis the day before the show opened that year, so to make
beneficial use of the extra time, I viewed some lots of interest in the sale late that
afternoon.  Since I was there, I figured that I had better at least look at the West
Orange piece to bring some sort of closure to it.  I asked for the bundle contain-
ing it.

I was astonished to see that the note laid before me had a different look
than my others.  It had the same bank signers, but the lettering in the overprint
was bolder.  More telling was the fact that the letters in the bank title were so
crisp and well formed.  In contrast, the white spaces within the letters used to
spell West Orange on all the notes I had were largely filled so they appear over
inked.  The logotype plate used to print them had not been prepared carefully.
Yes, this one was different.

Suddenly it dawned on me.  This was a note printed from one of the so-
called large signature overprinting plates.

The principle telling characteristic of such notes is that they have the
same bank signers as found on later notes, but usually one or both of the signa-
tures are considerably larger and from different handwriting specimens.  In
addition, the left charter number on many of these plates appears to be displaced
down about one digit too low.  In some cases, the layout of the bank title can be
dramatically different from those that followed, such as being laid out in two
lines rather than three.

The signatures on the Smythe note were only about 10 percent larger.
The left charter number was noticeably dropped, which is a typical characteris-
tic of the large signature notes.

Very revealing was that the lettering in the bank title was set in closely
packed letters made from the largest font of American extra condensed type
used on 1929 notes.  This particular font is the most common font found on this
class of notes, and the close packing is a giveaway for a large signature note.

Banks that received notes from these plates generally have charter num-
bers in the 9500 to 13300 range, with another cluster in the mid 3500s as well.
There were others of course.  Obviously the West Orange case is in range, but I
had never suspected it because I had never thought about the 1929 issues from
the bank in this context. 

Only the first Series of 1929 printing was made from these plates.  That
first printing generally involved all the different denominations ordered by the
bank.

I made an arrangement with Bob Hearn to bid on the note, and left for
DC before the sale.

Armed with the serial number from the Memphis sale, I dug out the
ledgers for West Orange in the National Archives the following week.  The
objective was to pinpointed the Type 1 changeover sheet serials numbers
between the printings from the earlier and later plates.  

This was the discovery small size note
for me from my home town, sold to me
by a banker there for $21 on my offer
of $50 in 1970.  I wonder who is hold-
ing you now, my sweet chickadee, and
if he loves you now as much as I did
back then in those first tender
moments that we shared!
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They are as follows:

$5 1526-1527
$10 774-775
$20 258-259.

Sheets representing all three denominations from it were logged into
the Comptroller’s office on October 14, 1929.  The first printing from the sec-
ond plate arrived October 21, 1930.

Now the question was, how had this interesting variety eluded me for so
long?  I faithfully have collected serial numbers from West Orange notes for
decades.  That list now has 20 Series of 1929 entries.

A quick look at the census revealed the answer.  The Smythe $5, with
serial A000277A, is the only specimen that I have logged in from the critical first
printing.  How could any of us have known the variety was out there before this
discovery piece?

Word reached me from Bob that I had won the note.  It arrived in the
mail in due course.  Yes, it is stained, but it holds an exalted allure for me.

Even the stain is distinctive, ranging from dull pinks to bluish tones.  I
know that stain.  It looks exactly like the stains on the pages of my passport after
I dried it out on the window sill of a bus station in Kashgar, China.

My passport slipped out of my pocket, so I had to fish it out of a trench
latrine there.  Probably this note suffered a similar fate in some flooded base-
ment or worse on its way to me.  Even with the stain, the vibrancy of the over-
print still stands heads and shoulders above higher grade notes from the second
plate.

Over the decades, I have devoted a substantial effort in Washington,
DC, to chasing down information on the so called large signature plates for
other banks.  The issue comes up frequently because the large signature variety
occurs on the notes from several Arizona and Wyoming banks, and because
many collectors have run into them from their favorite banks and have wanted
to know what was going on.

In fact, requests for an explanation for the variety is the most frequent

Both of these notes have the same
bank signers, but different title block
layouts.  The top note is from a BEP-
GPO plate, the bottom from a
Barnhart Brothers & Spindler logotype
plate.  The title on A000277A is set in
a distinctive closely packed large
American extra condensed font, the
left charter number is unusually low,
and the bank signatures are about 10
percent larger, all characteristics of
the BEP-GPO plates.
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of questions directed to me by collectors about the series.  My search for an
explanation had been in vain for some 30 or more years.

In May 2007, while visiting friends in Tucson, four of us happened to
walk past the University of Arizona library one evening while out for a stroll.  A
bell rang.  When I was a student there in the 1960s, I found a very rare partial set
of BEP annual reports in the government documents section, and occasionally
extracted some printing figures from them.

Suddenly I developed an overpowering urge to see if I could find them
the next day.  I did.  The library was in a new building, so they had been moved,
but otherwise they had been untouched since the day I last looked at them
decades ago.  No one had looked at them since I had in the 1960s.

Leafing through the report for fiscal year 1929-1930, I discovered the
following paragraph on page 18 in a section labeled Engraving Division: 

During September, October, and November etchings of the signa-
tures of bank presidents and cashiers were made in this section for
use in overprinting national bank currency.  While logotypes have
generally been adopted for use in connection with this printing, this
method was resorted to in order that deliveries of national-bank cur-
rency could be expedited at a time when logotypes were not being
received as rapidly as required.  A total of 1,376 sets (12 signatures to
a set) were made during this period.

Eureka!  The September-November period referred to was in 1929,
exactly during the period when the large signatures plates were used.  My
research over the years revealed that they were not used thereafter.

Subsequent digging in old files of the Bureau of Engraving and Printing
in the National Archives revealed the following.

The Bureau of Engraving and Printing contracted with Barnhart
Brothers & Spindler in Chicago, a subsidiary of the American Type Founders
Company of Jersey City, New Jersey, to make the Series of 1929 logotype plates.
They were made in sets of six 1-subject flat plates that were mounted together
on typographic overprinting presses.

Barnhart Brothers & Spindler couldn’t keep up with orders for their
logotype plates, so the BEP had to fabricate stopgap plates of their own to get
the job done during the August to October 1929 period.  BEP personnel pro-
duced deep-etched zinc forms containing the bank signatures and linotype forms
containing the bank information. They then enlisted the Government Printing
Office to make electrotype plates from those forms.  The BEP-GPO plates came
in sets of six 1-subject plates similar to the BBS logotypes.

These BEP-GPO plates created the large signature varieties that have
intrigued small size national collectors for so long.  They were used only once
before being replaced by BBS plates once they arrived.  The documents in the
National Archives reveal BEP-GPO plates were made for 1,375 banks, not 1,376
as reported in the 1929 BEP annual report.Considerably more information will
be forthcoming on the Series of 1929 overprinting plates now that we know what
was going on.
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