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ONE OF THE GREAT SMALL SIZE NOTE MYSTERIES HAS BEEN SOLVED.  WHY
the plate numbers were enlarged on U. S. small size notes in 1937.

The following internal memo from BEP Director Alvin Hall to a member of his staff says it all.
August 17, 1937
For Mr. Long:

The Secret Service would like to have the plate numbers on both the face and
back of all notes made larger so that after the note becomes worn they can still
read the number.

Please have a model prepared with larger numbers so that we can submit it to
the Secret Service for approval.
A. W. Hall

J. C. Benzing, one of Mr. Long’s subordinates, quickly provided a model with the
size of the numbers increased by 1-1/4 times.

Director Hall sent a letter August 26 to William Broughton, Commissioner of the
Public Debt stating:  “In accordance with this request we have prepared and submit herewith
for the approval of the [Treasury] department, a model for $1 Silver Certificate, face and back,
showing the plate numbers in the proposed size.”

Next, on September 9th, Hall sent the models on to a Mr. Wilson of the Secret
Service for approval.  Wilson responded the next day with the request that the numbers be
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Above:  Figure 1.  Detail from
$1 SC Series of 1935 and
1935A notes showing the
change in the size of the plate
serial numbers.  The size of the
numbers comprising 3013 are
about 1-1/3 times larger than
1366.
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made even larger and heavier.  Benzing, on the 16th, provided models with larger numbers.
Hall submitted them to Wilson the next day along with the following cover letter.

There is transmitted herewith for your consideration the second revised
models of United State currency, showing plate numbers in heavier and larger
type.  If these models meet with your approval, the style of numbers shown will
be used on all plates manufactured in the future.

Approval was given October 20th.  The approved numbers were about 1-1/3 times
larger than those they replaced.

Hall summarized the status of the change for Secretary of the Treasury Henry
Morganthau, Jr. but added a bombshell.

October 27, 1937
The Honorable Henry Morganthau, Jr.
The Secretary of the Treasury
Sir:

The revised model for the $1 Silver Certificate, Series 1935-A, was approved
on October 20, 1937.  At the time of the approval the plate number was located
in the lower right-hand corner immediately following the plate letter.

Upon further consideration of the Series 1935-A design, it is believed that by
placing the plate number in the upper left-hand corner under the plate letter
would improve the appearance of the note and at the same time make sufficient
space available for the enlarged plate numbers of four or more digits.  There is
submitted herewith a model showing the proposed change for consideration and
approval.
Respectfully,
A. W. Hall
Director

Obviously the relocation of the plate number was not approved, so the enlarged size
and placement of the number in the lower right corner approved October 20th moved for-
ward to production.

It is clear from the correspondence that three generations of models were produced,
including the one with the number in the upper left corner.  None of the models are known to
have survived.  They certainly weren’t transferred to the National Numismatic Collection in
the Smithsonian.  That is no surprise because not much of that type of material was trans-
ferred.  Who knows, the models may be lurking in some corner of the BEP, but I haven’t seen
them there either.

I must inject a technical distinction.  The correspondence refers to “plate numbers.”
Of course what is meant is what Bureau personnel refer in-house to as “plate serial numbers.”
Plate serial numbers are consecutive numbers assigned to like plates, and they appear within
the designs of all small size notes.

True plate numbers on small note plates are the numbers found in the top margin of
the plates.  Those numbers are from omnibus sets of numbers that thread through huge
groups of plates, the largest being a set of numbers begun in 1886 that thread through most of
the intaglio plates made for the Treasury Department, including currency, bond and revenue
stamp plates.  Of course, the margin plate number on a plate differs from the plate serial num-
ber within the subjects.

The impact of increasing the size of the plate serial numbers on our small currency
was significant.  The change was deemed to be sufficiently important that the series letters
were advanced on all face plates bearing the new numbers.  Prior to this event, the series letter

. . . Please turn to page 316

Figure 2.  This significant Silver
Certificate is from the A position
of the number 1 Series of 1935A
production plate, the first produc-
tion plate made with macro plate
serial numbers.  It carries a serial
number from the MA block, the
first block used on 1935A notes.
The face happened to be printed
on micro back stock, so the note
came out as a mule. Leon
Goodman, early discoverer and
cataloguer of mule varieties,
found the note long ago and I
bought it in 1989 from Allen Karn
who handled the currency in
Leon’s estate.



was advanced only in response to a change in the Treasury signa-
tures.  Thus, collectors had a slew of new varieties to collect
because every class and denomination was impacted.

Small note specialists relished the change for a second rea-
son.  It gave rise to concurrent production of notes from plates
bearing the older micro numbers alongside new plates with the
macro numbers.  The mixing of the two sizes between the backs
and faces gave birth to the ever popular
mule varieties that are so avidly collect-
ed.

A mule is a note with macro num-
ber on one side and micro number on
the other.  There is a rich trove of these
varieties because they spread through
every class and denomination.  Our
small note catalogs have devoted much
ink to listing all the mule varieties and
several are rare.

The first macro plate to go to press
was the number 1 $1 Series of 1935A
Silver Certificate face on January 6,
1938.  The first macro back was $1
plate serial 930, which went to press on
January 28th.

Notice that the first printings
from the number 1 Series of 1935A face
had to be mated with micro backs.  The
resulting notes were mules!

Macro plates in the other classes and denominations came
on line over the next few years.  The first macro $5 plate was a
Series of 1934A Silver Certificate face that was put to press on
January 10th.  Those $5 sheets found themselves in competition
with the macro $1s as to which would arrive first in the serial
numbering section.

The $5s won.  They began to be numbered on January
25th.  The first serial number applied to one was D50352001A.
That particular note had a micro back plate number, so it was
the very first completed mule out of the chute!

The first $1 1935A faces were numbered the next day, with
the first bearing serial M07668001A.  The first $1 1935A star
note came along two days later on January 28th, specifically
*17076001A.

Discovery of the explanation for the change in the size of
the numbers has been a quest of mine for decades.  I’ve been
writing about small size mules since 1967, and always wondered
just why they came about.

It always has struck me as peculiar to avidly collect the dif-
ferent series and especially the various mule varieties without
understanding the reason for their existence!

To finally know the reason brings closure to the topic.
Wanna buy my collection?

I’ve been rummaging through official Treasury records
housed in various repositories in Washington, DC, since the late
1960s.  I figured someday I’d come across the explanation for
the change.

It never revealed itself.
Several of us – Doug Murray, Lee Lofthus, Jamie Yakes –

have been working our way through the old correspondence files

from the Bureau of Engraving and Printing and the Office of the
Comptroller of the Currency that are now housed in the
National Archives.  Lee Lofthus opened up a third particularly
rich treasure trove a few years ago by exhuming similar docu-
ments archived from Commissioner of the Bureau of the Public
Debt.  He astutely recognized that most decisions concerning
currency were made or passed through the Commissioner.

I figured that the explanation for adopting the macro num-
bers had to reside somewhere in the BEP or BPD files.  The time
had arrived to specifically look for it.

My plan was to start with the correspondence files created
by the Director of the BEP because they are organized by year.
We long have known that the decision to change the numbers
was made in 1937.  I was going to get into the 1937 files for the
first time.

Several boxes representing 1937 arrived in the Archives
reading room for me to digest on May 1, 2012.  A quick glance
revealed that as expected most of the boxes contained files per-
taining to personnel matters.  As I started digging, it was clear
that the 1937 boxes contained a dearth of technical material.  It
was shaping up to be another fruitless search.

But one can’t throw up his hands and quit.  I bypassed all
the personnel files and started thumbing through the few folders
that remained, most of which had nothing to do with currency.
Then I came across a file simply labeled “Plates.”  The folder was
unusually thin, holding only a small sheaf of correspondence.  It
looked hopeless, but I dutifully pulled it out of the box.

Then there it was – the entire story as related above.  The
change in the size of the numbers clearly was the biggest innova-
tion involving plates that Bureau personnel had to contend with
in 1937!

You could have knocked me over with a feather!
Source of Data
Bureau of Engraving and Printing, 1937, Central

Correspondence Files, Record Group 318, U. S. National
Archives, College Park , Maryland (Locator
318:450/79/15/04-06 box 260, file:  Plates).                        �
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Figure 3.  Plate serial numbers would have appeared in the upper left corner of small
note faces as shown on this mock-up had BEP Director Alvin Hall’s October, 1937,
recommendation on their placement been approved.
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