
When	Green	Is	Green	
by	John	Roos	

Collecting fractional currency presents many opportunities – for novices and 
professionals alike – to expand our knowledge about these colorful bits of Americana.  To a 
lesser degree, of course, the same can be said for the broader currency-collecting realm. But 
because of that audience’s much larger collecting population and the comprehensive cataloguing 
of notes by generations of serious collectors and observers, interesting discoveries surface far 
more frequently there than in the relatively unplowed field of Fractional currency. 

Most Fractional discoveries result from sharp-eyed collectors recognizing previously 
unknown types or varieties of notes. Far less often, our knowledge of Fractionals gets a 
boost from a cutting-edge scientific procedure.  

One such interesting Fractional “discovery” occurred recently, when a relatively new 
type of laboratory analysis confirmed what had long been evident to some casual observers. 
Those observations, however, had run headlong into so-called “conventional wisdom.”   

The note in question is a 25-cent, FR1283 reverse specimen. Usually encountered with a 
purple- or violet-colored impression, this note had a vibrant, unmistakably green color.  

Consultations with several prominent colleagues on Fractional notes elicited the nearly 
universal response that the green color results from a chemical change in the note’s original 
purple ink, probably caused by exposure to light or some other chemical interaction. This 
pronouncement came despite the fact that the note’s “25” bronze overprinting was nearly as 
vibrant as the day the note was printed. 
So the note remained locked away for several years. During that time, I toyed with the idea of 
having the note tested by a research laboratory, but the only option I could find required 
conducting a destructive test on a small portion of the inked paper to determine the ink’s 
composition. That testing also would have required samples from two other notes – Second 
series green- and purple-backed issues – to serve as comparative items in determining the results. 
That was reason enough, I decided, to let the green FR1283 rest. 

That would have been the end of this tale had it not been for a chance encounter with a 
physicist at a nearby laboratory. Just prior to our discussion, the scientist’s laboratory had 
received a new infrared spectroscopy instrument – a diamond-tipped device capable of 
conducting non-destructive testing of organic compound-based materials. The timing was 
perfect: the lab recently had completed its verification of the new instrument and was conducting 
training for the scientists who would use it. The “ink challenge,” I was told, would fit nicely with 
the pre-startup efforts to demonstrate the new equipment’s capabilities for determining light 
wave transmittance. 

Less than a week after that chance discussion, the green 1283 specimen, along with a 10-
cent FR1245 note (green ink, from the same series) and a 25-cent FR1283 note (purple ink, same 
series), were lightly kissed by the diamond-tipped device. When printouts of the three notes’ 
transmittance were compared, results from the 25-cent specimen and the green 10-cent note were 
conclusive.* The specimen, the tests verified, carried green ink. The purple 25-cent Fractional, 
on the other hand, had a decidedly different signature. 

I shared this information with FCCB President Rob Kravitz, who had earlier examined 
the note and agreed with me that it sure looked green. Rob now believes that green FR1283s 
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were originally produced and mounted on Fractional Shields: perhaps a future researcher will 
discover why. 

While this is certainly an extreme example of the lengths to which some of us will go to 
verify aspects of their Fractional holdings, there’s a broader lesson here for collectors of all types 
of currency and inked materials. Scientific advances have given us the ability, today, to conduct 
non-destructive analyses of the inks and papers in our currency and other collections.  Through 
such analyses we’ll continue to add to the growing body of knowledge about our collections and 
make other interesting discoveries. 

The minor differences seen in the printouts of the green-inked specimen and the green 
10-cent note are attributed to variations in density of inks on both notes and to differences in the 
notes’ paper composition: the specimen note was printed on CSA paper. 

The original transmittance graphs and tested Fractionals are shown below. 
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