
THE FRACTIONALCURRENCY OF 
ISRAEL 

by Carlson R. Chambliss 

During the first six years of its existence the State of Israel issued on two occasions a 
number of fractional notes that were required to deal with coin shortages, which are the usual 
reasons why various nations have issued small-change notes on a temporary basis. There are a 
few instances such as that of Egypt where the issue of 5 and 10 piastre notes has continued for 
decades, but in most countries coins are preferred by the majority of citizens over small-size 
fractional notes with low face values. This certainly was the case in the United States where 
Fractional Currency was removed from circulation once silver coins could circulate again at par 
with paper money by the mid-1870s. 

The first issue of fractional notes in Israel took place in 1948, and the notes were needed to 
replace the Palestinian silver coins of the 50 and 100 mils denominations, which were then 
worth about 20 and 40 cents each in U. S. money. When Israel gained its independence in 
May, 1948 it inherited as its currency the Palestine pound that was tied directly to the British 
pound and at parity with the latter. At that time this unit was worth just over $4.00 in U. S. 
currency. Basically there was no way in which the newly founded Israeli government could 
maintain exchange parity with the British pound. There was an enormous balance of payments 
deficit, and it was not for several years before the value of exports would begin to approach the 
value of what Israel was importing from abroad. Although the United Kingdom continued to 
maintain the value of the Palestinian pound at parity with sterling, the British ceased to issue 
this currency in May, 1948 when Israel became independent.  It was not until August, 1948 
that Israel was able to issue its own banknotes. Coins took even longer to mint, and it was not 
until July, 1949 before adequate numbers of them arrived to replace the Palestinian coins still in 
circulation. 

Since 1927 a distinct series of Palestinian coins had been minted and issued by the 
Palestine Currency Board for circulation there and also in Trans-Jordan. There were seven 
denominations in use, and the two highest were minted in 0.72 silver. These were similar in size 
but somewhat heavier in weight than the British one and two shilling coins, and their silver 
content was also higher than the British coins, since the latter had been reduced to 0.50 fine after 
World War I. During the summer of 1948 the State of Israel was engaged in a war with its Arab 
neighbors and its finances were decidedly precarious. Naturally persons would hold onto items 
of value such as silver coins. The Israelis planned to issue cupronickel coins for these 
denominations and orders for these coins were placed with two private mints in the United 
Kingdom, but it was not until July, 1949 that these coins could be delivered and placed into use. 
One year earlier than this, Israel was already in the grips of a serious coin shortage, particularly 
for these two denominations. 

The lack of adequate amounts of currency was particularly crucial for paper money notes, 
and two approaches were tried. One was to print a series of emergency notes within Israel itself 
and release them should circumstances demand that be done. Another approach was to have 
these notes printed abroad by a reputable securities printing firm. Both approaches were 
employed, and eventually an adequate number of banknotes were printed by the American Bank 
Note Co. in New York. These were delivered to Israel in the summer of 1948, and soon they 
were released in August of that year. Prior to that time a much smaller number of emergency 
banknotes were prepared in Israel under great secrecy; necessary since this was done in April, 
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1948, at a time when the British still held control over all currency emissions.  As things turned 
out, these emergency banknotes were not needed, since the notes from New York reached Israel 
during July of 1948. Both of these issues, however, consisted of banknotes only with face 
values of one half pound and up. 

Given their low face values the printing of fractional currency would require fewer 
security controls than would the preparation of banknotes, and so the contract for printing of the 
50 and 100 mils fractional notes was given to the Levin-Epstein Press, Ltd., the firm that had 
printed the famous Doar Ivri postage stamps earlier in 1948. During the early spring of 1948 
the name of the new Jewish state had not yet  been  finalized,  and thus Israel’s first stamps 
were inscribed Doar Ivri (Hebrew Post), while its first banknotes were issued by the private 
Anglo-Palestine Bank and denominated in Palestine pounds. All items produced after Israeli 
independence, however, were inscribed Israel, and these included both the first coins and the 
first fractional currency. 

The first issue of Israeli fractional notes is often referred to as the “carpet” notes, although 
their designs on both sides depict mosaic tile work from old synagogues. That of the Torah 

scrolls on the back sides is from the Beth Alfah Synagogue in Israel and dates from the 6th 

century AD. The designer was Otto Wallish, and some proof impressions bearing his 
signature have survived. Each note is inscribed Israel at its top in Hebrew and then in Arabic. 
The denomination is then given in both languages and below that the signature of A. Kaplan, 
who signed as Minister of Finance. The notes feature 50 or 100 in Western numerals in each 
corner on their faces, and on their backs these notes state 50 or 100 in large Western 
numerals at their bottoms. 

The serial number of the former is in black, while on the latter it is red. All 50 mils notes are 
from the aleph-aleph block, and for the 100 mils notes the top letter is always aleph, but other 
possibilities in addition to aleph exist for the lower letter. The total printing for the 50 mils 
note is given as 500,000, while for the 100 mils note it was 1,643,000. Despite the much larger 
printing for the higher value, the present-day numismatic values of these notes are just about the 
same. These notes were placed into use in October, 1948, and in July, 1949 the newly  minted 
50 and 100 prutah coins arrived from the UK. There were 12,000,000 of the former and 
6,000,000 of the latter, so the need for fractional paper notes promptly disappeared.    Those 

The faces and backs of the fractional notes of 1948. Despite the fact that these items are often termed the 
“carpet notes,” the designs on both sides were adapted from mosaic tile patterns that were found in old 
synagogues. 
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remaining were removed from circulation in 1950. Interestingly the total mintages of the 
Palestine silver coins from 1927 to 1942 were about 26,500,000 for the 50 mils and about 
10,800,000 for the 100 mils. These figures far exceed those of the printings of the 1948 
fractional notes, and so it seems that large numbers of the silver coins had already been 
removed from circulation well before 1948. 

The size of these notes is given officially as 48 x 80 mm, but I have measured them as 
50 x 80 mm. They are printed on a relatively thick, acidic paper that is fairly brittle. I have 
sometimes seen notes that are basically in new condition but with chinks broken out of their 
edges. They don’t wear very well since moderate or heavy folds can develop into open cracks 
or tears. Only a fraction of the notes originally printed still exist, but there are a number of 
uncirculated pairs of these items in which  the  50  and  100  mils  notes  are  matched as to 
their serial numbers.  Typically these pairs sell for $1500-$2000 per matched set. 

A second series of Israeli fractional notes that is contemporary with the “carpet” notes 
is much less well known. These are the tax coupons that were issued by the city of Tel-Aviv 
during 1948 and 1949. The notes were issues of the city government rather than the Treasury of 
the State of Israel, as were the “carpet” notes. City-issued paper money is a bit unusual, but 
collectors of early American paper money should be familiar with the Water Works notes that 
were issued by the City rather than the Colony or State of New York between 1774 and 
1776. Officially the Tel-Aviv notes were to assist in making change when paying city taxes, but 
they were widely used as small-change notes as well. There were two releases of the notes, 
the first on August 15, 1948 and the second on April 27, 1949. A total of 167,000 50 mils 
and 180,000 100 mils notes were issued. The total face value of these notes was 26,350 
pounds, but only 3610 pounds in face value (equivalent to 29,400 50 mils and 21,700 100 mils 
notes) remained outstanding when these notes were recalled on August 1, 1949. In contrast the 
total face value issued in the “carpet” notes was 189,000 pounds. I don’t have a figure for the 
amount that were outstanding after 1950. 

The Tel-Aviv notes are 102 x 62 mm in size. The 50 mils notes are red brown and light 
tan in color, while the 100 mils notes are dark blue with a light blue underprint.  The back sides 

show the coat of arms of Tel-Aviv, but on the former notes this feature is so lightly printed 
that it is scarcely visible. The serial numbers are dark blue on the 50 mils note and red on the 
100 mils. Unlike the “carpet” notes that are sometimes offered as pairs of new notes with the 
same serial numbers, the Tel-Aviv notes are very rarely seen as matched pairs. The great 
majority of these notes are in well-circulated grades, and obtaining examples in high grades is 
not easy. 

In 1952 a second coin shortage arose. The same denominations were involved, but the 
coins were different. The  50  and  100  prutah  coins  that  were  minted  in  the  UK  in 
cupronickel were identical in size to the 1/- and 2/- coins that were then  in  use  in  Britain. 
Officially they had the same values (14 cents and 28 cents, respectively), but in reality the 

The faces of the 50 and 100 mils notes of Tel‐Aviv together with the back of the latter note. Although 
officially issued to facilitate making change in the payments of city taxes, these notes  functioned  as 
small‐change  notes  in  a  manner  quite  similar  to  that  of  the  so‐called “carpet notes.” 
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Israeli pound was only worth about $1 or somewhat less and not $2.80 as was the British pound 
by this time. But these coins would work quite nicely in British vending machines despite having a 
value of only about one-third as much. Naturally the British were reluctant to provide additional 
quantities of these coins. Eventually Israeli coins minted in nickel-clad steel were issued 
instead, but in the meantime there was another coin shortage, this time arising from a 
scarcity of coins having face values of only about 5c and 10c each. 

The solution once more was to issue a rather large number of 50 and 100 prutah notes 
that could substitute for the cupronickel coins of these values. These little notes were 
produced by the government printer in Jerusalem. Both values featured simple geometric designs 
on both sides, but the colors of the two values were different. Despite the low face values of 
these notes, some varieties are decidedly scarce. All varieties feature two signatures, that of the 
Comptroller General and that of the Minister of Finance. Three different signature combinations 
are possible. The earlier varieties feature the signatures of Zagaggi and Kaplan, and most of the 
varieties of these notes that are scarce feature this signature combo. The rarest of these have 
gray-black backs, but the faces can be either in light blue or light red for the 50 prutah notes or 

greenish blue for the 100 prutah item. The 100 prutah is sometimes described as either greenish 
blue or bluish green in color. Some catalogs imply that there is a blue shade along with a green 
shade for this note that is different, but that is wrong. You can decide what you want to call 
the color of this note, either greenish blue or bluish green, but in my opinion, there is only one 
variety of the note. Both the light blue and light red 50 prutah notes with dark gray backs are very 
rare. The light blue variety is supposed to be the rarer of the two, but I have seen it offered for 
sale more frequently than I have the light red variety. I now have uncirculated examples of 
each of these types in my collection, but in such a grade they are probably worth at least $750 
to $1000 each. The 100 prutah note is also very scarce, but it is rather more abundant than are the 
two lower values. 

The faces and backs of the first issue of 50 and 100 prutah fractional notes featuring the Zagaggi- Kaplan 
signatures and dark gray backs. Although there is only one variety for the 100 prutah note (greenish blue or 
bluish green), the 50 prutah notes exist with either light blue or light red faces, and both are very scarce. 
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The next pair of these notes have the same signatures and have face designs in the same 
colors, light red and bluish green, but their backs are now printed in orange and light green, 
respectively.   These are scarce, but they are not nearly as rare as are the notes with dark gray 

backs. The notes with the  Zagaggi  –  Eshkol  combo  occur  in  one  color  scheme only -  dark 
red and orange for the 50 prutah and dark blue and aqua for the 100 prutah. The backs are the 
same as before, and these notes are comparable in scarcity to the later Zagaggi-Kaplan issues. The 
final pair has the same colors, but the signatures are now those of Neeman and Eshkol. These 
are by far the most abundant of all of these types of notes.  Levi Eshkol was Minister of Finance at 
this time, but he went on to become Prime Minister in later years (1963-69). 

The serial numbers for these notes are on their backs. On the right side the initial letter 
is a beth for all varieties except for the abundant Neeman-Eshkol notes where it is a gimmel. 
The sequence number is something rather more than 100. On the left side there is a serial number. 
For the earliest notes this is a five-digit serial number, but for all of the later issues it is six 
digits. The sizes that I have measured for these notes range from 74 x 44 mm to 76 x 45 mm, 
although I have seen dimensions in print that indicate somewhat smaller sizes. The later issues 
all are printed on paper with tiny silk fibers, while the earlier issues (i.e., those with the Zagaggi- 
Kaplan signature combination) are on somewhat thicker paper that lacks these fibers. 

Apparently packs of these notes were held together with metal clasps that often leave 
two small imprints at one end of a note. Sometimes this is hard enough to break the surface of 
the paper and cause small pinholes even on notes that are otherwise uncirculated. Centering can 
be a problem for either side of these notes. The Neeman-Eshkol notes are basically fairly 
common, but I have never seen packs of these items. In choice CU condition they sell for 
about $20 each or about $40 for a set of two notes, and these are often available on eBay. 
Neeman-Eshkol notes are quite common in circulated grades, and in grades such as VG-F they 
are strictly “junkbox” items. 

There is one well-known error that occurs with the Neeman-Eshkol 100 prutah note, 
and it is among the rarest of all the Israeli paper money issues. In fact, I believe that it ranks 
second only to the 50 pound purple and blue note of the Anglo-Palestine Bank that was issued 
in 1948. On this fractional currency error the facsimile signature of Neeman is inverted. It 
seems that all known examples also feature the letter beth on their back sides instead of the letter 
gimmel that occurs with all other Neeman-Eshkol notes. There are also two other printing errors 
that are noted on the Neeman-Eshkol 100 prutah notes. In one variety only the serial numbers 
appear on the back, and the large numeral “100” is absent from the back design. In the second 
error type only the “100” appears on the back side, and there are no serial numbers. 

I do not have the production breakdowns by signature types, but in terms of 
denominations it appears that there were 33,239,000 of the 50 prutah and 40,481,000 of the 100 
prutah fractional notes issued, and these totals are substantially larger than those  for the coins of 

The Zagaggi-Eshkol and and Neeman-Eshkol notes use the same color schemes, but the former are much 
scarcer. 
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these denominations that were minted. As small, fragile items, however, the lifetimes of these 
notes in circulation would not have been very long. These data would imply a total face value of 
5.71 million pounds. All of these notes would have been printed between 1952 and 1954, since 
after that date the new coins minted in Tel-Aviv and made of nickel-clad steel began to appear. 
These notes remained valid currency throughout the 1950s, but after 1955 they would have 
constituted only a very minor part of the currency in circulation. 

The third denomination of Israeli fractional notes was for 250 prutah, and these were 
first issued in 1953. There were a modest number of 250 prutah coins that were minted in Great 
Britain in 1949, but only some 2,020,000 of these were struck in cupronickel for general 
circulation. This coin was the same size as a British half crown, but it is not a popular coin in 
Israel, and the Israeli public was already quite familiar with the use of circulating small-change 
notes. It was felt that something between the 100 prutah coins or fractional notes and the 500 
prutah notes of the Bank Leumi Le-Israel (National Bank of Israel) was needed. Accordingly a 
note for 250 prutah was first issued in November, 1953, and these remained in circulation 
during most of the 1950s. Initially their exchange value would have been about 25 cents US, 
but this would have declined to about 15 cents toward the end of their period of use. 

These notes measure about 108 x 60 mm in size, and thus are substantially larger than 
are the other issues of fractional notes. Like their 50 and 100 prutah counterparts, however, 
they were printed by the government printer in Jerusalem. The design was by the Shamir Brothers 
firm that was responsible for the designs of many Israeli postage stamps. On their faces these 
notes depicted an abstract design with “Two Hudred Fifty Prutah” in Hebrew at their centers. 
The signatures are those of Neeman and Eshkol. Like the other fractional notes the serial numbers 
come in two segments.  On the right side there is a Hebrew letter and a five-digit 

number that begins with 010. On the left side there is a five-digit serial number. All of these 
numbers are printed in black. The backs of these notes depict a view of Lake Kinneret (the Sea 
of Galilee). The number “250” also appears in bold Western numerals on this side. 

Three different printings of these notes can be distinguished by the initial letter that 
appears on the right side of each note. Although the overall color of these notes is dark green, 
the notes of the “aleph” series show far more brown coloration than do the other two issues. 
In the “beth” and “gimmel” series green toning on both sides is much more strongly 
emphasized. Many notes of the “gimmel” series show a faintly printed menorah in the serial 
number area of their left sides. Some of the “aleph” and the “gimmel” notes also have markings 
in ultraviolet-sensitive ink on their right sides that are invisible in white light. 

The three printings of these notes are of roughly equal abundance in most grades, but 
the “beth” notes are the most abundant when in uncirculated condition.  These are not very 

The face and back designs of the 250 prutah notes first issued in 1953. The face is that of the so called 
“gimmel” variety of this note. Note the faintly printed menorah image that appears at the top to the left of the 
center of this note. 
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common, however, and such notes sell for about $60 each. It is believed that about 12,582,000 
notes of this denomination were issued. The total face value of these notes was thus 3,146,000 
pounds, a value that was comparable to that of either denomination of the lower value fractional 
notes. 

When the Bank of Israel was founded in 1954 it soon took over the function of issuing 
both coins and banknotes that had previously been exercised by the Treasury of the State of Israel 
and by the Bank Leumi Le-Israel, respectively. What fractional currency was still outstanding was 
soon phased out of circulation. No fractional notes have circulated in Israel for more than half a 
century. Today Israel is about as far from issuing fractional notes as is any country on earth. 
There are currently circulating coins for 5 and 10 NIS (new Israeli shekels) that are worth in 
exchange about $1.40 and $2.80, respectively, and the lowest denomination banknotes are for 
20 NIS, or about $5.60 in US currency. 

Reference: 

Haffner, Sylvia, The History of Modern Israel’s Money, 1917-70,  published  by  Philip  J. 
Matthew, 1970. 
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