
Introduction and Purpose 
The wide and narrow small size currency varieties have remained popular with U. S. small note 

collectors since the first of them was cataloged in the Goodman, Schwartz, O=Donnell catalog in 1968. The 
varieties were created when the physical dimensions of the images on the dies used to make small note 
plates were standardized between 1947 and 1950. The backs were one size, the faces larger. 

The wide to narrow varieties on the $5 backs were among the first to be discovered. They proved 
to be particularly fun because for some reason a short group of wides followed the first narrows. These 
were called the wide II variety. 

It is the purpose of this article to explain how the short group of wide IIs came about. 

Resizing Program 
Huntoon and Hodgson (2006) discovered that almost all the back and face dies had been resized, 

which meant that collecting this type of variety became a particularly rich in-depth pursuit. With more 
recognized varieties in the stable, they became even more popular for specialists to collect. 

The reason for standardizing the dies was to reduce spoilage when the notes were trimmed from 
sheets. The same printing and processing machines were used for all denominations so it made sense to 
adopt uniform image sizes for the engravings. 

The narrow $5 and $10 back dies were the last to be completed in the resizing program. They were 
hardened on September 20, 1950. BEP personnel started making plates from the new $5 back die a year 
later in November 1951. 

The $5 backs comprised the only case during the changeover to the narrow varieties where some 
wide plates were made after the narrows appeared. 
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Figure 1. The primary 
diagnostic feature between 
the wide and narrow $5 
back varieties is the 
number of pair lines to the 
right of the tip of the 
curled solid line in the 
embellishment below the 
plate serial number. The 
wides have three pairs, the 
narrows two. 
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First a bit of background. The width of the $5 back was shortened slightly yielding one of the 
subtler varieties in the entire line of resized dies. The height was left unchanged. The primary diagnostic 
feature used to identify the varieties is illustrated on Figure 1.  

The wide to narrow changeover occurred between back plate serial numbers 2006 and 2007. The 
second group of wides started with plate 2067 and ended with 2096. 

Narrows resumed at 2097. Plate 2097 was significant not only because it represented resumption 
of use of the new narrow die, but also because it was the first 18-subject back plate. Formerly the plates 
were 12 subjects. 

 

Figure 2. Back plate 
4503-2006 was the last of 
the regular wide plates. 
EI in the upper margin 
stands for electrolytic 
iron. 
 

Figure 3. Back plate 4550-
2007 was the first of the 
narrow plates. E in the 
upper margin stands for 
electrolytic nickel. 
 

Figure 4. Back plate 
4700-2067 was the first 
of the wide II plates. 
Notice that it is an EI - 
electrolytic iron plate. 
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Much was going on during this era at the BEP. One of the biggest visible changes was the step up 
from 12- to 18-subject plates. However, the innovation responsible for the wide II backs was invisible to 
collectors because it involved a change in the technology used to make the plates. 

Electrolytic Plates 
George U. Rose, Superintendent of the Engraving Division at the BEP, invented a process whereby 

printing plates were made using electrolytic deposition of metal on a mold made from a master plate, rather 
than traditional Perkins die-roll-plate transfer technology. A change in Rose’s technology coupled with a 
quirk in the scheduling of the preparation of some plates gave us our wide/narrow/wide II varieties. 

The Perkins transfer method involved rolling a cylinder of soft steel over a hardened die containing 
the intaglio image of the note. The cylinder, called a roll, was rocked back and forth over the die under such 
high loads that the steel on its surface flowed into the intaglio lines of the die, thus picking up a perfect 
reverse image of the engraving. After hardening, the roll was used to lay in that image as many times as 
needed on any number of plates. Master plates were made using this technology during the era under 
consideration. 

Rose’s electrolytic process involved submerging a master plate in an electrolytic bath through 
which an electric current was passed. The plate was set up as the cathode and the anode was comprised of 
a suitable metal. When current was passed through the solution, the metal comprising the anode dissolved 
and moved through the solution where it deposited on the surface of the plate. This is the same process used 
to chrome plate bumpers on cars. 

The deposit on the surface of the plate was called an alto and was a perfect negative of the plate. 
Consequently, the alto was a mold of the master plate. 

After the alto was separated from the plate, it was submerged in the bath and metal deposited onto 
it. The new object - called a basso - was a perfect replica of the plate so after it was separated from the alto, 
shaped and etched with plate numbers, the basso was transformed into a production plate.  

Rose first began to test this concept in 1911 and 1912 (Huntoon, 2016).. His first electrolytic 
production plate was a 400-subject 2-cent definitive postage stamp that he made in 1912. His work on the 
process was stalled by the advent of World War I. 

Ultimately the BEP established an electrolytic plate making facility in 1920. Layered nickel and 
copper was tested, wherein the nickel was deposited first on the alto followed by copper and nickel layers 
to thicken the plate. Nickel is hard so it made a durable plate surface. 

The first currency production plate that was attempted was an 8-subject $1 back plate for the Series 
of 1899 silver certificates. It was started on April 12, 1921 and finished with Treasury plate number 74741 
and plate serial number 5922.  

Rose continued to perfect the electrolytic process. He developed technology to use iron as the 
plating metal because it would yield a more durable plate and would be cheaper. The first iron plates were 
made at the end of 1928 shortly after the startup of small size notes. The iron plates were chrome plated 
because iron was porous and chroming produced a smoother surface. The smoother surface facilitated plate 
wiping and the hardness of the chrome materially extended the life of the plates. 

Figure 5. Back plate 4748-
2097, a narrow, was the 
first 18-subject master 
plate. S in the margin 
reveals that is was a steel 
plate made using roll 
transfer technology. F 
indicates that it was 
finished as a production 
plate.  
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Iron deposition technology was used until 1956. However, a parallel nickel electrolytic capability 
was brought on line in 1950. The timing of the startup of the nickel facility coincided with the wide to 
narrow changeover on the $5 back plates. 

Iron versus Steel Electrolytic Plates 
The altos used in the new nickel facility were of the narrow variety, so plates 2007 through 2066 

came out as narrows. 
Plates 2067-2096 happened to be assigned to the old iron production facility, which utilized altos 

of the wide variety. Consequently, they came out as wides. This quirk in the scheduling of plate production 
gave us our wide II varieties. See Table 1. 

Table 1.    Data associated with the key $5 back plates made during the 
changeover from wide to narrow backs. 

Plate  Treasury 
Serial  Plate  Certification  Plate    Number of 
Number  Number  Date  Code  Type  Subjects 
2006  4503  May 2, 1951  EI  wide  12 
2007  4550  Nov 16, 1951  E  narrow  12 
2066  4663  Feb 26, 1952  E  narrow  12 
2067  4700  Apr 24, 1952  EI  wide II  12 
2096  4747  May 28, 1952  EI  wide II  12 
2097  4748  Mar 31, 1953  FS  narrow  18 
2098  4751  Mar 31, 1953  S  narrow  18 
2099    no proof 
2100  4780  Jul 31, 1953  EI  narrow  18 
Plate codes:    EI = electrolytic iron, E = electrolytic nickel, FS = steel finished as printing 
plate, S = steel. 

Plate 2097, a narrow, was the first 18-subject plate. It started life as a master plate that was prepared 
using traditional roll transfer technology. However, it was completed as a production plate and sent to press. 
Plate 2098 also was a steel master and served as the master for 18-subject back production. 

Electrolytic iron plates continued to be made after the introduction of 18-subject plates, but because 
the masters were narrows, all the 18-subject iron plates came out as narrows. In fact, plate 2100, which was 
the first $5 electrolytic 18-subject back plate, was an iron plate. There was alternating production of 18-
subject iron and nickel back plates until the iron facility was closed in 1956. 

Overview 
 The curious group of wide II small size back plates that followed the first narrow designs came 
about because they happened to be assigned to the old iron electrolytic fabrication facility instead of the 
new nickel facility that had just come on line. The iron altos in use in the old facility were of the wide 
design so the plates came out as what we call wide IIs. 
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