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Chapter 53 

 

Plate Numbers 39000-39999 

 

 

     Plate number 39000 was assigned to the 15c Toleware stamp in February, 1979 and 

plate number 39999 was assigned to a $2 Kerosene Lamp offset plate in December, 

1981.  The major event in this series was the new plate numbering system which began 

with stamps issued in 1981.  The new system has plate numbers assigned as they were 

in the past but the real plate number does not appear on the finished product.  Instead, a 

code number representing the real plate number appears.  Each stamp’s first plate is 

given plate code number 1 and each new plate required is given a code number 

incremented by one.  If a stamp requires multiple plates or cylinders to produce the 

stamp (for example, a stamp might be printed on a gravure press using four different 

color cylinders), each different color would be given code number 1 for the first 

plate(cylinder) and each different color would increment by one for each additional 

cylinder.  The plate code number is made part of the design for coil stamps and the code 

number appears in the tabs of booklet stamps (and on the stamp in some recent booklet 

issues).  The USPS came up with the new plate number scheme apparently to instill new 

interest in plate numbers by returning to the plate block of four stamps concept and by 

offering plate (code) numbers on coil stamps for the first time, and plate numbers on 

booklet stamps for the first time since the flat plate presses were used to print booklet 

stamps.  The idea seemed to work since the collecting of coil plate numbers boomed.  

The interest in the booklet plate numbers was much slower to develop and interest in 

the sheet stamp plates has remained cool. 

 

     Two other major events to occur within the 39000 series were the launching of the 

Great Americans regular issue in 1980 and the Transportation coil series in 1981.  Each 

of these has become the longest running series of definitives produced by the BEP.  No 

longer were coil and booklet stamps a minor variety of the sheet stamps.  Now each 

stamp format had its own series.  This series also saw two rate changes occur.  The rate 

was raised from 15c to 18c on March 22, 1981, then it was raised again to 20c on 

November 1, 1981.  The 18c rate was initially covered by the ‘B’ stamp and the 20c rate 

was introduced by the ‘C’ stamp. 

 

     The Prominent Americans series was still active with most of the action centering on 

the 5c Washington and 15c Holmes stamps.  Eighteen plates of the 5c Washington sheet 

stamp went to press with the first six plates’ product having shiny gum and the final 

twelve plates with dull gum.  All of these plates are easy to find but the dull gum copies 

appear scarcer since these were saved mainly by matched set enthusiasts.  There were 

eleven 5c Washington coil plates to press and seven of these are unreported.  The 5c 

Washington coil design utilized the original ‘dirty-face’ design but somehow the BEP 

made two of the coil plates from the clean-shaven die and copies of these plates are 

known and are nice items to have.  The 15c Holmes had eight plates to press printed 

from a new die.  These Die II plates were again saved mainly by matched set collectors.  

None is really scarce but they carry a premium since only a small fraction of the saved 
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15c Holmes plates are the Die II design.  The Die II was also used on 25 coil plates sent 

to press and 17 of these are unreported.  The six 15c Holmes booklet plates are 

unavailable to collectors.  The remainder of the Prominent Americans plates were three 

unreported 1c Jefferson coils, two 7c Franklin sheets, and two 25c Douglass sheet 

plates.  The sheet plates are easy to find. 

 

     The Americana series was no busier than the Prominent Americans series since each 

had only 75 plates available to collectors.  The 1c stamp had four sheet and two coil 

plates to press and only the coil plates are difficult.  The 2c stamp was printed from four 

plates and twelve plates were used on the 3c stamp.  The heavy use of the 3c stamp 

occurred with the rate changes.  The 4c stamp was printed from eight plates and none of 

the 2c, 3c, and 4c plates is scarce.  A 3.1c coil was issued and printed from four plates 

with two unreported.  The 3.5c coil was printed from six plates with four unreported.  

As usual, these coil plates are scarce.  The 8.4c coil was printed from six plates and all 

are unreported.  Collectors should have no problems locating the four 10c plates, or the 

five 30c plates.  The high values group of four stamps was completed with the issuance 

of the 50c, $1, and $5 stamps.  All of the plates used to print the high values are easy to 

find with the exception of four of the $5 plates that are quite scarce. 

 

     The Great Americans series was unusual in that it consisted of only sheet stamps 

(except for a 25c Jack London stamp that was also issued in booklet format when the 

rate was upped to 25c).  The first stamp issued was the 19c Sequoyah which appeared in 

December, 1980, just before the new plate number scheme took effect and, as a result, 

this is the only Great Americans stamp with real plate numbers.  Seven of the new 

stamps appeared in the 39000 series and only plates with code numbers 3 and 4 on the 

35c Drew stamp are scarce. 

 

     The classic Transportation coils made their debut in 1981 with five stamps being 

issued in the 39000 series.  Collectors soon became interested in these coils which 

featured the plate code number as a part of the stamp design.  Many collectors began 

saving these coils as pairs or strips of three which is the reason many of the early 

Transportation coils are quite expensive as strips of five.  None of these plates is really 

scarce but collector demand has caused high prices for some of these plates.  The 9.3c 

Mail Wagon stamp was issued with two plates to press that are available with and 

without a precancel.  The 17c Electric Auto stamp was issued with seven plates to press.  

All seven are available without a precancel and some of these plates exist with three 

types of precancels.  The 18c Surrey stamp had 18 plates to press and none is really 

scarce but collector demand has kept the prices high for plate strips of five for plate 

code numbers 1, 3, 4, and 7.  The rate change to 20c brought about the 20c Fire Pumper 

coil and ten plates went to press.  Plate code number 2 is the most expensive and plates 

1, 7, and 8 are also expensive as strips of five. 

 

     The flag stamps were active with three different 18c flag stamps with a related theme 

being issued.  The 18c sheet stamp had two cylinders to press and both are easy to find.  

The 18c flag coil had seven cylinders used and the 18c flag coil plate code number 6 is 

scarce and is the current price king.  Plates 1 and 3 are also expensive in strips of five.  

The 18c flag booklet is an interesting pane in that each pane consists of six 18c flag 
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stamps and two 6c stamps with the 6c design being the denomination surrounded by 13 

stars.  One printing cylinder was used and these are easy to find. 

 

     The special definitives stamps were in use as the B and C stamps were printed from 

plates in the 39000 section.  There were 12 B coil plates to press and one is unreported.  

The C coil is tougher with 23 plates to press and only five have been found.  The B and 

C booklet plates are not available.  The 15c windmills booklet was printed from plates 

in this section and none of the 29 plates to press is available. Recently a collector 

noticed a miscut with 2 panes each with a plate number.  So 2 plate numbers were found 

on the windmills 40 years after the stamps were issued!   The change in the postage rate 

to 18c caused the issuance of the 18c Wildlife booklet.  Sixteen plates were used and 

the new plate number system was in effect so the booklet tabs contained the plate code 

numbers.  These plates are not scarce but prices are rising since not too many collectors 

had been in the habit of saving booklets.  This could have been an attractive issue but 

the small size and drab brown color really detracted from its appeal.  The 20c Sheep 

booklet used one of the 18c Wildlife designs and the blue color was an improvement 

but the small size was a detraction.  The 20c Sheep booklet also saw the size of the plate 

code number in the tab shrink dramatically to a size similar to the coil plate code 

numbers.  The USPS fascination with the small size stamps would soon end.   

 

     The commemorative stamps through 1980 were fairly routine and all product from 

the plates used the real plate numbers.  The 15c Dirksen stamp of 1981 was the first 

commemorative stamp to use the plate code numbers.  The real challenge for collectors 

came with the 18c Yorktown and the 20c Desert Plants stamps.  These were 

combination offset-intaglio issues and the first regularly available offset plates since the 

Washington-Franklin regular issues.  The intaglio plates and the offset plates are no 

problem but the collector who is interested in combinations has a severe challenge.  The 

toughest by far is the 18c Yorktown stamp.  There are nine offset combinations and the 

rare combination is 211112 which still has some unreported positions.  Offset 

combination 211111 combined with intaglio plate 5 is very rare.  The 20c Desert Plants 

has no scarce plate numbers but some of the combinations are quite scarce; however 

their difficulty does not approach that of the 18c Yorktown.   

 

     Air mail stamps were active in this section with 30 plates to press.  The 21c Chanute 

stamp was printed from eight plates and the last four (39017-20) are scarce.  The 40c 

Mazzei plates 39461-6 are known in two perforation varieties and the EE perforation 

(10.5x11.3) is a scarce item. 

 

     It would be hard to pack more drama into a series of plates and the 39000 section 

must hold the record for plate number turmoil.  That is what makes it one of the more 

fascinating series to collect.  772 plates went to press and there are 374 real plate 

numbers and 285 code plate numbers available to collectors.  56 of the real plates are 

unreported and these are all coil plates.  The new plate numbering system makes 

possible collecting a larger percentage of plates since there is no longer the challenge of 

finding partial plate numbers on coil and booklet stamps.  Even so, it will be difficult 

for the collector to approach the 85% level in this section.  The 40000 section is next 

and we will see what impact the new plate numbering system is having and find out 

how many real plate numbers are left to find. 



Chapter 53-39000

 39000 Series Totals
 

Series Subject Plate Assigned To Available Available Unreported I Have
Type Press Real P# Code P#

 
(totals) 1000 772 374 285 56

7th Bureau Series (Prominent Americans)
1965 1c Jefferson coil 432R 5 3 3 3
1965 5c Washington 400R 21 18 18 0
1965 5c Washington coil 432R 14 9 9 7
1965 5c Washington coil redrawn 432R 2 2 2 0
1965 7c Franklin 400R 3 2 2 0
1965 15c Holmes 400R 10 8 8 0
1965 15c Holmes coil Die II 432R 32 25 25 17
1965 15c Holmes book 288R 8 6 0
1965 25c Douglass 400R 3 2 2 0
1965 40c Paine 400R 2 0 0

8th Bureau Series (Americana)
1975 1c Ability to Write 400R 4 4 4 0
1975 1c Ability to Write coil 432R 4 2 2 0
1975 2c Freedom to Speak 400R 4 4 4 0
1975 3c Free Ballot 400R 12 12 12 0
1975 3c Free Ballot coil 432R 1 0 0
1975 3.1c Guitar coil 432R 4 4 4 2
1975 3.5c Violin coil 432R 9 6 6 2
1975 4c Public that Reads 400R 8 8 8 0
1975 4c Public that Reads coil 432R 6 0 0
1975 8.4c Piano coil 432R 6 6 6 6
1975 10c Right to Petition 400R 6 4 4 0
1975 15c Flag 920S 3 3 3 0
1975 15c Flag coil 936S 5 4 0
1975 30c Schoolhouse 400R 8 5 5 0
1975 50c Iron Lamp 400R 8 6 6 0
1975 50c Iron Lamp offset 400L 4 2 0
1975 $1 Candle Holder 400R 6 4 4 0
1975 $1 Candle Holder offset 400L 5 3 1 0
1975 $2 Kerosene Lamp 400R 2 1 1 0
1975 $2 Kerosene Lamp offset 400L 2 2 0
1975 $5 Railroad Lantern 400R 11 8 8 0
1975 $5 Railroad Lantern offset 400L 9 9 0

Great Americans Series
1980 13c Crazy Horse 400R 4 4 4 0
1980 17c Rachel Carson 400R 4 4 4 0
1980 18c George Mason 400R 10 6 6 0
1980 19c Sequoyah 400R 4 2 2 0
1980 20c Ralph Bunche 400R 10 9 9 0
1980 35c Charles Drew 400R 4 4 4 0
1980 37c Robert Millikan 400R 4 4 4 0

Flags Series
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Chapter 53-39000

1975 13c Flag 920S 1 1 1 0
1980 18c Flag 920S 3 2 2 0
1980 18c Flag coil 936S 8 7 7 0
1980 18c/6c Flag, Stars book 832S 1 1 1 0
1981 20c Flag 920S 2 1 1 0
1981 20c Flag book (6) 780S 1 1 1 0
1981 20c Flag coil 936S 1 1 1 0

Transportation Coils
1981 2c Locomotive 432R 6 4 4 0
1981 9.3c Mail Wagon 432R 2 2 2 0
1981 17c Electric Auto 432R 7 7 7 0
1981 18c Surrey 432R 24 18 18 0
1981 20c Fire Pumper 432R 10 10 10 0

Special Definitives
1975       'B' coil 432R 17 12 12 1
1975       'B' book 288R 10 10 0
1975       'C' 400C 3 3 3 0
1975       'C' coil 432R 25 23 23 18
1975       'C' book 1040 2 2 0
1980 15c Windmills book 480R 40 29 2
1981 18c Wildlife book 20 16 16 0
1981 20c Sheep book 10 8 8 0
1981       'D' coil 432R 5 0 0

Commemoratives
1979 15c Toleware 160C 2 2 2 0
1979 15c Seeing For Me 230C 1 1 1 0
1979 15c Architecture 192R 10 8 8 0
1979 15c Endangered Flora 200C 6 6 6 0
1979 15c Will Rogers 200C 6 6 6 0
1979 15c Summer Olympics 200C 6 6 6 0
1979 15c Special Olympics 200C 5 5 5 0
1979 10c Olympics 200C 6 6 6 0
1979 15c Vietnam Veterans 200C 5 5 5 0
1979 15c Winter Olympics 200C 6 6 6 0
1980 15c W. C. Fields 200C 6 6 6 0
1980 15c Letter Writing 240C 6 6 6 0
1980 15c Keller/Sullivan 200R 15 10 10 0
1980 15c Keller/Sullivan offset 200L 8 4 0
1980 15c Frances Perkins 200R 10 4 4 0
1980 15c Bissell 200R 10 8 8 0
1980 15c Indian Art 160C 5 5 5 0
1980 15c Dolley Madison 600R 9 5 5 0
1980 15c DeGalvez 200R 17 7 7 0
1980 15c DeGalvez offset 200L 9 4 0
1980 15c Season's Greetings 230C 10 10 10 0
1980 15c Stained Glass 200C 12 12 12 0
1980 15c Coral Reefs 200C 6 6 6 0
1980 15c Edith Wharton 200R 4 4 4 0
1980 15c Architecture 160R 11 8 8 0

Page 2



Chapter 53-39000

1980 15c Organized Labor 200C 6 6 6 0
1980 15c Dirksen 200R 9 8 8 0
1980 15c Young 200C 6 6 6 0
1980 18c Savings & Loan 200C 6 6 6 0
1980 19c Savings & Loan 200C 1 0 0
1980 20c Savings & Loan 200C 1 0 0
1981 18c Red Cross 200C 6 6 6 0
1981 19c Red Cross 200C 1 0 0
1981 20c Red Cross 200C 1 0 0
1981 18c Flowers 192C 6 6 6 0
1981 18c Space 192C 12 12 12 0
1981 18c Millay 200R 14 4 4 0
1981 18c Millay offset 200L 10 6 6 0
1981 18c Bobby Jones 200R 4 4 4 0
1981 18c Professional Management 200C 2 2 2 0
1981 18c Zaharias 200R 4 4 4 0
1981 18c Wildlife 200C 5 5 5 0
1981 18c Alcoholism 460C 2 1 1 0
1981 18c Remington 200R 9 9 8 0
1981 18c Remington offset 200L 4 3 3 0
1981 18c Year of the Disabled 200C 6 6 6 0
1981 18c Architecture 160R 9 8 8 0
1981 18c Yorktown/Cape 200R 9 8 8 0
1981 18c Yorktown/Cape offset 200L 15 15 15 0
1981 18c Teddy Bear 200C 10 0 0
1981 18c Botticelli 400C 12 0 0
1981 (20c) Botticelli 400C 12 12 12 0
1981 (20c) Teddy Bear 200C 10 10 10 0
1981 18c Hoban 200C 6 6 6 0
1981 20c Hoban 200C 1 1 1 0
1981 18c Desert Plants 160R 9 0 0
1981 20c Desert Plants 160R 11 8 8 0
1981 20c Desert Plants offset 160L 18 11 11 0
1981 20c Hanson 200C 5 5 5 0
1981 20c Touro Synagogue 230C 5 5 5 0
1982 20c Roosevelt 192R 1 0 0
1982 20c Libraries 200R 1 0 0

Special Purpose Issues
1979 31c Olympics Air Mail 200C 6 6 6 0
1979 21c Chanute Air Mail 400R 12 8 8 0
1979 21c Chanute Air Mail offset 400L 6 6 0
1979 25c Wiley Post Air Mail 400R 6 4 4 0
1979 25c Wiley Post Air Mail offset 400L 10 5 0
1979 31c Wright Bros. Air Mail offset 400L 1 1 0
1980 28c Scott Air Mail 200C 6 6 6 0
1980 35c Curtiss Air Mail 200C 6 6 6 0
1980 40c Mazzei Air Mail 200C 6 6 6 0

1978 22c Aerogramme 8C 1 1 0
1979 22c Olympic Aerogramme 8C 8 5 0
1980 30c Aerogramme 8C 8 6 0
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1981 30c Tourism Aerogramme 8C 8 8 0
1982 30c World Trade Aerogramme 8C 8 8 0

Experimental 1 0 0
Souvenir Card 2 0 0
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