California|

MOTORCYCLES

rrv.rh collection of Sc tB"' 1913 2005 e

34 i NE 2006 PLATES MAGAZINE




pp—
N7
LH2J13,

—e e

‘|"Tli-cm. :
149327 14X0497.

" JuLiElcaL Lu-cm {u-cm.l,t

9152896, 15W2979 16N2696 16T

PLATES MAGAZINE JUNE 2004 35

o




NEARLY A CENTURY OF

California Motorcycles

by Scott Broady

California’s cycle history rides its
own road in Golden State plate
history—with curves, unique tabs,
legends, and other surprises.

While California vehicle registrations began
in 1905, it wasnt until 1909 ar the latest
that motorcycles would be registered sepa-
ratcly in California. These pre-state mortor-
cvele plares all come from the City of Los
Angeles. Those that we've seen so far are
black on white curved porcelains with "L.A"
appearing below the registrarion numbers.
There is one curved painted meral pre-state
motoreycle as well in the same design. Refer
1o the color centerfold on pages 34-35, for a
complete set of California motoreycle license
plates. Most of those shown are natural issues.
Natural plates are those issued the same vear
as ity tab or sticker. Nawnals do not show
evidence of renewal for additional vears. In
the run shown, the 1919 plate s a renewed
1916 issued |\|.iu. The rest of the pi.nm are in

sequential order of issue.

1914 First State Motorcycle Plates

In 1914, Cahifornia began the fiest statewide
issue of license plates for motorcycles (as well
ds Pgll\.\.,'"gl'r carst. ;f Was d ]Il.'.l\'.\' \(Cfl \.l]r\‘t‘(i
porcelain plate. These new plates were also

curved like the rear fender the same as the

pre-states, but were a linde Jarger. Colors of

California motwrevele plates marched  pas
senger colors for every year. Numbering in
1914 started at 1 and progressed o 9999
{(with the second p;lir of numbers stacked
under the first pair). Plares then wenr from Al
throngh A929, B1 through B299 and so on.
Motorcycle plares for 1914 and 1915 never
needed a second lerter. The 1915 plates were

made on thinner srecl, which accounes for
why 1915% arc harder o find in nice condi
tion than the 1914 plares.

1916-1919 Tab Varieties

In 1916, Calitornia issued undared blue on
white porcclain curved plates. Like the pas-
senger car plates, these were validated with
matched tabs, The 1916 abs for nu'arnr‘(.\.'dcﬂ
arc identical to the rear passenger car num-
bered 1916 lead bear tabs. Having idenrical
ab designs for both vehicles and motoreycles
laered $or anly one year. It appears thar ir was

ABOVE: Collage of rarly Calfornia motorcycle curved ‘er

courtesy of the author

too easy 10 mix and march rabs, so rthe state
made mararcycle tabs for 1917 through 1919
in slighely ditterent designs than their regular
passenger car tabs. The 1917 motorcycle tab
features a poppy Hower tacing lefr {as apposed
to the car tab where the flower faces right).,
It also appears that the rab color on the cycle
tabs for 1917 is a much lighter yellow than on
the vehicle tabs. So few have remaimed, rhar

none have surfaced with really nice painr.

The 1918 motorcvcle tab has the same mission
bell design as the car tab, but the mororcycle
version is smaller. In 1919, the mortorcycle
tabs used the same five pointed star design
and size, except that they were painted orange
(rather than red) and have the lerters *M” and

“C" flanking the serial number box. Close-
up photos of the tabs as well as comparisons
to the vehicular tabs are shown on the nexe
page. Since this baseplate lasted four years.
and there was roon: for only four full-sized
characters, the state not only issucd single let-
ters, bur also ssued double letters and maost of
the triple letrers too. So 9999 was followed by
Al through 7999: then AA1 through Z2999;
then AAAL through 277999 (although triple
1" s about the highnl [hc)' is\ucd), Note
that the lerters on double and tniple letter
pi;ut'\ wWere ;li\‘.:l'\'.\ the same, There was no
mixing, For example, AA is followed by BB,
CC and so on; as was AAA followed by BBB,
COCC and so on. Also, the letrers “17 and "0

were not used, but TQ" was.
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‘Tab numbers dont appear 1 march the plae
numbers, but like vehicular plates, they do
match, in a coded sequence. The state didn't
stamp letters on the tabs, instead opring for
a slightly complex system of converting the
letter(s) to a number. “A” became 107 “R”
became “117. and so on through the alphaber
This progressed all the way to 11T ar 757,
See the table at end of story for a list of the
codes. Check out the 1918 plate AAA3TY (in
the centerfold), which has tab number 58379,
and K134, which has rab number 19134,

1920s: Embossed Metal Plates Begin

In 1920, embossed metal plates were issucd.
This is the same change as in vehicle plares.
Plates fearured all numeric serials, up to five
digits. Although mortorcycle registrations were
high in the early 1920%, they weren't high
enough to explain the 1923 platc in the cen-
terfold with serial 50794, 1923 was similar to
ather years in thar serials started ar 1, so we
believe that the 50 thousand serial might be
a replacement plate series for motorcycles. In
1925 the state began using a new die ser with
bolder numbers. There appears o be nvo serts

U

were centical

i
ABOVE: Although the 1916 M/C 1
thel?18 tat 1s smaller, and the

of dics in this period because plates appear
with waller and shorter numbers,

In 1929, California retooled for a new look
on all their plates. This is the year thar pas-
senger plates became larger, and serials were
standardized on the 1A1234 formar. Since
they were in the process of rerooling for the

rest of the plare types, motorcycles were no

exception. There are two distinct rypes of
motorcycle places for 1929 One is idenuical ro
the 1928 plates (1-247); the other (9-440) has
two less holes (4 instead of 6) and a ditterent
dic for the legend “CAL 29", If you pur rthese
1929 plates side by side, you can compare the
two number die sets (see next page). In 19300,
motorcycle plates reverted back to the 1925-
28 look, continuing the two number die sers
and using six holes.

1930s: Horizontal Plates Appear

Suarting in 1934, motorcycle plates were made
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ABOVE: X Los Angeles cycle pre-state from Rob Tyler,

1916 nase motorcycle piate with a double letter prefix

in a horizontal format for the first time. The
legend "CAL" was cxpanded to "CALIF".
This would only last for four years (through
1937). In 1930. crror plates are verified with
the legend at the wp (instead of the bottoml.
As carly as 1938, another dic set was used 1o

windows) reccived window decals for 1944,
1945 saw a new plate and a mostly flat 1946
tab. In fact all motorcycle bs through 1955
were smaller flatter versions of the car tabs.
1947 plates have a couple of dic varicties; the
ariginal steel plates and then just like the full
size car plates, there were aluminum plates
with skinnier numbers. The serials go up 0
the 133,000 range.

1950s

In 1951, the legend "CALIF" rcrurned to
HHI“H'L.VL]" I)I.l[(’,‘;. l'lu.t I)lll} on lh]i I)J\(‘ ["
fact, the tabs were cur at an angle 1o fit snug
against the letter “F”. Also, most of the 1951
motorcyele plaes were made of aluminum.
Only the last of them (in the six digit range)
were made of steel. All 1951 car plates were
\l&':‘!. so the MOy les were Lic.'ﬁlll!l:b’ di""cl

ent. The 1956 motorcycle plates were initally
made of sweel, and started ac 1. The suckers for
1957 through 1962 were all smaller versions
of the passenger car stickers, except that the
1960 sticker was a menallic sucker nstead of
a reflective one. This base pl:nr: went Ihmugh

the same changes as the passenger plates.

1960s

1719 nas “MCT empossed and s orange rather than red

produce motorcycle plates at least through
1940, The state added a wll skinny number
die set, and plates were produced using the
standard and skinny dic sets. Compare the
two 1939 plates (see photo on next page).
6H80 has the skinny die set.

1940s: Through the War Years

In 1942, California began issuing tabs o
vehicle plares 1o save metal for the war cflort,
but not for motorcycles. Instead, motorcycles
got a dared 1942 plate in the same colors as
the 1941 plates. This was a general re-issue.
The first motorcycle tab was the 1943 V7
(Victory) wab. It looks like a car tab, excepr
it’s smaller, rectangular and has no embossed
edge. The 1942 plates were again updaced
with a 1944 “bear” tab. The bear tab looks
just like the 1944 tiler (and windowless
vchicle) tabs, cxcept (you guessed i), it
smaller, flat with no embossing, recrangular
and has no wurned edge. Cars (most had

1o the car tans, the 1917 thiough 1919 tabs were diferent The popoy on the 1917 cyde tab. taces left (not right), the mission bell o

In 1960, there were some aluminum places
issued (see the 1960 plate #135794 in the
color centerfold motorcycle run, and then
they standardized back on steel plates without
tab slots. The 1956 bases got up ta abour
200,000. The 1963 base plates were larger
(8"x5"), featured wwo sticker wells which
could accommodate full size passenger stick-
ers and started at number 100,000, The first
approximately 100,000 plates were made of
aluminum, similar 1o some other non-pass
varietics like commercial and trailer. No pas-
senger plates were made of aluminum.

Three 1970 Natural Styles

On Ocober 6,1969, blue plates debuted for
passenger cars, but not for motorcycles. Plate
number 999999 wasn't reached unul 1970,
and that’s when Californta finally switched to
blue plites for motorcycles. Unlike passenger
car plates, there are no 1969 stickered blue
motoreycle plates. However there are three




tor 1979
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styles of natural 1970 motorcycle plates. After
999999, whar Californians refer o as “big
blue” was issued. These short lived plates were
only issued for a porrion of 1970 and featured
a number patrern thar would begin a 16-year
run. The new format was 1A1234. In this e,
all plates in a lerter series were issucd before the
next letter appeared. It went like this; 149999
was followed by 2A0000, up to YA9999, and
then 1BG00O. Big Blue was only issued from
1A through SA. Ar 6A, Calitornia downsized
the plares to 7"x4" (the current size; cantorm
ing to Society of Automotive Engineers (SAE)
Standards) and made them with only one full
size sticker well, This became the third nanural
mortorcycle plate for 1970,

1971: Staggered Experiment

In 1971 (while issuing plates i the "C”
series), California introduced an experimental
system fur staggered  monthly  registrations
for motorcycles only. The state was thinking
of doing this for all Calitornia vehicles, but
would not implemient i for the rese of s place

types until 1976.

New motoreyele plates for 1972 were rede
signed to include a small square sticker well,
and cyvelists were issued small square black
on white month stickers and special half-
rone vear decals. This practice continued
through 1975, The colors for the staggered
matorcycle registration stickers were dif-
ferent than tor other vehicle types. 1972
was red, 1973 was green, 1974 was pink
and 1975 was purple. Some staggered
motorcycles with December expira-
Hons gor rrgu|.ir car stickers (indicat-
ing that DMV officials did a licde
mixing and matching in December
when v really didnt macter; see plates
262631 and 2J2399 at wp right).
Matorcyclists that retained their oldes
plates in this period {through 1975} con-
tinued o receive regular passenper plate
stickers without a month sticker.

1976: Sraggered Registration for
All

In 1976 when evervone joined the stag
gered registration program, all the oider
motarcycle plates received month stick-
ers (either the new full size red on white
month stickers or the smaller square
stickers), with months determined by a
formula based on the plate number. This
created some interesting placements for
month stickers on those 7x4 one-well
blue plates, where a second sricker juse
didn’t fit no matter what you did with
it. For a few months in 1976, new motorcycle
plates continued w be issued with a small

month well on which the larger month stick-
ers didn't fit very well. Soon after, motorcycle
plates were redesigned again 1o include two
equal size wells for the stickers. This resulted in
the legend “CAL" being made a litde smaller.
The expires 1978 plate 7M2797 is an example
of this design. The next change occurred in
1979, when the state began making moror-

ABOVE: "o
ather than the h

natural cycle plates ssued regular stcken

dtone motercyde st chers
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ABOVE: Three cloer cycle poates
plate; the small Dive plote NJd HO reom for
cyele plates our of aluminum. This
change didn't occur at one point,
but over a range of plates in the
high “P
flopped berween steel and alumi-
num. This occurred four years after
all other plate rypes in Califormia
had changed ro aluminum.

series where they flip

1982 Reflectorized Begins

On December 13, 1982, Calitormia
began offering reflectorized plates
to motorists for a small extra fec.
For most vehicle types, this was the
Sunser plate. For motorcycles, this
was simply an all embossed blue
on reflective white plate. Serials
began ar 11A0000, so as not to
conflicr with che six digit serials on
the blue plates. (California never
issued a “10” number prefix, prob-
ably because the zero would be next
to the lewer. which is not done in
pass plates; and no 20 prefix, and
|)rcsum.1h|y no 30A series, cither).
This was the first tme California
motorcycle plates had seven digic

serials.

This series is the same one we have
today in Calitornia, ;||r|muy_§1 at the
time few cyclists oped for these
plates, so serials progressed slowly.
As a result, white plares with 1984,
1985 and
twough to find today. The progres-

1986 exprranions  are

sion goes as follows: all leters are
finished before the lead numbers
change. 11A9999 is followed by
11B0O000, then after 1129999, we
have 12A0000.

The I've
observed on these white plates is
1984. Theoretically, there should
be some white 1983 motorcycle

carliest  expirations

plates around, but | havent seen one yet
For every vear from 1984 through 1987
California issued both blue and white plates

32

the extra Ceca o the "C7

76, the year all vebi

e3 joned the slaggered monthiy expirs

CAL" was covered: and the 4C plate has no montn Ceca

California Curved Motorcycle Plate Codes (1916-1919)

Note: The lerters 1 and O are not used, but letter Q is used. Examples:
plate K134 has a ab number 19134 plate AAA379 has a tab number
58379

Prefix 16base  Prefix 16 base Prefix 16 base
Letter(s) Tab code Lerter(s)  Tab code Letter(s) Tab code
A 10 AA M AAA S8
B 11 BB 35 BBB 59
< 13 CC 36 CC( 60
D 13 DD 3 DDD 61
E 14 EE 38 EEE 62
F 15 FF 39 FFF 63
G 16 GG 40 GGG 64
H 17 HH 41 HHH 65
] 18 Jl 42 m 66
K 19 KK 43 KKK 67
L 20 L 44 LLL 68
M 21 MM 45 MMM 69
N 22 NN 46 NNN 70
P 23 PP 47 pre 71
Q 24 QQ 48 QQQ 72
R 25 RR 49 RRR 73
S 26 50 SSS 74
i | 27 b 51 LEE ]
U 28 818} 52 uuu 76
v 29 v 53 VA'A% 77
W 30 Ww 54 WWW 78
X 31 XX 55 XXX 79
Y 32 ¥Y 56 YYY 80
Z 34 L 57 ZZZ 81

to motorcycles. This is why there are two
plates shown in the motorcyele run for each
of these years.
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Thanks to Jeff Minard for his help.
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1986 7-Digits Appear

In 1986, the blue plates finally
passed 9799499, and seven dgir
plares were required for the non
reflective (blue) plares. Since the
white plates had already starred
at 1 1AD0O0, the new seven digir
blues would have to start ar
21A0000. These
with 1986 and 1987 expirarions
betore the state ceased issu-
ing non-reflective plates o all

were issued

vehicles in January 1987, They
issued all the "A” scries plares
(21A0000 through 29A9999)
and “B” series plates got as high
as 27B. The order these plates
were issued is different than the
white ones are being issued.
Also, 1986 and 1987 natural
plates come in thice styles (blue
six digit, blue seven digit, and
white, as shown in the run),

Since 1988
Since 1988, only white plates
1988 naturals

only come in white. California

were on issue.
was only in the mid “117 series
at the time, so you can see how
slowly white plates were issued
berween 1984 and 1987, Later,
the blue paint used was made
darker.

The last change thar occurred
was in 2002, when a half space
what put on either side of the
letter in cthe serial. This began
at 15W0000. There are  other
spacing variants since then (sec
plate number 16K0199 previ-
ously where the half spaces were
omirred). But motercycle plates
have been largely unchanged
since 1982, California has just

18" serics. I've already seen an




