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(Editor's Note: The following numismatic biography of
Alexandre Vattemare will answer many questions about his
identity raised when the first part of his collection of
unrecorded and unique U. S. proof and specimen notes was sold
in New York by Christie's on April 1-2, 1982. A second portion
will be sold September 17, 1982.)

His Life in General

Witnessing the extraordinary offering last April (and
concluding this September) of specimen or proof
impressions of hitherto unknown United States
Treasury Notes, bonds, etc., it is natural for one to have
some curiosity about the man who formed such a
collection. Unfortunately, Nicolas Marie Alexandre
Vattemare's recorded life gives no hint as to the
remarkable numismatic collection being formed. Born
in Paris, Nov. 8, 1796, Vattemare worked as a student in
a hospital, and in 1814 was sent to Germany with a
group of Prussian prisoners. There he began practicing
ventriloquism, and later appeared as a ventriloquist in
London, 1822. He then presented shows in the U. S. and
Canada, appearing as "Monsieur Alexandre", starting

at the Park Theatre in New York City, Oct. 28, 1839,
returning to Paris in 1841.

During this short stay in America he received the
support of Congress and many influential people for his
idea of a system of international exchanges between
museums and libraries, taking back to Paris with him in
1841 many items for exchange. This system was to
occupy most of the remainder of his life. From 1841 to
1847, he worked on his exchange system in Paris, aided
in this work by his son, Hippolyte, and his son-in-law, C.
Moreau.

Upon his return to the United States in 1847, he
secured an appointment as agent for Congress and
several individual states for the purpose of effecting and
expanding such exchanges. He also promoted the idea
of free libraries and museums, and was instrumental in
the founding of the Boston Public Library and the
American Library in Paris (since lost).

He returned to Paris again in 1850, where his
exchange system flourished for a few years before
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beginning to decline, though he continued working on it
until his death in Paris in 1864.

The Vattemare Collection Being Sold
by Christie's

In addition to the extensive collection of books,
documents, periodicals, maps, etc., that Vattemare
assembled for international exchange, he also
assembled a large collection of paper money from
colonial times through 1861. Vattemare's considerable
influence in high places is evidenced by his ability to
acquire specimens of United States Treasury Notes,
Demand Notes, Interest Bearing Notes, bonds, etc. at a
time when others (i.e. Laban Heath, Robert Naramore,
etc.) were encountering vehement opposition from
Treasury officials.

It has long been suspected that the specimen
Treasury Notes in the Vattemare collection were not
contemporary with their official original issuance in
1837 and 1847, not only because of the unusual fragile
type of watermarked paper, but because of the presence
of the credit line on some of the notes of the American
Bank Note Company. The American Bank Note
Company could not have been printing specimens in
1847, as it was not formed until 1858, by the
consolidation of the firms of Rawdon, Wright, Hatch &
Edson; Toppan, Carpenter & Co.; Danforth, Perkins &
Co.; Bald, Cousland & Co.; Jocelyn, Draper, Welsh &
Co.; Wellstood, Hay & Whiting; and John E. Gavit.
After consolidation, the operating stock (plates,
transfer rolls, dies, etc) of each firm, including
presumably, the Rawdon, Wright, Hatch & Edson
plates for the early U. S. Treasury Notes, became the
property of the new company.

The question naturally arises as to the actual origin of
these specimens, and can be answered by Vattemare's
own records and correspondence, now housed in the
New York Public Library.

One of the many people Vattemare had gained the
support of was the Honorable John Bigelow, U. S.
Consul-General of Paris, 1861-1865, thereafter U. S.
Minister to France. On behalf of Vattemare, Bigelow
wrote at the end of 1862 to Secretary of the Treasury
Salmon P. Chase, requesting his cooperation in
obtaining specimens of U. S. currency. Exact details of
the request are unknown, as the press-copy of this letter
(and many others) have been irreparably water
damaged. What is known is that Chase did cooperate,
for on January 15, 1863, Vattemare wrote to Chase,
thanking him for the "valuable series of specimens of
the Treasury Notes, Loans, etc., you were kind enough
to grant to the application (sic) made to you through the
Hon. John Bigelow, U. S. Consul, and which has
contributed so powerfully to complete the series of paper
currency from 1708 to 1861 collected by me for public
use." (The emphasis is the authors'.)

Chase, and probably Bigelow, were no doubt unaware
they were helping to assemble the personal collection of

Vattemare, as Vattemare had by this time developed
quite a reputation for his exchange system, and had
acquired and exchanged thousands of books, reports,
pamphlets, etc., involving dozens of agencies of the
United States government, State governments, and
public libraries and museums, to the great satisfaction
of all involved. This does seem to have been the case,
however. Up to this time all books, etc., acquired had
been acknowledged by Vattemare on behalf of his
Society for exchanges. The specimen notes, however,
were acknowledged personally, with no mention of the
Society. Moreover, Vattemare's extensive log of items
received for exchange contains no entry for these notes.

That the notes became part of Vattemare's personal
collection is clear, but no subsequent record of them
exists up to the present. It is interesting to observe,
however, that all of Vattemare's records, letters, etc.,
(but not the currency) were donated to the New York
Public Library in 1892 by none other than the
Honorable John Bigelow, who died in 1911, at the ripe
old age of 94.

While the foregoing throws these_notes into the fuzzy
world of collector "restrikes" so common to the coins of
the period, it does serve to establish their "official"
existence and pedigree. In addition, the importance of
these notes cannot be understated, as many of them are
totally unknown in any other form. Many were totally
redeemed, and most are not even known in "original"
specimen or remainder form. The Vattemare sales
thus provide an invaluable link to an otherwise
forgotten and inaccessible era of our national currency.

*******************
Iowa Coin and Paper Money Show

A two-day coin and paper money show will be held at Lake
Okoboji on August 28 and 29, 1982. There will be an open house
and tours given at the Higgins Museum, the largest museum
devoted to the collecting of bank notes in America. Seminars
related to banking and bank note collecting will be held each
day at the museum.

A 27 table bourse area will run both days at the Lodge on
Brooks Golf Course. This is a free show and is sponsored by the
Clarion Coin Club, Clarion, Iowa 50525. For additional
information contact: Don Watts, President, Clarion Coin Club,
216 N. Main, Clarion, Iowa 50525, 515-532-3560.

Intle**********31*****
Argentine Currency—Pre-Falklands

WHEELBARROWS, ANYONE? The Argentine Central
Bank is trying again with a new one-million-peso note. A
design error in an earlier printing cost the state $800,000. The
new note, worth an incredible $88 at the current exchange rate,
was to have been in circulation several months ago, but after 16
million notes had been printed, somebody noticed that a map
on the money showed the coast of Uruguay instead of
Argentina. Argentina, it appears, has become the land of
instant millionaires. Unfortunately, you could never tell it by
their standards of living.

From The Spotlight, Vol. 7, No. 51, Dec. 21, 1981 edition (a
weekly newspaper published in Washington, D. C.) —
submitted by George Brett.
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