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A Syngraphic Survey

U.S. National Debt

(In the American

Revolutionary Era)

by WILLIAM G. ANDERSON

C OLLECTORS of American government bonds are well
acquainted with the securities issued by the Confed-
erate States of America. Many were issued, and be-

cause of the outcome of the war they remained outstanding
and thus readily available to collectors today. In addition
several books have been written on the subject, thus making
it possible for collectors to enter the field with some degree
of knowledge.

However, most collectors are not as aware that bonds
were issued many years earlier to help finance the American
Revolution. This lack of awareness is unfortunate because
these earlier certificates played a major role in the history of
the Revolutionary era, and their significance goes much be-
yond the area of finance.

Major political and social controversies were waged
over these certificates of public debt, often pitting debtors
and subsistence farmers against speculators and merchants.
The issue of public finance divided the nation both during
the war and after. Indeed, the public creditors who were not
paid in the 1780's became a major force behind the replace-
ment of the weak Articles of Confederation government
with the Constitution of the United States. When the Fed-
eralist Alexander Hamilton, serving as President Washing-
ton's Secretary of the Treasury, subsequently proposed to
fund the national debt and assume the states' debts the
controversy which surrounded the proposal led to the deci-
sion to locate the nation's capital along the Potomac River
between Maryland and Virginia (to assuage Southern oppo-
sition) and contributed to the formation of a formal oppo-
sition party (the forerunner of the present Democratic
Party). The bonds that were issued consequent of the fund-
ing law of 4 August 1790 were the first items traded on the
New York Stock Exchange when it opened in 1792.

The States Issue Bonds, Too

The American Revolution was not financed by the cen-
tral government alone; the cost was also borne by the
revolutonary state governments. In addition to currency
both the national and state governments issued fiscal paper
to finance the war. The fiscal paper from the Revolution
consists of two general types. First there are Treasury Notes
or Loan Certificates. These war bonds were usually issued
and signed by the Treasurer and were given for money
voluntarily lent to the government. Both the Continental
Congress and the states issued loan certificates. This idea
was not original; in the period prior to the Revolution both
the British home government and the colonies had utilized
this method of public finance.

The second type of fiscal paper from the Revolution,
what contemporaries called "certificates," is often confused
with the currency of the era. These were issued for many
reasons, but most often they resemble a promissory note
given for services rendered the government; e.g., soldiers'
pay. Unlike the loan certificates these promissory notes pro-
vided no income for the Treasury. They merely enabled the
government to postpone the payment for services already
rendered. They represent services borrowed rather than
money. Most certificates were issued after the collapse of
the paper money system in 1780-1781, while most loan cer-
tificates were issued prior to 1780. The certificates were
often signed by state agents or auditors instead of the
Treasurer. The term "debt certificate" is a broad term
meant to include both loan notes and certificates.

Bonds Versus Bills of Credit

Although it is sometimes difficult, a distinction must be
drawn between the two when discussing Revolutionary fi-
nance. Although some of the specific differences will not
always be accurate, here are some of the general distinguish-
ing features:

Bills of Credit

1. were intended to create a circulating medium.
2. were payable to bearer.
3. had printed denominations.
4. usually bore no interest.
5. usually bore a printed date of authorization.
6. were usually printed on both sides of heavy paper of small

size convenient for circulation.

Debt Certificates

1. were transferable but not intended for general circulation ;
not legal tender but certificates were usually made receivable
for taxes.

2. usually were payable to a specified individual.
3. usually had written denominations.
4. usually bore interest.
5. usually had a written date of issue.
6. were printed on one side only on thin paper of large size.

The designs of the debt certificates vary greatly. Conti-
nental loan office certificates were all printed in two colors
with the colors changing with the denominations as an anti-
counterfeiting device. Massachusetts issued the most ornate
certificates, including one engraved by Paul Revere.
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1777 Massachusetts War Committee Certificate.

Massachusetts Bay Bounty Certificate 1777 (note the left border).

Massachusetts Bay Loan Certificate 1777.

Although most state certificates bear no vignettes, vignettes
on Massachusetts certificates include a patriot holding a
sword, a codfish, a pinetree and a rattlesnake. Massachu-
setts also issued probably the most intriguing certificate. Due
to excessive currency emissions and other wartime factors,
by 1779 inflation was sweeping the infant nation. Butter
sold for $12 a pound and a barrel of flour cost $1,575.
Obviously the inflation was also destroying the value of
government bonds. To rectify this situation Massachusetts

North Carolina certificate for service in the Continental Army 1784.

came up with an ingenious idea when they issued bonds to
pay their soldiers in 1780. The bonds contained a primitive
consumer price index. "Five bushels of corn, sixty-eight
pounds and four-seventh parts of a pound of beef, ten
pounds of sheepswool, and sixteen pounds of sole leather"
were valued at £130. When the bonds were redeemed the
amount paid would be the written denomination of the
bond relative to the present price of the stated commodities;
for example, if the bond was for £500 and when it was
redeemed the prices of the indexed items had doubled to
£260, then the soldier would receive £1000, plus interest.

Rarity : Only a Few Survive
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Over 450 types of debt certificates were issued by the
Continental Congress, the 13 original states and Vermont.
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Massachusetts Bay Lottery Certificate 1779. These were issued to the winners of the state lottery.

Continental Loan Office Bill of Exchange 1779 with the signature of Francis Hopkinson, a signer of the Declaration of
Independence. These were issued to pay the interest on the public debt. They were payable in Paris out of funds advanced
by the French government to help finance the American Revolution.
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Certificates have survived bearing signatures of such prom-
inent Americans as George Washington, Benjamin Franklin,
and Alexander Hamilton. Many issues have not survived at
all because, unlike the currency of the era, the debt certifi-
cates were usually redeemed for either the face or specie
value; consequently, most were presented for redemption.
Upon redemption they were cancelled, either with a hole
punch, a knife slit, or with pen strokes through the Treas-
urer's signature. After cancellation, the certificates were
audited and usually burnt. Most certificates that survived
are either undestroyed cancelled notes, unissued remainder
notes or certificates that were never presented for redemp-
tion.

Certificates have survived from every issuing govern-
ment but almost all are rare, with the exception of several
issues from Massachusetts and Connecticut. In these states
many of the certificates were not burnt; instead, they re-
mained stored in the Massachusetts State House and the
Connecticut State Treasurer's Office until well into the
twentieth century, when they were "liberated." Consequent-
ly, many inexpensive Connecticut certificates are readily
available to collectors today. Because of their attractive
vignettes and since the hoard was not as large as the one in
Connecticut, the Massachusetts certificates are more expen-
sive. Most of the issues from the other governments are
relatively scarce and usually command more in the market-
place. However, collectors would be hard pressed to find
any other group of certificates that are as steeped in history
as the debt certificates from the American Revolution.

This article initially appeared in the 1983 Yearbook &
Directory of Friends of Financial History, published by
R.M. Smythe & Co., Inc., 24 Broadway, New York, NY
10004. It is reprinted by the courtesy of John E. and Diana
E. Herzog, the editors, and is enhanced by additional illus-
trations with informative captions furnished by the author.

Dr. Anderson is Chairman of the Department of History/
Political Science/Geography at Suffolk County Community
College at Selden, New York. His article is a by-product of
his book The Price of Liberty: The Public Debt of the
American Revolution, published this spring by the University
Press of Virginia. It consists of a scholarly account of the
origins of the national debt along with an illustrated cata-
logue of over 450 loan certificates and interest-bearing
promissory notes which the Continental Congress and the
revolutionary state governments issued to finance the Ameri-
can Revolution.

The first 4-subject uncut sheets of currency will be drawn from
the stock of $2 Boston star notes, 1976 series; and $1 St. Louis notes,
1981 series. Other banks and/or series will be available in the future.
As in the past, orders by the public will be filled on a first-come-first-
serve basis, without regard to Federal Reserve Bank and/or serial
number identification.

The uncut notes are arranged in a column four high and will
become part of the new numismatic souvenir folder, illustrated with a
number of photographs, showing the production of currency com-
plete with a brief history of the Bureau. This folder 61/4 " x 11 " (fold-
ed), will be inserted in a plain white envelope.

Packaging of 16-note and 32-note uncut sheets will remain the
same. They are framed in an attractive black cardboard mat with
"The Bureau of Engraving and Printing" printed on the lower edge in
gold lettering. These folders are then packaged in a flat cardboard
mailer. The 16-note sheets measure 14 'A " x 24'/ " matted and the 32-
note sheet measures 25'/z " x 251/4 " matted.

PRICE AND PURCHASE INFORMATION

	At The 	 Through
Visitor Center 	 The Mail

4-subject $1 notes
	

$ 5.50
	

$ 9.50
16-subject $1 notes
	

20.25
	

28.00
32-subject $1 notes
	

38.00
	

47.00
4-subject $2 notes
	

11.00
	

14.50
16-subject $2 notes
	

37.00
	

45.00
32-subjects $2 notes	 —Not Available-

Uncut sheets of currency, souvenir cards, etc., may be purchased
in the Bureau's Visitor Center between 8:30 a.m. and 2:30 p.m. each
weekday. The Center is closed on all weekends and federal govern-
ment holidays. No personal checks are accepted for uncut currency
purchased in the Visitor Center.

Mail service is provided for all items. Only money orders, bank-
type cashier's checks, and certified checks for the exact amount will be
accepted for orders of currency. Personal checks for the exact amount
are accepted for all other items. Each sheet of currency will be shipped,
registered and insured in a separate package. Orders are normally filed
in 120 days. Send all mail orders to:

Bureau of Engraving and Printing
Uncut Currency/Souvenir Card Sales Program
14th and C Streets, S.W.
Washington, D.C. 20228

Because of certain custom regulations and prohibitive mailing
costs, the Bureau cannot accept orders addressed to customers outside
of the United States.

BEP Now Selling 4-Subject Uncut Sheet
As part of its Public Affairs Program, the Department of the

Treasury's Bureau of Engraving and Printing began selling to the
public 4-subject uncut sheets of $1 and $2 notes on April 6, 1983. The
popular I6-subject and 32-subject uncut sheets of $1 notes, released
on October 26, 1981 and 16-subject uncut sheets of $2 notes released
on May 18, 1982 will continue to be offered as well. A variety of
numismatic and philatelic souvenir cards, with a series of engraved
portraits and vignettes are also available for sale to the public.

A-Z Financial Americana Issues 20 -Page Price List

Confederate and obsolete notes, stocks and bonds are featured
in the newly-released price list of A-Z Financial Americana, 1416
So. Big Bend Blvd., St. Louis, Mo. 63117. Five pages are devoted
to stocks and bonds and 15 pages to Confederate and obsolete
notes. A detailed description is given of each item; catalog numbers
are also given when possible. The price range is from a few dollars
to several thousand dollars per item. Approximately 1200 different
notes and several hundred stocks and bonds are listed. Copies of
the list are available for one dollar.
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