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A Rhode Island Note, Spanish Milled Dollars,
and English Shillings

by STEVEN A. FELLER

HILE a graduate student at Brown University in
Providence, I purchased the Rhode Island note
shown here. Appropriately enough, I found this

note in a very respectable coin shop (Podrat's) on Hope
Street, one of the original streets laid out by Roger Williams.
This note, for two Spanish milled dollars, has the notation
that interest would be paid "at the rate of Five per Centum
per Annum in like money." However, examination of the
bottom left corner of the note shows that the interest was
computed in English money:shillings. (s.), pence (p.), and far-
things (q.). The interest was given for two time periods,
monthly and annually, and amounted to:

Interest, s. d. q.

Annually, 0 7 1

Monthly, 0 0 21/2

Implied in these curious numbers is the exchange rate between
Spanish milled dollars and English shillings. Let us see how
this can be found. First we make use of the fact that 4 far-
things = 1 pence and 12 pence = 1 shilling. This allows us to
convert a year's interest of 7 pence, 1 farthing to 7 VI pence or
7 V4/12 shillings. Now 5% interest on two dollars is 1/10 of a
dollar. Therefore:

1/10 Spanish milled Dollar = 71/4/12 shillings,

or if we multiply both sides of this relationship by 10:

1 Spanish milled Dollar = 72.5/12 shillings,

or

1 Spanish milled Dollar = 6 shillings very nearly.

At about the same time that I purchased the Rhode Island
note in question, I happened to attend an auction conducted
by the firm of New England Rare Coin Galleries in Boston.
One of the lots was a complete sheet of these very Rhode
Island notes. Sure enough, on each note the interest was given
in English money, while the notes were denominated in Span-
ish milled dollars. The $20 note made the conversion between
the two monetary systems especially clear. The year's interest
was given as:

s.	 d.	 q.

6	 0 0

Since 5% of $20 is simply $1, the note implies a conversion
rate of

1 Spanish milled dollar = 6 shillings.

One of the great books of American numismatics is The
Early Paper Money of America by Eric P. Newman. Having
a copy, I investigated to find out what more could be learned
about these notes. I learned that the July 2, 1780 notes were
printed in the meager quantities of 2,600 each. The notes
were actually authorized on July 24, 1780 (a printing error on
the notes?) and March 1781. The Continental Congress reso-
lution of March 18, 1780 guaranteed the payment of these
notes. My curiosity was piqued by this last fact since I could
see the possibility that other states might have issued similar
notes. I reasoned that since the Continental Congress had
guaranteed payment, perhaps other states had also issued
notes under this resolution. Sure enough, other states did
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State Issue

Denomination shown in

Newman book

(in Spanish milled dollars)

Interest

per year

(s.	 d. 	 q.)

Paper Money Whole No. 111

Calculated Exchange

Rate

(1 Spanish milled $ =)

Maryland June 28, 1780 3 1 11/2 7 s./6 d.

Massachusetts May 5, 1780 20 6 0 0 6 s.

New Hampshire April 29, 1780 5 1 6 0 6 s.

New Jersey June 9, 1780 20 7 6 0 7 s./6 d.

New York June 15, 1780 20 8 0 8 s.

Pennsylvania June 1, 1780 7 2 71/4 7 s./6 d.

Rhode Island July 2, 1780 5 I 6 0 6 s.

Virginia May 1, 1780 2 0 7 1 6 s.

issue notes under this act and a complete list of such states is:
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Examples (one per state) can be found pictured throughout
the Newman text. The denominations along with interest
schedules, as on the Rhode Island note, allowed me to
calculate exchange rates. A very remarkable result emerged :
The exchange rate was different among the various states !
The reader is encouraged to verify this for himself using the
method given here. The following table gives the results:

Actually, these results are a subset from the more general
problem of chaotic exchange rates among all of the American
states/colonies during the whole period from the start of
paper money in colonial Massachusetts at the end of the 17th
century to the advent of the U.S. Constitution (and even
beyond in certain cases). Appendix C of Newman's book
gives a table of exchange rates over the critical years
1740-1783. The results from the 1780 issue are completely
consistent with this table, although no 1780 listing is given.

As a microcosm of a larger problem, it seemed to me
that the analysis given in this article brings to life, in a very
numismatic way, the turbulence among the various state cur-
rencies. I believe it is now possible to begin to understand
why the U.S. Constitution, put into effect March 4, 1789,
said in part :

Section 8
The Congress shall have the power

5. To coin money, regulate the value thereof, and of
foreign coin .. .

and

Section 10
1. No state shall enter into any treaty, alliance, or con-

federation; grant letters of marque and reprisal; coin

money; emit bills of credit .. .

Interested readers with comments or questions can con-
tact me at the Department of Physics, Coe College, Cedar
Rapids, Iowa 52402.
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SCRAP METAL PAYS FOR PRINTING

Stockholm.—A Swedish bank note company has received an
order from the soviet government to print notes aggregating a face
value of 5,000,000,000 rubles, according to the Riga correspondent
of Svenska Dagbladet.

The Swedish company in question made the unique proposition
that it would accept scrap copper and brass in lieu of cash payment,
an offer which proved especially attractive to the soviet authori-
ties.—Foster County Independent, Carrington, N. Dak., Nov. 30,
1922. (Submitted by Forrest Daniel)

IMPORTANT BANK DECISION

In the St. Louis Circuit Court an important decision was ren-
dered on Saturday morning by Judge Breckinridge in the case of the
Boatman's Savings Institution against the State Bank of Missouri.
The Court held that the State Bank had the right to pay the five
dollar bills in silver, treating each as a separate demand. Relative to
bills of higher denomination the Court held that under the act of
Congress of 1854, the State Bank could not tender silver coin, and
decided for the Plaintiff.

The amount presented for redemption was $54,840, of which
sum $1,190 was in five dollar bills. The remaining $53,650 was in
large bills. The Court decided that in not redeeming these bills in
gold the default was made, and entitled their plaintiff to twenty per
cent, per annum damages till (sic) paid, for its refusal to pay. The
case was ably argued by the best lawyers in Missouri. It is said the
State Bank will appeal, to which the Boatman's Savings Institution
will not object, the investiment (sic) being a first class one for these
dull times.—Hastings (Minn.) Independent, July 19, 1860. (Sub-
mitted by Forrest Daniel)
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