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The Constitution and its
numismatically-linked Signers

by JOSEPH R. LASSER

Eleven years ago, we celebrated the bicentennial of the Declaration of Independence, the birth of our
nation. Now, in 1987 we are commemorating the 200th anniversary of the Constitution, the birth of our gov-
ernment.

Numismatically, among the historically intriguing specimens of Continental and Colonial currency are
those carrying the signatures of delegates to the Constitutional Convention. Ten of the thirty-nine signers of
the Constitution are known to have signed American paper money of the 1760s, 1770s and 1780s. In addi-
tion, William Jackson, Clerk of the Convention, was an authorized signatory of Georgia's undated 1776 issue
but, to this writer's knowledge, no bill bearing his signature has been found. John Rutledge, an early Gover-
nor of South Carolina was authorized to sign that colony's bills in 1761 and 1767, but again, no specimens
have been discovered. More importantly, Edmund Randolph, Virginia's Governor who signed colonial notes
in 1775, played a major role at the Constitutional Convention, but didn't sign the final document for philo-
sophical reasons.

Why did the Constitution come into existence? Who were the people who signed it?

HE men who assembled in Philadelphia in May 1787,
ostensibly to strengthen the Articles of Confederation,
were very different from those of the Continental Con-

gress that produced the Declaration of Independence. The Con-
stitutional delegates, as a whole, were less radical, more educat-
ed, more affluent, more practical and philosophically more
mature than the group that had convened in the city eleven
years earlier.

From 1776 to 1787, first the United Colonies and then the
United States had wrestled with the problem of a weak central
government reflecting an entirely logical reaction to inflexible
British rule. The Declaration of Independence had repudiated
more than two decades of a basically absentee and insensitive
administration of the American colonies.

During the 1760s and 1770s, Parliament had passed restric-
tive trade and tax acts, had made burdensome, unnecessary co-
lonial patronage appointments, and increased Britain's military
presence in America. Here, on this side of the Atlantic, Whig
political philosophy, based on the principle that the power to
govern belonged solely to the people who might cautiously
delegate it to the extent necessary to representatives and execu-
tives, had become the prevailing political thought. With these
diametrically opposed attitudes, it is not surprising that our Rev-

olutionary explosion took place and that a weak successor cen-
tral administration came into being.

Under the Articles of Confederation, our Continental Con-
gress was virtually impotent. It had no ability to make or enforce
national trade policy, international diplomatic agreements, levy
taxes or undertake military arrangements. The extent of the ab-
surdity was epitomized by its call for an increase in the regular
army's size from 70 to 800 soldiers in 1783 —and its incapacity
to achieve this unbelievably minimal objective.

Unable to function satisfactorily in interstate commerce,
representatives of Maryland and Virginia met in March, 1785 at
Mount Vernon, George Washington's residence, to resolve fish-
ing and navigation rights on the Potomac River and Chesapeake
Bay. The success of this conference led to the Annapolis Con-
vention in September of the following year.

Initiated by the Virginia legislature in January 1786 by a reso-
lution probably originated by James Madison, all thirteen states
were invited to meet in Annapolis to discuss domestic and for-
eign trade and make recommendations for their improvement to
the Continental Congress. Delegates from five states came; four
more appointed delegates did not travel to Maryland or arrived
too late to join the deliberations; and four states didn't select
representatives.
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Despite the poor attendance, which kept the conference from

pursuing its nominal purpose, Alexander Hamilton and James

Madison persuaded the attendees to overreach their original
directive and recommend that a convention be called in May

1787 to strengthen the Articles of Confederation.

And so the Constitutional Convention was born. Scheduled

to start on May 14, 1787, a seven-state quorum was not

achieved until May 25th and thereafter the delegates customari-

ly met five hours a day, six days a week, until the Constitution

was conceptualized, debated, drafted and signed, on Septem-

ber 17, 1787. Rhode Island rejected the invitation. Its General

Assembly disapproved of the goals of the convention —and, lat-

er, our smallest state became the last to ratify the Constitution.
New York also failed to participate fully. Although Alexander

Hamilton was a leading proponent for a highly centralized na-

tional government, his companion delegates, Abraham Yates

and John Lansing, Jr., were firm States' rights advocates. When

the convention seemed very likely to approve a strong Constitu-

tion on July 10, 1787, Yates and Lansing returned to New

York, thereby reducing New York and Hamilton to observers in

the absence of a quorum.

From the outset, Virginia's delegation played the leading role
in the convention. Embracing a firm commitment to a strong

central government, its leaders, Madison and Governor Ed-

mund Randolph, came with a well-thought-out and well-ex-

pressed presentation enunciating their philosophy. Only four

days after the start of proceedings, Randolph offered a compre-

hensive series of resolutions for correcting the major defects of
the Articles of Confederation. Several of the proposals went far

beyond the avowed purpose of the convention and obviously

called for the creation of a substantial central government under

a new Constitution.

Primarily designed by James Madison, the "Virginia Plan" vir-

tually generated the convention's paramount decision. On May
30th the conference resolved to move forward toward the crea-

tion of a "national government . . . consisting of a supreme

Legislative, Executive & Judiciary.. . ." The die was cast. The

Convention had decided it would attempt to make a group of

federated states into a single nation.

Two main hurdles were to be overcome. The small, less pop-

ulous states wanted a legislature with one vote per state, the

larger states preferred a system based on population. The

"Great" or "Connecticut" comprise giving population weighting

to a lower house and state equality to an upper house was ap-
proved July 10th and the final great barrier, slavery, with all its
complexities, then became the focal point for the conferees. Ini-
tially, discussions centered around whether slaves were to be
counted in population data for legislative representation, but al-
most immediately the essential moral problem of slavery arose.
The first controversy was solved by a compromise declaring five

slaves were equal to three freemen for representation and taxing
purposes. The second and ultimately catastrophic issue was
sidestepped by an agreement to halt the importation of slaves
after 1808. It was the best that could be done under the circum-
stances and still achieve the essential goal of developing an ef-

fective constitution. But it would come back to haunt the nation

seventy-five years later.
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By July 24th the first draft of the proposed document was

ready, and on September 12th the final draft was completed by
a Committee of Style with Gouverneur Morris actually formulat-
ing its test.

On September 17th, 39 delegates signed what has proven to

be a remarkably sound, just, flexible and long-lived document.

Deservedly, it has been looked upon as James Madison's

crowning achievement. Madison was a prime mover for the Mt.

Vernon conference in 1785, the initiator of the Annapolis con-
vention in 1786, the greatest single contributor to the "Virginia

Plan," and the acknowledged leading ideological architect and

coordinator among the Constitutional delegates favoring a
strong central government.

On September 26, 1787 the Continental Congress began
consideration of the new Constitution and only two days later it

was sent to the thirteen state legislatures for approval by State

Constitutional Conventions. Nine states' acceptances were

needed for the Constitution to become the law of the land. By
January, 1788, five states had given their acquiescence, and on

June 21, 1788 New Hampshire became the final state necessary
for approval. Virginia followed on June 26th and New York on

July 27th. North Carolina required two Constitutional Conven-
tions and gave its approval November 21, 1789. But only after
seven negative assembly votes and the secession of several

towns, including Providence, was the Constitution finally ac-

cepted by Rhode Island on May 29, 1790.

Who were these people who enunciated, developed and im-
plemented the most successful democratic governmental policy
instrument of the modern world? What was the nature of these

men who quite visibly understood the extraordinary importance

of their deliberations? How were they able to set aside their sec-
tional, economic and philosophical differences to create such a

remarkable achievement in such a short period of time?

Undoubtedly, George Washington's acceptance of the presi-
dency of the Convention and Benjamin Franklin's full participa-

tion were significant. The presence and commitment of Ed-

mund Randolph, Governor of Virginia, the most populous

state, and the devotion, creativity and diligence of James Madi-
son, widely recognized as a preeminent authority on history and

constitutional law, were major factors. And, Alexander
Hamilton's extraordinary talents also played a meaningful role.

Even the most elementary overview of the attendees provides

a strong impression of their competence and their commitment.
Of the fifty-five delegates, forty-four were or had been members
of the Continental Congress; almost half had been in military

service; eight has signed the Declaration of Independence, and
virtually all were currently serving or had served in colonial,

state or local governmental posts.

Two delegates, Washington and Madison, would become
Presidents. Charles Cotesworth Pinckney twice was nominated

by the Federalists to run for the Presidency and Rufus King was

nominated once. Hamilton became Secretary of the Treasury
and James McHenry, Secretary of War. Twelve delegates sub-
sequently became governors and the group produced fourteen
senators, thirteen members of the House of Representatives, in-
cluding one Speaker of the House, and four Supreme Court

Justices plus many state and local political and appointive offi-
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cers. In summary, the delegates were educated, conscientious
and competent.

Not surprisingly, several members of the Constitutional Con-
vention had played roles in continental and colonial monetary
affairs. One of the major shortcomings of the Articles of Confed-
eration was the national government's inability to develop and
maintain an effective financial policy for the states and the na-
tion as a whole. Among the significant problems of the individ-
ual colonial governments, and subsequently the United States,
was excessive, chaotic, and, in most instances, inadequately
backed or guaranteed issues of paper money. It was a significant
topic for the Constitutional Convention and both the inaugura-
tion of a national tax system to provide governmental revenues
and the granting of the initiation of money bills to the House of

• • •
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Representatives were important components in the design of the
new government.

Undoubtedly, the eleven Constitutional delegates and the
Convention's clerk who had been authorized to sign colonial
and continental currency were directly sensitive to the problem
from practical experience. The money that they had sanctioned
in early years had depreciated to nominal value. Under the new
Constitution, with its provisions for establishing a sound tax and
financial structure, the essentials for a stable future currency
were put in place.

The signers of the Constitution who had also signed currency
were a varied and distinguished group of men. Their
biographies, in many ways, provide a capsule view of the birth
and early years of our nation.

• • •

Gunning Bedford, Jr. signed Continental Currency
dated September 26, 1778

Born in Philadelphia in 1747, Bedford graduated from the Col-
lege of New Jersey (later Princeton) in 1771 where he was the
roommate of James Madison. He then studied law in Philadel-
phia. He entered the Continental Army and is believed to have
been an aide-de-camp for a short time to General Washington.
In 1779 he was admitted to the Delaware bar; he then moved to
Wilmington. During his lifetime he served in many public posts
including the Delaware State Council and Senate, Attorney
General of Delaware, member of the Continental Congress,
Presidential Elector, Federal District Judge and delegate to the
Constitutional Convention.

Bedford was a strong proponent for the small states at the
Constitutional Convention. A firm abolitionist, Bedford was an
active anti-slavery advocate in his later years. Appointed by
President Washington as the first Federal District Court Judge of
Delaware in 1789, he remained on the bench until his death on
March 30, 1812.

John Blair, Jr. signed Virginia notes from April 1. 1762
to March 4, 1773

Born in Williamsburg, Virginia in 1732, Blair graduated from

William and Mary College and studied law at the Temple in
London. A member of the Virginia legislature as early as 1766,

he served as Clerk of the Virginia Council in the early 1770s and
became a Judge of the Court of Appeals in 1777. In 1778 he

was named Chief Justice of the Virginia General Court and in
1789 was appointed to the Supreme Court of the United States,
remaining on the bench for seven years.

At the Constitutional Convention, Blair firmly supported the
"Virginia" plan and favored an even stronger central govern-
ment than the delegates ultimately approved. He was one of
only three Virginia delegates to sign the Constitution.

Judge Blair died at his home in Williamsburg in 1800.
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became a member of the Continental Congress in 1780, served
until 1784 and was one of Maryland's signers of the Articles of
Confederation. Not only was Carroll a delegate to the Constitu-
tional Convention, he was also a member of the Maryland State
Senate and of the first United States Congress from 1789 to
1791. Appointed by Washington to create and set the boun-
daries of the District of Columbia and the Federal City, Carroll
allocated a portion of his farm to the city of Washington. He re-
mained a Commissioner of the District until July 25, 1795, less
than a year before his death on May 7, 1796.

David Brearley signed New Jersey June 9, 1780 Guar-
anteed Notes, and bills dated January 9, 1781

Born in Spring Grove, New Jersey on June 11, 1745, David
Brearley was an early and active patriot. Prior to the Declaration
of Independence, Brearley was arrested by the British for high
treason but was freed from prison by an irate mob of patriots. In
1776 he received a commission as Lieutenant Colonel of the
4th Regiment of the Continental Army and only resigned his
post to become Chief Justice of the New Jersey Supreme Court
in 1779.

Although a supporter of fellow New Jerseyan William Pater-
son's plan for "one state—one vote" at the Constitutional Con-
vention, Brearley signed the Constitution and chaired the New
Jersey Convention to ratify the Constitution in 1788. As Chief
Justice of the New Jersey Supreme Court, he rendered the
benchmark decision of the right to judicial review of arguably
unconstitutional legislation in Holmes vs. Walton. Brearley died
at the age of forty-five in 1790, cutting short a distinguished
career.

Daniel Carroll signed Continental Currency dated February
1 7, 1776, November 2, 1776 and February 26, 1777

Born in Upper Marlboro, Prince Georges County, Maryland on
July 22, 1730, Daniel Carroll was a large landholder and farmer
who did not participate in public life until he was almost 50. He

George Clymer signed Pennsylvania notes dated June 18,
1764

Merchant and patriot, George Clymer built a distinguished pub-
lic and private career. He was born in 1739 and orphaned in
1740. At a very early age, Clymer became a senior partner in
Meredith and Clymer, a major Philadelphia shipping firm. A
member of Pennsylvania's Committee of Safety, a signer of the
Declaration of Independence, one of the two first Continental
co-Treasurers and signer of the Constitution, Clymer also
served as a member of the Continental Congress 1776-77 and
1780-82, the Pennsylvania legislature 1780-82 and 1784-88,
and the United States Congress 1789-91.

Clymer was also was the first president of the Philadelphia
Bank and the Academy of Fine Arts. His active and productive
life terminated in 1813.
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General Continental Army 1777-1779; trustee of University of
Pennsylvania 1778-1791; Speaker of Pennsylvania House of
Representative 1785-1788; President of Supreme Executive
Council of Pennsylvania 1788-1790; Governor of the State of
Pennsylvania 1790-1799. A complex man, Mifflin participated
in the 1777 cabal to replace General Washington as command-
er of the Continental Army with General Horatio Gates. Despite
the failure this effort, he continued to support the cause of inde-
pendence, remaining an exceptional public servant. He died in
Lancaster, Pa. on January 20, 1800.

William Few signed Georgia 1776 notes in sterling denomina-
tions; and notes dated May 4, 1778

A self-made man, William Few's life was filled with a wide range
of remarkable achievements. The son of an impoverished farm-
er, Few gained admittance to the Georgia bar in 1776 through
his own study efforts. In the same year, he became a member of
Georgia's Executive Council, a Lieutenant Colonel in Georgia's
dragoons and was elected to the state's Provincial Congress. He
was a state assemblyman in 1777, 1779, 1783 and 1794. A
member of the Continental Congress 1780-88, he became one
of Georgia's first Senators in 1789 and in 1796 was appointed a
Federal Circuit Court Judge for Georgia. In 1799, Few moved
to New York City; served in the State Legislature 1802-1805,
was an Inspector of Prisons 1802-1810, Alderman 1813-1814
and U.S. Commissioner of Loans in 1804. A director of the
Manhattan Bank 1804-1814, he later became president of the
City Bank of New York. He died in 1828 at the age of 80.

Thomas Mifflin signed Pennsylvania notes dated March 20,
1771

Born on January 10, 1744, Thomas Mifflin graduated from the
University of Pennsylvania at the precocious age of 16,
heralding the start of a life filled with outstanding accomplish-
ments: member of the Pennsylvania Provincial Assembly 1772-
74, 1778-79, 1782-84; member of the Continental Congress
1774-76 and 1782-84; President of the Continental Congress
1783; Major and Chief Aide-de-Camp to General Washington
1775; Quartermaster General Continental Army 1775; Major

Charles Cotesworth Pinckney signed South Carolina notes
dated April 7, 1770

Born in Charleston on February 25, 1746, Charles Cotesworth
Pinckney was the son of a wealthy planter. Educated in England
where he studied law at the Middle Temple and was admitted to
the bar, Pinckney returned to America in 1769 after fifteen years
abroad. He entered politics almost immediately and was elected
a member of the Royal Assemblies from 1769 to 1775, then be-
came a member of the First and Second Provincial Congresses
in 1775 and 1776. Thereafter he periodically served in South
Carolina's Assembly and Senate until 1801. By 1776, Pinckney
was a Colonel in the South Carolina militia and within a short
time he became an aide-de-camp to General Washington.
Pinckney rose to the rank of Brigadier General in the Revolu-
tionary War, served as Minister to France in Washington's sec-
ond administration and was nominated the Federalists' presi-
dential candidate in 1804 and 1808.

He also participated extensively in and led many charitable
and civic projects including the College of Charleston, South
Carolina College and the Charleston Library Society. Pinckney
died on August 16, 1825.
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Washington thereafter not only attended, he became President
of the Convention.

Leader of the Virginia delegation, Randolph presented a de-
tailed, well-reasoned plan for government, thereby establishing
the basis for exploration, discussion and eventual agreement.

His service to our country was extraordinarily distinguished:
Aide-de-Camp to Washington 1775; Attorney General of Vir-
ginia 1776; member of Congress 1779-1782; Governor of Vir-
ginia 1786-1788; Attorney General of the United States
1789-1794; Secretary of State of the United States 1794-1795,
and, less well known but entirely within character. George
Washington's Virginia lawyer—without compensation. Born in
Williamsburg on August 10, 1753, Randolph died on Septem-
ber 13, 1813.

Charles Pinckney signed South Carolina notes dated April
10, 1778

Born in Charleston on October 26, 1757, Charles Pinckney
studied law and was admitted to the bar in 1779. He immediate-
ly began a long and effective career of public service. He was
elected to South Carolina's House of Representatives fourteen
times between 1779 and 1814 and was a member of the Conti-
nental Congress from 1784 to 1787. Governor of South Caro-
lina three times, 1789-1792, 1796-1798, and 1806-1808, he
was also a U.S. Senator from 1798 to 1805 and U.S. Minister
to Spain. Late in life (1819-1821), he became a member of the
U.S. House of Representatives. Pinckney was a vigorous sup-
porter of a strong central government at the Constitutional Con-
vention, speaking more than one hundred times from the floor,
in addition to presenting his own comprehensive plan, similar to
Edmund Randolph's, for a national government. Ultimately
retiring to the practice of law and farming, Pinckney died on Oc-
tober 29, 1824.

Edmund Randolph signed Virginia July 17, 1776 small-size
notes

Although he did not sign the Constitution, fearing a monarchy
might emerge from the executive department, this distinguished
American played a leading role in its development. He was one
of the conferees at the Annapolis Convention and early histor-
ians credit him with overcoming George Washington's initial de-
cision to not attend the Philadelphia Convention in 1787.

James Wilson signed Continental Currency dated April 11,
1778 and January 14, 1779
An extraordinarily well-educated immigrant, James Wilson
came to New York in 1765 after completing his education at the
Universities of St. Andrews, Glasgow and Edinburgh. In 1766
Wilson moved to Philadephia where he became a tutor at the
College of Philadephia and was admitted to the bar in 1767.

He was an early Patriot, a member of the Provincial Assembly
in 1774 and a writer of many essays favoring self-government.
Member of the Continental Congress 1775, 1776, 1782, 1783
and 1785-1787, Wilson was a signer of the Declaration of Inde-
pendence; Brigadier General of the Pennsylvania militia 1782;
Advocate General for the French government in the United
States 1779; Associate Justice of the U.S. Supreme Court
1789-1798, and was not only a signer of the Constitution in
1787 but also a leading proponent for its passage at the Pennsyl-
vania Constitutional Convention a year later. He outlined our
first financial system in 1780 and, always interested in educa-
tion, became the first Professor of Law at the University of Penn-
sylvania in 1790. Wilson was born on September 14, 1742 and
died on August 21, 1798. ■


	The Constitution and its Numismatically Linked Signers

