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18th C entury Stock
ertificates and the American
ompetitive Edge

by NED W. DOWNING (ndhstry9@IDT.NET )

The recently discovered avocation of collecting and re-
searching 18th century American stock certificates has
opened a window on the classical evolution of the free
world at its most critical juncture. The small group of
collector aficionados have been treated to a unique view
of the genesis of the United States' competitive edge.

IE term "Stock" on American financial instruments
has an unexpected and interesting evolution. The ear-
liest known usage appeared on the 7,000 Pound 1690

Massachusetts note (and many subsequent issues) floated to
pay the expenses of a military action against Canada. On the
face of the notes possessors were promised the note would be
"accepted ... for any Stock at any time in the Treasury." In those
early days taxes were collected in both specie (coin) and coun-
try pay (farmers produce and commodities at agreed upon
values). Ironically then the "Stock . . . in the Treasury" in which
these first paper securities in the free world promised redemp-
tion was actually the farmer's produce and commodities pre-
viously accepted by the Treasurer in lieu of taxes levied. Three
hundred years ago then "treasury stock" equalled commodi-
ties, perhaps defying analysis by a 20th century researcher us-
ing todays evolved financial jargon. Similar archaic financial
jargon has caused the financial history of our country to be
consistently misunderstood and very often incorrectly reported
by academics and historical pundits alike.

Aficionados of 18th-century financial history know the in-
credible story of the very first American IPO (initial public
offering), The Bank of North America on December 31, 1781—
the last minute funding of the 1,000 share offering at $400/
share by the use of the late arrival in Boston of King Louis the
XVI's 2,500,000 French Livre cash advance transported in trea-
sure chests through enemy lines to Philadelphia by the bank's
first cashier, Tench Francis, and 14 ox teams. The strategy of
opening a national bank modeled on the Bank of England
was a bitter pill for most Americans already engaged in a war
caused by the Royal misuse of such governmental prerequi-
sites, but Superintendent of finance Robert Morris drove its
Charter through Congress as a last gasp measure for a finan-
cially expiring country. This was the first American "stock" using
todays accepted financial jargon.

The original 13 States earned their freedom in the 1775-83
Revolutionary War mostly financed by a blizzard of creatively
designed paper financial instruments backed by the good faith
and promises of the States and their general representatives at
the Continental and Confederation Congress. In 1782 the U.
S. war debt had been repudiated by Superintendent of finance
Robert Morris for the first and only time in American history.
When the country faced the threat of another taxpayer led revo-
lution, a group of our nations most respected citizens gath-
ered and created a new framework for a more efficient central

government in the 1787 Constitutional Convention. The Con-
stitution was, they agreed, the best they could make under
their circumstances.

The first Federal Congress (1789-91) and President George
Washington's first administration fleshed out the new gov-
ernment with its new and more flexible powers to deal with
the previously overwhelming Revolutionary War debt prob-
lem. Confounding the traditional classical governmental tran-
sition models, the United States adopted Secretary of the
Treasury Alexander Hamilton's visionary plan to restore the
public credit and honorably funded the combined States and
U. S. war debts. This produced a burst of confidence and
financiers and foreign capitalists actively sought out invest-
ment opportunities in the new nation, driving the value of
the Revolutionary War debt securities from their 5 to 20 cents
on the dollar value in the 1783-7 period to over 100 cents on
the dollar by 1791.

Hamilton's 1790 plan called for the voluntary exchange of
Revolutionary War debt claims for ultimately $64,456,963.90
worth of three new classes (6's, deferred 6's, and 3's) of Stock
in the Public Funds of the United States that paid quarterly
dividends. These were by far the most important securities to
trade on the NYSE when it began using the exchange's adopted
date of origin as the May 17, 1792 Buttonwood Agreement. A
tiny but growing cadre of mostly pan-time brokers, traders
and adventurers grew up around the trading of these and re-
lated securities in the Wall Street area of the then New York
Capital of the United States. The most creative and well-con-
nected of them organized joint stock investment opportuni-
ties to match the sizzling demand for investment opportunities
in their promising new country.

After the war-ending peace 1783 Treaty of Versailles a short
burst of economic activity ensued as merchants banded to-
gether in various partnerships to take control of the import/
export shipping trade. The most entrepreneurial of them
fanned out across the world to open correspondent merchant
counting house branches in ports with attractively priced mer-
chandise. The substantial initial capital demands for outfitting
of ships and insurance of this trade created a general demand
for banking services to discount merchants notes which would
be payable upon the subsequent receipt and sale of incoming
cargos. Banks up and down the East coast were projected as a
result. The Massachusetts Bank, now BankBoston, was char-
tered in 1783 and 511 shares were sold in a subscription at
$500/share. Unable to secure a State charter The Bank of New
York offered an unincorporated joint stock subscription of
500 shares at $500/share on May 1, 1784. (See PAPER MONEY
No. 196 p. 121 for illustration.) The brief burst of economic
activity after the Peace of Versailles soon expired and the Ameri-
can economy was not substantively revived again until capital
began flowing back to the U.S. in the post Constitution 1787-
92 era of restored national credit.
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Americans were still suspicious then of granting corporate
charters, and those granted by the States almost uniformly were
for improving the infrastructure of the war torn nation-for
canals, turnpikes, bridges-companies with a definably pub-
lic purpose.

The 1791 New Jersey charter of Alexander Hamilton's Soci-
ety for Establishing Useful Manufacturers projected by his Re-
port on Manufacturers as Secretary of the Treasury was his
visionary model for the future industrial corporations similar
to those of today. It had a broad charter for diverse economic
undertakings and was favored by government-granted privi-
leges to ease its inception. Hamilton and its projectors saw
this company as the way to ease the country's dependence on
imported goods. The third leg of Hamilton's visionary plan
for the economic restoration of the U.S. was his $10,000,000
scheme to finance the first Bank of the United States. So great
was the frenzy to invest in this 18th century behemoth that
the initial script floated rose from its July 4th, 1791 $25/share
price to over $300/share the second week of August!

The only 18th-century business rivaling the American im-
port/export trade was the U.S. real estate development. Wall
Streeters will be amazed at the securitized real estate deriva-
tives used by our forefathers more than 200 years ago. Our
most abundant physical asset was land, and the most entre-
preneurial of the earliest American enterprisers projected and
sold joint stock securities out of their landholdings as invest-
ment opportunities for both the domestic and foreign mar-
kets. Robert Morris and John Nicholson's North American
Land Company was an audacious attempt to market over
6,000,000 acres of land in a 30,000 share ($100/sh) offering
marketed here and in Europe by a team of security salesmen
hired on a salary plus commission basis. The same twosome
marketed 1,000,000 acres of Pennsylvania land as the Asylum
Company (photo within) projected as a home for well heeled
refugees of the French Revolution. A home for Marie Antoinette
was built there, but she unfortunately was beheaded before
she could use it.

The good news for collectors of surviving 18th-century stock
certificates that reflect the above nation-defining economic
developments is that there are only 40 joint stock companies
known to myself and other experienced collectors with extant
stock certificates (see list). Not surprisingly many, if not most,
of the companies on the list were projected by financiers, mili-
tary contractors, and leading merchants of the Revolutionary
War-the men who had best learned the secrets of turning
the Revolutionary War paper claims into more useful wealth.
Present day collectors from around the world have learned
the story of how the new United States Constitutional gov-
ernment demonstrated the capital-attracting economic benefits
of honorably settling their defaulted paper war debt claims
and thereby restoring the public credit. Collectors also have a
unique window on the 1787-93 development of an economic
system of government that actively promoted respect for in-
vestors rights and the free and unfettered use of paper securi-
ties reflecting ownership interests in financial claims and joint
stock companies.

Collector prices for the different stock certificates are rela-
tively inexpensive compared to other collectibles and recog-
nizing their historical importance as the United States' most
important and enduring contribution to solving the evolu-
tionary problems of their newly freed society. Collectors of-
ten become giddy when realizing that they hold the best
interpretation of the origin of the American capital markets,

and that no institutional collections exist except that of the
Museum of American financial History at 28 Broadway in NYC
where several 18th-century stock certificates are now on dis-
play. The two companies shares with the most certificates
known, the North American Land Co., and the Philadelphia
61 Lancaster Turnpike have the lowest prices from $750-1500.
The rarity of the rest of the known shares on the list increases
dramatically after these two companies. lust a few companies
have more than 10 or 15 shares known, most have less than
10 known. Prices for the rest of the stocks on the list will vary
widely, but range from $1500-3000 for the lesser known, less
important, lower grade examples to over $7500 for the rare
interesting examples made to or signed by famous characters.
For instance, a Bank of Alexandria (Number 26) example made
to George Washington reportedly recently traded for $9500.
And a better example of Stock in the Public Funds (Number
4) has recently traded for $15,000, two deported previously
in the $30,000 range made to or signed by leading personali-
ties of the period. Stock certificates of the 18th-century will be
great rarities and will become very expensive when and if Wall
Streeters discover and learn to more appropriately value their
heritage. Only a few have entered the market seriously so far,
but dozens have gotten their feet wet with the least expensive
examples. Other than a May 18, 1998 Barron's article, this is

1. 1783 Bank of North America
2. 1784 Massachusetts Bank
3. 1789 New York Manufacturing Society
4. 1791 Stock in the Public Funds of the tlnited States
5. 1791 Schuylkill & Susquehanna Canal
6. 1791 Society for Establishing Useful Manufacturers
7. 1792 Bank of Maryland
8. 1792 Delaware and Schuylkill Canal Navigation Co.
9. 1792 Northern and Inland Lock Navigation Co.

10. 1792 Western Inland Lock Navigation Co.
11. 1783 Bank of North America
12. 1793 Bank of the United States
13. 1793 Compagnie de New York
14. 1793 New Jersey Copper Mine Association
15. 1793 Pennsylvania Population Co.
16. 1793 Piscataqua Bridge
17. 1793 Rancocus Toll Bridge Co.
18. 1794 Asylum Co.
19. 1795 Connecticut Land Co.
20. 1795 German Patent
21. 1795 Merrimack Bridge
22. 1795 North American Land Co.
23. 1795 Philadelphia & Lancaster Turnpike Road Co.
24. 1795 Territorial Co.
25. 1796 Baltimore Insurance Co.
26. 1796 Bank of Alexandria
27. 1796 Connecticut Gore Land Co.
28. 1796 Lehigh Coal Mine Co.
29. 1796 New York Society Library
30. 1796 Library Company of Philadelphia
31. 1797 Bank of Columbia
32. 1797 Kennebeck Bridge
33. 1797 Pennsylvania Land Co.
34. 1797 Pennsylvania Property Co.
35. 1797 Third Massachusetts Turnpike Corporation
36. 1798 Bank of Baltimore
37. 1799 Blodget Canal Co.
38. 1799 Boston Turnpike Co.
39. 1799 Savannah Exchange
40. 179x Union Bank of Boston
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For the true and faithful i. ,..il:,rmance .ind due obtervanza of the feveral articles, agreements

and covenants herein contained, the laid parties to thefe prefcnts do hereby bind themfelves each

to the other, fo far as the Payne call upon them, ref:pee-Lively, for performance of any matt,...,

thing, or condition therein expreffed, in the penal tutu of one million of dollars, to be paid by

the party or parties in default to the party or parties performing.

Iti WITNESS whereof; the faid parties have hereunto figned their names and aidiK'cd their

Peals, this twenty-lecond day of April, one thoufand feven hundred and ninety-four.

Sealed and delivered in
the pre:Ante 'if

Jo. Keating.
Garrett Cottringer.

Robt. Morris.

jn°. Nicholfon.
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This certificate, number 18 on the list, is in the name of John Nicholson, who gained control from his partner Robert Morris, whose

ignature appears at the bottom. The printing credit is "PHILADELPHIA: PRINTED BY ZACHARIA1-1 POULSON, JUNIOR, NUM-

BER EIGHTY, CHESNUT-STREET." (Courtesy of the Museum of American Financial History)
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