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Y FIRST EXPOSURE TO THE MAGNIFICENT $5 CLARK,
Gruber obsolete notes of Denver, Colorado was in an early 1970s
letter from a fellow western collector.  He informed me that he
had been offered a pair of these notes for $1,400.  If I only knew

then what I know now, I might have been able to go halfs with him for one of the
notes.  But, of course $700 to me in those days was like $100,000 today.

Over a recent three-year period there have been four opportunities to
obtain one of these incredible obsolete notes from Denver.  Produced by
American Bank Note Co. in 1861, the notes were redeemable in Clark, Gruber’s
own gold coinage.  This was at a time when federal currency was being heavily
discounted.  The initial printing order was for 2,000 sheets, serial numbered
from 1 to 2000.   Each sheet contained two notes, plate letters A and B. The
notes have a wonderful, F.O.C. Darley, bison hunting scene as the central
vignette, along with a portrait of Colorado Governor Gilpin.  A red/orange pro-
tector and cartouche perfectly complement the design of these beautiful notes.
The original printing order to ABNCo was later increased by another 3,000
sheets, serial numbered 2001 to 5000, also with two notes per sheet; plate letters
A and B.

The first opportunity, came with Stack’s sale of the John Ford collection
in January 2005.  That sale included a plate B proof of the note, with no serial
number.  The proof brought a record high price of $77,625 for an obsolete note,
at that time.  Not long afterward, on June 17th, 2005, R.M. Smythe sold the
Schingoethe copy of an unissued remainder, serial number 2007, plate A, for
$60,375.  (The other note from the same sheet, serial number 2007 B, is illustrat-
ed in a History of the First National Bank of Denver by Agnes Wright Spring)

‘King of Obsolete Notes’

The Clark, Gruber FIVE ‘Great Hindsight’
by Steve Whitfield
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Clark, Gruber & Co.
struck $2.50, $5, $10
and $20 gold coins in
1860-1861.  When the firm
circulated their paper notes they
were redeemable in these coins.

Editor’s note;
For more about

Clark, Gruber &
Co. see the author’s

prize-winning Kansas
Paper Money an

Illustrated History, 1854-
1935 (McFarland, 2009)
www.mcfarlandpub.com
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In January 2008, Heritage Auctions sold another of these notes, serial
number 1999, plate B, for $126,500!  This was also an unissued remainder.  Next
up, in a fourth opportunity to own the note, was the June 2008 Memphis auction
by Lyn Knight, with the plate B note of sheet number 2004.  This was, another
unissued remainder that brought $85,000. 

All this note activity made me wonder how many of these incredible notes
are still around and whether any signed and issued notes might exist.  In 1966,
Nolie Mumey produced a book about Colorado scrip.  The book itself is a desir-
able collectible today.  He included color plates, bound into the book, of three of
these $5 notes with some different serial numbers.  Two of the notes are from the
same sheet, number 2011, plates A and B.  Both are obviously unissued remain-
ders.  The third was particularly interesting as it has what appear to be cut out
cancellations in the signature spaces.  The photo was not clear enough to tell
whether it was signed.  This note, serial number 2042, plate B was attributed to
the Colorado Historical Society Library, which still has this note in their library
collection.  With the help of the library staff the note was examined.
Unfortunately there were no signatures ever affixed to the note, although it is cut
cancelled.

In summary, we can count one proof, six unissued remainders, and one
cut cancelled copy, for a total of eight known survivors.  It is likely that notes
numbered 1999 A and 2004 A survived since the B plate varieties are known.
Why these notes were not all used, except for the proof, remains a mystery.  2000
sheets at $10 a sheet is only $20,000.  And although an additional $30,000 in notes

Left to right:  Company principals, Austin M. Clark, Milton E. Clark and Emanuel H. Gruber.

Check drawn on the Banking House of Clark, Gruber & Co., Leavenworth City, Kansas
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was later ordered, this only totals $50,000.  Clark, Gruber minted almost
$600,000 in gold coins, according to one report, so there certainly was adequate
gold backing to issue all of the notes.  And why the large gap from sheet number
2011 to 2042B is unknown.  However; it is likely that none of the second order
were issued because the federal government was issuing greenbacks by that time
and anyone with a debt would be smart to spend depreciated U.S. currency,
rather than notes that were as good as gold.  Could there still exist unused sheets
from #1999 to #2042, or from #2042 to #5000?  I’ll bet that more of these beau-
tiful notes are still out there, waiting to surface.  If only I had a spare $100,000 I
would have been at the Memphis sale.  These notes are surely the “1933 U.S. $20
gold coins” of obsolete paper money.  I wonder when the next one will surface.

Census (so far)
Plate A Comment Plate B Comment
SENC Proof ex-Ford/Stacks
SENC 1999 Heritage Sale
SENC 2004 Knight Memphis
2007 FNB 2007 ex-Schingoethe/Smythe
2011 Mumey 2011 Mumey
SENC 2042 Mumey                                 

City directory ad, 186901861
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Proof $5 note brought $77,625 in a January 18, 2005, Stacks’s auction

Remainder $5 note brought $126,500 in a January 9, 2008, Heritage Auction Galleries sale.

Remainder $5 note brought $85,000 in a June 27, 2008, Lyn Knight auction.                                             v

Remainder $5 note brought $60,375 in a June 17, 2005 R.M. Smythe auction.
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