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FOR THOSE OF YOU WHO COLLECT OR AT
least appreciate old stocks and bonds, (scripophily
being the term of art here), you will understand what
I am about to say:  There is something impressive

about holding an old bearer bond in your hands.  It evokes
rich imagery of a yesteryear; the great steam-powered loco-
motives pushing our boundaries west, the marble-floored
banks of Wall Street that were the palaces of American
finance, even an image of Jay Gatsby himself.

I realize that many in the larger numismatic universe relegate scripophily as
just a far-off moon populated by obscure ephemera collectors.   After all, it is rare
currency that makes the hobby’s front page news.  The 1913 Liberty Head Nickels
are the Angelina Jolies of the coin world.  And how often do we see Heritage and
Stacks prominently feature select auctions of choice paper money; notes with known
populations in the single digits fetching five, six, and seven figure sums.  Even our
second cousins once-removed in philately have their Inverted Jennys and Black
Penny rarities.  Stocks and bonds are almost never a feature attraction.

Yet for those of us involved in scripophily, and who in particular have a pen-
chant for U.S. debentures, there is an ever-present sense of bewilderment. The rules
of rarity do not exactly work in our small world.  There is an aesthetic in our hobby
that seemingly goes unnoticed by just about everyone else.  And even as our bonds
share a similar DNA with coinage and currency, there is a vast disconnect when it
comes to price and prominence, and moreover, interest.  

The beginnings of a hobby…

To be sure, the vast majority of stocks and bonds floating around the collec-
tor universe are by no means rare whatsoever.  The pieces one usually finds in
scripophily catalogs and collections have no negotiable value, and are usually avail-
able to meet the demands of most collectors.  Old, yes.  Beautifully engraved,
absolutely.  Rare by any means- not so much. 

As a quick background, these securities were issued by both private and pub-
lic entities to finance everything from the railroads of our manifest destiny to the cof-
fers of the short-lived Confederacy.  They were, like the securities of our modern age,
the records of an investment; stocks certificates representing an equity ownership,
bonds representing a debenture of a various priority.  
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But why are there so many of these things floating around today? One simple
answer: failure.  Many railroads never got built.  The South did not win.  And nations
throughout history have decided, often with the nudge of a little revolution, to simply
stop paying on their sovereign obligations.  Investors who held these securities would
(understandably) harbor hopes that their investments might one day recover, usually to
no avail.  Some companies and governments simply shutter, and all that’s left is attrac-
tive but worthless paper.

Along the way, this paper began to find itself in the hands of collectors.  Stock
certificates were collectable because they often contained the signatures of the robber
barons of old: Carnegie, Rockefeller, Wells and Fargo.  Bonds, engraved by the once-
many bank note companies, were often found without so much as a coupon (the regu-
lar interest payment attached to the certificate) clipped.  Dealers and collectors came to
find large caches of these securities being discarded from bank vaults and corporate
offices alike.  

1918 4.25% $50 Second Liberty Loan Converted (Author’s collection)

But as time passed, so did the opportunity to easily obtain many bonds for a
collector purpose.  But wait, you say. What about all of that aforementioned supply?
Old bond and stock certificates are everywhere. What’s so rare?  

Well, remember that word failure?  Here is where it matters.  When you see
full-couponed bearer bonds in mint condition, there is a good chance those bonds had
defaulted, or were never even issued in the first place. (There were many that were made
as specimen issues, or left unsigned as remainder issues).  That is why these securities
can be complete and pristine.  
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But not everything failed.  Many railroads were built, and their debts were
redeemed and paid in full.  Some companies turned out to be worth fortunes, and
made stockholders rich. And the U.S. Government paid every penny of interest and
principal it has ever owed to its bond holders.  Along the way, these various certifi-
cates were traded, redeemed, and subsequently destroyed, as no one at a corporate
office (or federal agency) thought to save the paper for posterity.  

Valuable securities remained outstanding, as some were forgotten and
seemingly lost to history.  A grandfather might forget to tell his grandson about the
bonds hidden under the mattress.  A nephew never knew about his uncle’s safe
deposit box.  Time passed, and eventually some of these bonds were discovered by
another generation, albeit sometimes in the unlikeliest of places.

Here is where much of the excitement and frustration of scripophily lies.
Treasury bearer bonds are getting harder and harder to find.  And what enthusiastic
collector doesn’t like a treasure hunt once in awhile?  Take the Treasury bonds of
WWI- known as the Liberty Loans. Some sixty-six million separate bonds were
issued, bonds today that are in the words of Chet Krause, “about as scarce as hen’s
teeth!”  

The paper must go…

Our federal government has a thing against paper.  I’m joking, right?
Don’t all bureaucracies love it?  Aren’t there volumes and volumes of the stuff? Even
with advances in technology, who in Washington is really against paper?  Well, let
me rephrase the statement slightly.  Our federal government has a thing against cer-
tain kinds of paper – in particular, anything that is bearer, anonymous, and has a
large value assigned to it.  Paper money collectors have known this for years.  In the
days where a loaf of bread was a nickel, you could actually get a $10,000 note. Yet
despite a 96% decrease in the value of the U.S. dollar since 1900, the largest denom-
ination currently in circulation is the $100 bill.  This circumstance is entirely by
design.  

To thwart those who would engage in criminal activities, the federal gov-
ernment began removing notes above $100 from circulation in 1969.  The theory
went that the smaller the currency’s denominations, the harder it is to launder vast
sums of it.  And so the $500, $1000, $5000, and $10,000 bills were removed.  And
because of this, they achieved a wonderful status in their retirement years. They are
still 100% legal tender, but they aren’t in circulation, and there are no plans to ever
bring them back.  Such is a perfect scenario for ensuring their ongoing appeal and
collectability.   

Collectors in 1969 might not have exactly realized the full effect of what
was occurring at the time, or the values of these large denominations would have
increased sooner than they did.  Thirteen years later, the government decided to go
after bearer bonds in a similar fashion with something called TEFRA.  The Tax
Equity and Fiscal Responsibility Act was history repeating itself.  For in addition to
repealing adjustments in accelerated depreciation deduction, implementing a with-
holding tax on dividends and interest received, (along with other reforms that only
a policy wonk could begin to appreciate), TEFRA spelled the end for one of the
great financial instruments of American history – the bearer bond. 

Bearer bonds were too much like their large-denomination currency
cousins.  Too portable, too easily transacted anonymously.   Bearer instruments had
to go as there was too much launderability in them.  Remember the plot of the icon-
ic Bruce Willis film Die Hard?  Terrorists seized the corporate building not because
of an ideological purpose, or to steal a hoard of gold or priceless treasure.  Nope,
they just wanted the $640 million in bearer bonds stored in the company safe.

As a practical matter, the securities industry largely did not mind this
change.  In addition to reforming Treasury debt, municipalities and corporations
would now have to follow suit.  They could just as easily issue a registered security,
(one that is assigned to a specific owner).  And clipping and processing all those



coupon payments was a logistical expense that would also now be avoided.  Besides,
trading bearer securities that owners kept privately always carried with it certain
risks; timely deliverability, theft, and proof of ownership are to name but a few.
Nowadays in fact, the registered bond itself is also a dinosaur.  And two years ago the
Treasury Department decided to end the punch-card certificates of its Savings Bond
program.  The iconic, boring Bar Mitzvah and birthday gift of old relatives to young
children that we all remember is, now itself, a virtual gift as well.  Someone in D.C.
really doesn’t like paper.

Bonds are BEO, book-entry-only.  True, one can still get a stock certificate if
they care to, but increasingly this has become a discouraged practice.  And with the
last of the 30-year Treasury bearer bonds having matured by now, the only ones left
outstanding (which weren’t lost to termites or fires) are those undiscovered in shoe-
boxes, forgotten in desk drawers, stored in bank vaults, or withheld by collectors.

Negotiable, high-denomination, bearer financial instruments that the U.S.
government has said it will never issue in paper form again.  Hmm, doesn’t that
sound an awful lot like the fate of high- denomination currency?

1898 3% $20 Spanish-American War bond (Author’s collection)

Numismatists do appreciate the rarity of certain U.S. debt instruments.  And
values of select notes and bonds have increased over the last 20 years.  A recent Stacks
auction of November 2012 brought record prices for several early treasury notes from
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the War of 1812.  And collectors have been regularly paying high premiums for items
such as the Compound Interest Treasury Notes of 1863 and the Refunding Certificate
of 1879, notes which legitimately belong in both the currency and debt universes.   In
June, the only known replacement “star” $100 Liberty Loan, a Fourth series (and com-
plete bond), sold at auction for $19,000.

But apart from these examples, little attention is paid to the many other debt
instruments of the United States.  The inevitable question of course is why?  Treasury
bonds are really a big deal.

The world runs on oil and Treasuries…

Since the establishment of America as global superpower in the 20th century,
few financial instruments could be said to rival U.S. sovereign debt.  In fact, the only
other thing that is as important as a U.S. Treasury note in today’s world is the U.S.
dollar itself.  And this is not hyperbole. (It has long been the case there are more dol-
lars circulating outside of the country than circulating within our borders.) 

True, there are other stable sovereign debts, from countries such as
Switzerland, England, and Japan.  Their paltry interest rates partially reflect not only
the ongoing stability of these governments, but the confidence of the financial markets
in the future repayment of their obligations.  But none truly rival the importance of
the T-bill, T-note, or 30-year Treasury bond.  And while much has been made over our
nation’s S&P credit downgrade, and the seemingly endless task of fixing our collective
financial house, America’s sovereign debt is still the benchmark of the world.  Anyone
who works in the financial industry will tell you this.  Individuals, small businesses,
local municipalities, multinational companies, and sovereign foreign treasury depart-
ments around the globe rely on the stability of U.S. Treasury securities – sometimes
more often than their own bonds or currencies.  U.S. Treasuries always pay. Always.
Always.  

Banks may come and go, countries may collapse or falter. But the sovereign
debt of the U.S. is untouchable.  (What tomorrow’s dollars may buy you here or else-
where is a completely different matter.)

Collecting hen’s teeth…

From the very first days of scripophily, a contrast in extremes existed; vast
reams of securities paper on one end, scarce valuable rarities on the other, with very lit-
tle in the middle.  This is not the experience of our fellow numismatists.  

For well over a hundred years, U.S. coins, stamps, and currency have been sys-
tematically collected.  Dedicated collectors regularly and carefully preserved pristine
specimens, year over, decade upon decade.  True, the government began producing

1815 $20 7% Treasury unsigned remainder note (Author’s collection)
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commemorative coins and stamps in volumes that exceeded the needed supply, but
in general, coin and paper currency was produced for a utilitarian use.  And that is
what makes the rare examples of it so appealing.  Somebody thought to save an
unused “Educational Note” of 1896, a crisp “Bison” of 1901, or an Uncirculated
1893-S Morgan silver dollar.  

Bonds and stocks do not have such a history of stewardship.  Holders of
U.S. government debt, (whatever the year in question), were never interested in the
collectability of the bonds they held.  By their very nature they were meant to be
“consumed.”  These securities were stored with the important family papers. They
were cut with rusty scissors until left bare.  They were handled, stapled, paper-
clipped, and even marked up sometimes.  They were tucked away within safety
deposit boxes.  They weren’t a hobby.  

As securities matured or were called, (the process where a bond is redeemed
by its issuer earlier than the maturity date), the Treasury Department collected and
destroyed the certificates submitted to it.  This is not unlike how it processes the
worn currency of today.  If somebody hands in a $1000 note to a bank, when it
reaches the Treasury no one in our government says, “Hey! This note has a collec-
table value! Let’s auction it off.”  Instead it is destroyed, never to be recirculated
again.  

It is true nowadays that people who may find a Liberty Loan or an old
piece of currency often have an inclination that they have something of value.  And
they aren’t necessarily going to rush to their local bank to redeem something from a
bygone era.  We have eBay, we have Antiques Roadshow, and in our information
age, people can now do a quick Google search of anything.  The internet has done
wonders.  But much is still unknown.

Take the issue of population figures for example.  There is available infor-
mation regarding original dollar amounts of every particular U.S. debt issue.  And
for some time, the government did track the remaining outstanding figures individ-

These are the only known examples of
the short coupon Second Liberty Loan
Converted of 1918.  A third example
of a registered Second Liberty Loan
Converted bond is known to exist as
well. ($100 bond courtesy of a private
collection, $50 bond image courtesy
of Larry Schuffman)
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ually.  But after a while, those individual tallies stopped, and the debt outstanding is
no longer broken down.  A Liberty Loan from 1918 might have been forgotten only
to be later found and finally redeemed in 1971, but you wouldn’t know from look-
ing.  There are just aggregate totals now.

As of April 2013, there is approximately $96 million outstanding in
Treasury bearer bonds according to the Bureau of the Public Debt.  This debt has
long stopped accumulating any interest, and consists of everything from war bonds
from the 19th century to the 14% 30 year bonds of 1981. But that $96 million fig-
ure is quite misleading.  There is nothing even remotely close to that in face value of
bonds available to collectors.

Remember those mattresses and safe deposit boxes?  Well not all of those
stories ended well.  Grandpa sometimes forgot to tell anyone about his hidden floor
safe, houses caught on fire, and sometimes owners even forgot themselves where cer-
tificates were kept.  Bonds like many other great valuables… simply disappeared. 

We cannot know what has been lost to history. The best approach in figur-
ing out how many bonds may actually exist comes by talking with dealers of collec-
table Treasuries, networking with known collectors, and combing through the
records of the main numismatic auction houses.  

When even the pictures are scarce...

There has been a cataloging of 19th century U.S. Treasury notes and bonds,
and one book, (black & white images), by Gene Hessler, which ends with the debts
of 1898.  Some of these early bonds have Friedberg numbers, while others a Hessler
numbering system. But there is virtually nothing cataloging the images or history of
Treasury bonds from 1899 onward.  Fortunately, collector and financial historian
Larry Schuffman has a done a great deal of research concerning the Liberty Loans of
WWI.  Well-known collector Chet Krause has also contributed much to this subject
matter. Apart from their work there is no comprehensive volume on U.S. Treasury
bonds.  In an age where there is published information on almost every conceivable
topic under the sun, even photographs of Treasuries (the aforementioned single
most important financial instrument in the modern blah, blah, blah) are not avail-
able in any structured, systematic manner.  You really do have to hunt and peck for
this stuff.

True, the Treasury Department has published some information on the his-
tory of our nation’s debt.  But actual photographs?  Forget about it.  Every stamp,
coin, and dollar bill this country ever officially issued has been well catalogued and
illustrated, no matter how rare it is.  As for the hundreds of billions in bearer bonds
issued in the last two centuries, there is not a single color book out there.  There is
no public record of these images. And in what could only be described as an ironic
punctuation to this observation, the aforementioned Hessler book is itself a bit of a
rarity as it is no longer in print.

How can a collector even know what to collect, let alone appreciate?  The
various registered Treasury bonds of WWII are the main exception to the rule of
scarcity in collecting U.S. debt.  There is a reasonable enough supply so that a collec-
tor market can be readily sustained.  As people have begun to see the Treasuries of
that era, interest in collecting them has increased.  And Fred Schwan and Joe Boling
have written an excellent book on the numismatics of WWII which in part covers
these bonds and their history.

Contrast this with the earlier bonds of WWI, the Liberty Loans.  These
debentures financed America’s participation in the war, and as bonds go, are some of
the most attractive notes to ever come out of the BEP.  And while there is much writ-
ten on the subject of the Liberty Loan program, there is to date no real photographic
history of the securities themselves.  Between the main auction houses and dealers,
we have a rough collection of photographs of Liberty Loans.  Yet there are many
denominations for which there are only one or two known examples of, a fact which
begs some further questions about valuation and prominence.  (How many legal ten-
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der items of the twentieth century can claim such small population figures?) Other
Liberty Loans have known populations in the dozens, and yet regularly sell for
miniscule multiples compared to U.S. currency of similar rarity.  Usually scarcity
leads to prominence.  But by any comparable measure to other U.S. money instru-
ments, these bonds are greatly underappreciated.

A final note…

There is a terrific case to be made for the beauty and rarity of U.S. Treasury
bonds. But there is no magic wand when it comes to the subjects of desire or value.
Appreciation is not something one can inspire by fiat.  You have to look at these
bonds for yourself.   As a collector, it is frustrating to see how these securities, which
share so much with their currency cousins, have been largely ignored.  They are
engraved in the same meticulous tradition that has been the hallmark of America’s
currency. They have great colorations and beautiful designs.  Many denominations
share a unique spot in history with the high-domination notes of the early 20th cen-
tury. And for those interested collecting real U.S. rarities, Treasury bond issues can
compete with the best of them

$1,000 14% 30 year Treasury bond of 1981 (Private collection)

When I began my collecting journey (in philately) as a very young boy, I
remember hearing some advice which I could not truly appreciate at the time:
Collect things that were never meant to be collected.  I was a kid, and I was collecting
stamps because of the colors, designs, and fascinating history within them.  And as a
kid, my allowance would only take my stamp album so far.  After all, there were Star
Wars figures to play with too!  Thirty some-odd years later, there are still the same
emotions of anticipation and excitement that all collectors feel when a new acquisi-
tion is added to their prized collection.  We are not thinking “resale” when these new
treasures come along.  No, we are acting rather just like kids at heart!
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Even with objectivity in mind, there is always some self-serving whenever a
collector advocates for his or her hobby.  With that caveat, there is a very strong to
be case made for these bonds when it comes to that wisdom I heard those many
years ago.  They were never meant to be saved indefinitely, let alone in an
Uncirculated condition.  They were never produced to fill some commemorative
fad.  They were, as the saying goes, never meant to be collected.

Numismatics is filled with rare and wonderful treasures that allow collec-
tors to dream big. Occasionally, some of us are able to enjoy (wallet-willing of
course) the rarified air of owning something very limited indeed.  But our hobby
also has its glut of collectibles as well.  Should one buy modern MS-70 graded coins
or modern Uncirculated currency for anything other than pure enjoyment?  The
good old days of low mintages/issuance are gone for all of us.   And at a time where
“rarity” and “scarcity” are descriptions conspicuously overused, these bonds are
among numismatics’ most genuine examples.  They really do deserve a nod from the
academy.

All of this said I suspect there are still some who may wonder why any of
this should really matter?

Throughout our history, these bonds help equip and pay our fathers and
grandfathers – men who repeatedly found themselves in harm’s way.  When they
returned home they returned to an economy that needed to grow and flourish.  The
government and infrastructure that fed the roaring engine of American capitalism
needed debt financing.  In war and peace time, bonds were purchased by average
Americans who used them as instruments of thrift and saving, and yes, patriotism as
well.

In our modern age it is no longer wise nor even feasible to issue sovereign
bonds printed on paper.  But they are an important reminder of the wisdom (and
danger) posed when a government issues public debt.  Contrary to a popular belief,
the presses running 24/7 at the Bureau of Engraving and Printing are not the cause
of an expanding monetary supply.  New money is printed simply to replace the cir-
culated currency that wears out over time.  The real expansion of our money comes
from the purchase of Treasury bonds by the Federal Reserve.  And this debt is what
occasionally preoccupies our politicians when they aren’t kissing babies or groping
interns.

Book entry debt – created in the computers of our nation’s treasury, traded
electronically, is increasing at an alarming rate these days.   Investments move at the
speed of light, and in amounts that now stagger the imagination.  Perhaps it is
worth remembering what debt is supposed to be used for, and how important a role
it plays in a nation’s destiny.  These bonds represent a connection to our shared
past, a connection to our history.  Indeed, it is from the Liberty Loan Acts of the
First World War that the authority to issue Treasury bonds today stems from.  In a
paperless financial era, it is easy to forget that the credit of our great country
requires something no piece of engraved bond paper can ever provide… 

Trust and faith.

I would especially like to thank Lawrence D. Schuffman, MSFS, for his
time and expertise in the field of U.S. Treasury history.  He is a reminder that the
best investment one can ever make is in that of a good friend.
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