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Zimbabwe (formerly Southern Rhodesia) differed from many other African 
colonies in that it had a sizeable European (very largely British) element in its population 
whose roots went back to the year 1891 when the British under the leadership of Cecil 
John Rhodes and his British South Africa Co. firmly planted a grip in this part of central 
Africa.  Six or seven decades later as increasingly many British, French, and Belgian 
colonies in Africa were granted independence in the late 1950s and early 1960s, the 
central African colonies of Northern and Southern Rhodesia together with Nyasaland 
posed somewhat of a problem.  Great Britain considered the possibility of an 
independent Federation of Rhodesia and Nyasaland, but this would have paired 
impoverished (and overwhelmingly African) Nyasaland with mineral-rich Northern 
Rhodesia and fairly prosperous (but European-dominated) Southern Rhodesia.  In 1964 
both the two northern components of this unworkable federation became independent 
as Malawi and Zambia, respectively.  The majority of the European population in 
Southern Rhodesia refused to accept a scheme that would have left them under 
majority African control, and UDI (Unilateral Declaration of Independence) was declared 
by them in November, 1965, with Ian Smith as Prime Minister.  Soon (Southern) 
Rhodesia was to declare itself a republic    Great Britain regarded UDI as illegal, but the 
white Rhodesians did have support from both South Africa and Portugal, which still 
exercised control over Angola and Mozambique. 

Despite a lack of diplomatic recognition and having to endure a variety of 
international trade embargos and other sanctions Rhodesia continued to have a 
relatively prosperous economy.  Prior to UDI in 1965 the Reserve Bank of Rhodesia 
issued 10/-, £1, and £5 notes that were printed by Bradbury, Wilkinson & Co. in the 
United Kingdom.  These depicted a portrait of Queen Elizabeth II, and their face designs 
resembled the notes of the by then defunct Bank of Rhodesia and Nyasaland.  After 
UDI the Rhodesian government secured a contract with the venerable German printing 
firm of Giesecke & Devrient to print a new series of notes.  Quantities of notes were 
printed by this firm, but the British put very strong pressure on the Germans to have 
them not released.  Apparently all of the German-printed notes for Rhodesia were 
destroyed, and none reached either that country or the numismatic marketplace.  After 
that failure the Rhodesian government turned to local printers, and a lithographed issue 
that closely resembled the British-printed notes of 1964 was issued in 1966.  In 1970 
these notes were replaced by $1, $2, $5, and $10 notes of the Republic of Rhodesia 
with one dollar equal to ten shillings.  The Queen’s portrait that appeared on the 1964 
and 1966 issues, of course, was replaced by the new coat of arms of this regime. 

The decade of 1970-80 proved to be increasingly difficult for government of Ian 
Smith in Rhodesia, but oddly enough, it was able to maintain the integrity of its 
currency.  Between 1964 and 1978 the cost of living index in Rhodesia increased only 
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by a factor of very nearly 2.0 despite fairly stringent controls on its international trade. 
This corresponds to an inflation rate of only 5.1% per annum, a real achievement for the 
regime considering the increasing war expenses that the nation was forced to make. 
The resistance mounted by many Africans to the Rhodesian regime became 
increasingly effective, but this was split most notably between the Mashona-dominated 
ZANU movement of Robert Mugabe and the Matabele-dominated ZAPU movement of 
Joshua Nkomo.  The eventual peace agreement that led to full and internationally 
recognized independence for Zimbabwe left Robert Mugabe and his faction in full 
control.  Neither the Europeans under Ian Smith nor the Matabele under Joshua Nkomo 
were very happy about this arrangement, and as things turned out, they had good 
reason for not being pleased with this outcome. 

Given the former hostility between Ian Smith and Robert Mugabe, it is amazing 
that the monetary transition went as smoothly as proved to be the case.  Dr. D. C. 
Krogh, a European, continued as governor of the Reserve Bank of Zimbabwe which 
took over from the former Reserve Bank of Rhodesia that Dr. Krogh had also headed. 
The earlier notes of Rhodesia featured a watermark of Cecil John Rhodes, but by 1979 
these notes had a watermark of a Zimbabwe bird, an artefact that is associated with the 
Great Zimbabwe ruins, the large stone fortification and urban center that dates back 
several centuries and has become symbolic of the nation.  This watermark was also 
continued on the new Zimbabwe notes.        

The first issue of notes of Zimbabwe were of the $2, $5, $10, and $20 

denominations, and they were exchanged at par with the previous Rhodesian dollar 
notes.  Both series were domiciled to Salisbury, but in 1982 the name of the capital city 
was changed to Harare.  In 1983 D. C. Krogh was replaced by K. Moyana, the first 
African to hold the job of governor of the Reserve Bank.  Moyana was replaced by L. L. 
Tsumba in 1994, and all three of these individuals signed these notes between 1980 
and 1994.  The notes themselves were well engraved by Thomas De La Rue, and all 
feature the Chiremba balancing rock formation located near Harare that has been used 
as a symbol of the Reserve Bank and has appeared on many of its notes. 

The Zimbabwe note issues of 1980-94 give the appearance of great stability, but 
actually things were a bit less stable than appearances might suggest.  Initially the 
Zimbabwe dollar was pegged at the value of the Rhodesian dollar or $1.44 in U. S. 
currency, but by 1994 its value had fallen to about 14 cents in US money.   By this time 
there was also a parallel market rate that offered about nine Zimbabwe dollars to the US 
dollar.  Nonetheless both the coins and the notes remained unchanged for about 15 
years.  By 1995, however, a new series of banknotes was introduced beginning with 
notes for $50 and $100.  In 1997 the original notes of 1980-94 were replaced by new 
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and smaller-sized notes for $5, $10, and $20.  All of these were still printed by TDLR.  I 
was in Zimbabwe in 1999 to view a total solar eclipse, and one thing that impressed me 
was how fresh all of the $100 notes were, thus indicating that they had been very 
recently printed.   By 1999 the exchange was officially $55 Z per U. S. dollar, but most 
transactions were conducted at a parallel rate of about $100 Z per U. S. dollar. Higher 
denomination notes did not appear until 2001 and 2003 when notes for $500 and 
$1000, respectively, were issued for the first time.  Collectors will find it very easy to 
obtain all of the engraved notes that were issued between 1995 and 2004. 

Although the relative prosperity of Zimbabwe (by African standards) continued for 
much of the 1980s and 1990s, the ruthless character of the Mugabe regime manifested 
itself in a number of ways.  During 1982-85 there were a series of brutal repressions of 
the Matabele people in the southern part of the country.  By the 1990s increasingly 
strong pressure was being put on the remaining European population to give up their 
properties and turn them over to Mugabe’s government.  Most Europeans were large-
scale farmers, and the economy of the nation was very much dependent on their output. 
By transferring these efficient large-scale farms into the hands of cronies of Robert 
Mugabe, most of whom had little training in commercial agriculture, his government was 
courting economic disaster, and indeed that is what did happen. 

By the first couple of years into the new century Zimbabwe was facing very 
serious inflation, and it was rapidly losing friends, at least among western countries. 
The last note engraved by TDLR was a $500 note signed by the notorious Dr. Gideon 
Gono, who took over as governor of the Reserve Bank from L. L. Tsumba late in 2003. 
Gideon Gono’s “doctoral degree” is from a diploma mill, but over the next few years he 
proved himself adept at laundering huge sums of money and ruining the nation’s 
currency.  Thomas de la Rue refused to print any more banknotes for Zimbabwe after 
2004, but during the next five years Zimbabwe managed to produce one of the most 
extreme hyperinflations ever recorded. 

The so-called “first dollar” continued to be used up to August 1, 2006, but 
between 2003 and 2006 the Zimbabwean Reserve Bank experimented with two 
different types of currency items.  The first of these were the so-called travellers 
cheques.  These were 
issued in denominations 
of $1K, $5K, $10K, $20K, 
$50K, and $100K dollars. 
(Note: to avoid writing too 
many zeros in this article, 
I shall follow the common 
practice of using K = 
thousand, M = million, B = 
billion, and T = trillion in 
some instances.)  Most of 
the travellers cheques that 
I have seen appear to have been used in September or October of 2003, when the 
official exchange rate for the Zimbabwe dollar was about $6000 Z per $1 USA.  Each 
denomination is lithographed in its own distinctive color, and there are no inscriptions on 
the backs although a wavy pattern is found on all of them.  All bear the signature of C. 
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Chikaura as acting governor of the Reserve Bank.  When issued a cheque would be 
signed by the payee, and then that person would countersign the cheque when it was 
cashed.  I have not seen any blank cheques of this type.   

The WPMC (World Paper Money Catalog) lists these items as nos. 15-20, but its 
listings are confused.  Values are quoted for both VF and CU grades, but I am not clear 
as to just what these terms mean for these cheques.  A problem with them is that they 
could be used only once, and the items on the market all appear to be in attractive and 
unfolded condition.  Cheques with heavy folds would certainly be worth less, but these 
items did not circulate from hand to hand, and so they did not pick up the sort of wear 
and tear that might be expected for circulated banknotes.  All cheques that I have seen 
feature the computer coded numbers, 1101 – 0202727 – 701, at their bottoms.  These 
cryptic numbers refer to an account number of the Reserve Bank.  The serial number of 
an individual check appears at its left bottom, and sometimes the denomination of the 
cheque is spelled out (in numerical code) at its right bottom 

I have encountered offerings of these cheques on eBay and other sources, and 
their prices seem to be much less than what has been listed in the WPMC.  A complete 
set of six should cost about $20 to $25.  For a while it seems as though the $5000 
cheques were scarcer than the others, but a new supply of these seems to have 
reached the market.  A typical cheque will bear two signatures of the bearer, a teller 
stamp with the location and date that the cheque was cashed, and an inward clearing 
stamp of the Reserve Bank in Harare or Bulawayo that is dated several days later.  A 
wide variety of endorsements is possible, and one could collect these items in that 
fashion, but their major problem is that they could be used only once.  Apparently they 
were largely out of use by the end of 2003.  

There is a second series of emergency bearer cheques that are also in the 
WPMC that are listed by them as nos. 13-14 and 24-27.  These were cheques issued in 
2003-04 by the private Cargill Cotton firm and signed by two of their officers.  The 
denominations range from $5K to $100K.  These items appear to be quite scarce, as I 
hardly ever see them for sale.  It should be noted, however, that they are private issues 
and not issues of the Zimbabwe government. 

During 2004, 2005, and the earlier part of 2006 most of the currency in circulation 
consisted of what were termed “Bearer Cheques” by the Reserve Bank of Zimbabwe. 

The denominations were $5K, 
$10K, $20K, $50K, and 
$100K, although the last two 
values were not issued until 
2006.  The two high values 
feature a lithographed image 
of Victoria Falls on their 
backs, while the three lower 
values feature only colored 
frames.  All of these items 
feature a watermark of a 

Zimbabwe bird together with the letters RBZ.  Although they were referred to as bearer 
cheques, they are in effect banknotes that required no endorsements for their use.  All 
bear the cryptic number 02022909 which refers to an account number of the Reserve 
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Bank.  All of these items include an expiry date that was as late as December 31, 2006, 
or five months after the first of the so-called “second dollar” notes were issued.  By then, 
however, inflation would have rendered these items near worthless in terms of their 
buying power. 

By far the most available of these items are those that bear the signature of 
Gideon Gono and identify him as Dr. G. Gono, Governor.  There are also varieties that 
do not have his name in print or that were signed by C. Chikaura as acting governor. 
The last varieties of the $20K, $50K, and $100K notes of this type are by far the most 
available, and they should cost no more than a couple of dollars each.  The $5000 and 
$10,000 notes are definitely scarcer, and the earlier varieties with Chikaura’s signature 
seem to be quite uncommon.  Something like 20 different varieties exist for all five of the 
denominations with from two to six of these per value, but putting together a complete 
collection of these “bearer cheques” would be quite a challenge.   

On August 1, 2006 Gideon Gono put into use the so-called “second dollar” in an 
action that he termed Operation Sunrise.  The conversion rate was one new dollar for 
1000 of the old, but by this point the hyperinflation was beginning to go totally out of 
control.  The notes in this new currency were also referred to as bearer cheques and all 
but the last four values feature the account number 02022909.  At the time of the 

conversion the “official” exchange rate was 250 new dollars to the US dollar, while the 
“parallel” market rate was about 600 to the dollar.  Apparently some of the notes had 
been printed in less inflated times, since values for 1, 5, 10, and 50 cents along with $1, 
$5, and $10 notes were included.  I have no idea as to why the fractional notes were 
issued, since their exchange values would have only been small fractions of a U. S. 
cent.  Some coins may still have been around, but their values in terms of their metal 
content (in copper and nickel) would have been far higher. 

These notes were all printed by Fidelity Printers in Zimbabwe on paper that was 
supplied by the German firm of Giesecke & Devrient.  All bear a watermark of a 
Zimbabwe bird, and most also have the initials RBZ in watermark form.  A few, 
however, appear to have been intended for $500 notes, while one value (for $750,000) 
includes a holographic strip and the watermark for a $1000 note.  Although only 
lithographed, all of these notes include a security strip, and overall the quality of 
production was fairly high. 

The second dollar suffered from extreme inflation throughout its existence.  It 
was abolished just two years after it was introduced, but at a conversion rate of ten 
billion to one of the new “third dollars.”  This would be equivalent to an inflation rate of 
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ten million percent per annum.   This is roughly the same as rates of 160% per month or 
25% per week.  These values sound “tamer,” but in fact they are all just about the same.   

A total of 32 different notes were issued in the “second dollar” series, and the 
entire set is available in new condition for about $100 or so.  Some values are more 
common than others, but none are scarce.  All notes were numbered in blocks of ten 
million notes.  Some values (including the four fractional values) seem to have only 
been printed in the AA block, but I have noted serial number blocks as high as AW and 
BB for the $100,000 and $200,000 notes, respectively. 

There are two rare varieties of these notes, and one should be on the lookout for 
them.  The $10K and $100K notes exist with their values inscribed 10000 and 100000, 
respectively.  These occur only in the AA serial number blocks, and they were soon 
changed to 10 000 and 100 000 (i.e., with a blank space before the last three zeros). 
The notes without these spaces are far rarer and are worth very large premiums.   

The notes of this set were issued over a period of just under two years, from 
August 1, 2006 to July 1, 2008.  The range in their face values, however, was huge – 
amounting to a total of 1013.  Probably the fractional denominations were printed 
well before they were actually issued and at a time when it was thought that the new 
dollar would have a much higher value than proved to be the case.  Values as high as 
$10,000 were issued from the beginning, and within a year these notes had increased 
to $200,000.  The issue of notes for $250K, $500K, and $750K seems a bit peculiar 
since notes for $1M, $5M, and $10M were soon at hand.  As things turned out, the note 
for $750,000 had the most elaborate security features of any note in this series.  The 
four highest values of this series – for $5, $25, $50, and $100 billion dollars – were 
termed “special agro-cheques,” and their backs depicted grain elevators, a scene not 
used up to then on any other notes of Zimbabwe.  Although they were supposed to be 
high-value notes with real buying power, when the so-called “third dollar” was 
introduced one month after the last of these at a conversion factor of ten billion to one, 
the $100B agro-cheque was worth only $10 of the new dollars or about four cents in 
U. S. currency. 

The so-called “third dollar” was introduced on August 1, 2008.  The seven lowest 
values of this set (of 27 values) are dated 2007 and were apparently printed previously, 
most likely by Giesecke & Devrient.   Presumably they were prepared for a time when 
the dollar would be worth more, but when introduced the exchange was something like 
$250 Z to $1 U. S.  A $10,000 note was soon added, but this was the last note of this 
series to include watermarks or metallic security strips.  The Chiremba balancing rocks 
are again featured on the faces of all these notes, while their backs depict scenes that 
had previously been used on many Zimbabwean notes.    

The third dollar proved to be a very short-lived currency, since it lasted only from 
August 1, 2008 to February 2, 2009.  The conversion to the fourth dollar was at the rate 
of one trillion to one.  The entire set of 27 “third dollar” values is readily obtainable at a 
price of $75 or so.  These notes also used seven-digit serial number blocks preceded by 
two-letter designations.  Most of the blocks that I have seen are either AA, AB, or AC, 
so it seems that these notes were produced in substantially smaller quantities than was 
the case with some values of the second dollar notes.  On the other hand, this series 
was only in use for about six months as compared with some two years for the previous 
series.   
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An inflation rate of one trillion to one over a period of only six months totally 
boggles the mind.  This is 
equivalent to a rate of 
10,000% per month or 
190% per week. 
Especially popular with 
collectors are the last 
four notes of this series 
that have values of 10, 
20, 50, and 100 trillion 
dollars.  Collectors also 
like the fact that the zeros 
(all 14 of them for the 
highest value) are written 

out.  Zimbabwe’s only serious competition in the hyperinflation department was Hungary 
in 1946 when equally ludicrous notes were produced, although Yugoslavia in the early 
1990s did offer both of these countries some competition.  The highest value actually 
issued by Hungary  (WPMC no. 136) was for 1020 pengo which was written in 
Magyar as szaz (= hundred) millio (= million) billio (= trillion) pengo.  An even higher 
face-value note was printed, but it was never issued.  In terms of the original Zimbabwe 
dollars, however, the $100T note had a face value of 1027 dollars.  For local people 
living in Zimbabwe during this period a very important factor was how much money 
were they allowed to withdraw at any given time, which was usually quoted as the 
amount of cash permitted per week.  Usually this was only enough to provide for the 
most basic of necessities.   

The so-called fourth dollar was introduced on February 2, 2009, but it only lasted 
for a little more than 
two months until April 
12, 2009.  The 
conversion factor 
was one trillion “third 
dollars” to one of the 
new units.  Thus the 
four highest of the 
last series passed for 
$10, $20, $50, and 
$100 in the new 
currency, and both 
circulated together.  There were seven denominations in the fourth dollar set, all of 
which are dated 2009.  In addition to notes for $10, $20, $50, and $100, there were also 
notes for $1, $5, and $500.  This set of seven notes is easily obtainable and can be had 
in CU condition for about $15 or $20.  Oddly enough some sort of stability took over and 
the exchange rate settled at about $300 Z per $1 US.  But the Zimbabwean people 
were getting sick and tired of the torrents of worthless money, and it seems that the 
government was running out of paper on which to print new notes. 
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So the ultimate happened.  The Zimbabwe government fully legalized trading in 
foreign currency, and it ceased to print Zimbabwe dollars altogether.  Since April, 2009 
only foreign currency has circulated in Zimbabwe, and no Zimbabwe notes of any 
vintage are acceptable.  The currencies most widely used are the U. S. dollar and the 
South African rand.  The Botswana pula, the currency of the diamond-rich nation to the 
immediate south of Zimbabwe, is also used in addition to euros, British pounds, and a 
few other convertible currencies. 

One of the important functions of a reserve bank is to remove and destroy old 
and heavily worn money from circulation.  Today the Reserve Bank of Zimbabwe hardly 
functions at all, and since Zimbabwe and the United States are barely on speaking 
terms with each other, there seems to be no arrangement with the Federal Reserve 
System for removing and replacing heavily circulated notes.  As a result, much of the U. 
S. currency in circulation in Zimbabwe is in tatters.  The situation becomes even more 
complex, since most of the coins in circulation are South African rather than American. 

Most of the economic history of Zimbabwe for the past fifteen years or so has 
been a disaster.  It has gone from a relatively prosperous nation by African standards to 
becoming a true basket case.  In 1994 the per capita income of Zimbabwe was about 
$1200, and this datum can be compared with that of such nations as Ghana ($900), 
Senegal ($1100), or with far poorer Malawi ($400).  Today the estimated per capita 
income of Zimbabwe is $500, which puts it down in the same league as Burundi ($600) 
or the Congo Democratic Republic ($400).  Even Malawi  with an estimated per capita 
income of $900 now stands well above Zimbabwe.  Over these years Ghana has made 
real progress, and its per capita income is about $3100, while Senegal stands at $1900 
in this regard.  During 2008 Zimbabwe endured an extremely corrupt and brutal election 
that retained Robert Mugabe and his ZANU-PF (Zimbabwe African National Union – 
Patriotic Front) in power.  Again in 2013 he was returned to power in another disputed 
election.  Today Mugabe is 90 years old and the ZANU-PF is split into several factions, 
but no one wants to discuss the succession, since many persons fear the Zimbabwe will 
descend further into chaos when he goes.  This is a sad outcome for a nation that once 
showed much promise, but at least it has resulted in many interesting monetary issues 
while at the same time demonstrating to all of us how not to run a reserve bank. 

References: 

The internet Wikipedia website for the Zimbabwe dollar provides an excellent 
survey of the history of this currency unit. 

The Zimbabwe section of the current World Paper Money Catalog provides a 
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