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Private Money Firsts
By Carl Watner

(Editor's Note: One of the purposes of THE VOLUNTARYIST is
to promote free market and non-statist alternatives to public ser-
vices. When we see companies operating in a voluntaryist
fashion, we think it is important to call them to your attention.
Two such firms are mentioned in this article. We urge you to con-
tact both of them, investigate their reliability, integrity, and the
services they offer.)

Voluntaryists believe that every area of human activity should
be open to market-place competition, since no one person or
group (not even the State!) has a monopoly on the truth. This
entails the right of individuals to question and change the
established ways of doing things. It is the right to put forth ideas,
scoffed at by the "experts," and watch them catch fire among
the people, nowhere in American history is this more readily
observable than in the story of United States coinage.

Prior to the establishment of the United States Mint in
Philadelphia in 1792, and its subsequent production of coinage
for circulation in 1793, money in the American colonies came
in a wide variety of forms. Although many colonial governments
authorized the minting of coins, there were numerous issues of
private tokens and coins to meet the demand for a circulating
medium.

One of the most interesting is the Higley copper coinage which
was struck from 1737-1739. Dr. Samuel Higley was a medical doc-
tor with a degree from Yale, with commercial interests in
blacksrhithing and metallurgy. Sometime around 1728, he pur-
chased property near Qranby, Connecticut, from which he min-
ed copper. Much of the copper was exported to England, but in
1737, Higley and his son, John, began producing copper tokens.
Legend has it, that drinks in the local tavern sold at the time
for three pence each, and that Higley was in the habit of paying
his bill with his own three-pence tokens. When protests arose
against the acceptance of these pieces, Higley redesigned his
coinage so that in place of "value of three pence," they read,
"value me as you please." The other side of the coin had the
legend, "I am good copper."

Another well-known numismatic rarity is the Brasher gold
doubloon, minted in New York City by Ephraim Brasher. There
were many foreign coins in circulation at the time (in fact, much
of it had legal tender status until 1857) and Brasher, a jeweler,
goldsmith, and silversmith, was often called upon to assay, test,
and evaluate many of these foreign gold coins. Once this was
done, he counterstamped the coins he had checked; by punching
his initials, 'EB,' on them. In 1787, Brasher produced gold pieces
weighing about 408 grains (there are 480 grains to the troy
ounce), which was about the same value as the Spanish doubloon
(then worth about $16). The interesting thing about the Brasher
doubloons is that like the Higley coppers, they bore no mark
of value, whatsoever. This was not an unusual situation for the
times. Even when the United States Mint began producing its first
gold coinage in 1795, the pieces bore no mark of denomination.
The same characteristic extended to most of the foreign gold
coins then in circulation. The value of gold coins was determin-
ed by their metallic purity and weight; they didn't require a face
value.

The honor of minting the first gold dollar in the United States
goes to the Bechtler family of Rutherfordton, North Carolina. The
dollar was first coined in 1832. The Philadelphia mint did not
strike its first one dollar gold coin until 1849. During the early
1830s, Christopher Bechtler, and his son, August, operated one

of the two private mints in the southern part of North Carolina.
The Bechtler coinage extended over a period of twenty years and
was successful in every respect. It was investigated by the United
States Treasury around 1834, and it was found that the gold con-
tent of the coins was higher than that of federal coins (the
Bechtlers also minted gold coins of $2.50 and $5.00 denomina-
tions). The government made no effort to close their mint down,
as the Bechtlers had every right to engage in their trade, so long
as they did not imitate the coinage established by law. The
Bechtler coinage circulated widely all over the southeastern part
of the United States. Based upon the records of the mint, it is
probable that at least a million coins were struck bearing the
Bechtler imprint. Their widespread acceptance (even after the
mint closed in the late 1840s) is attested to by the fact that the
monetary obligations of the Confederacy and other Southern
specie contracts were specified as payable in "Bechtler gold."
An old citizen of Rutherfordton County told an early 20th Cen-
tury researcher that he was sixteen years old before he ever saw
any coins other than those minted by the Bechtlers!

As the above examples from American numismatic history
demonstrate, the free market has always been ahead of the
official Mint in developing new products and meeting consumer
demands. During the 20th Century, this is most apparent in the
operations of the Gold Standard Corporation of Kansas City,
Missouri. Founded by Conrad Braun in 1976, with $5,000 in sav-
ings and $10,000 in borrowed funds, Gold Standard is the largest
private money experiment in history and is currently the oldest
"continuing" gold and silver mint in the United States (the U.S.
Mint in Philadelphia did not resume striking gold coins until
1986). Braun began his money business by purchasing a 100
ounce gold bar (then worth about $12,000) and using the balance
of his capital to run small, one-inch ads in THE WALL STREET
JOURNAL, that read "How to Put Yourself on the Gold Standard."
He offered a Precious Metals Deposit service and customers
bought about 1,000 ounces of gold which he then held in
safekeeping for them. This was the beginning of Gold Standard's
success.

Two years later, on October 30, 1978, Gold Standard Corpora-
tion minted its first gold coin, the Harwood Ounce, containing
an ounce of fine gold. During 1979, Braun followed up his in-
itial success (in January 1979, alone, over 10,000 Harwood pieces
were produced and sold to the general public) by producing the
Adam Smith Tenpiece (which contains one-tenth ounce of gold),
the Hayek Half Ounce, and the Hazlitt Quarter Ounce gold pieces.
In 1980, the Deak Fivepiece (containing one-twentieth of an
ounce of gold) was minted.

To Conrad Braun and his Gold Standard Corporation goes the
honor of producing the first decimalized troy ounce gold coinage
in history. For many years, it was believed by economists and
gold advocates that gold gram coinage would be the most ideal
way of introducing gold coins to the public, The South African
government, as well as several private companies, actually pro-
duced gold coins in metrically denominated weights, such as the
Baby Krugerrand, and coins of 5,10 and 20 grams. None of these
coins were widely accepted since the public could not easily
calculate their worth. Few people knew the value of a 10 or a 20
gram gold piece since there was no ready conversion factor be-
tween one troy ounce and its metric equivalent, 31.103 grams.
Braun found the solution to this problem by decimalizing the
troy once, and since 1980, this format has been used by many
of the nations now producing gold coins.

In 1982, Gold Standard added another innovative feature to
its gold coinage program. It began minting interchangeable gold
coinage. While the concept of decimalized gold coinage provides
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