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‘’Hard Money’’ in the
VYoluntaryist Tradition

By Carl Watner
At least twice in his career, Lysander Spooner (1801-1887) com-
mented on the existence and circulation of privately made gold
coins in the United States. In 1844, when rebutting the Postmaster
General's claim that the constitutional right of Congress to
establish post office post roads was an exclusive one, like that of
coining money, Spooner noted that
Provided individuals do not ‘counterfeit’ or ‘imitate’ ‘the
securities or current coin of the United States,” they have
a perfect right, and Congress have no power to prohibit
them, to weigh and assay pieces of gold and silver, mark
upon them their weight and fineness, and sell them for
whatever they will bring in competition with the coin of
the United States. It was stated in Congress a few years
ago, ..., that in some parts of the gold region of (North
Carolina), a considerable portion of their local currency
consisted of pieces of gold, weighed, assayed. and marked
by an individual, in whom the public had confidence. And
this practice was as unquestionably legal, as the sale of
gold in any other way.

In 1886, in A LETTER TO GROVER CLEVELAND, Spooner observed
that the power of Congress to coin money was simply a power to
weigh and assay metals and that there was no necessity that such a
service be provided by or be limited to the federal government.
Spooner claimed it would have been best if all coins made by the
authority of Congress or private individuals "had all been made in-
to pieces bearing simply the names of pounds, ounces, pen-
nyweights, etc., and containing just the amounts of pure metal
described by those weights. The coins would then have been
regarded as only so much metal; ... . And ali the jugglery, cheating,
and robbery that governments have practised, and licensed in-
dividuals to practice—by coining pieces bearing the same names.
but having different amounts of metal —would have been avoided.”
Spooner also mentioned that for many years after the discovery of
gold in California, “a large part of the gold that was taken out of
the earth, was coined by private persons and companies; and this
coinage was perfectly legal. And | do not remember to have ever
heard any complaint or accusation, that it was not honest and
reliable.”

Spooner’s references to private gold coinage reflect the pioneer’'s
search for a way to satisfy their monetary needs. Where there were
no government mints and when State coinage was scarce, but
where gold was plentiful, it was only natural that the demand for
gold coinage would be satisfied by market means. This aspect of
numismatic history of the United States demonstrates how
“natural society” operates in the absence of the State. If there is a
market demand for a good or service, then some entrepreneur(s)
will satisfy it. The people of the frontier were more concerned with
the intrinsic worth and quality of their media of exchange than
with who issued it. There was nothing special about coinage. In the
Southeast during the Civil War it became customary to specify the
settlement of monetary obligations in “"Bechtler gold” rather than
Union coin or Confederate or state currencies. A similar preference
manifested itself in Colorado, where Clark, Gruber & Co. coins were
the preferred media of exchange during the same era.

The production and circulation of these coins was absolutely
legal, though never sanctioned by any positive law. "By the time of

the Colorado gold rush, (the] private coiners’ common law right to
issue gold coins of intrinsic value comparable to the Federal pro-
ducts was undisputed.” A “common law right” simply means the
right to engage in any form of peaceful, honest market activities.
No activity, commercial or otherwise, is outlawed, unless it is in-
herently invasive of another person and/or his or her property.

The “hard money’ movement today has little if no understanding
of the significance of the voluntary principle and the volunytarist
approach to social change. First, few “hard money” advocates
believe in a monetary system totally free of State interference.
Secondly, only a few seem prepared to abandon legal tender laws
and adopt the principle of the specific performance doctrine (that
monetary debts can be settled only in accord with the specifica-
tions of the contract of debt). Thirdly, many seem enamored of lob-
bying for legislative changes rather than ignoring unjust laws and
seeking to make those laws enforcable through mass non-
compliance. Even the legalization of gold ownership and the
legalization of gold clauses in private contracts is clouded because
of the past confiscatory history of the United States government
during the New Deal and the continued existence of legal tender
laws today. It should be fairly obvious that a State strong enough to
legislate and enforce legal tender laws is certainly strong enough
to abrogate such laws when it so chooses. The voluntaryist attitude
that positive legislation and court decisions can never overrule the
natural rights of individuals to deal in gold or silver is negated by
most hard money advocates when they use the legislative process
to obtain permission to own gold and use the gold clause in con-
tracts.

Just over a 100 years ago, private issues of gold coins and ingots
were the dominant media of exchange in the western areas of this
country. Gold issues today, such as the Engelhard gold
“Prospector,” and the output of Gold Standard Corp. in Kansas Ci-
ty, are reminiscent of this earlier frontier era. Even the United
States government is trying to take advantage of investor interest
in gold coins, by issuing the new gold “Eagle,” a one ounce coin
with a legal tender value of $50. Before 1933, when FDR's ad-
ministration confiscated all privately held goid (with the exception
of numismatic coins), an ounce of gold was worth $20 on the
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RE: Bob LeFevre’s Biography

Many readers of THE VOLUNTARYIST are familiar
with Bob LeFevre and the Freedom School in Colorado
(now transplanted to Freedom Country Executive Con-
ference Center, Campobello, S. C. 29322). Before Bob
died he engaged me to prepare a written biographical
manuscript. The manuscript has been completed for
some time and is 329 double spaced pages.

I am in the process of trying to locate a publisher
that would be interested in publishing the story of
Bob’s life. The manuscript approaches Bob’'s passion
for freedom philosophy by tracing out his search for
truth through his various and checkered careers and
experiences.

If any readers have special contacts within the
publishing industry or have any special suggestions on
how to get Bob's biography published, then please con-
tact Carl Watner, c/o THE VOLUNTARYIST.
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Editor’s Desk

The following items deserve to see the light of day. They have
been collecting on my desk for some time.

1. “Robert LeFevre”

Franz Pick., Gordon MclLendon, Jesse Cornish, Nick Deak and
Charles Stahl were all leaders in the hard money community.
Robert LeFevre was a bit different, but it was his type of ideas that
were responsible for the remarkable growth and awareness that big
government, big debt and paper money is bad and that the best
thing you could do to protect yourself is to mistrust the honesty,
wisdom and judgment of politicians.

Robert LeFevre was a little known, but highly influential intellec-
tual leader in the libertarian/free market circles. He taught that
freedom is the mainspring of human progress and that govern-
ment, in its essence, is brute force and thus, totally evil. He believ-
ed in the great free market and libertarian principles of live and let
live and laissez faire.

He had a great influence on my life through not only his own
writings, but encouraging and introducing the writings of people
such as Murray Rothbard and Ludwig von Mises.

During the summer of 1963, | traveled with a friend to attend
summer school in Seattle, Washington. On the way, we stopped at
one of the most unusual schools in the United States, the Freedom
School, based in beautiful Larkspur, Colorado, in the foothills of
the Rocky Mountains near Colorado Springs. In the great frontier
spirit of individualism, the school was made entirely of huge
natural logs, and his house was a massive log, glass and stone
structure, overlooking the Rocky Mountains.

We met him and talked free market philosophy. He explained, in
detail, why government intervention, in no matter what area, is
wrong and will eventually cause distortions in the marketplace.

Many years before 1963, he had predicted the troubles that were
in store for the dollar and the international monetary system based
on simple facts that government management means mismanage-
ment, and by the very nature, the management of currency means
the eventual depreciation of the asset.

After a half day of learning from Robert LeFevre, we stopped at
the Freedom School bookstore, and | purchased the two-volume
study by Murray Rothbard, “Man, Economy and the State.” It was
Murray Rothbard’'s and Ludwig von Mises’ writings on money and
the nature of government mismanagement of money that had the
most fundamental impact on my eventual involvement in the hard
asset community and industry.

Robert LeFevre is no longer with us, but his radical, free market,
libertarian oriented ideas are (right now) affecting a young pro-
freedom “‘revolution” on America’s campuses.

(reprinted from James Blanchard’'s GOLD Newsletter, October
1986.)

2. ‘“Cradle to Grave”’

Most 20th Century American parents unthinkingly register the
births of their children with the state. In fact, medical doctors
(licensed themselves by the state in which they practice) are usual-
ly required to fill out and file birth certificate forms for every birth
they attend. Practically the only way to avoid birth registration is
for parents to opt for home birth without a doctor.

A recent Associated Press dispatch (Richmond TIMES-DISPATCH,
August 20, 1986) reports that both House and Senate negotiators
"“agree on requiring all people 5 and older to have Social Security
numbers.” Since children are claimed as deductions on tax returns,
the tax bill presently under consideration by Congress would re-
quire that a dependent’s Social Security number be listed on all tax
returns. The IRS claims that one of the “fastest-growing’* areas of
tax cheating is “when parents separate” both of them claim the
child as an exemption.

This same article also reports that agreement has been reached
on developing “a return-free system” for taxpayers with only wage
and interest income (and no itemized deductions). The IRS would be
allowed to calculate their tax from documents supplied by
employers and banks. This would be a step towards the ultimate
goal of the IRS, which would be to do away with tax returns
altogether. The IRS would simply like to send tax bills out based on
the comprehensive information gathered from third parties. By
eliminating the filing of some 30 million returns (if the first phase
of the "return-free”” system is instituted), the IRS would be able to
expand its audit and collection activities over other taxpayers, who
still must presently file.

The “return-free” system (along with the withholding system)
makes it appear as though there is no such thing as a federal in-
come tax. You never see the withheld money; all you do is get a bill
marked “paid.” It will be painless. The fact is that the IRS is
operating on the principle of all totalitarian states: that the state
has first claim to the life, wealth and earnings of its citizens.
Whatever is left after the state satisfies its demands, trickles down
to the citizen.

We had reached the regimented society a long time ago without
realizing it. A person without a birth certificate is unheard of and a
grown person without a Social Security number is a social abbera-
tion. The next step is the “return-free” tax.

Where will the noose of statism tighten next?

(Carl Watner) :

3. “The Lessons of History”’

Since wealth is an order and procedure of production and ex-
change rather than an accumulation of (mostly perishable) goods,
and a trust (the “credit system”) in men and institutions rather
than in the intrinsic value of paper money or checks, violent revolu-
tions do not so much redistribute wealth as destroy it. There may
ne a redivision of the land, but the natural inequality of men soon
ve-creates an inequality of possessions and privileges, and raises to
power a new minority with essentially the same instincts as in the
old. The only real revolution is in the enlightenment of the mind and
the improvement of character, the only real emancipation is in-
dividual, and the only real revolutionists are philosophers and
saints.

(Will and Ariel Durant, THE LESSONS OF HISTORY, New York:
Simon and Schuster, 1968, p. 72.)

4. “Stealing Legally’’

A Mexican bandit chief was once reported as saying that if one
wished to get ahead in the “stealing” business, the first thing one
should do was to “steal yourself a goverment; then you could steal
anything else you wanted legally.”

5. ““Optimistic View of History’’

If history is partly made by the movement of ideas, then it follows
that a period of high civilization is one in which thoughts fly freely
from mind to mind, from one country to another—yes, and from
the past into the present. A barbarous epoch, a barbarous country,
is one that attempts to paralyze communication, to keep ideas
locked up, to treat thoughts as magic—either deliberately held
away from the many or heedlessly scorned by the many. A sign of
barbarism is the closed mind, which refuses to take in ideas from
“foreigners” and will not accept a thought derived from the past.
Savages have narrow horizons. Civilized men see all round the
planet and far into the past, perhaps even a little distance into the
future.

The encouragement of this view of history is that it teaches us to
hope. It shows us that it is hard to kill a good idea. A vital thought
makes its way across deserts, through jungles, over oceans, be-
tween the barriers of language; it often survives the most fearful
wars and devastations; it lies dormant but not dead for centuries,
until it is revived; it forces its way past nearly every iron curtain,
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