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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
blackstithing and metallurgy. Sometime around 1728, he pur-
chased property near Granby, 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 goid),
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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A Man, A Book, and A Philosophy:
““How Bob LeFevre Found Me A Wife’’

By Carl Watner

(Editor's Note: The following talk was delivered at a Champagne
Brunch to announce the publication and first public release of
ROBERT LEFEVRE: ““Truth Is Not a Half-way Place.” The affair was
sponsored by The Freedom School Library, Box 6100-161, Costa
Mesa, California 92628, and took place on October 16, 1988.
Harry Hoiles (former publisher of the Colorado Springs GAZETTE-
TELEGQRAPH), Butler Shaffer (lecturer at the original Freedom
School, 1966-1968), and Kevin Cullinane (graduate of the original
Freedom School and now instructor of the new Freedom School
in South Carolina), participated in a panel entitled “What Bob
LeFevre Meant to Me.”)

In the Feb. ‘88 issue of THE VOLUNTARYIST there was a little
blurb entitled: My 1988 New Year’'s Resolution. My resolve was
to get Bob’s biography published during the year 1988, and here
it is! I would like to publicly thank all those who contributed to
the book fund. Without their support we all would not be here
for the brunch today.

I'd also like to thank Harper McClellan who organized this af-
fair and made it possible. Let’s give her a hand of applause.

And I'd also like to thank the panelists who agreed to par-
ticipate today, as well as those of you who thought this affair
important enough to attend.

Bob BeFevre meant a lot of things to me, but foremost in my
mind right now would be that he meant lots of hard work and
a wife and family. Lots of hard work at the computer, writing and
editing—in fact there are probably at least a 1000 hours of con-
centrated work put into the writing and production of the book.
The second thing that Bob LeFevre meant to me is a wife and
family. Let me explain. As some of you know, Kevin Cullinane
and his wife, Patricia, established Freedom Country in South
Carolina after Bob turned his Freedom School seminars for Roger
Milliken over to Kevin. While I was doing research for the book,
I met the Cullinanes and learned about Freedom Country. Bob
and I decided to meet there, since I wanted to take Freedom
School, and Bob wanted to hear Kevin’s presentation. It was at
Freedom County that I met Julie, my wife-to-be. I'll let Julie tell
you about that.

{(Julie described the time at Freedom County when Bob, Loy,
Carl and she were seated around the lunch table. Kevin had been
talking about the importance of family in Freedom School. Loy
turned to Carl and asked him if he was ready to go out and find
himself a wife. Carl looked right at Julie, and said, I hope she
is sitting next to mel!”)

Thanks Julie — As I mention in the acknowledgements in the
book, Bob called Julie “the bonus that couldn’t be foreseen”
because neither he nor I ever expected that one of the spin-offs
of the book would be my getting married.

My intellectual acquaintance with Bob goes back at least as
far as 1972, when I first ordered a copy of his book, THIS BREAD
IS MINE. But Bob never had any significant effect on me until
the 1980s. I was first introduced to Bob by George Smith and
Wendy McElroy at the Future of Freedom Conference in October
1983, and that is where we all concocted the idea of publishing

NEITHER BULLETS NOR BALLOTS. We got along fine; not only did
we share a common libertarian philosophy, but we were both
vegetarians. That cemented our relationship from the start!

During the year following that initial meeting, Bob and I worked
together on getting that book published. We corresponded fre-
quently and one of the ideas we came up with was that I would
do an interview for THE VOLUNTARYIST about the evolution of
Bob’s own libertarian development. Right after the Future of
Freedom Conference in October 1984, I spent a few days with
Bob and Loy. It was during that time, that Bob approached me
with the idea of writing his biography. He had a phenomenal
memory about what had transpired during his life and
voluminous files of correspondence and records which I could
consult. Much of the book was based on this material, as well
as a research trip out to Colorado in June of 1985, to visit the
site of the old Freedom School and to meet Marji Liewellin, Edith
Shank, and Link Romack.

From Colorado, I went on to visit Bob at his home in Orange
County. One of the purposes of the visit was to go through Bob’s
files, and toss away items that had no permanent value. I think
Bob pulled a fast one on me! Nobody told me he wanted to go
through and pack up a garage full of papers! Bob was something
of a pack rat! He not only had papers from his Colorado Freedom
School days, there were papers and correspondence dating back
before World War II. It was a monumental task to sort through
his collection of documents. But I was glad for the insights and
to be of help. What was left, when I finished was what Bob turn-
ed over to the University of Oregon for their LeFevre collection.

I found out a lot about Bob from going through his files. For
most of you who know something about Bob’s checkered past,
you realize that he really didn't start propounding freedom
philosophy until the mid- 1950s, when he was well past the age
of 40. What did Bob do during the first four decades of his life?
Well, I won't repeat the story here, (you’ll have to buy the book
to find out!) except to say that his mother and a man named Guy
Ballard both were very profound influences on Bob’s life. It was
certainly from his mother where he got the idea that the truth
—whatever that was—was the most important thing in life. And
it was both from his mother and Guy Ballard that he got the idea
that self-responsibility, self-government, and self-control were
all important and possible to the individual.

I'd say it was from Baldy Harper, a former associate of Leonard
Read’s at FEE, and Harry Hoiles, and Harry’s father, R.C., of the
Freedom Newspapers that Bob picked up on the idea that involun-
tary political governments are unnecessary and counter-
productive. And I should not fail to mention Rose Wilder Lane,
from whom he picked up the concept that “freedom is self-
control, no more, no less.”

Bob was one of those inquiring souls: whatever he did he looked
for truth and tried to learn from his experiences. Underlying all
his careers, from aspiring politician to teacher of thousands, he
was constantly searching for a truthful, and consistent position.
He was always trying to sift out the important from the unim-
portant and discover the proper principles by which to live.

Bob LeFevre described himself as a Stoic, and his emphasis
on personal responsibility and self-discipline made him one. I'd
also say that Bob LeFevre was a voluntaryist. That was a term
that R.C. Hoiles used during his lifetime and one that Bob would
have been comfortable with in the sense that it implies being
non-state, pro-free market, anti-electoral, and non-violent. The
term that Bob popularized during the mid-1960’s was ““autarchy”’
which Bob defined as meaning “‘self-rule.”” He thought that this
term was more accurate than the term ‘“anarchy,”” which meant
“no rule.” According to Bob the fundamental premise of autar-
chy is rooted in Stoicism: “The Stoics understood that each man
controls his own energy and his own person. Because of this
observable fact of nature, and because of the added fact that
man has a rational ability to foresee the results of his actions,
if follows that each man is responsible for his choices and ac-
tions. The preachment of the Stoics can be summed up in this
phrase: ‘Control yourself'. ” (RAMPART JOURNAL, Summer 1966,
p.4)

I believe that it was Bob’s interest in Stoicism that led him to
develop his position on non-violence, especially in the face of
theft and/or trespass. Bob thought that you could measure the
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