Early U.S. Auction Sales Containing Colonial Coins: Part One, Sales through 1858
by David F. Fanning
The earliest known numismatists in the United States were assembling their collections toward the end of
the eighteenth century, as the period on which C4 members focus their attention was drawing to a close. While
in some cases a fair amount is known of these men, who include such noteworthy personages as Pierre Eugène
du Simitière,1 Dr. Benjamin Rush2 and merchant John Andrews,3 unfortunately little is known about their
collections.
While it is true that the first half of the nineteenth century saw
the publication of the earliest articles and books discussing North
American colonials,4 auction sales of the period provide us with
little in the way of information regarding collectors and their
holdings.5 The first known U.S. auction listing that specifically
mentions colonial coins is the famous Watkins Broadside (Figure 1),
a single-sheet “catalogue” compiled by George Nichols, of Salem
Massachusetts. The sale, of the Benjamin H. Watkins collection, was
held on June 12, 1828, and included the following lots:
2 New-England Shillings, 1652
1
do.
Three pence, 1652
3
do.
Two pence, 1661
[“do.” above is shorthand for “ditto”]
The quality of these descriptions obviously leaves much to be
desired. In general, the lot descriptions of American auction
catalogues during this time period provide minimal information: they were only intended to be guides for
people attending the auction, the days of mail bids, agents and the use of auction catalogues as reference
materials being in the future. It is not until the decade immediately preceding the Civil War that lot descriptions
begin to improve, allowing current numismatic researchers to make fuller use of them.
Martin Gengerke, in his exhaustive listing of U.S. numismatic auction catalogues,6 lists only 95 sales held
before the Civil War that included coins. Many of these sales feature only one or two numismatic lots, usually
described in the barest possible terms. However, there are a few exceptions. The sale of the Dr. Lewis Roper
collection, conducted by the auction house of M. Thomas and Sons of Philadelphia on February 20-21, 1851, is
the earliest known U.S. auction sale that was primarily numismatic. Roper was a dentist by profession, though
he had left his Philadelphia home to travel to the California gold fields in 1849. He died on his return trip the
following year.7 Emmanuel Attinelli wrote that “this is, it is believed, the first coin sale in this country, in which
sufficient interest was manifested by numismatists to take note of the prices paid for coins, and who were the
purchasers.”8 Indeed, before the sale was held, word of its contents spread to other cities, causing the M.
Thomas firm to have to issue a second printing of the catalogue,9 and attracting the attention of collectors
including Charles I. Bushnell of New York, Jeremiah Colburn of Boston, and Ammi Brown of Salem.10
Bushnell, of course, is remembered today for his magnificent collection, sold in June 1882 by S.H. and Henry
Chapman in one of the finest coin sales in American history.
The organization of the Roper catalogue strikes us as unusual today, with the coins first being arranged into
group lots, and the individual pieces composing the lot then being listed.11 The sale included some impressive
early American medals, including a nearly complete set of Comitia Americana medals (originals and
electrotypes). Colonial coinage was less well represented, but included Massachusetts silver, state coinage and
Washington material, the last of which was very popular at the time. Lot descriptions are typically terse (lot 21,
for instance, consisted of “33 American Cents of different states & c.” and sold for $3.96). One of the highlights
of the sale was lot 22, item 8, “Half Dollar with head of Washington, 1792,” which realized $18. Overall, the
sale was a success, realizing $1,172.47, the highest price a numismatic auction had ever brought in the U.S.

The next sale of any significance was that of the Peter Flandin collection, sold by Bangs Brothers and
Company on June 6, 1855 (Figure 2). While not quite as impressive as the Roper sale had been, it was the first
significant numismatic auction offered in New York City,12 and brought a total of $733.52. Flandin (whose
actual first name was Pierre, according to Pete Smith) was a collector as early as 1822.13 His collection
consisted mostly of ancient and European coins, but did contain some early American material. State coinage
(and that of Vermont) included the following:
173. Three Massachusetts cents, different dies, 3 pieces, fine.
[purchased by Bushnell for 56 cents]
174. Seven Connecticut cents, different dies, 7 pieces, fine.
[purchased by Walker for $1.26]
175. Four Vermont cents, different dies, one with the sun rising
behind the hills, very rare, 4 pieces, fine. [purchased by
Bushnell for $1.60]
176. Three New Jersey cents, all different, 3 pieces, fine.
[purchased by Moore for 94 cents]
The highlights of the early American material were
Washingtoniana, with a “Washington Cent, in extremely fine and
perfect condition,” dated 179114 and with a small eagle on the
reverse “with stars and clouds above its head” selling for $5.50 to a
buyer simply recorded as “Howard” (probably Winslow J. Howard,
who would sell some of his coins the following year). A Washington
“Liberty and Security” piece brought $4 in the sale, and a 1793
“Washington Cent ... reverse a ship, &c.,” brought $2.75, both of these to “Walker.”
This is probably a good place to pause and say a word or two about grading. As the description of the 1791
Washington cent above (“in extremely fine and perfect condition”) implies, grading standards in the 1850s were
not what they are today. Generally, cataloguers used “poor,” “good” and “fine,” with more knowledgeable
people using “uncirculated” to describe the best examples. “Fine” meant a nice-looking coin, probably what we
would now consider anything in the Very Fine to About Uncirculated range. “Good” was probably more like
our Very Good to Fine. “Poor” likely included pieces we’d consider Good. The point is that one should not see
a reference to a “Fine” Vermont copper in one of these sales and assume that the piece being described is what
we would now consider a Fine.
A week after the Flandin sale, the collection of A.C. Kline15 was offered at auction on June 12, 1855, in
Philadelphia. Bushnell was again a buyer at this early sale, as were other prominent numismatists of the age,
including Dr. Maris.16 Numismatic historian Joel J. Orosz has said that “there can be no disputing the statement
that the Kline sale was the most significant numismatic auction in America before the Civil War.”17 The
catalogue, published by the M. Thomas and Sons auction firm, was much larger than those issued for the Roper
and Flandin sales, being issued as a 92-page sale with two addenda making the total 101 pages in length.18 Its
1,854 lots were very strong in Roman and English coins as well as U.S. federal issues. The sale brought
$2,062.80, making it the record holder for the most valuable coin collection to be sold at auction in the U.S.
Kline was a man involved in many businesses, including the coin and stamp trades (Figure 3). It
is also worth noting that he issued (as John W. Kline) two storecards, on which he advertised
himself as an “importer and dealer in coins, medals, shells, minerals, engravings and curiosities.”19
Kline consigned coins to a number of auctions throughout his life, using both his own and his
wife’s name, but the 1855 sale is the one for which he is remembered.
The colonial content of the Kline sale was a step up from that encountered in the Roper sale of four years
before. Drawer 1, lot 5 was a 1787 Excelsior “cent,” which sold to Winslow Howard for $14, a tidy sum at the
time. Charles Bushnell purchased a 1737 Higley copper for $10.50 and a collector named Burtus won an
Immunis Columbia copper for $3.50. In medals and related pieces, a Libertas Americana medal brought $3.12,
while a Peuch Bein token (c. 1830, but struck on a cut-down 8 reales piece) brought all of 40 cents.20 Other, less
impressive colonials included various lots of state coppers, and the first addendum included groups of Rosa

Americana pieces as lots A46 and A47 and were sold for $2.12 and $1.62, respectively, to Bushnell. While the
lot descriptions in the Kline sale are still pretty lacking by today’s standards, they are not that different than
those commonly encountered in lower-level catalogues of a hundred years later. It is interesting to note that
some cataloguers had an idea of what was rare and what wasn’t as early as 1855, and that collectors were
knowledgeable enough to know that an Excelsior copper was worth a hefty bid.
The years following the Kline sale saw the rise of the first coin dealers in the United States. In 1857,
Augustus B. Sage and John K. Curtis entered the business, to be followed the next year by Edward Cogan and
Montroville Dickeson, and by Ebenezer Locke Mason, Alfred E. Robinson and Henry Cook soon after.21 Cogan
remained in the business through December 1879, outlasting his earlier colleagues and allowing him to
gradually take on the mantle of having been the first coin dealer in the United States, though this wasn’t quite
true.
Cogan did conduct what could be considered the first mail bid sale, however. At his shop, he displayed his
own collection of U.S. large cents and a few other copper coins, inviting visitors to examine the coins and enter
secret bids that would be opened on the day of the sale, November 1, 1858. The sale itself was conducted from a
manuscript, with no catalogue being issued at the time of the sale (Cogan would bow to the pressure of those
interested in this historic auction and print a priced catalogue in 1863).22
This 1858 sale included but two “colonial” pieces, Washington cents dated 1791 and 1792, which sold for
$10.00 and $28.60, respectively. The price brought by the 1792 cent was the highest in the sale, being more
than twice that brought by the second most valuable piece, a 1793 “ring” (i.e., chain) cent that brought $12.60.
While these two Washington cents are the only pieces in the sale not made at the U.S. Mint, the sale deserves
mention for being the forerunner of today’s mail bid sales.
Next time, I will discuss the advent of the Civil War and the surprising amount of numismatic activity
taking place in those years.
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