Off the Shelf:
John Allan’s 1839 “On Coins and Medals”
David F. Fanning
John Allan (1777–1863) was an early American coin collector who, according to Q. David Bowers in American Numismatics before the Civil
War, is “a candidate for being America’s first rare coin dealer” (Figure
1).1 A Scottish immigrant to New York, he was active from at least the
1820s until his death at age 86 in 1863.
Allan was what one would have called an antiquarian, and a collector
of many different things. He was perhaps most significant as a book collector. The sale of his library2 was the most important book sale to have
taken place in America at the time. Catalogued by the famous American
bibliographer Joseph Sabin, the 5278 lots brought $37,698.26, a staggering sum. A post-sale edition of the catalogue was published that included
a new introduction and a supplement with printed prices realized and
buyers’ names.3
Over 200 lots of coins and medals were included near the end of the
library sale. The buyers included many prominent numismatists, with
Cogan, Kline, Appleton, Bushnell, “Strowbridge” [sic], Wiggin, Woodward, Ten Eyck, and others all appearing in the roster. Allan’s coins
and medals comprise lots 4232 to 4451* (Attinelli got this wrong), and
include a rare medal of Mary, Queen of Scots, purchased by Woodward
for $130 and a Columbian Order medal in silver, sold also to Woodward
1 Q. David Bowers, American Numismatics before the Civil War, 1760–1860, Emphasizing the Story of Augustus B. Sage (Wolfeboro, N.H.: Bowers & Merena, 1998), p.
27.
2 Joseph Sabin, A Catalogue of the Books, Autographs, Engravings, and Miscellaneous
Articles, Belonging to the Estate of the Late John Allan (New York: Bangs, Merwin
& Co., [May 2,] 1864 and following, postponed from April 25ff).
3 Joseph Sabin, A Catalogue of the Library and Antiquarian Collection of John Allan,
Esq., with the Names of Purchasers and the Price Each Article Sold for, Preceded by a
Few Introductory Remarks (New York: William Gowans, 1865).
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Figure 1. A fine engraved portrait of John
Allan by Henry B.
Hall, commissioned for
inclusion in the memorial volume published
in Allan’s memory by
the Bradford Club.

for $85. Other early American coins and medals balance some British
and ancient material. While the numismatic content is overwhelmed by
the awesome quality of the library, it would have made for a small but
decent sale on its own.4 Other material derived from Allan’s collections
was sold in later years, including a coin collection auctioned by Cogan
in 1870 (the subject of a plated catalogue).5
4 An offprint of the numismatic portion is cited in Emmanuel J. Attinelli, Numisgraphics, or a List of Catalogues, in Which Occur Coins or Medals, Which Have Been Sold
by Auction in the United States, Also, a List of Catalogues or Price Lists of Coins,
Issued by Dealers, Also, a List of Various Publications of More or Less Interest to Numismatologists, Which Have Been Published in the United States (New York, 1876),
p. 36.
5 Edward Cogan, Catalogue of an Exceedingly Interesting and Valuable Collection of
Silver Medals of All Nations, Together with Rare Crowns, etc. Formerly the Silver
Cabinet of the Late Mr. John Allan, Purchased by the Present Owner, J.C. Newcomb,
Esq., Some Years before Mr. Allan’s Death (New York: Leavitt, Strebeigh & Co.,
May 25–27, 1870). This catalogue was only the second numismatic auction sale in the
United States to be issued with photographic plates.
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Little-remembered today is a short but substantive article Allan published in 1839 (Figure 2). “On Coins and Medals, with a Notice of the
Medal which Has Been Recently Struck to Commemorate the Settlement of New Haven, Connecticut,” appeared in the October 1839 issue
of the American Journal of Science and Arts.6 The article, written on the
request of Benjamin Silliman, the editor, consists of a general overview
of the subject of numismatics, with a focus on the development of the
medallic art since the Renaissance. It opens by providing a rationale for
collecting:
Novelty, beauty and sublimity are the three great sources of moral
and intellectual pleasure, and the incitements to these are well supplied by medals. They display the usages of society, and the habits
and forms of persons, with whom history having made us acquainted,
we long to see the faces on which their minds and characters were
impressed. From a similar feeling we are delighted with the exhibition of the battles, edifices, religious rites, costumes, and innumerable
other interesting circumstances belonging to the age, or illustrating
the characters and actions of eminent individuals.

After discussing the national medallic series of Europe, Allan made note
of the Comitia Americana series and mentioned the medals commissioned for Commodores Truxton and Preble. The War of 1812 naval
medals are brought up, as is the Erie Canal medal. Some of Allan’s commentary is interesting for what it says about the state of numismatic
understanding at the time:
Several medals were struck at Paris to commemorate the American
revolution. Congress, some years since, made an appropriation to have
the whole series placed in the national library at Washington; the vessel that had them in charge (if I recollect right) was lost, and whether
any further action has been had, or any progress since made, I am
ignorant.

In this particular case, Allan was not recollecting right, though he may
well have been repeating a story told to explain the absence of the medals
from the Mint Cabinet.7
6 John Allan, “On Coins and Medals, with a Notice of the Medal Which Has Been
Recently Struck to Commemorate the Settlement of New Haven, Connecticut,” The
American Journal of Science and Arts. 37.2 (October 1839): 285–288.
7 Thanks to John Kraljevich for confirming for me that the story is apocryphal and that
I wasn’t just forgetting something.
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Figure 2. The October 1839 issue of the American Journal of Science and
Arts, including Allan’s “On Coins and Medals.”
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Allan closed by mentioning the medal struck in commemoration of
the bicentennial of the founding of New Haven, Connecticut (home of
the American Journal of Science and Arts, and the impetus behind Silliman’s request for some words by Allan for the journal). Allan was involved in the design of that medal, which was struck by the U.S. Mint.8
Allan was very widely respected among his fellow collectors. After his death, the Bradford Club, a bibliophilic society active between
1859 and 1867 in New York, published a memorial volume for him.9
Attinelli thought highly of him, saying that “Mr. Allan was so noted
an antiquarian as to require no further mention from me”—and yet Attinelli himself didn’t know of this article, failing to include it in his 1876
Numisgraphics.10
Allan’s article is of considerable importance as one of the very few
numismatic works published in this country in the 1830s and as perhaps
the only numismatic work authored by Allan, one of our American numismatic pioneers.

8 The medal is catalogued as CM-37 in R. W. Julian, Medals of the United States Mint:
The First Century, 1792–1892 (El Cajon, Calif.: TAMS, 1977). A silver specimen of
this medal was sold in the Allan library sale (lot 4299) for $9.
9 Bradford Club, Memorial of John Allan (New York: Printed for the Bradford Club,
1864).
10 Attinelli, Numisgraphics, p. 36.

