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REVOLUTIONARY 
RARITIES

CONTINENTAL CURRENCY 
OF APRIL 11, 1778
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PAPER MONEY BY BART A. STUMP

e p t e m b e r  17 7 7 was a challenging time 
for American patriots. The War of Independ-
ence was faring poorly: British troops had
marched on Philadelphia, forcing members

of the Continental Congress to flee westward to
Yorktown, Pennsylvania, putting the mile-wide
Susquehanna River between themselves and 
the enemy. The town, a melting pot of English,
Scotch-Irish, and German settlers, became home
to Congress for the next
nine months while it contin-
ued its mission of guiding
the fledgling nation. 
While occupying the

cou r t hou s e  i n  C en t re
Square, located (literally)
in the middle of the inter-
sect ion  formed  by  the
town’s two main thorough-
fares, Congress adopted
the Articles of Confedera-
tion, the country’s first
constitution; declared the
first national Thanksgiving
holiday in honor of America’s
victory at the Battle of Sara-
toga; and authorized the pro-
duction of $5 million in Conti-
nental Currency. This paper
money, which displays iconic
emblems and Latin mottoes on
the obverse and native plants on
the reverse, provides a keen in-
sight into the minds of our
Founding Fathers as they strug-
gled to create a functional econ-
omy in the New World.    
Knowing the need for printed

communiqués, government doc-
uments and currency, the
proprietors of the Hall and
Sellers print shop followed
Congress from Philadelphia
to Yorktown. Brothers Wil-
liam and David Hall Jr. and
their partner William Sell-
ers set up shop a block away from the courthouse.
The Halls inherited their part of the business
(originally known as Franklin and Sellers) from
their father, David Hall Sr., whose previous 

partner was Benjamin Franklin. 
Because of the shortage of gold and silver

coinage, on April 11, 1778, Congress authorized
the printing of $5 million in $4, $5, $6, $7, 
$8, $20, $30 and $40 paper notes. The text 
of these issues stated, “This Bill entitles the
Bearer to receive [amount] Spanish milled DOL-
LARS, or the Value thereof in Gold or Silver, 
according to a Resolution passed by CONGRESS,

at Yorktown, 11th April,
1778.” Concerned about
rising inflation, Congress
eliminated the less-needed,
lower-denomination $2
and $3 bills that had been
issued in the past, reissued
the $20 bill, and intro-
duced a new $40 note.
Each printing was set up
as a double sheet. One half
depicted the face of each
of the eight denomina-
tions, while the other half
showed the back of each

bill. The printing process in-
volved inking the printing plate
using two “ink balls” (stuffed
pieces of leather attached to
wooden handles)  to spread 
a thin layer of ink evenly over
the plate’s surface. A sheet of
damp paper then was placed
over the plate, and both were
slid into the press. A pull of the
lever applied 200 pounds of
pressure to the plate, transfer-
ring the image to the paper.
Working as a two-man team, 
the pr in ters  averaged  240

one-s ided  sheets  per
hour. The damp paper
then was hung over wires
and allowed to dry. Once
dried, the sheets were
flipped and the printing
process repeated, pro-

ducing 16 bills, two of each denomination per
sheet. The completion of an order required print-
ing 20,834 sheets.    
To prevent counterfeiting, the currency was

The symbolism and Latin mottos on a Pennsylvania town’s paper money
was meant to promote the patriots’ revolutionary cause. 
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� THE MOTTO ON THE BACK of this $4 note
reads Aut Mors Aut Vita Decora (“Death 
or Honorable Life”). The boar depicted on
the front symbolized America’s willingness
to attack if provoked. Not Actual Size
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printed on special paper
containing blue fibers and mica flakes obtained
from Ivy Mills in Chester County, Pennsylvania.
The notes’ reverses depicted various plant leaves to
add complexity to the design. Engraved borders
were added to the fronts, and a new letter type, or-
naments and border designs were added to the re-
verse. Unsigned and unnumbered examples were
printed on blue paper and provided to bankers and
merchants to help them deter-
mine if the currency they re-
ceived was legitimate.  
The symbolism and Latin

motto depicted on each bill
was meant to promote the 
patriot cause. The $4 note,
which featured a wild boar
charging a hunter’s spear,
bears the motto Aut Mors Aut
Vita Decora (“Death or Hon-

orable Life”). A buttercup leaf
adorns the back. (The boar,
peaceful if left alone, will retaliate
if provoked. Some impaled boars
have been known to charge up the
length of the hunter’s spear and
kill their attacker. Thus, the
note’s message was that America
would remain peaceful if unpro-
voked, but would rather fight to
the death than lose its freedom.)  
The $5 specimen depicts a

bleeding hand,  representing
Britain reaching for a thorny bush 
(that is, the United States). Its
motto, Sustine Vel Abstine, trans-
lates “Either Support or Leave
Me.” This symbolism suggested
that, if they wished to prevent

physical injury, the British should either support
America so that both countries might prosper, 
or let America be. The back shows two crossed 
willow leaves.
The $6 note’s motto, Perseverando, translates

“By Perseverance” and is depicted by a beaver
gnawing on a tree. The beaver, ever patient and
diligent, represented the United States and 

its need to overcome the chal-
lenges of becoming an independ-
ent nation. A sage leaf embell-
ishes the back.  
A storm cloud with the motto

Serenabit (“It will clear up”) is
pictured on  the $7 bill. This rep-
resented the hope that the clouds
of war would soon dissipate. On
the back of the note is a grape leaf
and a sage leaf.
The $8 note shows a 13-stringed

harp with the motto Majora Mi-
noribus Consonant (“The greater
and smaller ones sound together”).
The strings stood for the 13 states
working jointly to achieve their
common goal: freedom from British
tyranny. Three sage leaves are fea-
tured on the back.
The $20 bill’s motto, Vi Conci-

tatae, means “Raised by Force.”
The north wind blowing the sea
into surging waves is depicted on
the front. This iconography sug-

The beaver, ever patient and diligent, represented the United States and its need 
to overcome the challenges of becoming an independent nation. 

� A STORM CLOUD and the motto Seren-
abit (“It will clear up”) is shown on the
front of this $7 Yorktown issue. A grape
leaf and a sage leaf are pictured on 
the back. Not Actual Size
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� A HARP is featured on the
front of this $8 note. The 
13 strings stand for the 13
states working together to
achieve their independence.

Not Actual Size

1512_stump_ART_ revolutionary rarities_for Bart_Numimatist Redo  11/18/15  11:35 AM  Page 40



41www.money.org | The NUMISMATISTD E C E M B E R 2 0 1 5 41

gested that the United States, like the water, was
calm and peaceful until driven into waves of hos-
tility by British aggression. This note, with a but-
tercup print on the back, differs from the May
1775 issue, which bore an image of a calm sea.  
A laurel wreath on a marble monument with

the motto Si Recte Facies (“If you act rightly”) is
illustrated on the $30 note. This image captured
the idea that a person who acts properly in the
face of adversity will be rewarded, just as ancient
Greek and Roman heroes were awarded a laurel
wreath. Three willow leaves are shown on the
note’s back.  
The $40 bill bears the motto “Confederation.”

It depicts an eye among the clouds looking 
down on 13 stars surrounding a flaming altar. The
symbolism is of the all-seeing eye of God watch-
ing the states, united under the Articles of Con-
federation, which are gathered before the altar
of freedom. An image of a carrot leaf is shown
on  the back. 

Once the printing was completed, the notes
were individually hand-numbered. They became
official United States currency when the proper
signatures were added. Two autographs were af-
fixed to each bill: one in brown or black ink, the
other in red ink. The signers were selected by U.S.
Treasury officials, usually as a reward for their
ongoing support of the Patriot cause.
Heavily counterfeited by the British, the April

1778 Yorktown issue was recalled on January 2,
1779. Many of the notes were destroyed as a re-
sult, making the Yorktown specimens some of the

rarest examples of Continental Currency.  
The rarity of these notes is in stark contrast 

to the amount of fortitude demonstrated by 
the patriots as they emerged from the darkest

of winters. The promise of spring gave
new hope as General George Washing-
ton’s army arose, phoenix-like, from the
suffering it endured at Valley Forge, and
as members of Congress continued to
move forward, structuring a political
and economic environment that would
allow the nation to achieve independ-
ence. Currency was fundamental to this
process, and the $5 million Yorktown is-
sues of April 11, 1778, played a significant
role in achieving that goal. �

� THIar. Not Actual Size
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Yorktown’s Continental 
Currency, April 11, 1778, Emission

QUANTITY DENOMINATION          FACE VALUE
41,667 $4 $166, 668

41,666 $5 $208,330

41,667 $6 $250,002

41,666 $7 $291,662

41,666 $8 $333,328

41,666 $20 $833,320

41,667 $30 $1,250,010

41,667 $40 $1,666,680

TOTAL $5,000,000

� THIS $40 NOTE BEARS a rendition
of an eye among the clouds looking
down on 13 stars, symbolizing the
all-seeing eye of God watching the
13 states united under the Articles
of Confederation. Not Actual Size

� JUST AS SPRING GAVE GENERAL WASHINGTON’S ARMY hope for
the future, members of Congress pushed forward to structure
a new political and economic climate that would allow the
nation to gain independence from Britain. 
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