


The 1783 Nova Constellatio pattern coins represent a 
brilliant solution to the foremost economic problem facing 
the American States during the Revolutionary period – how 
to create a national currency that incorporated the hodge-
podge of monetary systems in use at the time.  

The genius behind the 1783 Nova Constellatio pattern coins 
was Robert Morris, the financial wizard whose signature 
appears on the Declaration of Independence and the U.S. 
Constitution, and who served as the Superintendent of 
Finance of the United States from 1781 to 1784.  Morris’ 
writings during this period come to 
us in a collection titled “The Papers 
of Robert Morris.”  There, the 
reader can see prolific correspon-
dence between Morris and other 
American leaders, including George 
Washington, Revolutionary War 
generals, leaders of the Continental 
Congress, and others.  His diary en-
tries offer meticulous records of his 
daily activities, including expendi-
tures made on behalf of a new Mint 
and an innovative coinage scheme.

In 1783, the United States consist-
ed of a loose partnership of thirteen 
states governed by the Articles 
of Confederation.  The Articles 
attempted to unify the states into a national government, but 
like many first attempts, it contained fatal flaws that doomed 
the experiment and its coinage to failure.  Each state guarded 
its independence jealously.  Their experiences as colonies 
under British rule soured their taste for a dominant, central 
government.  Thus, the Articles gave too much power to the 
states and retained too little for itself, especially the ability 
to tax.  Without the power to raise money, or control the 
national monetary scheme, the Continental Congress lacked 
the enforcement powers necessary to form a perfect union.  
Nonetheless, politicians played at their game and continued 
on as if nothing were amiss.  

One of the rights of a sovereign nation is the ability to coin 
its own money.  This requires decisions on how to structure 
the monetary system and what designs to place upon the 
money.  The monetary system, to be successful, must be con-
venient, easily understood, practical in use and a bridge from 
the old system to the new – otherwise, it will be ignored.  
During the Colonial era, money consisted of a variety of 
locally produced coinage (official and unofficial), coins of 
other countries, or colony-specific coinage imported from 
outside sources.  Worse, the monetary systems in the colonies 
differed from each other.  Thus, not only would the same 

goods be valued differently in Virginia 
and New York, but the money used to 
pay for them differed, as well.  Each 
transaction between colonies required a 
calculation to reconcile those differences, 
which usually included a discount or 
transaction fee on one side or the other.  
In recognition of this unusual restriction 
on commerce, the Continental Congress 
decided to investigate opening a mint 
and producing its own coinage.

As Superintendent of Finance and the 
person responsible for funding the 
Revolutionary War, Morris dealt daily 
with each of the States and their mosaic 
of monetary systems.  Morris began his 
concept of a national coinage scheme by 

investigating the various coins used in each of the states and 
their relative value from state to state.  To accomplish this 
goal, Morris set Benjamin Dudley to work obtaining and 
assaying a variety of coins then in use.  Dudley, an English 
emigrant, was a metallurgist and diesinker who had the skills 
necessary to plan, construct, and run a United States mint.  
Morris utilized Dudley frequently on a variety of projects, 
as evidenced by numerous notations in his papers.  Morris 
asked Gouverneur Morris (no relation) to compare the 
different colonial monetary systems to see if there was a way 
to reconcile them.

Using Dudley’s metallurgic data and Gouverneur’s com-
parison, Robert Morris came up with a plan for a national 
coinage.  He settled on a system based on 1,000 Units 
which would allow all but one of the thirteen states to 
normalize their currency against a national scheme (South 
Carolina was the only exception).  Each “Unit” was the 
equivalent of ¼ of a grain of silver.  Accordingly, Morris 
proposed a silver Mark of 1,000 Units, a silver Quint of 
500 Units, a silver Bit of 100 Units, a copper Eight of 8 
Units, and a copper Five of 5 Units.  Less known is that 
Morris also proposed a gold Crown of 10,000 Units.  
Morris’ penchant for a decimal system is 
apparent in the 1,000, 500, and 100 Units 
coins; the 8 and 5 Units coins were neces-
sary to achieve complete reconciliation.

Upon the direction of Morris, Dudley pre-
pared dies and struck off examples of most 
of the denominations, which he delivered 
to Morris on April 22, 1783.  The exact 
number of dies, which denominations 
were struck, and how many of each Dudley 
produced is unknown.  Some sources claim 
four pairs of dies, another cites seven, and 
another cites eight.  Today, five different 
1783 Nova Constellatio pattern types 
have been identified, thus at least five die pairs were used.  
The 1,000 Units is unique, the 500 Units is known by 
two examples (of two different varieties), the 100 Units is 
known by three examples, the 5 Units is unique, and no 8 
Units has never been seen.  

The selection of designs for the new coinage scheme 
revealed a purely nationalistic bent.  The all-seeing eye of 
God surrounded by rays of glory indicated the nation’s 
reliance on providential guidance.  The sprinkling of thir-
teen stars among the rays of glory represented the individual 
states of a new constellation (NOVA CONSTELLATIO) 
among the nations in the heavens.  The abbreviation “U.S.” 
and the uninterrupted wreath of laurel stood for the unity 
and unbreakable solidarity of the states.  The Latin words 
LIBERTAS and JUSTITIA signified the Liberty and 
Justice which would govern the new nation and be 
enjoyed by its citizens.  

Sadly, the impotence of the Articles of Confederation 
and the Continental Congress spelled the doom of 
Morris’ coinage plan.  The scheme never made it out of the 
Congressional committee assigned to consider it, where it 
died a silent death.  Dudley went on to other numismatic 
adventures, Morris ended up in debtor’s prison years later, 
the coins went in various directions, and the first, official 
U.S. Mint waited until 1792 to open.

The set of 1783 Nova Constellatio pattern coins presented 
here is the only such set in existence.  The historic impor-

tance of this set is unparalleled in 
American numismatics.  The chain of 
ownership extends all the way back 
to the creator of the coins, Benjamin 
Dudley, through Robert Morris and 
the Continental Congress, through 
important collections, to the present 
offering.  Nevertheless, the actual num-
ber of collectors who have owned the 
coins, either individually or as a set, is 
extremely small and the opportunities 
to purchase them have been few and far 
between.  Each coin in this historic set 
is either unique or the finest example 

known of the denomination.  The person responsible for 
building the set as it exists today is John J. Ford, Jr., who 
reunited his 5 Units piece, purchased in 1977, with the 
three silver denominations he purchased from the 
sale of the Garrett Family collection in 1979. 

Robert Morris

THE 1783 NOVA CONSTELLATIO PATTERN COINS:
A BRILLIANT SOLUTION 

John Work Garrett



THE JOHN J. FORD ESTATE NOVA CONSTELLATIO SET
The only complete set in existence.

1783 NOVA CONSTELLATIO PATTERNS 
Four denominations are known:
5 Units, 100 Units, 500 Units, 1,000 Units.  
An 8 Units coin was proposed, but may not have been issued, as none are known to exist.

A Listing of Seven Known 1783 Nova Constellatio Pattern Coins and Their Owners:

1783 Nova Constellatio 5 Units
              John J. Ford Estate

1783 Nova Constellatio 100 Units
             John J. Ford Estate
    New York Collection
            Eric Newman Collection

1783 Nova Constellatio 500 Units (Type 1)
     John J. Ford Estate

1783 Nova Constellatio 500 Units (Type 2)
             Kagin’s

1783 Nova Constellatio 1,000 Units
     John J. Ford Estate



1783 NOVA CONSTELLATIO 1,000 UNITS OR “MARK” – PCGS PR65+ 
This piece (along with the 500 Units listed below) was found in a sealed compartment in a desk that once belonged to Charles 
Thomson, Secretary of the Continental Congress.  Capt. John Haseltine, a coin dealer, ferreted the coins out after learning that 
one of Thomson’s heirs owned them.  Thus, for nearly a century, these two coins remained hidden from the market.
Composition: Silver   •   Weight: 270 grains   •   Diameter: 33 mm   •   Edge: Ornamented leaf pattern
Ownership: Benjamin Dudley –  Robert Morris –  Thomas Jefferson –  Charles Thomson (Secretary of the Continental 
Congress) – John Thomson (Charles Thomson’s nephew) – Samuel E. Thomson ( John Thomson’s son) – Rathmell Wilson – 
Capt. John Haseltine, 12/1872 – Henry S. Adams – Sylvester S. Crosby – Lorin Parmelee – Harlan P. Smith – Chapman 
brothers – George H. Earle – Col. James W. Ellsworth – Wayte Raymond – John Work Garrett – Johns Hopkins University – 
Bowers & Ruddy 11/1979:620 – John J. Ford Collection

1783 NOVA CONSTELLATIO 500 UNITS OR “QUINT”, TYPE 1 – PCGS PR66 
This coin shares a reverse die with the Type 2 variety, which has a different style obverse than the Type 1.  John J. Ford, Jr. had the 
opportunity to purchase one or both of the two varieties in the Garrett sale in 1979, and chose the Type 1, presumably because 
this was the coin found with the Mark in Charles Thomson’s desk.
Composition: Silver    •   Weight: 134 grains   •   Diameter: 27 mm   •   Edge: Ornamented leaf pattern
Ownership: Benjamin Dudley – Robert Morris – Thomas Jefferson – Charles Thomson (Secretary of the Continental 
Congress) – John Thomson (Charles Thomson’s nephew) – Samuel E. Thomson ( John Thomson’s son) – Rathmell Wilson – 
Capt. John Haseltine, 12/1872 – Henry S. Adams – Sylvester S. Crosby –  Lorin Parmelee – Harlan P. Smith – Chapman brothers 
– George H. Earle – Col. James W. Ellsworth – Wayte Raymond – John Work Garrett – Johns Hopkins University –  Bowers & 
Ruddy 11/1979:620 –  John J. Ford Collection

1783 NOVA CONSTELLATIO 100 UNITS OR “BIT” – PCGS PR66 
This is the finest of three examples.  John Work Garrett purchased this example as an upgrade for one he already owned 
(the lower-grade duplicate is now in the Eric P. Newman Numismatic Education Society).
Composition: Silver   •  Weight: 27.7 grains   •   Diameter: 18 mm   •   Edge: Ornamented leaf pattern
Ownership: Benjamin Dudley – Robert Morris – Thomas Jefferson – Charles Thomson – unknown collections – T.F. Cloud 
(London) – L.E. Shorthouse – Lorin G. Parmelee – Col. James W. Ellsworth – Wayte Raymond – John Work Garrett – Johns 
Hopkins University – Bowers & Ruddy 11/1979, lot 619 – John J. Ford Collection

1783 NOVA CONSTELLATIO 5 UNITS – PCGS PR66BN 
In 1977, a wealthy collector contacted John J. Ford to consult with him about a coin being offered by a dealer as a pattern for 
the Nova Constellatio copper coinage.  Ford recognized the coin immediately as the copper 5 Units from Morris’ coinage 
scheme, and Ford advised the collector to purchase the coin at any price.  The collector rejected Ford’s advice and the coin went 
back to the dealer, from whom Ford eventually purchased the piece.  Prior to 1977, this coin was unknown to the numismatic 
community and it remains unique today.
Composition: Copper   •  Weight: 75.2 grains   •  Diameter: 24.4 mm   •   Edge: Plain (roughed up at a diagonal 
angle prior to striking)  Ownership: Benjamin Dudley – Robert Morris – Dr. Josiah Bartlett, 1784 – Judge Samuel Curwen – 
unknown British collector(s) – Fred Werner, 12/1977 – John J. Ford, Jr. – anonymous collector



“The 1783 Nova Constellatio patterns are, quite simply, national treasures. Not only are they the 
first pattern coins issued by the newly independent United States, they are also the forerunners 
of the decimal coinage’s acceptance, first in America, then eventually by most monetary systems 
throughout the world. From a historical perspective, I believe that no more important coinage 
exists from any country on earth.”
     Jim Halperin, Co-Chairman, Heritage Auctions

“The 1783 Nova Constellatios are among the most important coins in the world. As arguably the 
first United States coins and the first proposal for decimal coinage, their historical importance 
cannot be overstated. And they are of course, Ultra Rarities of the highest degree. And this is a set 
of four…not just one Ultra Rarity…but four! When I held them in my hands, I just could not stop 
looking at them.”
          David Hall, Founder, Professional Coin Grading Service (PCGS)

“Few coins radiate history like the 1783 Nova Constellatio Patterns.  They represent an innovative 
effort to unify the monetary systems of the thirteen colonies, fresh off their defeat of British rule.  
These once-in-a-lifetime coins reflect the pride, idealism, and hope of a new American nation.  
Their simple, yet powerful, designs proclaim America’s place as a new constellation in the universe 
of nations.”
                   Ron Guth, President and Founder, PCGS CoinFacts

“This set of coins is arguably the most intriguing and interesting one that exists in all of U.S. nu-
mismatics. The conceptual ideas that this group represents is singularly unique as both a monetary 
unit idea and an executed coin concept. As both the earliest set of official coins and denomination 
proposal, the 1783 Nova Constellatios are legendary among all advanced numismatic cognoscenti.”

              Anthony Terranova, Renowned Early American Coinage expert

WHAT THE EXPERTS SAY 
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