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			Further Praise for The Almighty Dollar

			“The history of the dollar is longer and more interesting than people realize. Brendan Greeley, in The Almighty Dollar, provides the ideal guide to understanding the world’s most important currency.”

			—Tyler Cowen, 
 New York Times bestselling author of The Great Stagnation and Average Is Over

			“Despite being a brilliant and surprisingly fun read, in writing a history of the dollar Greeley inadvertently gives us a new history of money. His key insight is that money is not some kind of magical barter-replacement device or a ring of confidence. Rather, it’s a product. If it’s a good and useful one, people use it. When it stops being that, they shift. Seen this way, the history and the future of the dollar stand far less assured than many assume.”

			—Mark Blyth, 
 author of Inflation:  A Guide for Users and Losers

			“Greeley’s splendid quest, from Saxon mines to stable coins, makes an epic story vividly accessible. Brimming with startling details, this is also serious financial history with a conclusion ripe for our unsettled times: Rulers and borders come and go, but the dollar has outlasted our illusions of sovereignty and control.”

			—Evan Osnos, 
New York Times bestselling author of The Haves and Have-Yachts

			“Brendan Greeley’s The Almighty Dollar is a grand tour-de-force about the origins and longevity of our monetary system. Come for the sweeping—and accessible—history of the dollar and the faith people have put in it. Stay for the delightful cameos from the Saxon miners searching for Joachimsthaler, Maryland bills of credit, Hawarden scrip, and Andrew Brimmer’s quest to get the Federal Reserve to allocate credit.”

			—William D. Cohan, 
 New York Times bestselling author of Power Failure and The Last Tycoons

			“For more than a century, the dollar and the United States have seemed inseparable. Now, with almost uncanny timing, comes Brendan Greeley’s book to show that the dollar’s dominance long predates that of the United States and may well outlive it. From Saxons investing in Bohemian silver in the 1510s to the Midland Bank of Manchester inventing the eurodollar in the 1950s, by way of Toledo (Spain), China, New Orleans, and Iowa, Greeley insists both on the varied ways in which dollars (be they coins, bills, or electronic signals) have been made and the investments that gave them meaning and value. This is a reporter’s book of detailed, engaging stories and a historian’s book—telling a tale that is stranger, longer, and richer with significance than any economist’s fable.”

			—Rebecca Spang,
  author of Stuff and Money in the  Time of the French Revolution

			“This is a mesmerizing and fascinating book, breathtakingly researched and spectacularly written, that connects the big story of the dollar—and indeed of other currencies—to the actual experiences of very ordinary people whose lives are transformed, and often wrecked, by money.”

			—Harold James,
  author of Seven Crashes and The End of Globalization

			“The Almighty Dollar asks us to rethink our fundamental assumptions about how money works. With curiosity, good humor, and a keen eye for human stories, Greeley guides us from centuries-old silver mines to the ongoing machinations of the Federal Reserve Board. Myths about economic sovereignty and objective monetary policy give way to a clear-eyed understanding of a global dollar that has always benefited some at the expense of others. Greeley’s expertise as both historian and financial journalist makes this a captivating and insightful read.”

			—Seth Rockman, 
author of Plantation Goods: A Material History of American Slavery

			“There has never been a better time to understand the U.S. dollar, its strengths, its weaknesses, its history, and, more important, its profound role in not just American but global finance. Brendan Greeley has done us all a service with this terrific, erudite, breathtaking story of the Almighty U.S. Dollar, which, I now know thanks to his scholarship, came well before the United States itself! Whizzing from Bohemia of the Middle Ages right up to today’s multitrillion-dollar eurodollar market, Greeley weaves a fascinating narrative, populated by extraordinary innovators, leading us to a revolutionary conclusion that challenges many of the assumptions monetary economists make about how the modern monetary economy actually works. For insiders and interested laymen, The Almighty Dollar is a must for anyone who wants to understand the dollar in today’s world.”

			—David McWilliams, 
 #1 international bestselling author of The History of Money: A Story of Humanity
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				GONZALO

				When every grief is entertain’d that’s offer’d,

				Comes to the entertainer—

				SEBASTIAN

				A dollar.

				GONZALO

				Dolour comes to him, indeed: you

				have spoken truer than you purposed.

				—William Shakespeare, The Tempest, written more than 160 years before the founding of the United States
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				The Silver Dollar

				Introduction

			
			The United States did not invent the dollar

			Robert Henwood probably died an unspectacular death. His name appeared in a brief notice in the Maryland Gazette on November 25, 1773. Anne Catharine Green, the Gazette’s publisher, liked to share lurid details when she could—killed by lightning, capsized in the Chesapeake Bay, murdered by a servant, a Christmas Eve gunshot from a drunken son. But when Robert Henwood died, Green wrote only that he had left behind a wife and five young children.

			He didn’t leave much else. Henwood had worked as a carpenter in Anne Arundel County, near the province’s capital of Annapolis. His most valuable possessions were his two beds: one with two pillows, one with a bedstead. We know this from a probate record filed with the province, a list of all the stuff that was left to count when the head of a household died. Henwood had his beds and not much else: a bag of tools, a tin sugar box, four chamber pots, four teaspoons.

			The record also lists Henwood’s rights and credits: money he was owed and money he owed. He died with debts to the county sheriff and to Wallace, Davidson & Johnson, a partnership that imported manufactured goods from London. And at the top of the record is a note from John Campbell and Francis Fairbrother, the two men who appraised Henwood’s estate. They signed the record on February 25, 1774, and wrote that they had completed their work in a currency they called “dollars at 6/ shilling Each.”

			In dollars.

			I have developed an affection for Robert Henwood. I grew up in Annapolis, and I’m raising a family not far from where Henwood raised his. But there’s nothing remarkable about his life. He was a tradesman in a colonial American port city. When he died, though, the two men who summed up all his worldly goods left behind one small clue in a much bigger story: The dollar is both older and more powerful than the United States. The dollar came first.

			Histories of the dollar tend to start in America’s colonial era, moving quickly through the American Revolution to the story of a new country and its new currency. These histories explain that there was a coin in circulation in the colonies called the Spanish milled dollar, with a name that came from the German, Taler. That’s all true, but it’s a description, not an explanation. Why was Spanish silver in a British province? Why did British colonists call a Spanish coin by its German name? The answers to those questions led to this book. What came before the American Revolution is just as important as what’s come since. The biography of the dollar is not the biography of America. The dollar has its own story.

			As a young, weak country, America adopted the dollar because it had no choice. Silver dollars were already the dominant form of money for international trade, and foreign silver dollars were current in America and even recognized by the federal government as money until the 1850s. We can’t even begin to talk about a single currency—the U.S. bank dollar—until after the dislocations of massive new gold finds in California and then the Civil War. At its birth, the United States was not sovereign over its own money. America did not invent the dollar.

			Before I started this book, I was a journalist, covering the Federal Reserve for Bloomberg Businessweek and the Financial Times. In the United States, the banks of the Federal Reserve System are responsible for making sure that dollars work—for you and me, for little community banks and big Wall Street banks, and, though the Fed doesn’t like to talk about it, for banks and investors abroad. It was my job to understand what money was in America. I was a dollar correspondent.

			When you work in a newsroom, you are taught to loathe theory. Your job as a journalist is to find facts and then confirm them with more facts. Emails to an editor will often come back with the reply “Interesting if true.” This is a good approach, and it’s one of the reasons I love newsrooms. Whether we know it or not, though, we all look at the world through theories. You do not run a test every night to make sure your socks will fall in the hamper when you drop them. You have a theory that they will fall, and they do.

			To cover the Federal Reserve, I spent a lot of time talking to macroeconomists, who make predictions by plugging data into models. Those models seem like machines, but they rest on theories. I learned how to speak economist, which meant that I started to accept the explanatory power of those theories on money the same way I accept the explanatory power of gravity on socks. I started this book to answer a question: Why do dollars sit somewhere at the bottom of almost every financial transaction in the world, even as I type today, in the chaotic late summer of 2025? How did America’s money become so powerful? At first I used the tools of a Fed reporter: theories about money I had learned from macroeconomists.

			They are not great theories. “Wrong” is a hurtful word, but what economists had taught me about money couldn’t explain why two appraisers in colonial Maryland thought in dollars before the American Revolution. And so I realized with some despair that to tell a useful story about the dollar, I would have to find simple ways to talk about theories of money.

			The absolute intellectual dominance of economists in public life means that we all at one point learned the same basic story. Money started as a commodity, an object like a hunk of metal or a special shell. It was easier to trade than a cow. It had value because it was rare. A piece of paper came to represent the metal. Then the metal went away and the paper still had value. Now money is a social convention we call fiat, Latin for “let it be done.” The state decrees money, and it exists. If this is still your preferred history, you’re likely to think that money is inherently commercial and private, and that politicians need to be restrained; they will always be tempted to manufacture too much fiat money, and destroy it through inflation. Historians sometimes call this the metallist story of money. It starts with gold and silver.

			In the decade since the global financial crisis, we’ve seen a reanimation of other theories as well. Anthropologists, sociologists, and historians now tend to argue that money started as credit, a record of something one person owed another. It could be recorded on a clay tablet, or as a notch on a stick, or just as a verbal commitment. In this history, money is inherently social and political, and has become a creature of the state and its laws. It was always fiat, from the very beginning. Historians think of this broadly as the chartalist story of money; charta is Latin for “ticket,” a token the government spends on wars and bread, then collects back again as taxes.

			Origin stories are almost always instructions for the present. If money began as a hard commodity, then that’s what it should be again, and humans will need to adjust. If money began as a handshake agreement, then we should again approach it with more flexibility, bending money around human needs. I find the argument between metallists and chartalists frustrating. It’s unwinnable. In almost any historical market, anywhere, you can find several different kinds of money working together, and evidence of both long-standing commercial habits and government interventions, of hard pieces of metal and agreements on credit. So let me start with a proposition: There is no one true essence of money. There is no point to claiming, as some people do, that a coin is just a special kind of credit. Or that credit is just a record of a coin owed in the future. What matters is how different kinds of money work together.

			The metallist and chartalist stories of money also treat the actual production of the money itself as a secondary concern. We use the word “creation” to describe this production, but that word makes money sound like a kind of transubstantiation. When the market or the state says the right words—FIAT!—money happens. But I have stood in a Federal Reserve cash warehouse in front of a German-made bill-counting machine the size of a VW bus, and I have dropped to the bottom of a silver mine in Czechia and looked at five-hundred-year-old chisel marks. I have driven around North Dakota in the middle of a pandemic in a pickup truck with a loan officer at a community bank who had to figure out how to get forgivable loans—free dollars—to bartenders, mechanics, and hairdressers. I can tell you that money is not created. It’s not a miracle. It’s not fiat. Governments do not poof money into existence. Money is manufactured. Someone needs a certain kind of money, to buy something specific. Someone else has to produce that money, often for a profit and always for a reason. The details matter.

			To understand the dollar, then, I have found it helpful to try to figure out what people thought they were doing with their own dollars, at the time. Who could manufacture dollars? Who did manufacture dollars? Why? Who needed dollars? What kind? For what? Histories of money often seem a little condescending, arguing that people in the past didn’t yet understand what they were doing, and so money had to be fixed with better ideas over time. Or perhaps people made a terrible mistake at some point, deviating from the ideal. The problem with this approach is that people in the past were often astonishingly thoughtful about money, and knew exactly what they were doing and why. I don’t mean philosophers. I mean merchants, tradespeople, bureaucrats, diarists.

			Public discussions about how reliable, valuable, and plentiful money should be were sophisticated and often angry, and to read the pages of the Maryland Gazette now sometimes feels like reading a research newsletter from a Wall Street analyst. Exchange rates, money stock, discounting bills on London, different assets in different denominations—these are ideas that today only financiers have to deal with. You definitely know more about physics or medicine than Anne Catharine Green, the publisher of the Gazette. But you probably know less about money.

			There are different dollars for different purposes

			I started working on this book in 2019. By the time it’s printed, it will be 2026. Part of that delay came out of a frustrated realization that I had already built a basic framework for understanding money, even though I couldn’t see it when I started. I had to completely dismantle that framework, then reassemble a new one that fit the story I was finding. In 2019, I was a financial journalist. By the fall of 2021, I had started a PhD in financial history, and I had begun to read the work of a few historians who took the production of money seriously.

			Crawling through footnotes, I found the work of Carlo Cipolla, an Italian medievalist who in 1956 published a slim book, Money, Prices, and Civilization in the Mediterranean World, which drew distinctions between moneta grossa—big money—for long-distance trade and the petty or little money for local retail. At a conference someone urged me to read Akinobu Kuroda at the University of Tokyo, who described how big and small moneys could circulate separately in the same markets, paying for completely different things without an obvious exchange rate. Perry Mehrling at Boston University pointed me toward the way bankers think about money, as assets and liabilities on a ledger—bankers know better than anyone how money works. And I read Rebecca Spang’s Stuff and Money in the Time of the French Revolution, in which she focused on the barrelhead details of how people bought things, and argued that any woman buying bread at a market knew as much about money as Adam Smith or David Hume. I found this insight so profound I emailed her and forced her to be my friend.

			These historians led me to a language of money that had been lost to most of us. We now speak of the dollar as if it were a single thing. It’s not. There is no such thing as the dollar. American banks pay each other in reserves held at the Fed. If you don’t know what this is, it’s because you can’t hold it or use it. Most dollars in the United States are held as deposits at commercial banks. If you don’t have access to a bank account, you can’t use those dollars, either. Traders in financial markets rely so heavily on Treasurys—bonds from the federal government—that they refer to them as dollar cash. You might own a Treasury, but you would never think of it as cash. Economists have come to see all these different kinds of financial instruments as fungible. Increase one, and it works its way through the whole system. But all these different kinds of dollars don’t always trade cleanly and logically with each other. Not all dollars are the same.

			Before about a hundred years ago, everyone would have understood the differences between big and little money, and no one would have assumed that they were fungible. In the nineteenth-century American Midwest, settlers from the Appalachian south distinguished between the “filthy lucre” of full-weight silver dollars and large-denomination bills, on the one hand, and the “shillings and bits” of small coins and cut silver. Rebecca Spang points out that the poor in eighteenth-century Paris relied on menue monnaie—little money, small coins of a mix of copper and silver. In the seventeenth-century Dutch Republic, coins that circulated locally were standpenningen, and large coins for trade were negotiepenningen. Investors at the sixteenth-century silver mine at Joachimsthal in Bohemia had to ship in silver pennies to pay their own miners, and referred to the pennies as pagament—from the Italian pagamento, or payment money.

			Histories of money tend to focus on the substance of money. But sitting right there in the archives staring out at us is a constant, furious argument over money and class. Merchants and the wealthy needed what Carlo Cipolla called big money. Shopkeepers and day laborers needed little money. So let me offer you a second proposition: Whom money is for is every bit as important as what it’s made of. In every place, in every time, there are different markets, using different kinds of money. The political fight between big and little money was just as fierce as—if not fiercer than—the fight between metal and paper. In general, the big money wins. The kinds of money useful to long-distance merchants are the kinds that get made, at high quality, in sufficient quantity. Small money for small purchases is often an afterthought, and people will scramble locally to make their own. The dollar is no different. Its history, too, has been one of big and little dollars in tension with each other, produced inside systems that remain imperfect today.

			Historians often remind each other to treat the past like a foreign country. The past may seem alien and weird, but people have always had their own logic about the world, an internally consistent way of making sense of things. In this book you will read a record of my attempt to learn that older language about money, one that profoundly changed the way I think about how money works today. I hope to walk you through what I learned, through the lives of actual human beings making decisions. And I hope to show you your own framework for money and—as gently as possible—ask you to rattle it a bit, to see whether it holds up.

			Real and imaginary money in colonial America

			In eighteenth-century Annapolis, any shopkeeper would have thought in terms of real and imaginary money. These words weren’t value judgments. Real money wasn’t any better than imaginary money. Rather, each had its proper use, described in detail in textbooks at the time. Real money was a coin in the hand or sometimes even a printed note. It wasn’t the substance of real money that was important, but its function: You could hand it to a stranger, and your relationship was over. The transaction had cleared. It was done. Imaginary money sat as book credits on a ledger, a record of a debt. Colonial ledgers show customers canceling out their debts over time; a shop would hand over goods in return for some coins or even a day’s labor six months later. Or a customer could go to a tavern and, as if they were making a transfer at a bank, say that someone else was going to take care of their tab. To pay with imaginary money implied some kind of ongoing relationship. The tavern keeper had to know where to find you.

			In the small port town of Annapolis, book credits were an efficient way to trade with neighbors. The merchants themselves marked up credits in their own books. When they did that, they manufactured their own imaginary money for local use. But the credits didn’t all cancel perfectly, and in particular a death would create a rush of account clearing. This was the purpose of Robert Henwood’s probate record. His debts don’t mean he was improvident. The rights and credits in his probate were a public record of imaginary money. He was part of the local economy, and it was time to settle up with some kind of real money—coins or bills.

			Often heirs would publish advertisements, urging anyone with credits or debts with the deceased to come close out their accounts. Anne Catharine Green had lost her own husband, Jonas, in 1767. When he died, he had been holding on to a lot of imaginary money, the book credit he had kept for his customers as a printer. To move things along, Anne Catharine threatened to publish in the Gazette the names of the twelve hundred people with unpaid balances on her husband’s books.

			Imaginary money works only if everyone counts it the same way, using the same units. Economists call this a money of account. In finance they call it a denomination. Anne Catharine Green and Robert Henwood would have thought of it as a currency. We tend to think of currencies now as something the state decides: The United States says you have to pay in dollars, and so in the United States you pay in dollars. But in the eighteenth century a currency was more like a set of local customs. Travelers would return from somewhere with a description of what was current—what passed as real money, and the rates at which it converted into imaginary money. Think of a currency like a tradition. It’s difficult to make up a new one out of nothing, but they do vary from place to place, and change over time.

			In the eighteenth century, the English counted money in pounds, shillings, and pence. Like much of continental Europe, they had inherited that system from the Carolingian Empire of the early Middle Ages, which in turn relied on cultural memories of coins like the denarius and solidus that had moved across the borders of the Roman Empire. Imaginary money wasn’t always paired precisely with real money, though. In the Carolingian system, there were 12 pence in a shilling, and 20 shillings in a pound. But until the twelfth century, the only actual coins were silver pennies. Imaginary moneys tend to endure. Coins of different weights and fineness jingled promiscuously across political borders, but the basic accounting system of imaginary money—12 and 20—remained intact, both in Britain and on the Continent.

			Until the dollar.

			I didn’t find Robert Henwood on my own. In the late 1960s, Alice Hanson Jones, an economic historian, dug up almost a thousand probate records from county courthouses to create a full picture of economic life in the American colonies for one year, 1774. She noted that each colony kept its records in its own imaginary money. Pennsylvania shillings, for example, or Massachusetts shillings—the old Carolingian system, adapted for local use. In Maryland, however, Jones noticed that a few records were recorded in dollars. I looked through her data for the first mention of a dollar, and it just happened to be on Henwood’s probate record. That document offers a single, identifiable moment when we can watch two Englishmen decide to stop counting in shillings—money we can trace all the way back to the Roman solidus—and start counting in dollars.

			John Campbell and Francis Fairbrother, like everyone else in the world at the time, would have thought of the dollar as real money—a big silver coin. There were several different kinds of dollar coins in circulation in the colonies, but all of them were copies of copies of a coin first minted in 1520 in the mountains of northern Bohemia, in what is now Czechia, in St. Joachim’s Valley—in German, St. Joachimsthal. The coins were called Joachimsthaler, and eventually just Taler. In the first half of this book, we’ll follow those big silver coins, copy by copy, from sixteenth-century Bohemia to Robert Henwood’s probate record in provincial Maryland.

			Those first taler from the 1520s were pure, well made, and plentiful. They had been incredibly useful for trade up through the Baltic Sea and to the east. Like an invasive species, they ripped up currencies as they passed, changing habits that were centuries old. Copies appeared in Sweden, Denmark, the city-states of Hamburg and Lübeck. By 1611, Shakespeare could throw a pun on the word “dollar” into The Tempest with no explanation at all, even though there were no dollars in the English currency of pounds, shillings, and pence. To a groundling at the Globe Theatre, a dollar was obviously a coin from the Low Countries that paid for English cloth. These connections aren’t linguistic. They’re monetary. It wasn’t a word that traveled from a Bohemian valley to the Globe Theatre to provincial Maryland. It was a kind of money.

			By the time Robert Henwood died, as much time had already passed since the production of those first taler in Joachimsthal as has passed since. Alexander Hamilton—that Alexander Hamilton—called it the “ancient dollar.” By the eighteenth century, the American colonies were just a backwater in an established, flowing, global trade system based on big silver dollars. Dollars fetched up in America by accident, sometimes dropped off by literal pirates of the Caribbean. Or they passed through, on their way to somewhere more important.

			There were leeuwendaalders from the Dutch Republic: “lion dollars,” for the lion on the coin’s face. They were also sometimes called Dutch dollars, or dog dollars. The lion, particularly when the coin was rubbed down with use, looked like a dog, sitting back on its hindquarters, begging for a scrap. Dog dollars came in through New York and Pennsylvania, mostly at the end of the seventeenth century and the beginning of the eighteenth.

			From the Spanish crown’s mines in modern-day Mexico, Bolivia, and Peru came the real de a ocho—a silver coin worth 8 reales, or a piece of eight. The real de a ocho had been shoehorned into an older Castilian currency system, but it was copied directly from the taler that had been so successful in northern Europe. American colonists considered dog dollars and reales de a ocho to be different members of the same category and happily called both the same thing: dollars. Sometimes Spanish dollars were referred to by their mint—Seville dollars, or Mexico dollars, for example. Rough pieces hacked from a silver bar and stamped at the silver mine in Potosí in modern-day Bolivia were sometimes called cobs.

			All these kinds of dollars had slightly different weights and values, and colonial legislation on money made clear distinctions among them. In their letters and account books, colonists were less precise. If we pay attention to how people used the word “dollar” at the time, then we can say there was a broader understanding of what a dollar was: It was one of any number of silver coins of roughly the same size and weight, all copies of copies of that first joachimsthaler. By the mid-eighteenth century, Spain’s Bourbon kings had added precise milling to the edge of the coins, and by the time Robert Henwood died, a colonist who said “dollar” probably meant what had become a global standard: the Spanish milled dollar.

			These coins were so important in Asian markets that even today currencies still carry their name. The Japanese yen and Chinese yuan still both come from the word “round,” a reference to the old Spanish dollars. The Malaysian ringgit comes from a word for “jagged,” a reference to the milling. The Hong Kong dollar and the Canadian dollar don’t take their name from the U.S. dollar. Both currencies were originally tied to that same silver coin.

			In the 1760s, the Spanish milled dollar had been so important as money in Maryland that the province had produced America’s first paper dollars. Jonas Green had printed them, in a shop behind a brick-and-shingle house he rented with Anne Catharine that still stands on Charles Street in Annapolis. The first Maryland paper dollars featured a precise engraved reproduction of two Spanish milled dollars. The engravings made clear what financiers today would call a peg: It tied Maryland’s paper dollar to the value of the Spanish dollar, at a fixed rate. Silver Spanish milled dollars and paper Maryland dollars were real money—tangible, physical assets that literally passed from hand to hand. But the province’s imaginary money—credits and debts kept on a ledger—was still counted in currencies of pounds, shillings, and pence.

			Currencies, plural. There were different economies within Maryland, each with its own currency. A planter with land and enslaved people would have sold hogsheads of dried tobacco for bills of exchange—a kind of check that could only be presented for cash in London. These bills were drawn up in pounds and shillings sterling, the tightly controlled domestic currency of Britain. A planter might use a bill of exchange as real money to pay another planter for land, but it wouldn’t work for a meal at a tavern. Parliament, however, had not cared to share with its colonists the mints, bank charters, and careful administration that made the sterling system work at home. And so Americans had taken that old Carolingian imaginary money of pounds, shillings, and pence and built their own traditions around them.

			The province of Maryland kept its own records in a completely different currency it called current money. The silver Spanish milled dollar was so ubiquitous that Americans expressed exchange rates among different currencies in terms of dollars. In sterling, one dollar was 4 shillings, 6 pence. In current Maryland money, a dollar was 6 shillings. Economic historians will sometimes look back and turn this into a direct conversion rate, sterling to current Maryland. But that’s not how merchants recorded it at the time. All currencies were quoted relative to the silver dollar. Here are two parts of the same empire, counting imaginary money in a type of real money that came from somewhere else entirely. Spain’s Bourbon kings did not have a policy of pushing the dollar into English colonies, but dollar trade had its own rules. Emperors do not command money the same way they command armies.

			When Robert Henwood died, John Campbell and Francis Fairbrother counted up all the beds and teaspoons, then wrote them down the way it made sense—in Maryland’s provincial currency of “dollars at 6/ shilling Each.” They put the dollar first. In eighteenth-century America, well before independence, Britain’s currency of sterling was just for buying stuff from London. Dollars were what mattered. They were already the standard. Imaginary money is stubborn. It’s a habit of mind. But right there in the probate record, we can watch a habit change, from shillings to dollars. Campbell and Fairbrother were not revolutionaries, declaring a sovereign new state and a sovereign new money. They were just two guys doing a job, trying to figure out how to count. They decided the milled silver dollar from Spain’s empire was the best way to do it.

			The United States is not sovereign over its dollar

			Economists have a delightful phrase for things they all agree on but don’t completely understand. They call it hand-waving. We all literally hand wave in our own lives. It’s the dismissive motion you use when you get to the part of your story that’s too hard to explain, and probably not worth the trouble. It’s a gesture of futility, but also camaraderie. When you hand wave, you are sparing the listener the pain of hearing you talk about something you don’t completely understand. As a journalist, I often listened to economists and central bankers talk about “monetary sovereignty”—the power a state has to control its own currency. This sounds like a serious idea for serious people, but it’s actually just hand-waving. The economists who study money assume that the state is sovereign, but that sovereignty is poorly defined and impossible to measure. There is a different tradition, however, that sees monetary sovereignty as the exception, sustained imperfectly and only with great effort. Money is still today a frantic, unending, global competition, with different assets wandering across borders to serve as money without any regard to sovereignty at all.

			We owe much of the way we think about dominant, global currencies to the economist Robert Mundell. His work on exchange rates won him a Nobel Prize in 1999 and provided the theoretical arguments in favor of a common currency for the European Union. Mundell, looking back at the history of dominant currencies, saw them as a product of empire. His theory rests on sovereignty: All moneys start domestic, and some become international. If an empire was politically stable, minted reliable coins, and favored trade, its coins would start to become current beyond its own borders.

			But there was no empire pushing those first joachimsthaler coins into the world. They weren’t even part of the domestic monetary standard in Bohemia. Even the mines didn’t keep their own books in taler. A legal gray area meant that Saxon investors could collect their mine dividends as large coins made to a Saxon standard, and those coins poured up into the Baltic, so useful for trade that they changed every place they touched. Spain, too, never adopted the real de a ocho as a domestic standard. The retail trade in Iberian Spain was priced in maravedís, a small coin of mixed copper and silver. Loans to the Spanish crown from Genoa were priced in ducats. Even the silver mines at Potosí initially kept their books in peso corriente, a local accounting currency worth less than a real de a ocho.

			The dollar did not start inside an empire and then spread beyond. From the very beginning, it became current all over the world for two reasons. First, it was useful. Merchants in Russia and particularly China, who had been dealing with larger blocks of silver, found the coins easier to work with. Second, there were a lot of them—endless hulls, ringing with dollars, sailing everywhere, well before and well after the foundation of the United States. The dollar was a global currency first.

			It’s not even clear that strong, global currencies are good for the empires that are nominally in charge of them. By the eighteenth century, Spain had learned how to administer its silver mines—minting reales de a ocho at a predictable quality, moving them among its American viceroyalties as payroll for the empire, shipping them back to the Crown’s creditors in Europe. But the success of the silver dollar and the growth of an imperial court economy in the city of Madrid had also shut down manufacturing and dragged down economic growth in the Spanish kingdom of Castile, the heartland of the empire.

			In the second half of this book we’ll return to the United States, to follow a shift in how people used dollars and thought about them. In the early years of the American republic, a dollar was still that old silver coin from the Spanish Empire. By the end of the nineteenth century, a dollar had become a piece of paper or a deposit, both sitting on the balance sheet of an American bank. That system is now so vast and stable that people all over the world want to hold their cash in dollars, if possible as deposits in American banks. Wall Street tries to meet that demand by turning almost any asset into a dollar deposit, but there are far more dollars in the world now than America can hold. Banks abroad create their own dollars, on their own balance sheets, without any explicit permission from the United States. These foreign-made dollars can seem like impossible beasts, and we’ll spend a whole chapter making them as simple as possible. Think of them for now as offshore copies, just as the silver Spanish milled dollar was a copy of the original silver joachimsthaler.

			Histories of money—both metallist and chartalist—tend to describe that transition from silver to banks as a rupture. Metallists see the end of metal-backed money and the beginning of fiat, money that stays aloft on its own. Chartalists see a missed opportunity, where princes and parliaments had power over mints and money and then handed that power over to the banks. I will not offer you either of these histories. We’ll walk through changes in the dollar, but I have found that the continuities are just as important. Silver and credit worked as part of the same system for centuries before the banks took over. Just like mints, banks are a product of slow changes in habits and laws over time. Some things about the old silver dollars are still true today in Annapolis, where I sit now as I type. Some kinds of dollars are still manufactured for merchants and the wealthy, some for daily purchases of meat and bread.

			In America’s bank dollars, for example, we can still hear an echo of imperial Spain. The strong dollar is good for Wall Street. But just as was true for Spain, it’s not clear that the prestige and power of a strong global currency does that much good for American manufacturing towns that have collapsed because it no longer pays to export. A strong dollar doesn’t help young graduates trying to buy a house, discovering that everyone in the world is fighting to hold assets—like houses—denominated in dollars. It has been historically difficult for any state to maintain a single currency for everyone, and the same strong dollar doesn’t work equally well for everyone in America.

			Once I abandoned the idea of monetary sovereignty, I found myself looking for a protagonist. If not an empire, who made the dollar powerful? I’m now stuck with an uncomfortable idea: The dollar itself is in charge. Of course, this is nonsense. It was people who made laws and traded with each other on ships. It was people who manufactured dollars, and I will try to make it clear who some of these people were, and what kinds of dollars they produced. But a strong, useful currency has its own power over the people who use it. It doesn’t always need an empire.

			When I started work on this book, my mother went through my grandfather’s papers, looking for what she insisted was a colonial Maryland paper dollar. That was impossible, I told her. It had to have been a Maryland shilling. They were far more numerous, in circulation for far longer. But, of course, my mother was right. Sitting on my grandfather’s desk for my entire childhood, taped between two small panes of glass, had been one of the most historically important dollars—one of those first American paper dollars, printed in 1774 by Anne Catharine Green, redeemable in London in silver, gold, or sterling bills of exchange. The dollar has started to seem to me like a puckish demigod, prodding and dragging people wherever it wishes. I have tried to resist the temptation to turn the dollar itself into a character. I have not completely succeeded.

			If you are already familiar with financial history, you will open this book looking for things that aren’t there. I won’t spend a lot of time on Alexander Hamilton’s financial plan, or the Civil War paper greenbacks, or the creation of the Federal Reserve, or even the way Richard Nixon ended gold convertibility in 1971. These were all political decisions. Each had some impact on how people produced and used dollars, which I will explain when necessary. But just as important as the political decisions were the often slow changes in habits: the way most people manufactured dollars, used them, and thought about them.

			Early in my research on this book, I visited a friend in Germany and told him what I was working on. He produced an archive from his childhood, a collection of paperback Disney comics. In German translation, when Uncle Scrooge McDuck dove into his vault, he dove into a pool of taler—the old silver coins from St. Joachimsthal. As late as the early 1980s, a five-century-old idea of a dollar still had cultural meaning. There is an academic movement now that argues money is a creature of law. Certainly laws matter. But money is also a creature of habits, carried out in private mints, private banks, and private lives. These habits are as resistant to laws as they are shaped by them, and shifts in how the dollar worked often began far away from the centers of political power.

			The history of the dollar moves across borders and oceans. It follows a path that kings and presidents found difficult to bend. No country, no kingdom, has ever held complete sovereignty over the dollar, not even the United States, not even today. This is not a story about the Federal Reserve, or the U.S. Treasury, or even the United States of America. It is a story about the dollar, the world’s most powerful money. The document at the end of Robert Henwood’s life is one small point where we can look back and watch the dollar do to America what it’s done all over the world, for five centuries. America didn’t invent the dollar. America succumbed to the dollar.
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			A Big Silver Coin from Bohemia

			St. Joachimsthal, 1518

			The party at the birth of the dollar

			On the Feast of Epiphany in January 1518, silver miners in the town of Konradsgrün in the mountains of northern Bohemia threw a party. Things got out of hand. By the end of the night, they had lit their empty beer kegs on fire, hauled them up on their shoulders, and run with them down the street, screaming and singing.

			We know exactly where they ran, because at the time Konradsgrün had only one street. Every single one of the town’s three thousand inhabitants had arrived within the previous two years. They lived in about four hundred shacks, perched on a hillside too steep to walk without switchbacks, overlooking a valley narrow enough for a crossbow bolt to reach the other side. The street ran from a chapel, north along the mountain, to a small green—the Grün from the town’s name. At the start of the sixteenth century, the Ore Mountains that divided Bohemia and Saxony were still socked in with virgin forest. In the town’s first few years, bears would sometimes still trot over the green.

			It’s possible that the miners set the kegs on fire at the end of the night because they’d run out of beer. At the time, Konradsgrün didn’t yet have a license for its own brewery, and beer had to be hauled in from Schlackenwerth, a town about an hour’s walk away. Schlackenwerth was also the seat of Stephan Schlick, a minor Bohemian nobleman who had claimed the earth around the brand-new mines. The land wasn’t his to claim. He shared the title of count with several other members of his extended family; they all had a claim to the same land. But Stephan Schlick had just brazenly decided he should be lord of the valley, then started acting as if he were.

			We do have a good idea of what the party in January 1518 was about. I have found two mentions of the event. One says only that a new captain of the mountain, Heinrich von Könneritz, was “festively installed” on the Feast of Epiphany in 1518. The other describes a christening party, to give the town a new name.

			The party marked a temporary victory for the miners in a long fight with Schlick. His title as lord was questionable to begin with, but he was also just bad at it. In the summer of 1517, the miners at Konradsgrün had downed tools over work conditions and threatened to walk out of the valley. Schlick had agreed to a list of demands, among them a requirement to pay the miners with higher-quality silver coins. The miners had also demanded that they give the town a new name of their choosing. The morning after the party, the miners woke up, hungover and likely singed, in a town called St. Joachimsthal—the Valley of Saint Joachim. The silver coins that came out of the valley would become known as joachimsthaler, and then simply thaler or taler.

			By the early 1530s, the kingdom of Sweden would begin producing a big silver coin called a jockumsdaler, and the kingdom of Denmark would mint a Jochemdaler, both copies of the same big silver coins that came out of St. Joachimsthal and both named for the town itself, the start of a centuries-long process of copies of copies of copies of the same silver coin. Today the U.S. Mint still makes a coin it calls a silver dollar, with almost the exact same dimensions as the ones that came out of the mint at Joachimsthal. If you were ever given a silver dollar as a child for your birthday, you held in your little palm a direct descendant of that christening party in the mountains in Bohemia in 1518.

			The mining town of St. Joachimsthal often shows up in histories of the dollar as the origin of the name itself. Over time the German word taler became, in English, “dollar.” But those histories suggest that what happened at the actual mine in the valley is now irrelevant. They argue that a domestic currency simply became international: Count Schlick had so much silver that the coins of his own realm spread beyond his own borders. But nothing in that sentence about Schlick is really true. Stephan was only one of several Counts Schlick, an ambitious huckster without a clear claim on anything in the valley. In the sixteenth century, St. Joachimsthal was the single most productive silver mine in Europe, but it wasn’t completely out of proportion with the other mines. The big silver joachimsthaler coins that came out of the valley were never meant as local currency. They were far more useful for trade across the Baltic than they were for making payments in a tiny corner of Bohemia.

			Stephan Schlick never even wanted to make coins. He just wanted to buy silver cheaply in a place that called him lord, then sell it as silver bars at a profit to bankers in Nuremberg. But his scheme fell apart. By the 1520s, other Bohemian lords and even his own family caught up with Stephan Schlick and forced him to start minting the coins that eventually became the world’s currency. We now think of coins as just money, but in a silver-producing kingdom like Bohemia a mint was also a form of control, a way to count all the silver, stamp it, and tax it. During his short life Schlick was also constantly at the mercy of his miners, who walked out of the mines several times because they couldn’t get paid in the same good silver they were pulling out of the ground. That is, the man who set in motion the money we now call the dollar didn’t even make reliable money for the people who lived in his valley. The joachimsthaler wasn’t Stephan Schlick’s money, or even Bohemia’s money. The dollar was an accident.

			The Feast of Epiphany in that one valley in northern Bohemia in 1518—with the flaming beer keg runs from the chapel to the green—marked the beginning of what we today call the dollar. It also marked only a temporary peace in the fight over whose dollar it would be. I have on my desk a copy in silver of one of those first joachimsthaler coins. When I drop it, it doesn’t jingle. It clanks. It has heft. It’s a coin for lords and merchants; it’s not the kind of thing a carpenter would hand over to pay for a loaf of bread. That world with its clanking, physical coins is not so different from our own, with its banks and credit cards and storefronts for check cashing. Today some kinds of dollars work for the wealthy, for investors, and for people who ship goods from one continent to another. Some kinds of dollars work for everyone else. Stephan Schlick had a hard time making the right mix of silver bars and big and little coins to make everyone happy: his miners, the investors at his mines, his bankers, and the other lords of Bohemia. That problem never went away. It’s still with us now.

			A silver find in the forest

			Until 1512, Konradsgrün had been a ruin, a collection of abandoned houses and a forge on the valley floor, with trees growing up through the frames. That year two men walked up from the valley floor, began to dig, and discovered something so overwhelming that they covered their holes back up with slag and immediately left. One of the men was local, from Schlackenwerth—Stephan Schlick’s home county, the place where the beer kegs came from for that party. The other came from a silver-mining town in Saxony, and probably had some understanding of mining law. The two might have been able to establish a legal claim to the mine and sell the silver they’d found, but together they weren’t able to get past any of the basic hurdles of silver mining. Silver under the ground doesn’t automatically become silver in your hand. Even in the sixteenth century, someone had to pay for skilled miners and huge machines to dig up ore, refine it into silver on the surface, and sell it into an international market. There’s no silver without investors to pay for silver mining. And what investors wanted determined where the silver went.

			In 1515, Stephan Schlick was taking the baths at Karlsbad, about a three-hour walk from the mouth of the valley, when he heard about what the two men had found. By the next spring, he had invited a small group of investors from Saxon mines south for a visit. They met with Schlick at Karlsbad, where he dressed them up as a hunting party and rode with them up the valley floor to check out the slag heap. Schlick’s visitors began production immediately. By the last two quarters of 1516, they were pulling ore out of the ground and refining it into silver.

			Joachimsthal is now called Jáchymov, in what is now Czechia. Karlsbad is still a spa town, but also now goes by its Czech name, Karlovy Vary. Both lie in what used to be called the Sudetenland, the part of Czechia that was majority German until the end of World War II; the names all changed after the war, when the Germans were forced to leave. In the summer of 2019, I spent a week in Karlovy Vary in the office of Jan Nedvěd, a historian at the city’s regional museum, reading through a collection of the histories of Joachimsthal, watched by Jan’s two dogs and his poster of the American punk band Fugazi.

			
				
					[image: Map of Saxony and Bohemia showing cities including Leipzig, Dresden, Annaberg-Buchholz, Joachimsthal/Jáchymov, Karlsbad/Karlovy Vary, Prague, and Nuremberg. A scale indicates 50 miles, and an inset highlights the region's location within Europe, focusing on Germany and Czechia.]
					Map by Evan Applegate.
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			The most comprehensive histories of Joachimsthal come from the 1930s, part of a broader attempt to record and teach the region’s German heritage. They’re filled with fun details, but they’re also a little suspect. They treat Stephan Schlick as what we might today call a heroic entrepreneur: a German-speaking nobleman with connections to Saxony, stamping St. Joachimsthal out of nothing, and with it the taler and the dollar. It was a useful story when there were political reasons to confirm that parts of what was then Czechoslovakia should, in fact, be Germany. These are the histories that gave us the traditional story about Stephan Schlick and the taler. In the last decade, however, Petr Vorel, a historian at the University of Pardubice in Czechia, has been working on a less flattering story, one where Schlick is more desperate than cunning.

			Medieval and early modern European kings were not omnipotent. They did not automatically own all the silver that came out of the ground. In the early sixteenth century, Bohemia had a weak king, with strong cities and regional lords. Private silver miners in the kingdom kept most of what they dug up and refined, and had to give only an eighth of their final product in silver to the king. Bohemian kings were constantly in debt to their own regional lords, borrowing with a promise to repay with silver due in the future from private miners.

			The regional lords were skeptical of any king’s promise, and made sure they collected on royal debts by forcing Bohemian mines to send all their silver as bars to a single Bohemian mint near the rich silver mines of Kutná Hora, just east of Prague. The mint allowed the king to collect his tax. And it allowed the Czech lords to track silver production and collect what the king owed them. Manufacturing money has always been a carefully guarded privilege, an act of power with consequences for both the wealthy and ordinary citizens. Medieval minting was no different. That single mint at Kutná Hora gave the king control over the silver, and the nobles control over the king.

			The Schlick family was new money, elevated to nobility early in the fifteenth century with the fortunes of a clever German-speaking son of a burgher who became chancellor to the Bohemian king. By the time Stephan was born in Schlackenwerth in 1487, the family held the estates around Konradsgrün, but they never got along with the Czech-speaking aristocracy in Bohemia, who had always seen them as illegitimate. Stephan was twenty-eight in 1515, when he heard rumors about the silver strike in Konradsgrün. His father had died that year, and although Stephan was the eldest of his brothers, he hadn’t inherited all the Schlick estates, or even all the estates around Schlackenwerth. That land was held in its entirety by the extended Schlick family, divided under an internal agreement.

			What Stephan Schlick did after hearing about the silver was breathtakingly illegal. He brought foreign investors to a slag heap he didn’t own, to pay for mining expertise he didn’t have and to produce a product—silver in ingots, smuggled out of the kingdom—that was expressly prohibited under Bohemian law. When Schlick first took his investors up the valley, he dressed them as a hunting party to hide his intentions from the Bohemian king, the Czech-speaking regional lords, and even his own cousins. It worked for about a year.

			First, Schlick borrowed from bankers

			Stephan Schlick brought two different kinds of capital to the valley, which would send silver in two different directions. He started by taking out a personal loan. Just as was true of the Bohemian king, Schlick didn’t own all the silver. As self-declared lord, all he had was the monopoly right to purchase silver at below-market prices from private miners in the valley. He could then sell that same silver again at a profit. But even that required what financiers now call liquidity. As lord on the mountain, Schlick had to have some kind of cash on hand to buy the silver, manage the flow of payments for miners and investors, and pay a few key local mining administrators.

			Just like the king of Bohemia, though, Schlick could borrow against the income his monopoly would give him in the future. In 1516, the same year he took his guests from Saxony up the valley to encourage them to start mining, Schlick signed an agreement with Hans Nützel, a banker from Augsburg. Nützel fronted Schlick 34,000 in a currency called the Rhine florin. In addition to paying back the loan, Schlick had to sell all of his silver to Nützel. The next year, this agreement followed Nützel when he moved to the German banking capital of Nuremberg, to work with the banker Jakob Welser. To start with, then, all of the silver from the valley moved west to Nuremberg, as bars.

			To understand the kind of pressure that loan put on Schlick, we need to understand exactly what a Rhine florin was. From the ninth to the twelfth century, money in what we would today call western Europe was simple. There was only one kind of precious metal: silver, mostly from Goslar and then Freiberg, in what is today Germany. And there was only one coin: the silver penny. Remember that in colonial America people distinguished between the real money of coins in hand and the imaginary money of marks on a ledger, which needed to be recorded in some big, important, commonly accepted money of account. This was true in medieval Europe, too. The pound, a literal pound weight of silver, was the money of account. The silver pennies were anchored in an accounting structure that survived in Great Britain until the twentieth century: 12 pennies in a shilling, 20 shillings in a pound. But there were no shilling or pound coins. These were just ideas, units for imaginary money on the books of merchants and lenders.

			The system used different names in different places—pfennig, schilling, and pfund in the German-speaking states, or denarius, solidus, and lira on the Italian peninsula. But the basic units were the same everywhere. The pennies, pfennig, and denarii from different states were cosmopolitan and promiscuous. Regions that accepted the same coins didn’t always overlap cleanly with political borders. Some rulers took a cut to accept taxes in foreign coins, and peasants and merchants had to learn how to “discount” different pennies—to accept them as payment at less than face value. Contracts didn’t just specify costs by the penny; they had to name the specific penny they were referring to.

			In the thirteenth century, new silver was discovered at Kutná Hora, and local rulers started directing their mints to fill out the rest of the old system. The mints issued larger silver coins in the value of a shilling—groats, or groschen, or grossi, worth 12 pennies. Around the same time, merchants in the Italian republics figured out how to get gold from the other side of the Sahara Desert, and mints in Florence and Venice began issuing gold florins and ducats. Originally these high-value gold coins were anchored in the old system, too. In Florence, the florin was designed to be worth 1 lira—it was a gold pound coin. It was stable, the Florentines traded with everyone, and the florin earned a rare promotion: from real money to imaginary money. Around the Continent, the florin became the money of account, replacing the pound as a reference for bookkeepers.

			The Rhine florin was a copy of the Florentine florin, minted by a small group of German princes and dukes along the Rhine River. Like most of the rest of the Continent, these rulers didn’t have any gold of their own, but they could stop barges on their way down the Rhine and demand tolls in gold. By Stephan Schlick’s time, the Rhine florin had become smaller and less pure than the florin from Italy, but served as a local accounting standard in the German-speaking patchwork of the Holy Roman Empire and among the powerful bankers of Augsburg and Nuremberg.

			Just 1 Rhine florin could buy a lot. The year Schlick took out his loan, a pound of bacon in nearby Saxony was 1 groschen. A day’s wages for the best-paid carpenters were 3 groschen. At the time, there were 21 Saxon groschen to 1 Rhine florin. So a single florin was worth seven days of well-paid work, or twenty-one pounds of bacon.

			Stephan Schlick started his lordship in the valley with personal debts of 34,000 Rhine florins. He immediately put some of it into a defensive castle on the ridge. He couldn’t just act like a lord; he had to look like one. Schlick spent the next ten years until his death trying to outrun that first loan, under constant pressure to get bars of silver west to Nuremberg. He continued to borrow to the end of his life. More than a decade later his brothers still owed 40,000 Rhine florins to Nützel and Welser in Nuremberg. And even that first personal loan didn’t get any mining started. Schlick had some cash, but he still didn’t know what he was doing. Silver mining was arduous, technical, and expensive. The miners, the expertise, and even more capital were over the ridge to the north, among the Saxons.

			Then Schlick brought in miners and investors from Leipzig

			For that first quiet trip to the valley in 1516, Schlick had invited guests from Annaberg, a mine in Saxony. They were likely investors in a Gewerk, an early type of joint-stock company. The structure of these companies had been developed in the German mountains in the fourteenth century to pay for the increasing up-front capital costs of mining. The deeper into the mountain you dig, the more you need to build expensive structures in the earth to support the mine, and on the surface to get the ore out. Saxony had seen its own silver boom in the second half of the fifteenth century, and Leipzig had developed an active market for mine shares. Investors in a Leipzig Gewerk had specific expectations from a mine. Every shareholder paid in before the digging started. Every quarter, they either paid in more to keep the dig going or got a payout in proportion to the shares they owned.

			By Stephan Schlick’s time, shares in Saxon mines had started paying out as large, pure silver coins, each worth 1 gold Rhine florin. The ore came up and then was immediately refined and minted on-site to pay investors. Just as in Bohemia, the mints were there to control the silver, to make sure all the investors got paid and that none of the ore got lost in the woods on its way down the mountain. The coins weren’t meant to be money. They were quarterly dividends, called colloquially by the names of the mines. Annaberger, for example, were dividend coins from the silver mines at Annaberg—Saint Anne’s Mountain. Twice a year, at market time in Leipzig, dividend coins poured in from the mines. Then investors passed them out of Saxony altogether, in exchange for wheat from Poland or leather and tar from Russia. The market for mining shares in Leipzig was what you would today call deep and liquid. There were a lot of shares, and a lot of people with the capital and the connections to buy and sell them.

			This system was so successful that, in 1500, Saxony had rearranged its entire currency system around it. At the top was a Saxon silver florin, identical to the dividend coins from the mines, and worth the same as a gold Rhine florin. The goal wasn’t to create better money for local transactions; it was to simplify the accounting around the mine profits. Leipzig merchants bought shares in mines, but so did nobles and even the Dukes of Saxony. Likely all three were part of that first Saxon joint-stock company, invited over the mountains by Stephan Schlick to start mining in the valley.

			In 1516, Saxon miners working for that joint-stock company began bringing silver out of the ground Schlick had claimed, and refining it on the surface. There was no mint yet; the purpose of a mint at a mine is to legally control the silver, and none of this was in any way legal. Instead, Stephan Schlick paid for bars of silver from the valley using imported coins he had borrowed from Nuremberg, then shipped those bars from St. Joachimsthal west, back to Nuremberg, to start paying down his loan. It was a terrible business for Schlick, but he wanted to be a powerful silver

			
			
			The miners revolt

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			No small money in the valley

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			Important people forced Schlick to start minting coins

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			The dollar was big money

			
			
			
			
				
					[image: Photo of the first joachimsthaler silver coin from 1520, showing a full-length Saint Joachim with a long beard wearing a cloak and leaning on a staff and on Stephan Schlick’s quartered coat of arms, with worn Latin lettering running around the coin’s raised outer rim.]
				

				
					
				
			
			
			
			
			
			Work at the silver face was dangerous

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
				
					[image: Sixteenth-century woodcut from Georgius Agricola’s *De re metallica*, depicting a horse-drawn capstan used to haul ore from a mine. The image shows labeled components, including a toothed drum, horizontal axle, drum made of rundles, brake, oscillating beam, short beam, and hook, alongside miners operating the machinery.]
				

				
					
				
			
			
			
			
			
			
			A revolt in Joachimsthal

			
			
			
			
			
			
				
					[image: Bar graph titled 'Dividends from the Mines at St. Joachimsthal,' showing annual payouts in talers from 1520 to 1528. The y-axis ranges from 0k to 200k talers, and the x-axis lists years. Dividends fluctuate, peaking at 200k talers in 1526 and 1528, with a notable drop in 1525 marked as 'Joachimsthal miners revolt.' Data courtesy of Petr Vorel.]
					
				

				
					
				
			
			
			Stephan Schlick died ingloriously, and it didn’t matter

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			The joachimsthaler becomes the Baltic taler

			
			
			
			
				
					[image: A 1537 taler from Lübeck, Germany, featuring a detailed engraving of a knight in armor holding a sword and shield with an eagle emblem, surrounded by Latin inscriptions.]
				

				
					
				
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
				
					[image: Painting of a money changer and his wife seated at a cluttered table, with a close-up inset and lower panel highlighting piles of round silver joachimsthaler coins spread across the wooden surface. The table is holding a coin-counting board, a drawstring money pouch, folded documents, and geometric tools, while shelves behind them are stacked with ledgers, papers, and a candlestick.]
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