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  How many of us own gold and 
silver coins? Probably most of us. 
Full disclosure: I own a small 
handful of gold coins, and I own a 
lot of silver coins. 
  These metals represent more than 
the heavy, shiny discs in hand. They 
have significance in history, politics 
and economics (both micro and 
macro), and represent a Rorschach 
image of one’s own world view. 
  Gold bugs abound. Their world 
view is an unsteady mix of investor 
optimism and survivalist cult. They 
constantly tout the prospects of 
outrageous profit from owning gold. 
Gold is the classic stodgy hedge 
against inflation, but it is also a 
daring commodities “play.” 
  Many who buy gold, and silver too 
at a lesser fervor, do so because they 
have seen too many disaster flicks in 
which the world as we know it ends 
by natural or man-made means, and 
civilization reverts to the primal law 
of the jungle. They believe that 
precious metal is the only “true” 
currency, and will have purchasing 
power long after the failure of paper 
money – money by fiat, some call it 
– subject to rampant Zimbabwe-
style inflation. I guess their plan for 
survival in the post-apocalyptic age is 
to pay for goods and services with 
stashed gold. 
  I have two problems with this line 
of reasoning. First, although I agree 
that paper money is “money by fiat”  
– that is, the government has 
decreed its value, which we all accept 
for the sake of orderly commerce, I 
would like to point out that gold and 
silver are money by fiat as well. You 
can’t eat gold or silver. The intrinsic 
“worth” of these metals is just as 
much a mutual societal decision as 
the worth of paper money. It is true 
that gold is rare, but many objects 
and substances are rare. It is also 
true that gold and silver have a long 
tradition of serving as a medium for 
exchange and wealth. But money has 
changed. Who in ancient times 

would have imagined a credit card, 
or a wire transfer of funds? 
  My other problem with gold as a 
hedge against anarchy is the very 
value of the coinage. Suppose you 
have a gold double eagle, for which 
you paid a hefty sum at today’s price. 
The monetary system has 
disintegrated, and you need food. 
What do you do? You shouldn’t 
exchange the coin for a meal; you 
would be shorting yourself and you 
would soon run out of gold. You 
would need a money changer, who 
undoubtedly would charge a large 
fee and perhaps issue paper chits for 
the change! 
  Silver would be a better monetary 
medium for after the collapse of 
society; coins, not ingots. You could 
use accumulated war nickels for 
small purchases, and silver dimes, 
quarters, halves and big, heavy 
Morgan dollars for larger purchases. 
Get rid of the “junk” silver first, and 
save the numismatic good stuff for 
last. 
  Two other things bother me about 
holding gold and silver. Investing in 
these commodities does little to 
stimulate the economy. Aside from 
mining interests, you are not putting 
your money anywhere that it does 
any cumulative good creating jobs, 
circulating as capital for growth, etc. 
It just sits there, generating you no 
interest, and costing you in security 
and storage. This is antithetical to 
the conservative fiscal mantra, that 
investment stimulates the economy, 
etc., etc. Furthermore, you are totally 
dependent on a fickle market. What 
goes up can come down. 
  Secondly, mining these metals is an 
environmental and human disaster, 
at least in the underdeveloped lands. 
How many of you have seen the 
story of the Andean gold mining 
town, where sewage runs in the 
streets and people routinely die in 
the frozen  mines?  

  (continued on page 7) 
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THE MUHL FILES 

The RNA collection’s Jewish shekel 
 

by Gerry Muhl 
 

  At a recent coin club meeting, I was given a Gemini 
auction catalogue of ancient coins to go on the block. In it 
was a listing for a Jewish shekel from the year 67 C.E., 
during the Temple revolt against Rome. It reminded me of 
a piece we have in the RNA’s coin collection (although our 
coin is in better condition). 
  The coin was given to the RNA in 1924 by our fifth club 
president, Arthur King. For the next 60 years, club 
members argued 
whether this 
ancient silver 
coin was real or a 
cast counterfeit. 
Finally it was 
sent off to 
ANACS for 
authentication. It 
came back with a 
photo and 
certificate stating 
it was genuine! 
  Holding the 
coin in my hand, 
I thought what a 
tale this small 
piece of history 
could tell. The 
story begins in ancient Israel in the first century of our era. 
  At that time, the Jewish people were divided into many 
sects, but by the 60s the zealots came to dominate political 
activism. Israel was a colony of Rome, and the zealots 
sought its independence. Those who disagreed with them 
were targets for assassination. One sect of zealots called 
“sicarii” took to murdering Jewish moderates – especially 
during religious festivals. 
  In 66 C.E., Roman law was in the hands of Agrippa II. As 
tetrarch, he also had power to appoint the Jewish High 
Priest. However, as Herod’s great-grandson he was suspect, 
as were his appointments (zealots accused him of incest 
with his sister Bernice). 
  An excuse for revolt began when Agrippa built an 
extension to his palace, which overlooked the Temple. The 
Temple priests then built a wall to protect their privacy. 
Agrippa had the wall knocked down. Some Jews appealed 
over the head of Agrippa to Emperor Nero, who sided with 
them. Incensed, Agrippa removed the High Priest and 
began removing gold from the Temple treasury, to cover 
back taxes owed Rome by Israel. 
  We now rely on the writings of Josephus to fill in the 
history of the period. He was a Temple priest when revolt 

began, and in 66 C.E., he became a Jewish general at 
Jotapata in Galilee. Defeated in battle by Vespasian’s forces, 
he went over to the Roman side. He was an interpreter 
during the siege of Jerusalem. Later he lived on a court 
pension in Rome, where he was encouraged to write the 
history of the Temple Revolt. He was an eyewitness, 
though hardly impartial. 
  The revolt started with Agrippa suspending Temple 
services in 66 C.E., and it spread to become an anticolonial 
push. Furthermore, it became a means of ending anti-

Jewish 
pogroms in 
Greek-
speaking cities 
along Israel’s 
sea coast. 
Tragically, the 
revolt also 
turned against 
fellow Jewish 
moderates 
who sought 
some 
accommodati
on with the 
Romans. 
  In 66 C.E., 
zealots under 

a leader known as Menachem took control of Jerusalem 
and burned the palace of Agrippa and Bernice, as well as 
the official residence of High Priest Ananias (as an aside, it 
was Ananias who tried Paul and sent him to Nero for 
execution). The Roman garrison in Jerusalem surrendered 
on terms that they would be spared, but they were 
massacred anyway. Next the zealots captured Masada, by 
the Dead Sea, and killed its entire Roman garrison. 
  Many moderate Jews in Jerusalem called for help from 
Roman Legate Cestius Gallus in Syria. The legate marched 
toward Israel with two legions and 7,000 of Agrippa’s 
troops, but halted halfway there and retreated. The zealots 
declared the retreat an act of God. Thus inspired, fanatical 
bands from all over the country swarmed to Jerusalem. 
Josephus says a reign of terror began within the city walls, 
with 20,500 moderate Jews brutally killed by the zealots. 
  With the revolt escalating throughout Israel, Rome called 
in Vespasian to head security forces within the country. At 
first he stayed clear of Jerusalem, preferring to allow the 
civil war within the city walls to reduce the numbers he 
would eventually have to fight. In the meantime, he pacified 
the rest of the country. 
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By 69 C.E., Nero was dead, three claimants had fought to 
become emperor and lost, and Vespasian was called back to 
Rome where his military record and strength with the 
troops allowed him to wear the crown of emperor. He left 
his stepson Titus at the gates of Jerusalem to take charge of 
quelling the revolt. 
  Between April and September of 70 C.E., Titus laid siege 
to Jerusalem. At last his military force was able to burst 
through the city walls and fight in hand-to-hand combat to 
the Temple Mount. The Temple caught fire, and although 
Titus ordered his men to quell the flames, the structure 
burned to the ground. The revolt was almost over. 
  Josephus says one million people died in the war. In 
Jerusalem, more than 97,000 Jews were captured. Youths 
under the age of 17 were sold as slaves. Older men were 
sent to the prison mines and to arenas. For his birthday, 
Titus had 2,500 
Jews burned alive 
or killed in staged 
battles in 
Caesarea’s 
amphitheater. 
  In Rome, Titus 
had a triumphal 
arch erected, 
showing the 
candelabrum 
looted from 
Jerusalem’s 
Temple. The 
curtain from the 
Temple’s Holy of 
Holies went as a 
spoil of war to 
Titus’ palace. But 
the revolt was not 
quite over. 
  Zealots led by 
Eleazar Ben Yair 
escaped Jerusalem 
and moved camp to Masada. From there they conducted a 
series of guerilla campaigns. Two years later, in 72 C.E., 
Flavius Silva and his 10th Roman Legion surrounded 
Masada and laid siege. Masada was about 35 miles southeast 
of Jerusalem near the Dead Sea. It was built as a Roman 
fort and a palace for Herod. It was high on a mesa. 
Eighteen-foot-high walls surrounded the fort, with 37 
towers, each 75 feet high. It was well stocked with food and 
water. 
  To get to the defenders, the Romans built a 300-foot-high 
ramp with a 75-foot stone pier near its top. On the pier 
they built an iron-plated tower 90 feet high. From the 
tower, Roman soldiers smashed a hole in the upper wall of 
the fortress, using a giant ram. 
  Knowing they would soon be captured, the nearly 1,000 
men, women and children in the fort opted to kill 

themselves. When the Roman soldiers entered, they found 
bodies everywhere. Only two women and their three 
children were alive to tell the tale of what happened the last 
day at Masada. 
  We now skip nearly 2,000 years ahead in time. 
Archaeologists digging into Masada’s 600-by-200-yard 
surface are trying to reconstruct what happened there. 
Scroll fragments of Hebrew Bible passages are found. 
Bronze coins are everywhere. But in a room with the name 
“Hillel” inscribed on a stone, there are the remains of a 
cloth bag containing 38 silver Jewish shekels and half-
shekels. All were struck during the Temple Revolt. 
  The coins are dated year one through five, and appear 
possibly to be overstruck tetradrachmas of Antioch. The 
dates coincide with the years of the revolt, year five being 
the rarest. By striking silver, the zealots were expressing 

their 
independence 
from Rome, as 
only Rome was 
allowed to make 
coins from 
silver. The 
RNA’s shekel is 
dated year two, 
the year the 
Jewish exiles 
occupied 
Masada. The 
inscription on 
the coin reads in 
ancient Hebrew, 
“Jerusalem the 
Holy.” Besides 
the date (year 
two), the reverse 
of the club’s 
coin is inscribed, 
“Deliverance of 
Israel.” Very 

possibly the club’s coin was actually at Masada. 
  In a bronze box hidden in the fort’s shattered wall, 
archaeologists found six more shekels and six half-shekels. 
The half-shekel was important, as it was the denomination 
used by Jewish people to pay Temple tax. 
  A quarter-shekel is also known to exist from this brief 
period of Jewish independence. It is the size and weight of 
the Roman denarius, and is unique, with but one example 
known. 
  With the horror of Masada, the Temple revolt came to a 
bloody end. A synod of rabbis was constituted at Yebneel, 
which replaced the old Sanhedrin and became the base for 
Jewish legitimacy. But that’s another story, perhaps 
commemorated by other coins in the RNA collection.   
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The RNA’s Centennial Medal Design Contest 
 With the RNA’s centennial celebrations less than two years away, our medal committee is hard at work choosing a design (or 
designs?) for our official 100th anniversary medal (or medals?)  Shown here are design submissions received so far from club 
members. The chosen design will be finalized by our graphic designer for striking by the North American Mint. 
  Vote for one obverse and one reverse design from those shown here, or submit your own! You can vote at an RNA meeting, 
or send your vote to Gerry Muhl, 50 Rogers Parkway, Rochester NY 14617. 
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Or the disastrous Indonesian mines, where the massive 
overburden is dumped into the ocean? Or how about the 
lawless Amazonian gold mining camps, where gunslingers 
and prostitutes abound. Or Uzbekistan, where the gold was 
found mixed with uranium, and now radioactive slag lies in 
open piles everywhere. They are experiencing an epidemic 
of deformed babies there because of the environmental 
radiation. All this for gold. Is it worth it? Even in our own 
more regulated mining environment, cyanide leaching and 
other mining practices are hardly safe for our environment. 
  And yet I own gold coins and would love to own more of 
them. After all, the environmental problems are soluble or 
at least manageable. Apocalypse aside, as an investment 

gold and silver are doing particularly well at the moment 
compared with other standard investments such as the 
stock market and real estate. Fundamentals look good for 
the future, with China and India and their traditional love 
of precious metals. Silver at least has manufacturing uses, 
especially in electronics. Furthermore, the coins are 
beautiful, with their heft, radiance, warmth and design. 
Five thousand years of art and history have gone into their 
making. You should not love ingots or stock certificates, 
but you are allowed to love your coins. Maybe the right 
move is to hold some gold and silver after all. 
  So what’s your take on gold and silver?  

Steve Eisinger
 

Club News and NotesClub News and NotesClub News and NotesClub News and Notes    
  The RNA’s nominating committee has completed its work, 
and a slate of officers for the 2010-2011 year is now in place: 
 
 For president: Peter Blaisdell 
 For vice president: Chip Scoppa 
 For secretary: John Lighthouse 
 For treasurer: George Fekete 
 For curator: John Zabel 
 For librarian: John Bailey 
 For historian: Gerard Muhl 
 For board of directors (2010-13): Jim Ford 
 For board of directors (2010-13): Paul Taylor 
 For board of directors (2010-12): Dennis DeYoung 
  
  Club members will vote on the slate at the RNA’s Annual 
Meeting on June 3.  

•     •     • 
  Vice president Peter Blaisdell has been hard at work on 
plans for the RNA’s annual banquet, set for Saturday, May 
22 at the Green Lantern Inn in Fairport – and he says time is 
running short to sign up. “We must have a final count by the 
May 6 RNA meeting,” he says. A final menu and cost for the 

banquet will be available at the May 6 meeting, along with 
the signup sheet. 

•     •     • 
  Our friends at the Rochester Philatelic Association are hard 
at work on their plans for ROPEX 2010, Rochester’s 
national stamp show and a fixture on the local hobby scene. 
  ROPEX 2010 runs from Friday, May 14 through Sunday, 
May 16 at the ESL Sports Center, 2700 Brighton-Henrietta 
Town Line Road (on the MCC campus). 

  Admission is free, and 
the show is open 11 AM-
6 PM Friday, 10 AM-5 
PM Saturday and 10 AM-
3 PM Sunday. The show 
features more than two 

dozen dealers from the US and Canada, as well as hundreds 
of frames of exhibits, a youth area, special cancels and 
cachets, and free stamp ID and evaluation services. 
  There’s also a special early-bird bourse, to be held Friday 
morning beginning at 9:30. Admission to the early-bird 
bourse is $20. 

   
 

            

 

 

May-June 2010 7 

RIDGE COI	 & STAMP

LIFE MEMBER ANA – RNA – FUN
ridgecns@aol.com

FULL SERVICE DEALERSHIP SPECIALIZING IN
RARE COINS – BANK APPRAISALS – GOLD/SILVER

ESTATE LIQUIDATIONS – CONSULTATION
585-342-8206 –2064 East Ridge Rd., Rochester, NY 14622

MICHAEL OMELUCH, Professional Numismatist

 

 



The Calendar May-June 
 
• Thursday, May  6 – 8 PM – RNA Meeting  Grant Hobika discusses “Columbia - Gem of the Oceans”  
• May 14-16 – ROPEX 2010 The RPA’s National Stamp Show at the ESL Center (details on page 7) 

• Thursday, May 20 – 8 PM – RNA Meeting Meinhart Speaking Contest 

• Friday, May 21 – 7:30 PM – RJNA Meeting Find out what young numismatists are up to 

• Saturday, May 22 – RNA Annual Banquet, Green Lantern Inn, Fairport Come pay tribute to past president John Stephens. 

• Thursday, June 3 – 8 PM – RNA Annual Meeting  Speaker to be announced 

• Thursday, June 17 – 8 PM – RNA Meeting Find treasures at the end-of-the-year auction! 

• Friday, June 18 – 7:30 PM – RJNA Meeting Last meeting of the year for the juniors! 
• Sunday, August 15 – RNA Summer Picnic 
 
Regular RNA meetings are held on the first and third Thursdays of every month, except July and August, at the Eisenhart Auditorium of the 

Rochester Museum & Science Center, 657 East Avenue. Enter through the Eisenhart or Gannett School doors and follow the signs 
downstairs to our lower-level meeting room. All are welcome! Call Dave Gottfried at 738-0908 if you need a ride or directions. 

 

 
RJNA meetings are held in either the ballroom of the Eisenhart Auditorium building or an upstairs classroom at the Gannett School; follow 

the signs posted on the building’s doors or call Steve Lanzafame at 288-1932 for more information. 

The Calendar welcomes meeting notices from other area clubs. Send them to rnanews@fybush.com or PO Box 10056, Rochester NY 14610. 

 

    
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 


