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Facing page: Reverse of the Medallic Art Company  
25th Anniversary medal by Pierre Dautel, 1928.

RESCUING AMERICAN HERITAGE: The ANS 
Acquires the Archives of the Medallic Art Company

Ute Wartenberg

An email from Peter van Alfen, ANS Chief Curator, ar-
rived in my inbox on February 1, 2018. “Hi Ute,” it read:

Apparently at the end of the year MACO dba Northwest 
Territorial Mint closed its doors and declared bank-
ruptcy. The NYNC, as you can see from this thread, is 
seeing what can be done to recover the dies and possible 
plasters held by them. As far as I know, MACO ended 
up with some ANS dies as well, including those for 
Weinman’s Saltus Award.

A number of concerned artists and institutions, 
among them the artist Heidi Wasteet, Brookgreen 
Gardens, and the New York Numismatic Club 
(NYNC) were already on the case trying to negoti-
ate the returns of plasters or dies with one of the few 
remaining staff members at the Northwest Territorial 
Mint (NWTM) in Nevada. Less than five months later, 
the American Numismatic Society became the proud 
owner not just of its own dies for its famous medals, 
but all dies, galvanos, die-shells, plasters, artwork, 
databases, and rights to works produced before 1998, 
which were bought for $420,000, in a bankruptcy 
court in Seattle. How did this happen?

Before the flurry of emails in late January, few of 
the regular customers of the Medallic Art Company 
(MACO), a private mint founded in New York City 
in 1907 and owned since 2009 by Northwest Territo-
rial Mint, were aware of the serious situation in which 
the company found itself during its last two years. In 
March 2016, the company sought bankruptcy protec-
tion in a Seattle court, and a Trustee was appointed. 
Attempts to revive the business—said to have lost 
around $50,000,000—failed, and by late 2017 the 

decision was taken to close and move towards a bank-
ruptcy auction of all inventory. Once this became clear 
to me, I researched the name and cell number of the 
Trustee, Mark Calvert, whom I decided to call imme-
diately and launch into a longer tirade about ANS dies, 
copyright, and all sorts of other issues. Perhaps it was 
the early hour at which I called him, but he simply of-
fered the ANS the chance to buy all of the dies and the 
rest of the material he had that was still for sale. This 
was all followed up an email, in which the CEO Paul 
Wagner explained that there were tens of thousands 
of objects, dies, and more. After the initial surprise, 
ANS Trustee, Mary Lannin, and I flew to Reno, rented 
a car and drove to Dayton, in the middle of February 
where were received by a skeleton staff of the North-
west Territorial Mint (figs. 1–3). Our main host, Rob 
Vugteveen (fig. 6), took a long afternoon to show us 
the entire remaining operation, the huge collection  
of well organized galvanos, the tens of thousands of 
dies, and the small museum.

During this first visit, we heard some of the story 
behind the collapse of this once impressive company 
where so many of the most revered artists in America 
had their medals minted. A dispute with the landlord 
of the plant had gone to court over environmental 
issues, which the owner of the property won. Ross 
Hansen, the owner of NWTM, was so upset that he 
launched a rather inflammatory website likening the 
landlord to Bernard Maddoff. The origin of this web-
site was discovered, at which point Hansen and his 
landlord, Bradley S. Cohen, a Los Angeles real-estate 
investor, faced each other again in court in a now leg-
endary libel lawsuit, which lasted five years. Hansen 
lost in February 2016. He was fined $38 million and, 
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unable to pay, he declared bankruptcy a few months 
later, on April 1st. Hansen, who had used similar 
tactics against other businesses in Nevada, appeared 
to have met his Waterloo. It was about to get worse. In 
April 2018, after an extensive FBI investigation, Ross 
Hansen and his girlfriend Diane Erdmann, who had 
worked as Vault Manager at NWTM, were indicted 
for fraud charges. The indictment alleges that both 
defrauded customers in a massive Ponzi-like scheme, 
in which at least $25,000,000 went missing. The case 
is ongoing.

Under Hansen’s ownership, NWTM, which ran 
Medallic Art Company, developed a flourishing 
business, with over 300 employees producing med-
als, challenge coins, and a variety of other medal-
lic products, with a retail shop in the Pentagon and 
annual sales around $200 million. The extent of this 
operation was clear from the ca. 110,000 square foot 
building the company occupied on Air Park Vista 
Boulevard in Dayton, Nevada, some 40 miles from 
Reno (figs. 1–2). When we visited the facility for the 
first time, we were able to inspect state-of-the art 
minting equipment alongside some historical print-
ing presses, two Janvier machines, and endless shelves 
and drawers of dies (figs. 4–5). Under Ross Hansen, 
the Northwest Territorial Mint began to buy defunct 
mints, with thousands of dies for tokens, some clearly 
of considerable age. The dies of the Medallic Art Com-
pany, which were arranged on long shelves, some as 
high as 12 feet tall, were all carefully numbered (figs. 
6–9). The same is more or less true for the extraordi-
nary collection of die-shell and electrotype galvanos 
(figs. 10–13). Those large galvanos particularly im-
pressed us. Ultimately all 15,000 galvanos, including 
those produced after 1998 to the present day—either 
the old electrotype casts in copper or other medal or 
the later copies made from rubber or epoxy—were 
finally acquired by the ANS.

The next couple of months found the Society and 
its attorneys beginning to work out how to pre-
pare the court documents to purchase the assets in 
a bankruptcy court, and began to get a better un-
derstanding of what was being purchased. Thanks 
to the considerable efforts of Rob Vugteveen and 
Cathy Swinburg, who both previously worked in 
the archives at Northwest Territorial Mint, the ANS 
received all computer-stored records, which included 
a full checklist completely illustrated with images, 
along with many thousands of digitized photos, 
records, articles, and more (figs. 14–24). By March 
2018, it was clear that the Society should do its up-
most to buy this material to preserve this invaluable 
archive of American medallic history. A second, 

Figure 1: The former headquarters of MACO in Dayton, Nevada 
(photo: Lou Manna).

Figure 2: The former headquarters of MACO in Dayton, Nevada 
(photo: Ute Wartenberg).

Figure 3: ANS Trustee Mary Lannin at the former offices of MACO  
in Dayton, Nevada (photo: Ute Wartenberg).

Figure 4: German-made Sack & Kiessel-
bach 1000-ton minting press at the former 
headquarters of MACO in Dayton, Nevada 
(photo: Ute Wartenberg).

Figure 5: One of the two Janvier reducing machines acquired by MACO in the 
early part of the twentieth century (photo: Ute Wartenberg). Compare with 
figures 18–19 (next spread), which show the machines in use in the middle of 
the twentieth century. One of the Janvier machines is also illustrated on  
a medal on the introductory page to this article.

Figure 6: Rob Vugteveen standing in front 
of shelves storing galvanos and dies at the 
former headquarters of MACO in Dayton, 
Nevada (photo: Ute Wartenberg).

Figures 7–8 (below): Dies stored at the 
former headquarters of MACO in Dayton, 
Nevada (photo: MACO).
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equally serious consideration was to prevent this ma-
terial from leaving the United States where it might 
have been used by enterprising companies to start  
an extensive reminting program.

When the Society embarked on this project in Feb-
ruary, the process of buying museum objects in a 
bankruptcy court was new to everyone at the ANS, 
although it seemed straightforward enough with the 
help of our attorneys. The entrepreneurial aspect was 
appealing, and we hoped that the Society’s purchase 
of all materials (dies, galvanos, paper records, med-
als, copyrights, and all sorts of other objects prior to 
1998) would happen by April or May. All other mate-
rials, in particular the dies for post 1998-medals were 
sold eventually to Medalcraft, Inc., a former competi-
tor of NWTM, which has now taken over the market 
share of this company. In the end, the court proceed-
ings were delayed by continued objections of vari-
ous stake-holders, in particular artists who worried 
about their dies being misused. They were given an 
opportunity to recover their dies through purchase, 
and some institutions such as Brookgreen Gardens 

Figure 9: Dies stored at the former headquarters of MACO in Dayton, Nevada (photo: Lou Manna).

Figure 10: Ute Wartenberg inspecting galvanos stored at the former 
headquarters of MACO in Dayton, Nevada (photo: Lou Manna).

Figures 11–13: Examples of galvanos acquired by the ANS 
from the MACO acquisition (photos: Lou Manna).
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Figures 14–24: Photographs acquired by the ANS depicting MACO’s 
offices and the production of medals in the early and middle part of 
the twentieth century, and the awarding of MACO produced medals 
(photos: MACO). 
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Figures 25–26: Preparing the cabinets 
containing the medals archive in Dayton, 
Nevada, for shipment to the ANS’s head-
quarters in New York City (photos: Ute 
Wartenberg).

bought all their dies directly. While these court pro-
ceedings were ongoing, the clock kept ticking since 
the building in Dayton was still full of assets, while 
money was running out to pay the remaining staff 
and the rent. When the ANS finally received court 
approval for its sale on June 13, 2018, only a few 
weeks remained in which to move the huge haul of 
what had then become ANS property.

Although the ANS has moved its collection twice in 
the last 15 years, packing and moving the Medallic 
Art Company materials was unprecedented. In prin-
ciple, there were different groups of materials: some 
15,000 dies, 15,000 galvanos and die-shells (includ-
ing those post-1998, which were left by Medalcraft 
for the ANS to take), an uncertain number of med-
als in the sample archives (totaling easily 15–20,000 
pieces), some 100 boxes of archival papers of NWTM 
and MACO, pieces of sculpture, and a lot of other 
material. We estimate that the material weighed over 
200,000 pounds. Luckily ANS was able to negotiate  

an agreement with Medalcraft and its CEO Jerry 
Moran in which all dies were being shipped to their 
headquarters in Wisconsin. ANS allows Medalcraft 
to use all dies still used for current customers, such as 
some of the famous ANS awards created in the early 
twentieth century, but has agreed to remove ca. 20%  
of the total holdings on an annual basis.

The archive of medals posed its own issues. In princi-
ple, all medals were organized by year with sequential 
numbers within each year, which allowed for a great 
system that was largely followed. What made pack-
ing difficult was that many medals were not packed in 
drawers but were instead in some state of re-organi-
zation or were simply orders which had not shipped. 
During two visits, I spent nine long days packing 
boxes that were then put on pallets ready for ship-
ping to New York (figs. 25–29). There was something 
sad about dismantling such a great company since 
much was lost in process: many interesting archives of 
company documents appear to have ended up in boxes 
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for the ongoing FBI investigation against Hansen and 
Erdmann. Knowing that someone had left a desk just 
before Christmas and then never being allowed back 
was also disconcerting. But all in all, the few remain-
ing MACO staff members were incredibly helpful. With-
out people like Edgar Chacon, Paul Wagner, Jennifer 
Baker, and a few others, packing c. 50,000 items in less 
than a month would have been impossible.

Perhaps the most difficult task was undoubtedly the 
massive collection of galvanos, die-shells and plasters. 
Rob Vugteveen took over this operation during which 
all objects were barcoded, photographed, packed, and 
stored in c. 1,000 large boxes (Fig. 30). The photography 
operations were undertaken in a highly streamlined 
production line with a dozen students working eight 
hours a day. I was fortunate that Fred Holabird intro-
duced me to Lou Manna, a photographer famous for his 
food pictures, who had set up and supervised the young 
group (Fig. 31). All of them worked hard in the un-air-
conditioned halls of MACO in late June when that part 
of Nevada has temperatures of over 100º F. After nearly 

three weeks, all 15,000 objects were barcoded and 
packed, and over 10,000 were photographed in high-
resolution. Rob Vugteveen and Fred Holabird located  
a warehouse space nearby where this part of the collec-
tion is now housed on a temporary basis.

The third part of the archival materials contained over 
10,000 medals and around 6,000 challenge coins as well 
as wall plaques, not to mention fifty or more boxes of 
archival material such as artwork, invoices, and letters 
from customers. The most important consideration of 
the move initially was placing all the material in a se-
cure, climate-controlled location.

Back at the ANS, we are still unpacking, trying to fig-
ure out what we actually acquired. A full-time curato-
rial manager has been hired, Taylor Hartley (Fig. 32), 
who wrote a Master’s thesis on Italian sculpture of 
the 1930 and 1940s. In an ideal world the American 
Numismatic Society would want to keep everything 
and only sell the actual duplicates, but this might be 
too ambitious a goal. For now, the checklist of dies 

Figures 27–29: The arrival of the cabinets containing the medals archive at the ANS’s headquarters in New York City 
(photos: Alan Roche).
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and medals prepared by the Medallic Art Company 
staff, including their former archivist Dick Johnson, 
will serve as a guide. This illustrated list will be pub-
lished shortly by the ANS as a 3-volume paperback 
set. What comes next will be discussed in greater de-
tail at a later stage when the extent of the historic and 
artistic value of the ANS holdings can be assessed in 
greater accuracy. I shall be preparing a second article 
for the next ANS Magazine in which the history of 
the company and actual objects will be discussed in 
greater detail.

Figure 32: Taylor Hartley at work on the MACO collection (photo: Emma Pratte).

Figure 30: Some of the boxes 
containing the galvanos ready 
to be moved out of the Dayton, 
Nevada MACO facility (photo: 
Lou Manna).

Figure 31: Students under the supervision of Lou Manna and Rob 
Vugteveen photographing the galvanos before packing them into boxes 
(photo: Lou Manna).




