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STRINE, Chancellor.

I. Introduction
Defendant Morgan Joseph Holdings, Inc. is an investment bank in which the
petitioners held Series A Preferred Stock. The petitioners bought their preferred stock
when Morgan Joseph was founded in 2001, helping to provide the initial funding for the
company. Until late 2010, Morgan Joseph had outstanding two classes of preferred stock
(Series A and Series B) and one class of common stock. The rights and designations of
HDFKVHULHVRISUHIHUUHGVWRFNZHUHVHWIRUWKLQ0RUJDQ-RVHSK¶VFHUWLILFDWHRI
LQFRUSRUDWLRQGDWHG-XQH WKH³&HUWLILFDWH´ 2Q'HFHPEHU0RUJDQ
Joseph merged with another investment bank, Tri-Artisan Capital Partners, LLC (the
³0HUJHU´ %RWK0RUJDQ-RVHSKDQG7UL-Artisan survived the Merger as wholly-owned
subsidiaries of a newly formed entity. A new Series A Preferred Stock, which was issued
by the newly formed entity and governed by a new certificate of incorporation, was
offered in exchange IRU0RUJDQ-RVHSK¶VROG6HULHV A Preferred Stock.
Instead of exchanging their Series A shares, the petitioners in this action
demanded appraisal under 8 Del. C. § 262. 8QGHUWKH&HUWLILFDWHDQ³$XWRmatic
5HGHPSWLRQ´RIWKH6eries A Preferred Stock at $100 per share would have been
triggered on July  WKH³-XO\ $XWRPDWLF5HGHPSWLRQ´ 1 The petitioners claim
that, because their stock was to be mandatorily redeemed six months after the Merger, the
court should take into account the $100 per share redemption value provided for in the
Certificate in determining the fair value of the Series A Preferred Stock. Morgan Joseph
denies that the Certificate established an unconditional obligation to redeem the Series A
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Preferred Stock on July 1, 2011, contending that any redemption of the Series A could
have been paid only from the ³([FHVV&DVK´ DVGHILQHGLQWKH&HUWLILFDWH WKDWMorgan
Joseph had at that time, and that the company would not likely have had any. Fact
discovery in the appraisal proceeding has not yet taken place.
The petitioners moved for partial summary judgment, claiming that as a matter of
law the July 1 Automatic Redemption was a mandatory redemption that was not subject
to a requirement that Morgan Joseph have Excess Cash available. In support of their
motion, the petitioners submitted as parol evidence confidential information material
used by Morgan Joseph to solicit investment in the Series A Preferred Stock in 2001 (the
³,QIRUPDWLRQ0DWHULDO´ FRQILUPLng their interpretation of the Certificate.
0RUJDQ-RVHSKFKDOOHQJHVWKHSHWLWLRQHUV¶reading of the Certificate, and broadens
the dispute by arguing that the July 1 Automatic Redemption right that was afforded to
the Series A holders is irrelevant to the fair value analysis in an appraisal. In other
words, Morgan Joseph argues that, for purposes of determining fair value in an appraisal
proceeding, the court should disregard the July 1 Automatic Redemption, because this
redemption right was not triggered by the Merger and had not occurred by the time that
the Merger became effective. 0RUJDQ-RVHSK¶VDUJXPHQWZRXOGHFOLSVHWKDWRIWKH
SHWLWLRQHUVEHFDXVHXQGHU0RUJDQ-RVHSK¶VDSSURDFK, the court, no matter how it
interprets the Certificate, would not be able to consider the July 1 Automatic Redemption
in appraising the preferred stock held by the petitioners.
This motion therefore presents two discrete questions of law: (i) whether the
July 1 Automatic Redemption was subject to an Excess Cash requirement under the
2

Certificate; and (ii) whether the court may properly consider a non-speculative,
contractually required redemption event set to occur six months after the Merger when
determining the fair value of the Series A Preferred Stock in the petitioners¶DSSUDLVDO
action. I answer these questions as follows.
I find that the July 1 Automatic Redemption was not subject to an Excess Cash
requirement under the Certificate. It is plain from the face of the Certificate that there
were two types of redemptions of the Series A Preferred Stock. The first, an Automatic
Redemption, depended on the occurrence of certain events, including a sale of
VXEVWDQWLDOO\DOORI0RUJDQ-RVHSK¶VDVVHWV, certain types of mergers, or an initial public
offering, that would trigger a requirement that Morgan Joseph redeem the outstanding
shares of Series A Preferred Stock and permit the Series A holders to harvest their
investment. One of these specifically identified harvest events was July 1, 2011, a date
ten years after Morgan -RVHSK¶Vinitial sale of the Series A Preferred Stock. By contrast,
tKHVHFRQGW\SHRIUHGHPSWLRQDQ³2SWLRQDO([FHVV&DVK5HGHPSWLRQ´ which I will
refer to in this opinion as simply an ³2SWLRQDO5HGHPSWLRQ,´ was an optional right to seek
redemption granted to the Series A holders in the event that Morgan Joseph became
profitable to the point where the company had a book value that exceeded its operating
expenses by at least 200%, i.e., the Excess Cash requirement.2 In other words, Optional
Redemptions were available when requested by a Series A holder only if the company
had Excess Cash, and were not automatic. The provision of the Certificate addressing
Automatic Redemptions, unlike the one addressing Optional Redemptions, made no
2
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mention of Morgan Joseph needing to have Excess Cash for the redemptions to take
place. Read as a whole and in context, it is clear that the Series A hROGHUV¶ULJKWWRDQ
Automatic Redemption upon the occurrence of the triggering events mentioned in the
Certificate were not subject to an Excess Cash requirement, and that only requests for
Optional Redemptions were. This reading also makes sense in light of the nature of the
events triggering an Automatic Redemption, all of which are ones that give a logical
economic reason for the senior preferred equity holders to obtain the full redemption
value of their shares.
Although I find that the Certificate is unambiguous, my decision in favor of the
petitioners is also supported by the parol evidence in the record. In response to the
Information Material submitted by the petitioners, Morgan Joseph chose not to file a rule
56(f) affidavit or to submit any conflicting parol evidence. The Information Material is a
powerful indication of the reasonable expectations of the Series A holders at the time of
their investment in Morgan Joseph because it involves the very marketing materials used
by Morgan Joseph in explaining the rights of the Series A Preferred Stock to those to
whom it sold those securities. This parol evidence makes clear that the Certificate could
not be reasonably read to subject Automatic Redemptions to an Excess Cash requirement,
and that Morgan Joseph portrayed July 1, 2011 as a maturity date on which the Series A
holders would get to harvest their investment on the terms set forth in the Certificate.
Furthermore, I conclude that it is appropriate for the court to consider the July 1
Automatic Redemption for purposes of the appraisal analysis, even though the Merger
occurred several months before the right was triggered. But for the Merger, the right of
4

the holders of Series A Preferred Stock would have been triggered on July 1, 2011; that
was not a speculative possibility, but rather a legally required mandate of the Certificate.
This redemption right is therefore distinguishable from cases in which this court has
refused to consider speculative possibilities in rendering an appraisal or preferred
stockholders were contractually told how their shares would be treated in the event of a
merger and that their redemption rights would be extinguished on certain terms. The core
mandate of § 262 requires this court to award the petitioners the ³IDLUYDOXHRI[their]
shares.´3 In the case of an appraisal of preferred stock, therefore, the court must look at
the contract rights granted to the shares being appraised under the relevant certificate of
incorporation or designation in determining fair value. Thus, I must consider the unique
contractual feature of the July 1 Automatic Redemption given to the Series A Preferred
Stock under the Certificate when I render my final appraisal decision.
II. The Relevant Terms Of The Certificate $QG7KH3DUWLHV¶&RPSHWLQJ,QWHUSUHWDWLRQV
Summary judgment is appropriate when there are no genuine issues as to any
material fact and the moving party is entitled to judgment as a matter of law.4 The court
must view the facts in the light most favorable to the non-moving party.5 Here, the
parties do not dispute any material facts. Rather, they differ on how the Certificate is to
be interpreted and wheWKHUWKHSHWLWLRQHUV¶ULJKWWRWKH July 1 Automatic Redemption
VKRXOGEHWDNHQLQWRDFFRXQWLQWKHFRXUW¶VGHWHUPLQDWLRQRIIDLUYDOXH in an appraisal
proceeding.
3

8 Del. C. § 262(h) (emphasis added).
Ct. Ch. R. 56(c).
5
E.g., United Rentals v. RAM Holdings, Inc., 937 A.2d 810, 829-30 (Del. Ch. 2007).
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Both sides believe that their contractual dispute can be determined solely by
reference to the terms of the Certificate. The redemption rights of the Series A holders
were governed by Article FOURTH, § B(5) of the Certificate, which provided for two
alternative forms of redemption: Automatic Redemptions and Optional Redemptions.
Automatic Redemptions were addressed in § B(5)(a) as follows:
To the extent any shares of Series A Preferred Stock remain outstanding «
such outstanding shares of Series A Preferred Stock shall be automatically
and mandatorily redeemed by the Corporation « at a rate equal to the
Series A Liquidation Preference per share upon the earlier to occur of any
RIWKHIROORZLQJ HDFKD³6HULHV$3UHIHUUHG6WRFN$XWRPDWLF5HGHPSWLRQ
(YHQW´ 
i)

July 1, 2011;

ii)

the consummation of a merger or consolidation in which the
holders of the voting power of the Corporation do not
continue to hold at least a majority of the voting power of the
surviving or resulting entity;

iii)

the consummation of a sale of all or substantially all the
assets of the Corporation;

iv)

the consummation of an initial public offering of the
&RUSRUDWLRQ¶V&RPPRQ6WRFN

v)

the consummation of any transaction in which the Series A
Preferred Shares are exchangeable for equity securities
(including equity securities of a company other than the
Corporation) of a class registered under the Securities
Exchange Act of 1934 «6

7KH³/LTXLGDWLRQ3UHIHUHQFH´WREHSDLGLQDQ$XWRPDWLF5HGHPSWLRQ was defined in the
Certificate as $100 per share of Series A Preferred Stock, subject to certain adjustments.7

6
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Certificate § B(5)(a) (emphasis added).
Id. § B(3).
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Section B(5)(b) of the Certificate provided for Optional Redemptions of the
Series A Preferred Stock:
Commencing with the fiscal year ending December 31, 2004, if the Book
Value « exceeds the Operating Expenses « by at least two hundred
percent (200%) (any such excess, WKH ³([FHVV &DVK´ , any holder may
elect to have shares of Series A Preferred Stock held by such holder and
Series A Voting Warrants held by such holder redeemed by the Corporation
at a rate of $200.00 per two shares of Series A Preferred Stock and one
SerLHV$9RWLQJ:DUUDQW«8
The petitioners and Morgan Joseph draw markedly different conclusions from these
provisions of the Certificate.
The petitioners argue that § B(5)(a) ± the subsection addressing Automatic
Redemptions ± created an unconditional obligation to redeem the Series A Preferred Stock,
subject only to the statutory capital requirements imposed by 8 Del. C. § 160. They
emphasize that § B(5)(a) said nothing about Automatic Redemptions being subject to the
availability of Excess Cash, while any Optional Redemptions under § B(5)(b) were
expressly conditioned upon Morgan Joseph having Excess Cash available. The petitioners
assert that the contrast between these two provisions shows that Automatic Redemptions
were not subject to an Excess Cash requirement, pointing out that Morgan Joseph knew
how to draft language that conditioned redemption upon the existence of Excess Cash, such
as the language in § B(5)(b), but did not include such language in § B(5)(a).
By contrast, Morgan Joseph relies on the ³5HGHPSWLRQ0HFKDQLVPV´VHWIRUWKLQ
§ B(5)(c) of the Certificate to argue that an Excess Cash requirement would in fact apply
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to Automatic Redemptions as well as Optional Redemptions. Section B(5)(c) provided,
in relevant part:
Upon the occurrence of a Series A Preferred Stock Automatic Redemption
Event, or if upon the conclusion of the Redemption Period any Optional
Excess Cash Redemption Notices have been received, the Corporation shall
mail a written notice « to each holder of record of Series A Preferred
Stock to be redeemed « specifying the date on which such redemption will
RFFXU WKH³5HGHPSWLRQ'DWH´ « If the Excess Cash legally available for
redemption of the outstanding shares of Series A Preferred Stock on any
Redemption Date « is insufficient to redeem the total number of shares of
Series A Preferred Stock to be redeemed on such date, such Excess Cash
which is legally available will be used first to redeem on a pro rata basis,
based upon the number of shares for which redemption was requested or is
required, the maximum possible number of shares of Series A Preferred
held by stockholders who were not directors, officers, or employees of the
Corporation on the date on which they acquired their shares of Series A
Preferred Stock with respect to which redemption was requested or is
required; and any remaining such Excess Cash which is legally available
will be used to redeem on a pro rata basis, based upon the number of
shares for which redemption was requested or is required, the maximum
possible number of shares of Series A Preferred Stock held by stockholders
who were directors, officers, or employees of the Corporation on the date
on which they acquired their shares of Series A Preferred Stock with
respect to which redemption was requested or is required «.9
Morgan Joseph argues that § B(5)(c) rendered the Excess Cash limitation
applicable to Automatic Redemptions under § B(5)(a) as well as to Optional
Redemptions under § B(5)(b). First, Morgan Joseph notes that the date on which a
³Series $3UHIHUUHG6WRFN$XWRPDWLF5HGHPSWLRQ(YHQW´ occurred was included in the
GHILQHGWHUP³5HGHPSWLRQ'DWH´LQWKH first part of § B(5)(c). Second, Morgan Joseph
argues that § B(5)(c) imposed the Excess Cash requirement on Automatic Redemptions
by describing what would happen if the company did not have enough Excess Cash on

9
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³any 5HGHPSWLRQ'DWH´10 That is, the sentence of § B(5)(c) that detailed the distribution
scheme obliquely did to Automatic Redemptions what § (B)(5)(b) did plainly and clearly
to Optional Redemptions. Having supposedly made this clear in this way in § B(5)(c),
there was no need for the drafters of the Certificate to refer to Excess Cash in § B(5)(a),
the subsection that dealt most directly with Automatic Redemptions.
III. The PetitionHUV¶0RWLRQ)RU3DUWLDO6XPPDU\-XGJPHQW,V*UDQWHG
A. Under The Certificate, Automatic Redemptions Were Not Subject To An Excess
Cash Requirement
A certificate of incorporation is a contract among the stockholders of the
corporation to which the standard rules of contract interpretation apply.11 I must
therefore take 'HODZDUH¶VZHOO-established contract interpretation principles and apply
them to the Certificate.
The beginning point is easy. ³&ontracts are to be interpreted as written, and effect
must EHJLYHQWRWKHLUFOHDUDQGXQDPELJXRXVWHUPV´12 In the first instance, the court
therefore must attempt to discern the meaning of a contract and the intent of the parties

10

Id.
Waggoner v. Laster, 581 A.2d 1127, 1134 (Del. 1990); see also Matulich v. Aegis Communs.
Essar Invs., Ltd., 942 A.2d 596, 600 (Del. 2008) QRWLQJWKDW³ULJKWVRISUHIHUUHGVKDUHKROGHUVDUH
primarily conWUDFWXDOLQQDWXUH´ In re Appraisal of Ford Holdings, Inc. Preferred Stock, 698
A.2d 973, 977 (Del. Ch. 1997) ³7RWKHH[WHQWLWSRVVHVVHVDQ\ULJKWVRUSRZHUVDQGWRWKHH[WHQW
it is restricted or limited in any way, the relation between the holder of [preferred stock] and the
FRUSRUDWLRQLVFRQWUDFWXDO´ .
12
Willie Gary LLC v. James & Jackson LLC, 2006 WL 75309, at *5 (Del. Ch. Jan. 10, 2006),
DII¶d, 906 A.2d 76 (Del. 2006).
11
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from the language that they used, as read from the perspective of a reasonable third
party.13
What is a bit more complicated here are some of the interpretive principles that
come into play when a contract is ³IDLUO\VXVFHSWLEOHRIGLIIHUHQWLQWHUSUHWDWLRQV´ and
therefore ambiguous.14 In that event, the court must turn to secondary methods of
interpretation.
In the case of documents like certificates of incorporation or designation, the kinds
of parol evidence frequently available in the case of warmly negotiated bilateral
agreements are rarely available.15 Investors usually do not have access to any of the
drafting history of such documents, and must rely on what is publicly available to them to

13

See SI Mgmt. L.P. v. Wininger, 707 A.2d 37, 42 (Del. 1998); Kaiser Aluminum Corp. v.
Matheson, 681 A.2d 392, 395 (Del. 1996); Rhone-Poulenc Basic Chemicals Co. v. Am. Motorists
Ins. Co., 616 A.2d 1192, 1196 (Del. 1992).
14
Smith v. Nu-West Indus., 2000 WL 1641248, at *4 (Del. Ch. Oct 25, 2000) (quoting Kaiser,
681 A.2d at 395).
15
Compare Eagle Indus., Inc. v. DeVilbiss Health Care, Inc., 702 A.2d 1228,1232-33 (Del.
1997) (holding that, if there is an ambiguous provision in a negotiated bilateral agreement, parol
evidence should be considered if it would tend to help the court interpret that provision), with
Kaiser, 681 A.2d at 397 (consideration of parol evidence for common understanding of a
FHUWLILFDWHRIGHVLJQDWLRQZDVLQDSSURSULDWHEHFDXVHLWZRXOGUHYHDOLQIRUPDWLRQ³DERXWWKH
thoughts and positions of, at most, the issuer anGWKHXQGHUZULWHU´QRWWKHLQYHVWRUVLQWKH
preferred stock issued under the certificate). Generally, if a contract is ambiguous, the court may
consider parol evidence for the common understanding of the language in controversy, see AT&T
Corp. v. Lillis, 953 A.2d 241, 253 (Del. 2008), but there are limits on the evidence that may be
considered for this purpose. Only ³>D@JUHHPHQWVDQGQHJRWLDWLRQVSULRUWRRUFRQWHPSRUDQHRXV
ZLWKWKHDGRSWLRQRIDZULWLQJ´DUHDGPLVVLEOH RESTATEMENT (SECOND) OF CONTRACTS § 214
(1981). Furthermore, ³XQOHVVH[WULQVLFHYLGHQFHFDQVSHDNWRWKHLQWHQWRIall parties to a
FRQWUDFWLWSURYLGHVDQLQFRPSOHWHJXLGHZLWKZKLFKWRLQWHUSUHWFRQWUDFWXDOODQJXDJH´ because
WKHUHPXVWEH³VRPHFRQQHFWLRQEHWZHHQthe expectations of contracting parties revealed by
extrinsic HYLGHQFHDQGWKHZD\FRQWUDFWWHUPVZHUHDUWLFXODWHGE\WKRVHSDUWLHV´ Wininger, 707
A.2d at 43 (emphasis in original). But see Airgas, Inc. v. Air Prods. & Chemicals, Inc., 8 A.3d
1182, 1191 (Del. 2010) (the subjective belief of corporate managers that a charter prevented
stockholders from moving the annual meeting date for the corporation forward if that would
shorten their terms by months was accepted as evidence to resolve an ambiguity).
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understand their rights as investors. Thus, the subjective, unexpressed views of entity
managers and the drafters who work for them about what a certificate means has
traditionally been of no legal consequence, as it is not proper parol evidence as
understood in our contract law.16
Rather, in these contexts, another method of resolving ambiguity comes into play,
which involves interpreting ambiguities against the drafter.17 Our Supreme Court has
frequently invoked this doctrine of contra proferentem to resolve ambiguities about the
rights of investors in the governing instruments of business entities.18 This is even true in
the case of investors in preferred stock. For example, our Supreme Court held in the
Kaiser case that when a certificate of designation of a corporation governing the rights of
preferred stockholders is ambiguous, the doctrine of interpretation against the drafter

16

See Kaiser, 681 A.2d at 397-98 (refusing to consider parol evidence to interpret ambiguous
certificate of designation because the evidence would not speak to the reasonable expectations of
the investors); see also Wininger, 707 A.2d at 43-44 (finding that consideration of parol evidence
was inappropriate where a general partner solicited and signed on 1,850 investors to a ³WDNHLWRU
OHDYHLW´ partnership agreement that those investors had no involvement in drafting).
17
See RESTATEMENT OF CONTRACTS § 206 (1981  ³,QFKRRVLQg among the reasonable meanings
of a promise or agreement or a term thereof, that meaning is generally preferred which operates
against the party who supplies the words or from whom DZULWLQJRWKHUZLVHSURFHHGV´ 
18
See, e.g., Wininger, 707 A.2d at 43 (holding that ambiguous terms in a partnership agreement
that was drafted only by the general partner should be construed against the general partner
under the principle of contra proferentem); Penn Mut. Life Ins. Co. v. Oglesby, 695 A.2d 1146,
1149-50 (Del. 1997) ³,WLVWKHREOLJDWLRQRI«the issuer of securities to make the terms of the
operative document understandable to a reasonable investor whose rights are affected by the
document. Thus, if the contract in such a setting is ambiguous, the principle of contra
proferentem GLFWDWHVWKDWWKHFRQWUDFWPXVWEHFRQVWUXHGDJDLQVWWKHGUDIWHU´ ; see also Stockman
v. Heartland Indus. Partners, L.P., 2009 WL 2096213, at *5 (Del. Ch. July 14, 2009) (noting
WKDWZKHQDQHQWLW\¶VRUJDQL]LQJGRFXPHQWLVDPELJXRXV DQG³PDNHVSURPLVHVWRSDUWLHVZKRGLG
QRWSDUWLFLSDWHLQQHJRWLDWLQJWKHDJUHHPHQW´'HODZDUHFRXUWVDSSO\WKHSULQFLSOHRIcontra
proferentem).
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should be invoked in favor of the preferred stockholders.19 Thus, in that context, if a
certificate of designation can be reasonably read in the manner the investor in preferred
stock advances, the ambiguity should be resolved in her favor.20 The policy reason for
this was put clearly by the Supreme Court: ³[W]hen faced with an ambiguous provision
in a document such as [a certificate of designation], the court must construe the document
to adhere to the reasonable expectations of the investors who purchased the security and
WKHUHE\VXEMHFWHGWKHPVHOYHVWRWKHWHUPVRIWKHFRQWUDFW´21
This use of contra proferentem in the context of preferred stock arguably is in
tension with another principle of Delaware law. A line of precedent holds that
preferences claimed by preferred stockholders must be clearly set forth in a certificate of
incorporation or designation and will not be presumed or implied by the court.22 In the
case of Elliot Associates, L.P. v. Avatex Corporation,23 our Supreme Court recognized
the potential tension in applying the doctrine of contra proferentem to interpret a
certificate addressing preferred stock, by stating:
[The] precedential parameters [of interpretation] are simply stated: Any
rights, preference and limitations of preferred stock that distinguish that
stock from common stock must be expressly and clearly stated « >DQG@
19

Kaiser, 681 A.2d at 398-99.
Id.; In re Appraisal of Ford Holdings, Inc. Preferred Stock, 698 A.2d 973, 978 (Del. Ch.
1997).
21
Kaiser, 681 A.2d at 399.
22
5RWKVFKLOG,QW¶O&RUSY/LJJHWW*URXS,QF, 474 A.2d 133, 136 (Del. 1984) ³6WRFN
SUHIHUHQFHVPXVW«EHFOHDUO\H[SUHVVHGDQGZLOOQRWEHSUHVXPHG´ Waggoner v. Laster, 581
A.2d 1127, 1135 (Del. 1990) VWDWLQJWKDW³VWRFNSUHIHUHQFHV«PXVWEHVWULFWO\FRQVWUXHG´DQG
³>X@QGHUWKHUXOHRIVWULFWFRQVWUXFWLRQDQ\DPELJXLW\>LQWKHUHOHYDQWFHUWLILFDWH@PXVWEH
UHVROYHGDJDLQVWJUDQWLQJWKHFKDOOHQJHGSUHIHUHQFHVULJKWVRUSRZHUV´RISUHIHUUHGVWRFN see
also Baron v. Allied Artists Pictures Corp., 337 A.2d 653, 657 (Del. Ch. 1975) (noting that
³SUHIHUHQFHVDWWDFKLQJWRVWRFNDUHWKHH[FHSWLRQDQGDUHWREHVWULFWO\FRQVWUXHG´ 
23
715 A.2d 843 (Del. 1998).
20
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will not be presumed or implied. The other doctrine states that when there
is a hopeless ambiguity attributable to the corporate drafter that could
mislead a reasonable investor such ambiguity must be construed in favor of
the reasonable expectation of the investor and against the drafter.24
One could argue that these interpretative principles come into direct conflict in a
very particular context. Imagine a situation where preferred stockholders argue that a
certificate of designation can be reasonably read to grant a particular preference. The
court agrees, but also agrees with the corporation that the relevant provision in the
certificate is not clear. There is no parol evidence on the subject. Do the preferred
stockholders win because of contra proferentem? Or does the corporation win because
preferences of preferred stock ³ZLOOQRWEHSUHVXPHG´25 unless they are clearly expressed
in the certificate?
The parties have not shed useful light on this problem, which I believe could be
side-stepped here even if the Certificate were ambiguous because this is a rare context
where probative extrinsic evidence does exist. The principle that the preferences of
preferred stockholders must not be presumed, but rather be clearly expressed, does not, it
seems to me, prevent a court from consulting parol evidence, if that is available. Avatex
itself seems to require this resolution, as it suggested that the prior decision of Waggoner
v. Laster, which LGHQWLILHG³VWULFWFRQVWUXFWLRQ´DVWKHDQDO\WLFDOPHWKRGRORJ\IRU
interpreting stock preferences, was problematic.26 Avatex, and cases like Kaiser, which

24

Id. at 852-53.
Rothschild, 474 A.2d at 136.
26
Avatex, 715 A.2d at 853 n.46 (noting that the Supreme Court continued to approve the holding
in WaggonerEXWGLGQRW³DSSURYHWKHFRQWLQXHGXVHRIWKHWHUPµVWULFWFRQVWUXFWLRQ¶DV
appropriately describing the judicial process of analyzing the existence and scope of the
25
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did not mention any requirement of strict construction, therefore suggest to me that this
disciplinary principle of narrow interpretation of stock preferences is not intended to
blind a court to all relevant evidence, but instead to prevent the judiciary from implying
or presuming preferences without a clear basis for doing so.27 In other words, unless the
parol evidence resolves the ambiguity with clarity in favor of the preferred stock, the
preferred stockholders should lose.28
With these interpretative principles in mind, I will now discuss why I believe the
SHWLWLRQHUV¶LQWHUSUHWDWLRn is the correct one.

contractual statement of preferences in certificates of incorporation or certificates of
GHVLJQDWLRQ´ 
27
&I+DUUDK¶V(QWP¶W,QFY-&&+ROGLQJ&R, 802 A.2d 294, 309-13 (Del. Ch. 2002). In
+DUUDK¶V, this court considered the interplay between the availability of extrinsic evidence and a
rule of construction similar to the policy principle against reading stock preferences broadly. In
+DUUDK¶V, that was the LQWHUSUHWLYHSULQFLSOHWKDW³ZKHQDFRUSRUDWHFKDUWHULVDOOHJHGWRFRQWDin a
UHVWULFWLRQRQWKHIXQGDPHQWDOHOHFWRUDOULJKWVRIVWRFNKROGHUVXQGHUGHIDXOWSURYLVLRQVRIODZ«
WKHUHVWULFWLRQPXVWEHµFOHDUDQGXQDPELJXRXV¶WREHHQIRUFHDEOH´Id. at 310 (quoting Centaur
3DUWQHUV,9Y1DW¶O,QWHUJURXS,QF, 582 A.2d 923, 927 (Del. 1990)). The court addressed the
question of how to apply that rule of construction favoring the free exercise of franchise rights
when relevant parol evidence bearing on the intentions of both the drafter and the stockholders
was available, findinJWKDWLWZDVKDUGWRUHDGSULRUFDVHV³DVFXWWLQJRIIDUHYLHZRIH[WULQVLF
HYLGHQFH´LQWKDWFRQWH[W+DUUDK¶V, 802 A.2d at 312. The court concluded that the rule of
FRQVWUXFWLRQVKRXOGDSSO\DVD³GHDGORFNEUHDNHU´WKDWDSSOLHGafter a full review of all
admissible evidence. Id. at 312-13. Put otherwise, if an alleged restriction on franchise rights in
a corporate charter is ambiguous and there is parol evidence that can be properly considered,
under the analytical methodology articulated in +DUUDK¶VWKHFRXUWVKRXOG³LQWHUSUHWWKHFRQWUDFW
LQWKHPDQQHUWKDWLVWKHOHDVWUHVWULFWLYHRIHOHFWRUDOULJKWV´XQOHVVWKHUHLV³FOHDUDQG
FRQYLQFLQJ´H[WULQVLFHYLGHQFHLQVXSSRUWRIWKHUHVWULFWLRQId. at 311-12.
28
I admit to having a harder time reconciling the interpretive principles juxtaposed in Avatex
when no parol evidence is available, as is more typically the case in these contexts. If a
certificate can be read to either give special rights to the preferred stock or not to do so, who
wins? Making this decision more difficult is the fact that other investors rely on the certificate
and other publicly available documents describing the certificate, and granting rights to the
preferred stock on the basis of an ambiguous certificate could disrupt the reasonable expectations
of the other investors.
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A review of the plain language of the Certificate demonstrates that, by relying on
§ B(5)(c), Morgan Joseph is straining to create an ambiguity when in fact there is none.
As the petitioners point out, there was no reference WR³([cHVV&DVK´LQ B(5)(a), which
was the logical place in which to impose such a requirement. Such a restriction would
also have been symmetrical with how the Excess Cash condition was applied to Optional
Redemptions. Optional Redemptions were addressed in § B(5)(b) of the Certificate, and
they were expressly and directly conditioned on the availability of Excess Cash.
,QWKH0HUJHUWKDWJDYHULVHWRWKHSHWLWLRQHUV¶DSSUDLVDOULJKWVWKHFRQVLGHUDWLRQ
that was offered to the petitioners and other Series A holders was new Series A Preferred
Stock subject to a new certificate of incorporation. In that new certificate, § B(5)(a) of
the old Certificate was changed to subject Automatic Redemptions of the new Series A to
an Excess Cash requirement explicitly.29 ThXV0RUJDQ-RVHSK¶VRZQXQGLVSXWHG
conduct suggests that the logical place to impose an Excess Cash limitation on Automatic
Redemptions would have been in § B(5)(a).
The plain language of the Certificate does not indicate that the Automatic
Redemption provision in § B(5)(a) would be, as Morgan Joseph contends, subject to the
distribution scheme set forth in § B(5)(c). Section B(5)(c) contained instructions for
redeeming the Series A Preferred Stock in the event that either an Automatic Redemption

29

First Burton Aff. Ex. 1 at 4. Specifically, Article FOURTH, § B(5)(a) of the new certificate of
LQFRUSRUDWLRQQRZSURYLGHV³$OORXWVWDQGLQJVKDUHVRI6HULHV A Preferred Stock shall (to the
extent of Excess Cash « OHJDOO\DYDLODEOHIRUUHGHPSWLRQRIWKHRXWVWDQGLQJVKDUHVRI6HULHV A
3UHIHUUHG6WRFNRQDQ\6HULHV$5HGHPSWLRQ'DWH«EHDXWRPDWLFDOO\DQGPDQGDWRULO\
UHGHHPHGE\WKH&RUSRUDWLRQ«XSRQWKHHDUOLHUWRRFFXURIDQ\RIWKH>WULJJHULQJHYHQWV@´Id.
(emphasis added).
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or Optional Redemption took place. The first sentence of § B(5)(c), which defined
³5HGHPSWLRQ'DWH´Flearly and unambiguously applied to both types of redemptions.
This makes sense because both an Automatic Redemption and Optional Redemptions
would require an effective date. But, the sentence of § B(5)(c) that detailed the
distribution scheme in the event that Morgan Joseph did not have enough Excess Cash to
go around applied only to Optional Redemptions. Morgan Joseph points to the beginning
of this sentence, which stated³>L@IWKH([FHVV&DVKOHJDOO\DYDLODEOHIRUUHGHPSWLRQ «
on any Redemption Date,´30 DQGDUJXHVWKDWWKHZRUG³DQ\´PHDQVWKDWWKHGLVWULEXWLon
scheme applied to both types of redemptions, and that this was intended as a way to
subject Automatic Redemptions, like Optional Redemptions, to an Excess Cash
requirement. This does not strike me as a reasonable reading. The reasonable
interpretation, by contrast, is that the reference to ³DQ\ Redemption Date´ZDs just a
measuring rod (the when) for Optional Redemptions, which could come in at a variety of
times due to the requests of different Series A holders. The sentence describing pro rata
distributions did not turn Automatic Redemptions into Optional Redemptions subject to
the Excess Cash pre-condition set forth in § B(5)(b). Rather, it simply explained how an
Optional Redemption would work in the event that there was not enough Excess Cash to
satisfy all demands.
Further, Morgan Joseph fails to address the obvious categorical difference
between the triggering events for Automatic Redemptions and for Optional Redemptions
that emerges from the face of the Certificate. Under the Certificate, an Automatic
30

Certificate § B(5)(c) (emphasis added).
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Redemption would be triggered largely by strategic events ± a sale of substantially all
assets, an initial public offering, or a merger in which Morgan Joseph was not the
survivor. These are the sort of benchmark events that commonly trigger the right of a
preferred security holder to receive a preference return based on its place in the capital
hierarchy.31 In colloquial terms, these are harvest events. It is evident that July 1, 2011
was also such a harvest event, and was chosen consciously. The Series A Preferred Stock
was issued exactly ten years before July 1, 2011. The only reasonable way to read the
Certificate was that the Series A holders were entitled to an Automatic Redemption upon
the occurrence of any of the harvest triggers listed in § B(5)(a) of the Certificate, and at
the latest on July 1, 2011, ten years after their investment was made. This right to an
Automatic Redemption was not subject to any Excess Cash requirement; rather, payment
was due to the Series A holders as the senior security holders so long as the company had
31

See 1DWLRQDO9HQWXUH&DSLWDO$VVRFLDWLRQ ³19&$´ 0RGHO7HUP6KHHWDW-3, available at
http://www.nvca.org/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=108&Itemid=136
(last visited Jan  ³$PHUJHURUFRQVROLGDWLRQ RWKHUWKDQRQHLQZKLFKVWRFNKROGHUVRI
the Company own a majority by voting power of the outstanding shares of the surviving or
acquiring corporation) and a sale, lease, transfer, exclusive license or other disposition of all or
VXEVWDQWLDOO\DOORIWKHDVVHWVRIWKH&RPSDQ\ZLOOEHWUHDWHGDVDOLTXLGDWLRQHYHQW D³'HHPHG
/LTXLGDWLRQ(YHQW´ WKHUHE\WULJJHULQJSD\PHQWRIWKHOLTXLGDWLRQSUHIHUHQFHVGHVFULEHGDERYH
[unless the holders of [___]% of the Series A Preferred elect otherwise]. >7KH,QYHVWRUV¶
entitlement to their liquidation preference shall not be abrogated or diminished in the event part
of the consideration is subject to escrow in connection with a Deemed Liquidation Event.@´)
(brackets in original); see also NVCA Model Certificate of Incorporation § 2.3, available at
http://www.nvca.org/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=108&Itemid=136
(last visited Jan. 12, 2012) VLPLODUO\GHILQLQJ³'HHPHG/LTXLGDWLRQ(YHQW´ Joseph W. Bartlett
et al., Advanced Private Equity Term Sheets and Series A Documents §  ³6HULHV A
3UHIHUUHG0RGHO&HUWLILFDWHRI'HVLJQDWLRQ´ DW-   ³7KHPHUJHURUFRQVROLGDWLRQRI
the Company into or with another corporation which results in the exchange of outstanding
shares of the Company for securities or other consideration issued or paid or caused to be issued
or paid by such other corporation or an affiliate thereof (except if such merger or consolidation
does not result in the transfer of more than 50 percent of the voting securities of the Company),
or the sale of all or substantially all the assets of the Company, shall be deemed to be a
liquidation, dissolution or winding up of the Company for purposes of this Section «´ .
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legally available funds to make the redemption.32 In other words, the Series A holders, as
holders of senior preferred securities, were entitled to harvest their investment at the
latest after ten years were up. By contrast, the Series A holders could only exercise their
right to an Optional Redemption if Morgan Joseph was sufficiently in the plush with
Excess Cash.
8QGHU0RUJDQ-RVHSK¶V strained reading of the UHIHUHQFHWR³DQ\5HGHPSWLRQ
'DWH´LQwhat is the penultimate sentence in § B(5)(c) of the Certificate, the careful
categorization set up by §§ B(5)(a) and B(5)(b) between Automatic Redemptions, on the
one hand, and Optional Redemptions, on the other, would have been eradicated by an
incredible linguistic bank shot. Such linguistic bank shots might be employed
occasionally by novelists striving to be seen DVGHVHUYLQJRIWKHDSSHOODWLRQ³DZULWHURI
OLWHUDU\ILFWLRQ´1RUHDVRQDEOHFRQWUDFWGUDIWHUZRXOGhave used that sentence of
§ B(5)(c) ± a subsection dealing with the mechanics for effecting redemptions ± to
subject the category of Automatic Redemptions set forth in § B(5)(a) to the same
substantive Excess Cash requirement that the drafter had explicitly and directly, rather
than implicitly and obliquely, subjected Optional Redemptions to in § B(5)(b). Such an
inconsistent use of obliqueness would have served no evident drafting purpose. Put
simply, the Certificate can only be reasonably read in the manner the petitioners suggest.
Even if the Certificate were ambiguous, the parol evidence makes clear that the
petitioners¶ interpretation is indisputably correct. The petitioners submitted evidence that
shows the shared beliefs of the parties at the time that Morgan Joseph sold its Series A
32

See 8 Del. C. § 160.
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Preferred Stock: the Information Material used by Morgan Joseph to market the Series A
to investors. Because Morgan Joseph drafted the Information Material and put it into
circulation, it is strong evidence of what Morgan Joseph believed when it authored the
Certificate. Most important, because the Information Material was used as advertising to
the buyers of the Series A Preferred Stock, it speaks to the reasonable expectations of the
Series A investors. For these reasons, the Information Material is very powerful parol
evidence that may be properly considered by the court. Moreover, Morgan Joseph has
failed to advance any contradictory parol evidence or explain through a Rule 56(f)
affidavit how discovery would generate admissible parol evidence.
The Information Material summarized the provisions of the Certificate that
addressed the redemption rights of the Series A Preferred Stock, and its descriptions of
these provisions accord with the petiWLRQHUV¶LQWHUSUHWDWLRQRIWKHUHOHYDQW language. For
example, the Information Material discussed the pro rata distribution scheme
contemplated by § B(5)(c) only in its description of the terms of Optional Redemptions.
It described Automatic Redemptions separately, and that description, like the provision in
§ B(5)(a) of the Certificate, did not suggest in any way that Automatic Redemptions were
subject to an Excess Cash requirement or that the waterfall provisions applicable to
Optional Redemptions under § B(5)(c) when Excess Cash is lacking applied at all to
Automatic Redemptions. The summary of the distribution scheme was also prefaced in
the Information Material E\WKHZRUGV³>L@IWKHDPRXQWRIFDVKDYDLODEOHfor Optional
Excess Cash Redemptions « is not sufficient for all Preferred Shareholders seeking to
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redeem «´33 This description shows that the Excess Cash requirement was meant to
apply only to Optional Redemptions, and not to Automatic Redemptions.
The Information Material also supports a reading of the July 1 Automatic
Redemption as a harvest event for the holders of the Series A Preferred Stock. It
described the July 1 Automatic Redemption in a stand-alone section, entitled
³5HGHPSWLRQAt Maturity.´34 The title of this description, along with the fact that the
Information Material separates out the July 1 Automatic Redemption from its description
of other events triggering an Automatic Redemption, shows that the July 1 Automatic
Redemption was presented to the investors in the Series A Preferred Stock as the definite
last date on which they had a firm right to exit their investment ± an exit opportunity not
contingent on the existence of Excess Cash.
For all these reasons, the Series A would have had a right to an Automatic
Redemption on July 1, 2011 that was not subject to the existence of Excess Cash, but
would have had to be paid to the extent the company had legally available funds.
B. The July 1 AXWRPDWLF5HGHPSWLRQ,V5HOHYDQW7R7KH&RXUW¶V'HWHUPLQDWLRQ
Of Fair Value In An Appraisal Proceeding
Under 8 Del. C. § P\WDVNLQDQDSSUDLVDOSURFHHGLQJLVWR³GHWHUPLQH the fair
value of the shares exclusive of any element of value arising from the accomplishment or
expectation of the merger or consolidation´WDNLQJLQWRDFFRXQW³DOOUHOHYDQWIDFWRUV´35

33

First Burton Aff. Ex. 3 at 6 (emphasis added).
Id. at 5.
35
8 Del. C. § 262(h) (emphasis added).
34
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Not only that, our Supreme Court has required this court to take into account all
non-speculative information bearing on the value of the shares at issue in an appraisal.36
Applied here, that means that when the court values the Series A Preferred Stock,
it must take into account the economic reality that the Series A would have been entitled
to a mandatory redemption on July 1, 2011, just six months after the Merger. The ability
of the Series A holders to receive the full $100 per share on July 1, 2011 would of course
have depended on whether Morgan Joseph had sufficient legally available funds to effect
the redemption, but that specific, non-speculative contractual right was inarguably an
important economic factor bearing on the value of the Series A as of the Merger date that
any reasonable investor or market participant would have taken into account.37

36

Weinberger v. UOP, 457 A.2d 701, 713 (Del. 1983).
Because July 1, 2011 was unquestionably an event triggering Automatic Redemption under the
Certificate, this case is distinguishable from In re Appraisal of Metromedia International Group,
Inc., 971 A.2d 893 (Del. Ch. 2009), a case relied upon by Morgan Joseph in arguing that the
July 1 Automatic Redemption cannot be considered for appraisal purposes. Metromedia was an
appraisal action brought by dissenting preferred stockholders of Metromedia International
Group, Inc. The preferred shares held by the Metromedia petitioners had, under the relevant
certificate of designation, a liquidation preference of $50 per share, and Metromedia had the
right to redeem each preferred share at $50 per share. The petitioners asked the court to award
DQDSSUDLVDOYDOXHWKDWZDVEDVHGRQ³ZKDWSUHIHUUHGKROGHUVZRXOGKDYHEHHQHQWLWOHGWRKDG
their stock been redeemed or had theUHEHHQDOLTXLGDWLRQHYHQW´DUJXLQJWKDWWKHUHGHPSWLRQRI
the preferred shares would occur in three to five years because the private equity buyer of
Metromedia would probably seek to exit its investment within that time frame. Id. at 904-05.
The court rejected this argument. &KDQFHOORU&KDQGOHUIRXQGWKDWWKHSHWLWLRQHUV¶DVVXPSWLRQ
ZDV³VSHFXODWLYHLQWKDWLWDVVXPHVWKHSUREDELOLW\RIDIXWXUHHYHQWWKDWLVQRWFHUWDLQWRRFFXU
DQGWKDWKDVQRWRFFXUUHGDVRIWKHDSSUDLVDOGDWH´ Id. at 905. Chancellor Chandler noted that
WKHFHUWLILFDWHRIGHVLJQDWLRQGLGQRW³FRQWHPSODWHWKHSUREDELOLW\RIIXWXUHHYHQWV´DQGWKDWWKH
OLNHOLKRRGRIUHGHPSWLRQRIWKHSUHIHUUHGVWRFNRFFXUULQJVHHPHGUHPRWHZDV³DWOHDVW
VSHFXODWLYH´DQGZDVQRWVXSSRUWHGE\WKe certificate of designation. Id. Thus, the
³XQWULJJHUHG´UHGHPSWLRQULJKWRIWKHSUHIHUUHGVWRFk offered no non-speculative basis on which
the court was able to responsibly rely in an appraisal action. Id. at 906.
Here, there is no question about the probability that an event triggering an Automatic
Redemption under the Certificate would have taken place. The July 1 Automatic Redemption,
although untriggered because the Merger took place before that date, had to occur on July 1,
37
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It is by no means unusual to recognize that the value of preferred stock often
depends materially on its contractual features. As a general rule, preferred stock has the
VDPHDSSUDLVDOULJKWVDVFRPPRQVWRFNEXW³[u]nlike common stock, the value of
preferred stock is determined solely from the contract rights conferred upon it in the
FHUWLILFDWHRIGHVLJQDWLRQ´38 Therefore, when determining the fair value of preferred
stock, the court must consider WKHFRQWUDFWXSRQZKLFKWKHSUHIHUUHGVWRFN¶VYDOXHwas
based.39
At the trial stage, therefore, this court will have to perform two related, but
discrete tasks. It will have to value Morgan Joseph under the standards applicable in
appraisals. This means that I will have to determine the fair value of Morgan Joseph as a
going concern as of the Merger date.40 But the percentage of that entity value that should
be awarded to the Series A Preferred Stock must, as a matter of legal and economic
2011, a mere six months after the Merger. Thus, the redemption right in controversy here, in
contrast to the redemption right at issue in Metromedia, was not in any way contingent on other
factors.
38
Metromedia, 971 A.2d at 900.
39
See id. In fact, the certificate governing a series of preferred stock may preempt the rights of
the preferred stockholders to appraisal. See In re Appraisal of Ford Holdings, Inc. Preferred
Stock$G 'HO&K  ZKHQWKHWHUPVRISUHIHUUHGVWRFN³FOHDUO\GHVFULEH>G@
an agreement between the [preferred stockholders] and the company regarding the consideration
WREHUHFHLYHG´E\WKHVWRFNKROGHUVLQWKHHYHQWRIDVSHFLILFW\SHRIPHUJHUDQGWKDWVSHFLILF
type of merger occurred, the stockholders were deemed to have waived their appraisal rights and
were only entitled to the compensation provided for in the governing certificate). Here, unlike
the preferred stockholders in Ford, the Series A holders have not waived their right to appraisal ±
the $100 per share Liquidation Preference was clearly not triggered by the Merger. But, that
does not render the July 1 Automatic Redemption irrelevant to the appraisal analysis. It is still a
non-VSHFXODWLYHFRQWUDFWXDOIHDWXUHWKDWPXVWEHWDNHQLQWRDFFRXQWLQWKHFRXUW¶VGHWHUPLQDWLRQ
of fair value.
40
See, e.g., Cavalier Oil Corp. v. Harnett, 564 A.2d 1137, 1144 (Del. 1989) (stating that, in an
DSSUDLVDOSURFHHGLQJ³WKHFRPSDQ\PXVWEHILUVWYDOXHGDVDQRSHUDWLQJHQWLW\E\DSSOLFDWLRQRI
traditional value factors, weighted as required, but without regard to post-merger events or other
SRVVLEOHEXVLQHVVFRPELQDWLRQV´ 

22

reality, take into account the legal right of the Series A holders to the July 1 Automatic
Redemption.41 This works no harm to the other equity holders, as that is what you sign
up for when you invest in a company with senior security holders entitled to specific
preferred rights with economic value, or to Morgan Joseph, which chose to effect the
Merger knowing that it had different series of stock with differing contractual claims on
the company¶Vvalue.
IV. Conclusion
For the foregoing reasons, the SHWLWLRQHUV¶PRWLRQIRUSDUWLDOVXPPDU\MXGJPHQWLV
GRANTED. IT IS SO ORDERED.

41

It is common for experts in appraisals of common stock to have to deduct the value of the
preferred stock before coming to a value of the common shares. Just like the claims of debt
holders, the claims of the holders of senior preferred securities come before those of the common
stockholders if that is what the relevant corporate contract requires.
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