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Introduction

Welcome to Coin Collecting For Dummies, 2nd Edition. You may have
just discovered coin collecting for the first time and want to find out

more. Or perhaps you’ve collected coins for a while and want to take your
hobby to the next level.

Coin collecting is a hobby you can share with family and friends. It’s relaxing
and as expensive or inexpensive as you want it to be. Coin collecting teaches
history, geography, observational skills, organizational skills, and analytical
tools — all without your thinking about it. If you buy properly, coins can be
an excellent place to park your money for a rainy day, and if you buy the right
coins and the market improves, you may even be able to make a profit on
your collection someday.

About This Book
The purpose of this book is to turn you into a world-class coin collector in 
as short a period of time as possible. The chapters are laid out in parts that
focus on particular areas of numismatics (the study of coins), including every-
thing from getting involved in coin collecting, to deciding what to collect, to
protecting yourself and your coins, to grading, buying, and selling coins.

This book is designed to appeal to collectors at every level, from beginner to
advanced. We’ve written it in everyday English without overloading you with
a bunch of coin terms. (However, if you run across a term you don’t under-
stand, you can find a great numismatic glossary in the back of the book.) This
is not a hardcore coin book. Instead, this book is a great general reference
that points you in different directions for further investigation. You can
always come back to this book to regroup, resupply, and ready yourself for
something new.

Perhaps the most important goal of this book is to get you excited — and 
to keep you excited — about coin collecting. Coin collecting has been an
important part of our lives for many years and we hope you’ll develop 
a sense of appreciation for the hobby as well.

03_222751 intro.qxp  11/15/07  3:04 PM  Page 1



No one needs coins, but if you decide to collect them, you certainly need this
book. We wish we’d had one like it at the beginning of our collecting careers.
Coin collecting can sometimes be a confusing maze of choices sprinkled with
little traps along the way. Sure, you can go it alone, but why not make your
journey into numismatics a lot easier by picking our brains and learning from
the mistakes we’ve made over the past several decades?

Coin collecting is a huge, wide-open field. Think of this book as a road map to
help you navigate your way. Different issues may become important to you as
your collecting evolves, so keep this book handy and refer to it often.

Conventions Used in This Book
This book is easy to use, and it’s made even more so by the few conventions
we employ:

� Bold: We use bold text to highlight the key parts of bulleted lists (like
this one).

� Italics: We use italic text whenever we introduce a new term, and we
follow up with the definition of that term nearby (often in parentheses).
For an example, check out the definition of numismatics in the preceding
section.

� Monofont: We use monofont for all Web addresses and e-mail
addresses, so you can easily tell where the address begins and ends.

When this book was printed, some Web addresses may have needed to break
across two lines of text. If that happened, rest assured that we haven’t put in
any extra characters (such as hyphens) to indicate the break. So, when using
one of these Web addresses, just type in exactly what you see in this book,
pretending as though the line break doesn’t exist.

What You’re Not to Read
You don’t have to read any text preceded by the Technical Stuff icon in order
to understand the subject at hand. (For more on icons, see “Icons Used in
This Book,” later in this Introduction.) Also, sidebars (text in gray boxes) are
asides — they’re interesting but not critical to the text, so if you’re in a hurry,
you can skip them.

2 Coin Collecting For Dummies, 2nd Edition 
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Foolish Assumptions
We don’t make many assumptions about you, but we do assume that at least
one of the following statements applies to you:

� You’ve never collected coins, but you’re interested in getting started and
you don’t know where to begin.

� You’ve collected a few coins here and there, but you want to get serious
and take your coin collecting to the next level.

� You’re an advanced coin collector who loves to read every book on coin
collecting, just to make sure you haven’t overlooked something critical.

� Coins schmoins . . . you’re a collector of For Dummies books. You own
every book in the series, and you’re not about to let this one be the first
gap in your collection.

How This Book Is Organized
This book is divided into six parts that provide you with a concise introduction
and overview, involve you in starting your collection, and take you deeper and
deeper into the world of numismatics. Each chapter is designed to stand on its
own, so you can start reading wherever you choose and jump from chapter to
chapter with ease.

Part I: Making Heads and Tails 
out of Coin Collecting
Don’t be intimidated by the word numismatics — it’s just a big word for the
study of coins, the first stop in coin collecting. In this part, we give you plenty
of reasons to fall in love with coin collecting. We also stress the importance
of doing your homework before you jump in with both feet, and we steer you
into some areas in which you want to become knowledgeable about coins.
Finally, we show you how to store coins properly so that you and future gen-
erations can enjoy them to their fullest.

3Introduction
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Part II: Ancient to Present Day: Choosing
Coins for Your Collection
Coins have been made for thousands of years by hundreds of different coun-
tries, so you have a lot to work with. Where to start? What to collect? This part
takes a look at ancient coins, U.S. coins, world coins, and the wild and wooly
stuff that will really get your numismatic juices pumping. After you’ve read
these chapters, you’ll have a good idea of what you want to collect.

Part III: Focusing on U.S. Coins
The United States has a rich and varied numismatic history that includes
some of the greatest coins in the world. In this part, we present more than
just a peek at most of them. Our goal in these chapters is to present you with
choices and then let you decide which ones are for you.

Part IV: Buying Coins the Safe Way
You buy coins with the money left over after paying all your living expenses,
so make those purchases count. That can be difficult because it’s a jungle out
there! In this part, we alert you to some of the scams that less-than-reputable
dealers use to separate you from your hard-earned money. We discuss the var-
ious numismatic price guides that help you value your collection and buy and
sell coins. We also introduce you to the bane of coin collecting — counterfeit
and altered coins — and show you why not to fear them. Where you buy your
coins can be just as important as what coins you buy, so this part presents an
in-depth look at working with dealers and buying coins at auction.

A coin’s condition (known as its grade) is the single most important factor
affecting its value. Learning to grade coins takes time, patience, and practice.
In this part, we introduce you to some of the concepts behind grading, explain
how to learn to grade coins, and show you how to use third-party grading 
services to your benefit.

Part V: Selling Coins and Minding the Law
You can’t take your coins with you when you die. So what’s the best way 
to sell them before you do? In this part, we present the three main options:
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selling your collection by yourself, selling to or through a dealer, and selling
at auction. Each method has its pros and cons, all of which are outlined here.
We also cover legal issues surrounding coin collecting — everything from
using coins as an investment to paying taxes.

Part VI: The Part of Tens
Our editors said to have fun with this part — so we did! In this part, you meet
the ten most valuable U.S. coins (wait until you see the prices), our ten favorite
coin designs (what a bevy of beauties), and ten ways to get your kids involved
in coin collecting.

Icons Used in This Book
Throughout this book are handy road signs — called icons — that point you
toward valuable advice and away from potential hazards.

This icon points out specific coins or types of coins that you may want to add
to your collection.

This is the type of information you want at your fingertips. Consider marking
these pages for quick reference.

This icon highlights deeper, more technical information that may come 
in handy as you pursue coin collecting. Feel free to read or skip these mini
lectures!

An old hobby that continues to evolve has developed many shortcuts to help
its participants have more fun. This icon highlights some of the most impor-
tant tips.

Heeding the advice next to these icons helps you spend wisely, so you have
additional pennies for the stuff you really can use.

5Introduction
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Where to Go from Here
This book is a reference book, which means you can dip into it when you need
a piece of information, and you don’t have to read it from beginning to end. (Of
course, if you want to read it from beginning to end, we won’t complain!)

If you’re just getting started with coin collecting, Part I is a good place to begin.
If you already know the basics and you’d like to start looking at specific coins
to add to your collection, Parts II and III are for you. If you’re ready to buy or
sell, check out Parts IV and V, respectively. And if you’re short on time but still
want some fun and useful information, you can’t go wrong with any of the 
chapters in Part VI.

We hope your journey through the world of coin collecting is as much fun 

as it’s been for us!

6 Coin Collecting For Dummies, 2nd Edition 
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Part I
Making Heads and

Tails out of Coin
Collecting
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In this part . . .

If you’re new to the word numismatics (the study of
coins), then you’re new to coin collecting. This part 

is an important one to get you started on the right foot.

In this part, we explain why coin collecting is such a fun
and exciting hobby and why millions of people now call
themselves coin collectors. We also show you the impor-
tance of finding out as much as you can about coin 
collecting — not just to protect yourself as a consumer,
but also to give you a big advantage over other collectors.
We save you money right off the bat by showing you 
how to take advantage of the wholesale pricing that’s
available to the smart collector.

We also discuss buying strategies and how to plan your
collection so that you maximize the money you spend 
on, well, money! The right strategy saves you time and
money and increases your enjoyment of the hobby.

Finally, we jump into the nitty-gritty of collecting coins,
presenting a number of options for storing your coins so
that they remain as beautiful and as valuable as they 
are today. We also discuss security issues and how best 
to protect your coins from theft and harm.
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Chapter 1

Welcome to the World 
of Coin Collecting

In This Chapter
� Moving from a coin admirer to a coin collector

� Buying your first coins

� Getting the best deal for your coins when it’s time to sell

The first actual coins date from about 600 B.C. They were really nothing
more than crude, pre-weighed pieces of silver, electrum, or gold, stamped

with a punch by the king who made them. Soon thereafter, dies were invented
that were fancy enough to identify the king who issued the coin and the value
each coin carried in trade.

Formally called coins at this point, those that were available in quantity and
found to be usually reliable in their weight and purity became acceptable to
all who traded them, and so started the use of coinage in commerce as we
know it today. The trading efficiencies that coins afforded over barter were
so great and so obvious that all those in economic power copied the idea to
the benefit of themselves and their own people.

Huge quantities of coins were made by countless rulers, and barter as a trade
method promptly became the second favorite way to trade. Trading with coins,
and exchanging coins of one country for those of another, became a profession.
(These were the first “bankers.”)

Since the earliest days of coins, tens of thousands of princes, kings, and
emperors, as well as dictatorships and republics from an untold number of
cities, states, kingdoms, and empires around the world — most having long
since disappeared into the mists of history — all manufactured coins. But
before they disappeared forever, they first minted and issued — and left
behind for us to find — untold multiple millions of coins in literally hundreds
of thousand of designs, sizes, denominations, and metals. The first coin col-
lector undoubtedly appeared along with the first coin. And collecting coins
became a social event, fun then as it is today!
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On Your Mark, Get Set, Go: Starting 
Your Coin Collection

Coins have been collected by everyone from Julius Caesar and Trajan (both
Roman emperors) to U.S. presidents Franklin Roosevelt, Harry Truman, and
Bill Clinton, to millions of “commoners” like us.

You can join those millions of famous and not-so-famous folks of the past and
present and have lots of fun collecting coins, but first you need to arm yourself

10 Part I: Making Heads and Tails out of Coin Collecting 

B.C.: Before coins
Before the invention of coins, all commerce was
done “in trade,” by bartering. Every time one man
wanted to trade the extra goods he had for the
goods he needed, he had to set a rate of exchange
for each and every item he traded, with each and
every one of his trading partners, each and every
time they met. How much cauliflower for how
much salt? How many sheep for a cow? What to
pay to the chief in return for his protection?

This cumbersome process was probably con-
fusing and time-consuming, and no doubt
dreadfully inefficient and very stressful. It prob-
ably led to heated arguments and maybe even
fights. Our man wants to trade a cow for some
sheep, but the guy with the sheep wants a
horse. The fellow with the food already has
water and three daughters, but he’s willing to
trade for husbands for his daughters, wine, or
axes. But the guy who makes ax heads doesn’t
feel well, so there’s a shortage of his fine prod-
uct. The chief wants his taxes in arrowheads,
axes, and knives, and probably not daughters.
And so it went. Trade, although necessary, was
barely productive and definitely not fun.

Out of this carousal of chaos in the barter econ-
omy came the first standards of trade. A standard
in trade is an item that everyone who trades
agrees has a value against which everything else
can be judged and then traded. Objects used in
this way have included seashells (in inland areas

where seashells weren’t found), animals, beads,
grain, salt, obsidian (volcanic glass), stone arrow-
heads and knives, and bone fishhooks, to name
just a few. Standards of trade slightly simplified
the trading process into a productive and at least
somewhat social event.

Next came man’s discovery of metal in a natural
state. The first of these metals was iron (from
meteorites), followed by copper, gold, and silver.
These metals were desirable to all men, not just
because they were great for making tools, but
because they were beautiful. Over time, the
metals became the most acceptable items for
exchange — a storehouse of value. Now a man
could sell his cow today for gold, and have
something to trade for food next month. These
metals were, for the most part, small and con-
venient to carry and store, making for the first
universal medium of exchange.

Still, during each trade, the amount of each metal
varied in weight and in pureness. To solve this
problem, the natural solution was the weighing
and marking on each the value of each piece.
Eventually the local chief took to marking each
unit with its value and assigning his mark, indicat-
ing its acceptability in trade — a preset value.
Trade expanded to include metal arrowheads and
knife blades, even nails, the direct ancestors of
coins as we know them today.
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with some information. Every coin collector builds his collection differently.
Some people with less imagination go for the simplest and least interesting
coins; others with more derring-do go for the complex and confusing. The
good news: There isn’t one right way to collect coins, and no matter how you
go about it, you can have a good time. (For an overview of coin collecting,
including the whys and hows, turn to Chapter 2.)

Before you spend a dime on collecting coins, you need a buying strategy. 
You need to know how to research the coins you’re interested in, and how 
condition, rarity, supply, and other factors influence the coins’ values. Most
beginning coin collectors get hung up on the coins’ values. Don’t get us
wrong: Value is important, but it’s just one of the things you may want to 
consider when collecting coins. Also important is discovering which coins
interest you and building a collection you can enjoy. (We cover all these
topics in Chapter 3.)

When you’ve decided to give coin collecting a green light, and you’ve set up 
a plan for building your coin collection, you’ll want to be sure you know how
to hold a coin correctly (because if you don’t hold it correctly, you could
damage it) and how to store your collection (to keep it safe from all the evils
that can befall a coin). (Turn to Chapter 4 for more information on storing
and handling your coin collection, whether it consists of one coin or a 
hundred.)

Eeny, Meeny, Miney, Moe: Deciding
Which Coins to Collect

Sure, you could rush out to the nearest coin dealer and fork over a bunch of
cash for the first shiny coin you see. But we recommend getting familiar with
what’s out there first. Maybe Ancient Greek or Ancient Roman coins or other
coins from the biblical period suit your fancy. Maybe you’re blown away by
coins from the Byzantine Empire or mowed down by medieval European coins.
There are unlimited choices in just these areas alone. (Turn to Chapter 5 for
the lowdown.)

On the other hand, maybe you’re more interested in modern U.S. coins. If so,
you’re not alone. The U.S. Mint has sold coins to 130 million people in the
past few years. That’s a lot of collectors, so you can count on meeting all
kinds of new people and making friends as you build your U.S. coin collec-
tion. (For more on U.S. coins, check out Chapter 6.)

Maybe you’re more interested in collecting coins from around the world than
you are in sticking with the red, white, and blue. You can collect by country,
by denomination, by date, by size, or by topic. Coins go in and out of style,
too — maybe not as fast as brands of blue jeans, but there are trends in coin

11Chapter 1: Welcome to the World of Coin Collecting
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collecting, and as a collector, you should be aware of them. (You can find
more on all this in Chapter 7.)

Finally, even though you may not think of the word wild when you think of
coin collecting, trust us: Numismatics has a definite wild side. If you fancy
yourself a bit of a rebel, or you like to tread the road less traveled, all those
rare, expensive, odd, and curious forms of money may be just right for you.
In Chapter 8, we fill you in on what’s out there, touching on collecting the
coins in the best of conditions and investigating all manor of tokens and dies
along the way.

I Pledge Allegiance: Turning 
Your Attention to U.S. Coins

All kinds of coins have been used in the United States, starting with coins the
colonists used before they got together and became a country. Before Tom
Jefferson sat down to try his hand at declaring independence, when colonies
were the order of the day, foreign coins — coins from France, Great Britain,
Ireland, Mexico, and Spain — were used, as were coins made in the colonies
themselves (including Connecticut, Massachusetts, New Jersey, New York,
and Vermont). (For more on privately made coins, tokens, and medals and
the desirable coins of the Continental Congress, turn to Chapter 9.)

In Chapter 10, we cover copper and nickel federal coinage, including copper
half cents, large cents, small cents, and two cents, as well as nickel three cents
and five cents. We bet you’ll discover some denominations that you’ve never
heard of before.

Silver coins make up the bulk of U.S. federal coinage. In Chapter 11 we cover
three cents, half dimes, dimes, 20 cents, quarter dollars, half dollars, and dol-
lars. Most everyone has seen a silver dollar, but how about a silver half dime
or a 20-cent piece?

The balance of U.S. federal coinage made of metal is pretty much confined to
gold coins (Neil’s personal favorite). In Chapter 12, we discuss $1 gold, Quarter
Eagles ($2.50), $3 gold, $4 gold, Half Eagles ($5), Eagles ($10), and Double
Eagles ($20). These are the royalty of U.S. coinage, and they’re as popular
today with coin collectors as they were over 200 years ago with merchants.

Coins are made for more reasons than just commerce. In Chapter 13, we
cover commemoratives (coins that were made for special reasons) and the
new 50 State Quarters program and its cousin, the Presidential $1 Coins.

12 Part I: Making Heads and Tails out of Coin Collecting 
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Chapter 14 brings you to the odd and unusual coins. These include patterns
(coin designs that never made it into production); private pioneer gold,
including Quintuple Eagles, or slugs for short ($50); coins of the 1830s
through the Civil War; Confederate coins; Hawaiian coins; coins made as
proofs; and coins made with errors (yep, people collect them, too!).

I’ll Take That One, and That One, 
and That One: Buying Coins

Coin collecting is not without its pitfalls. If you want your coin collecting 
to be more fun than not, you need to know what the pitfalls are and how to
avoid them. We fill you in on grading and fakes, as well as coins that have
been repaired, restored, recolored, cleaned, or dipped and what that means.
We also discuss scams, misrepresentations, overgrading coins, and under-
grading coins, as well as return privileges and guarantees of authenticity and
grade with coins. (Turn to Chapter 15 for all this and more.)

Part of buying coins is finding coin price guides and knowing how to use
them. If you’ve ever looked up a stock price in the newspaper, using coin
price guides will be a breeze (and if you haven’t, don’t worry: we walk you
through it). (For more on price guides, check out Chapter 16.)

When you know which coins you want to buy and about how much you should
expect to pay, you’ll want to find a good, reliable coin dealer. There are plenty
of dealers to choose from — locally, regionally, and nationally — depending on
your needs. (Chapter 17 shows you how to select a dealer with confidence.)

Many coins are bought and sold at public auction — and for more than a few
good reasons. If you’re going to buy a coin at an auction, though, you need to
be prepared and know how to bid. (In Chapter 18, we cover all this, as well as
all the rules you need to be aware of.)

An important aspect to buying any coin is the coin’s condition and how it
affects coin value. You need to know about strike, eye appeal, luster, and condi-
tion (wear), as well as how coins are graded, how grade affects the coin’s price,
proofs, grading damaged coins, and what constitutes grading standards. (Turn
to Chapter 19 for all this.)

Finally, when it comes to buying coins, it helps to know how to grade a coin,
the tools required to do it correctly, and how to find a professional grading
service. (Chapter 20 is where we fill you in.)

13Chapter 1: Welcome to the World of Coin Collecting
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Parting Is Such Sweet Sorrow: 
Selling Your Coins

There is an art to selling anything, and coins are no exception to that rule.
You need to know what to expect when you sell your coins, decide whether
to sell your coins yourself, and prepare to make the sale. You also have to get
your coins properly graded and fairly priced, find coin dealers to sell to, and
keep records of your sales. (Turn to Chapter 21 for the lowdown.)

If you decide to have a professional sell your coins, your choices are to sell
directly to a dealer, on consignment, or at a public auction. You have to make
sure you’re paying a fair commission, know how to set a price, and choose a
dealer. If you decide to go the route of the auction, you need to know how to
pick an auction house, the fees you should expect to pay, and the fees you
should not pay. In Chapter 22, we fill you in on all this, plus tell you what
you’ll find in an auction contract and provide a handy list and up-to-date
description of all the leading coin auctioneers in the United States today.

Coin selling involves certain legal and tax responsibilities. In the United
States, selling just about anything for a profit is taxable and, sadly, coins are
no exception. You need to understand your tax obligations and the ways to
minimize them, as well as the like-kind exchange rule in taxes. We cover this
in Chapter 23, and also briefly touch on coins as an investment. Coin collect-
ing is lots of fun, but not if the IRS comes pounding on your door. Don’t let
the fear of legal or tax issues deter you: In this last chapter before the Part of
Tens, we give you the information you need so that you can focus on the fun
of buying and selling coins, not on the legalities.
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Chapter 2

Understanding Numismatics
In This Chapter
� Understanding the satisfaction and enjoyment the word numismatics instills

� Collecting coins from silver dollars to 50 State Quarters

We bet you have a jar at home into which you throw your loose change
at the end of each day. At some point, the jar gets so full that you have

to empty it, roll up the coins, take them to the bank, and exchange them for
paper money. As you separate the coins, are you ever distracted for a short
moment by the coins themselves? Do you see details that you previously
didn’t notice? All the different types of coins, cents with wheat backs, the dif-
ferent types of nickels, and so forth? Are you suddenly intrigued by the very
fact that these small pieces of metal represent value, history, and your hard
labor? Have you ever had the desire to sort the coins by the different types
and dates, trying to see how many different ones you can find? Have you ever
picked through the coins, trying to find the best looking one?

If you have, you’ve experienced a delicious taste of what it is to be a coin col-
lector. Coin collecting refines a person’s natural desire to accumulate things.
Coin collecting teaches about organization, classification, preservation, authen-
tication, verification, and pride in ownership. Coins humble collectors with
their ancient stories. The coin you hold in your hand may have witnessed the
fall of Rome, been carried by a king, endured the Black Plague, been carried by
a GI on D-day, or it may simply be a brand-new coin just about to begin its own
journey.

The fact that you’re reading this book is a good sign that you’ve already 
been bitten by the collecting bug. Coin collecting is a great “disease” whose
treatment is to find out as much as you can about the hobby and make yourself
feel better with an occasional addition to your growing collection. This chapter
helps you get started.
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Admitting Your Numismatism
Numismatics (new-miz-mat-ics) is the systematic study of coins, medals, tokens,
currency, and the like. Therefore, a numismatist (new-miz-ma-tist) is someone
who seriously studies coins. Collecting coins is the first step to becoming a
numismatist.

No, you don’t have to know how to pronounce or spell these words to be a coin
collector, but sooner or later you’ll be wearing them like badges of honor. After
all, you’ll be joining a rich company of kings and queens, presidents, industrial-
ists, robber barons, brewers, and tens of millions of other folks who have been
proud to be known as numismatists.

Discovering How Cool Coin 
Collecting Can Be

People love money. People love other people who have money. Coin collectors
collect money. Therefore, people love coin collectors.

Don’t believe us? Try this test. Go down to your local coin store and buy a
common Morgan silver dollar dated anywhere from 1878 to 1921. Pick out 
a nice one, but don’t pay more than $20 for it. Put it in your pocket the next
time you go to a party. At the party, casually pull the coin from your pocket
and show it to your friends. You’ll probably get comments like

� “Where in the world did you get that?”

� “I haven’t seen one of those for years.”

� “My grandpa used to give me one of those every year for my birthday.”

� “Is that a real silver dollar?”

� “Can you get me one?”

Return the coin to your pocket and pull out a picture of your kid or your dog.
Everyone has a kid or a dog. The party returns to normal — boring!

Face it: Collecting coins is cool.

Collecting versus Accumulating
The collecting instinct is a common trait among people; it shows up in many
ways. You’ll discover that many of your friends are collectors of something.

16 Part I: Making Heads and Tails out of Coin Collecting 
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Who do you know who collects baseball cards, Hummel figurines, beer cans,
Coca-Cola memorabilia, books, or dolls? Even people who claim to collect
nothing probably have accumulations of some thing they haven’t even real-
ized they’re accumulating — tools, newspapers, shoes, you name it. There’s 
a special comfort in collecting, in surrounding yourself with familiar objects
and building a store of assets — perhaps in response to some primeval
instinct that prepares you for a rainy day.

The allure of money is especially strong. Coins represent real value. Coins
can be exchanged for other objects we desire. Coins travel throughout the
world and through time itself, representing and absorbing history as they
pass from one person to the next. Oh, the stories coins could tell if they only
had voices! And they’re everywhere, because no one anywhere ever throws
away old money.

Pull a dime out of your pocket and what do you see? If all you see is 10¢ to
spend, we’ve got a lot of work to do. But if you look at your dime and wonder
at the artistic work of the engraver and the meaning of the symbols and the
words, or if you see Franklin Roosevelt, the Great Depression, and the New
Deal, man, you’re hooked. You’re going to make a great coin collector and,
perhaps, one day, a numismatist!

We make the distinction in this book between numismatists (those who study
coins) and coin collectors (those who collect coins). You can be a numismatist
without being a coin collector, you can be a coin collector without being a
numismatist, or you can be both.

Not sure whether you have that collecting instinct? Here’s a great way to find
out whether you’re an accumulator or whether you have the potential to
become a coin collector:

1. Visit your local coin store and purchase a folder made for the pennies
from the ’70s, ’80s, and ’90s.

A folder is a cardboard holder with holes for every different date.

2. Raid your change jar or go to the bank and buy $20 worth of pennies.

3. Sort out the coins and fill as many different holes as you can.

If possible, find the best-looking coin to place in the folder.

4. After you’ve gone through all the coins, sit back and take a look at
your work.

Do you wonder why some coins were harder to find than others? Do you
wonder why you couldn’t find even a single example of some coins? Are
you interested in completing the set? Did you have fun searching
through the coins?

If you answered yes to any of these questions, you’ve discovered the 
difference between being a collector and an accumulator — and in case
you’re wondering, you’re a collector.

17Chapter 2: Understanding Numismatics
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Collecting Various Types of Coins
Throughout the years, people all around the world have experimented with a
variety of items used to denote value. The natives of Papua New Guinea valued
the dried carcasses of the beautiful bird of paradise. The Yap Islanders valued
huge, round stones. The early Chinese created copper money in the shape of
knives. Native Americans made and used wampum (clam shells, handmade 
into beads, polished, drilled, and strung on strands of leather) as a medium of
exchange. All sorts of innovative methods have been used to facilitate trading,
but none of them became so convenient and important as those little round
pieces of metal we call coins.

Gold and silver coins
Look at the history of coins and you’ll notice two metals that have played a
critical part in the development of money: gold and silver. These two metals
formed the basis for most great civilizations’ systems of money. Greece, Rome,
Egypt, Spain, England, the United States, and other countries all based their
monetary systems on gold and silver at one time or another. When you hear of
the great treasures of the world, you imagine piles of gold and silver, not piles
of tin and copper. Why have people throughout the ages been so in love with
gold and silver when there are plenty of other metals from which to choose?

Gold is popular because it is

18 Part I: Making Heads and Tails out of Coin Collecting 

What makes a collection complete?
Completion is in the eye of the beholder. Many
years ago, coin collectors were interested only in
collecting by date. Therefore, in order to be com-
plete, a collection had to include one coin from
every year that the coin was minted. Later, col-
lectors developed an interest in mintmarks (the
tiny letters that indicate where a coin was minted).
Suddenly, to be complete, a collection had to
include a coin from every year and from every
mint. Then came collecting by variety (major or
minor changes in the design of a coin), and the
definition of completion expanded even further.

Obviously, completion is an ever-changing stan-
dard. Taken to the extreme, the only complete
collection of coins is one that includes every coin
ever made! Striving for completion will drive you
nuts. Instead, decide on your own goals and set
your own standards for completion. When you’ve
completed that collection, consider a new defin-
ition of completion and go for it! Remember:
There is no “correct” way to collect.
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� Rare: Gold is one of those metals that has been recognized as being rare
and desirable for over 6,000 years, but it isn’t so rare that it’s impossible
to find.

� A naturally occurring element: Gold is found in nature as flakes or
nuggets on the surface of the Earth, in rivers, or in thin veins buried deep
within the Earth. The purity of natural gold may vary from one location
to the next, but it requires little processing to achieve a uniform quality.
There is gold to be found on every continent of the world except
Antarctica.

� Malleable: Pure gold is soft and can be beaten into extremely thin
sheets or pulled into long wires or strips. Because it’s so soft, gold takes
good impressions from dies (the steel cylinders used to strike coins) and
it won’t wear them out as fast as a harder metal may. Or it can be alloyed
with other metals and made as hard as you want.

� Reasonably inert: In nature or in normal use, gold won’t react with
moisture, oxygen, or human skin, which means that jewelry and coins
made of gold will last virtually forever.

� Beautiful: Pure gold has a soft yellow color and a gorgeous sheen that
has appealed to people’s visual senses since we lived in caves. Mix gold
with silver or copper, and you’ll come up with an interesting range of
color; the colors that come up most frequently on U.S. gold coins are
pale reds, light greens, softer pinks, and white.

Many collectors prefer coins that are white and untarnished; other collectors
will pay huge premiums for coins with natural, bright, rainbow-colored tarnish
known to collectors as toning. Be aware that toning is not always natural and
can — whether it’s natural or not — often hide flaws and defects that could
dramatically lower the value of the coin.

Silver is popular because it is

� Common: Vast quantities of silver have been found in various parts 
of the world, including the United States, Mexico, and South America.
Because it is common, silver is the perfect metal for creating lower-value
coins for use by the general public.

� A naturally occurring element: Found deep within the Earth, silver is
usually mixed with another great coinage metal — gold. Although native
silver is perfectly good for casting into ingots and making into coins, most
of it is processed to purify the silver and to separate out the more 
valuable gold.

� Beautiful: Pure silver has a bright, white luster and a deep brilliance. As
it tarnishes, silver can acquire some lovely colors, including blues, reds,
and purples; this is especially true for coins that have been stored near
a source of sulfur, such as paper albums.
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Commemorative coins
In the 1930s, numerous proposals for commemorative coins appeared before
the U.S. Congress. Although many of the coinage bills had narrow appeal, they
became law, and the U.S. Mint dutifully struck the coins (including the one
shown in Figure 2-1), which were then sold through distributors who added a
premium above the face value of the coins. The collecting public paid the pre-
mium for the coins and were happy to add them to their collections. But the
U.S. Mint, producing a new coin every few months, almost seemed to be saying
to collectors, “Here’s the latest commemorative. Please send your money, and
oh, by the way, there’s another commemorative coin coming out next month,
so please be ready to send your money for that one as well.”

Collectors complained that too many different coins were being produced
and that speculators were manipulating the markets and prices, both of
which were true. The U.S. Mint got the hint, the flood of commemoratives
slowed to a trickle, and collectors were happy again. Nevertheless, many new
people were attracted to coin collecting by the often beautiful commemora-
tive coins, just as they are by today’s commemorative coins. (In Chapter 13,
we tell you more about these interesting coins.)

BU Rolls
In the late 1950s and early 1960s, collectors went nuts for BU Rolls, those
original, bank-wrapped rolls of Brilliant Uncirculated coins (such as those
shown in Figure 2-2). Collectors tried to obtain rolls of as many different
dates, denominations, and mintmarks as they could. Certain issues, like the
1950-D nickel, were promoted as being rare, and prices shot up. One day, the
public woke up and realized that coins with mintages in the millions were not
rare and would never be rare. Today, the BU 1950-D nickel roll remains

Figure 2-1:
A

commemo-
rative coin.

20 Part I: Making Heads and Tails out of Coin Collecting 

06_222751 ch02.qxp  11/15/07  3:05 PM  Page 20



cheaper than it was 35 years ago, and new collectors can’t understand why
BU penny rolls from the 1950s are so inexpensive. Like all good fads, the BU
Roll craze created lots of new collectors.

A mintmark is a tiny letter (or letters) indicating where the coin was 
minted. The U.S. Mint is headquartered in Washington, D.C., and currently
has facilities in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania (P or no letter); Denver, Colorado
(D); San Francisco, California (S); West Point, New York (W); and Fort Knox,
Kentucky (where U.S. gold bullion is stored but no coins are minted). In the
past, coins were minted in Dahlonega, Georgia (D); Carson City, Nevada (CC);
New Orleans, Louisiana (O); and Charlotte, North Carolina (C). Notice that
two mints (Dahlonega and Denver) use the same letter. However, these two
mints made coins during different time periods, so it’s easy to tell them apart!

Silver Certificates
The front of old Silver Certificates (like the one shown in Figure 2-3) state 
that they are redeemable on demand for one silver dollar (or later, for silver).
That ended in 1968, when the U.S. government changed the law and discontin-
ued the redemption of Silver Certificates. For a short while, the government
allowed the public to redeem Silver Certificates, in person, for a fixed amount
of silver per note, either in granules or bars. The market value of the silver
exceeded the value of the note itself, so coin dealers found themselves the
enviable recipients of another windfall. Suddenly, everyone began looking
through their wallets for Silver Certificates to sell to coin dealers. You can bet
that many new collectors were created among the thousands of people who
visited coin shops to sell their Silver Certificates.

Figure 2-2:
BU Rolls.
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Art bars
Silver popped up again in the early 1970s when 1-ounce silver art bars (such 
as those shown in Figure 2-4) became the rage. Art bars are thin, rectangular
silver bars with polished surfaces and designs that commemorate just about
everything imaginable — weddings, birthdays, a new year, Thanksgiving,
trains, hearts, cats, you name it. Mintages were limited, unusual varieties
appeared, and some rather deliberate errors showed up. In short, a flood 
of new and unusual art bars overwhelmed the market and quickly killed it.
However, while it was alive, the art bar craze introduced thousands of people
to coin collecting, many of whom stayed.

Figure 2-4:
Art bars.

Figure 2-3:
Silver

Certificates.
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The paper silver dollar was exchangeable for a metal silver dollar from 1863 to
1964. When the metal in the silver dollar became worth more than a dollar, the
U.S. government stopped exchanging the paper dollar for the metal dollar.

Getting Excited about Collecting Today
When Ron was a kid, he and a friend rode their bikes to the bank each Saturday
morning and swapped their allowance for rolls of coins. They ran to a bench
outside the bank, unwrapped the rolls, and pulled out all the old coins they
could find. Then they filled up the rolls with replacement coins, ran back inside
to the teller, and swapped the picked-over rolls for new ones, repeating the
process until they ran out of money or time. At the end of the morning, they
had piles of Indian-head cents, buffalo nickels, Mercury dimes, Standing Liberty
quarters, Walking Liberty half dollars, and plenty of the more modern silver
coins that had been discontinued a few years earlier. They spent the next week
trading their treasures with other kids, and they even sold some of the coins 
to local coin dealers — at a profit. Man, did they have fun.

Sadly, in the year 2000, a kid wastes his time trying to find anything rare 
or unusual in today’s change. Occasionally, a Wheatie (the Lincoln cent with
wheat ears on the back, struck prior to 1959) shows up, but all the silver coins
have disappeared and the modern-clad coins have huge mintages and no 
collector value. No wonder kids have migrated away from coins to baseball
cards, comic books, and other collectibles.

However, all is not lost. Recent developments have brought millions of new
collectors back to coin collecting, many of whom are kids. People are looking
at their change to see whether any treasures await them. Here are a couple of
the reasons people are getting excited about coin collecting again.

50 State Quarters
In 1999, the U.S. Mint began the 50 State Quarters program, a series of 50 
special quarter dollars, each representing an individual state. (The Delaware
Quarter is shown in Figure 2-5.) The new coins share a common obverse (coin
front); the reverses (coin backs) are chosen from designs submitted by each
state. Each year, five new quarters are issued, spreading the program over a
total of ten years. The U.S. Treasury reports that over 100 million Americans
are collecting the state quarters, many of them completely new to collecting.
(To find out more about the 50 State Quarters program, turn to Chapter 13 
or visit the U.S. Mint Web site at www.usmint.gov.)
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Sacagawea dollar
In what was perhaps the biggest and most expensive advertising campaign
ever seen for a new coin, the U.S. Mint introduced a new $1 coin in 2000. 
The new dollar (shown in Figure 2-6) featured the Native American guide
Sacagawea (and her infant son) on the front, and an eagle on the back. In
order to make the coin distinctive, the edge was left flat and plain, and the
entire coin was struck from an alloy the color of gold. In a stroke of genius,
the U.S. Mint contracted with Wal-Mart stores throughout the country to 
distribute the new coins in limited quantities. Banks received very few of 
the coins, creating the false impression that the new coins were rare. In fact,
billions of the Sacagawea dollars have been produced and they will never be
rare, but try to find one at your local bank or retail store. On top of that,
many people thought the coins were made of real gold!

Figure 2-6:
The 2000

Sacagawea
dollar.

Figure 2-5:
The 1999

Delaware
Quarter —
first of the

50 State
Quarters.
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The public has gobbled up these coins like crazy and locked them away 
in their sock drawers and safe-deposit boxes. Many of these hoarders have
discovered the joys of numismatics and are now actively involved in collecting
other coins as well.

New commemorative issues
In the “Commemorative coins” section, earlier in this chapter, we mention 
the abuses in the commemorative coin programs in the 1930s. Collectors in
the 1940s and 1950s had a few commemorative coins to choose from, but 
collectors in the 1960s and 1970s were left high and dry. In 1982, the U.S. Mint
began issuing commemorative coins again on a tentative basis. Today, the
U.S. Mint has hit its stride, issuing one or more commemorative coins each
year in a variety of metals, set combinations, and price levels. New commem-
orative coins are available in gold, silver, and copper-nickel on subjects that
appeal to a broad audience. Each new issue creates excitement among exist-
ing collectors and brings new collectors into the hobby. (See Chapter 13 to
find out more about the many interesting commemorative coins issued by
the U.S. government.)

Error coins
We give the U.S. Mint a lot of credit for a job well done. It has reintroduced
the Susan B. Anthony dollar, it created and marketed the incredibly popular
Sacagawea dollar, it came up with 40 new quarter dollar designs in eight
years, and it worked round-the-clock to strike billions and billions of coins so
that we can go out and spend them. As coin collectors and dealers, we owe a
debt of gratitude to the U.S. Mint for doing something we’ve been trying to do
for decades — getting people interested in numismatics.

We don’t say that mints are perfect. In fact, we acknowledge that the U.S. Mint
is far from it. However, as far as numismatics goes, that’s a good thing. Few
industries have product lines in which the rejected items are more valuable
than the perfect ones. Bad light bulbs get thrown away, imperfect clothing is
sold as seconds, and defective washing machines sell in classified ads. None
of them fetches a premium — certainly not the tens of thousands of dollars
that some coin errors have brought.

In 2000, a number of spectacular error coins stunned the numismatic world.
One such error was a coin with the front of a 50 State Quarter and the back of 
a Sacagawea dollar. This was the first U.S. coin ever to bear two denominations.
Because the two dies differ in diameter, no one believed it was even possible
for such an error to exist; in fact, some professionals believe these error coins
were made deliberately. The error received tremendous publicity in the
national media, causing millions of non-collectors to begin examining their
change. You can bet that many of them have become coin collectors.
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Chapter 3

Arming Yourself with Knowledge
In This Chapter
� Researching coins

� Determining a coin’s value

� Collecting what interests you

O n one hand, becoming a coin collector is easy. On the other hand, becom-
ing a good collector requires some effort and planning. New collectors

are often overwhelmed with language they’ve never heard before, concerns
about counterfeit coins, grading issues, and so on. Unfortunately, there’s no
Coin Collecting University . . . unless you count the School of Hard Knocks,
where the tuition can be high and the classes are really tough. However, you
can study on your own and become quite knowledgeable in your own right.

In this chapter, we show you the importance of finding out what you need to
know about coins, knowing where to go for advice, and establishing long-term
collecting goals.

Gaining Knowledge Before You Buy
They say that if you give a person a fish, you feed him for a day. But, if you
teach a person how to fish, you feed him for a lifetime. You must learn the
basics of fishing (in this case, how to collect coins) before you make your
first cast (your first coin purchase). That way, you’ll know why you’re “fish-
ing,” what you’re “fishing” for, and what you’re going to do after you catch
your first “fish!”
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Understanding the parts 
and purpose of a coin
Before you start collecting coins, it helps to know what a coin is!

Coins have three sides. The front of the coin is called the obverse; the back,
the reverse; and the edge, well, the edge. Coins are usually struck (stamped)
from dies, which are pieces of metal (usually round steel) with designs on
them. There are three dies: the obverse die, the reverse die, and the collar
die (which strikes the edge). Engravers (artists with engraving tools) create
the designs on the dies — in the past, this was done entirely by hand, but
today much of this process has been automated. Legends and mottoes are the
wording that you see on either side of a coin. Many of the designs and word-
ing are required by law; others are at the discretion of the designer and the
minting authority.

Coins are struck at a mint, usually a government-run operation. The number
of coins struck is called the mintage. Coins are struck for one of the following
uses:

� General circulation: These coins are called business strikes, and they’re
intended for use in commerce. The coins you have in your pocket or
coin purse and spend throughout your day fall into this category.

� Proofs: These coins are made especially for collectors. Today the quality
of proof coins is substantially higher than that of the coins struck for 
circulation.

Believe it or not, you now know as much about coins as most beginning 
collectors do.

Putting the book before the coin
Many numismatic book purveyors used to place a slogan in each of their
advertisements that read, “Buy the book before the coin.” This advice became
increasingly important as the prices of coins rose to dizzying heights over the
years. Apart from wanting you to buy books, this is some pretty good, basic
advice.

The best way to find out about coins is to read about them (so pat yourself on
the back for making the effort to educate yourself). Many wonderful reference
books await the coin collector, ranging from general works to highly special-
ized books dealing with die varieties, obsolete types, error coins, and much
more of that wild and woolly stuff that only serious collectors can love.
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Unfortunately, you may have trouble finding some of these books. Try these
spots:

� Libraries: Most libraries have very few books on coins. The books that
are available are usually only basic reference books.

� Bookstores: You’re lucky to find anything beyond basic price guides and
general reference works.

� Numismatic book and supply dealers: Most are ready to satisfy your
needs and help you locate those hard-to-find reference books — when
you’re ready.

For new collectors, we recommend the following resources.

Trade papers
For the latest numismatic headlines, we recommend subscribing to one or
more of the excellent weekly coin papers or monthly numismatic magazines.
Trade papers offer a combination of general numismatic information for begin-
ning collectors, in-depth articles, and price guides, not to mention access to
the numerous advertisers with whom you can do business. The following are
the best trade papers published today:

� Coin World (www.coinworld.com; 52 issues/year for $41.95 in the
United States, US$119.95 in Canada, and US$176.95 everywhere else)

� Numismatic News (www.numismaticnews.net; 52 issues/year for $24.99
in the United States, US$95.99 in Canada, and US$145.99 everywhere else)

Many of the larger numismatic organizations and clubs produce their own
publications; you get a subscription to the publication when you join the
organization or club. Ron’s favorites include Numismatist, published by the
American Numismatic Association (www.money.org), and FUN-Topics,
published by the Florida United Numismatists (www.funtopics.com).

Numismatic books
How can you collect coins when you don’t even know what’s available to 
collect? A coffee-table coin book makes a great starting point because you
can see a large variety of different coins in full, dazzling color.

Eventually, you’ll want a book that lists and describes all U.S. coins by date
and mint, preferably with pricing information for a variety of grades. With
this information, you can decide which coins appear interesting to you, and
you can set collecting goals that are achievable and within your budget.
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Price guides
Price guides contain listings of coins along with their values in different levels
of condition. Different types of price guides address different areas of the
market, such as wholesale and retail:

� Wholesale price guides: These guides satisfy the needs of dealers who
buy and sell from each other.

� Retail price guides: These guides help dealers and collectors assign sell
prices to their coins.

� Certified price guides: These guides record the often close buy and sell
spreads for coins that have been graded and certified by independent
services.

You can purchase numismatic price guides at your local bookstore; they’re
often also included in trade papers such as Coin World and Numismatic News
(see “Trade papers,” earlier in this chapter). We discuss price guides in much
greater detail in Chapter 16.

Grading guides
Learning to grade coins may be the most important aspect of numismatics, 
so we recommend taking a look at the various grading guides to find out
which approach works best for you. Photograde uses photographs — all you
do is match your coin to the picture in order to figure out the grade. Other
grading guides use line drawings or written descriptions.

Whichever guide you choose, the closer you align your eyes to the rest of the
market, the more successful you’ll be as a collector. When you know how to
grade coins properly, you can spot overgraded and overpriced coins. More
important, you can spot undergraded and underpriced coins. Check out
Chapters 19 and 20 for more information about grading.
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What would you do?
Are you obligated to tell someone when he has
underpriced or undergraded a coin or missed a
valuable variety? The answer is no — sort of. If
someone represents himself to the public as a
professional coin dealer, he’s supposed to know
better. If a pro offers to sell you a coin at an
incorrectly low price, good for you. But, if some
other collector or novice asks for your opinion

about a variety, grade, or value, you must be
honest in your response (if you choose to
answer). You can always try to carve out a com-
mission for yourself or work out a deal to handle
the sale of the coin, but if you answer, always
tell the truth. You’ll develop a wonderful reputa-
tion as an honest numismatist and you’ll be able
to sleep soundly at night.
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Embracing your inner grasshopper
So David Carradine didn’t collect coins, but he did know what value a mentor
holds. The best thing you can do as a beginning collector is hook up with
someone who is already involved in numismatics as a dealer or collector. A
good advisor can demonstrate to you the fine points of coin collecting and
show you coins that you may not otherwise see. Many old-time collectors
have plenty of great stories about the coins they’ve owned, the coins they
regret not buying, the wonderful people they’ve met along the way, and their
experiences at coin shows and in coin shops. What most old-time collectors
don’t have is someone willing to sit down and listen to them; so your desire
to find out more may be rewarded with some eager mentoring.

Where can you meet other numismatists?

� Coin clubs: Attend local coin club meetings to get together with other
collectors in your area.

� Coin shops: Visit all the coin dealers in your area at least once to see
how they deal with you on a personal level. Stick with the ones you like.

� Coin shows: Take a day off to go to local coin shows. Meet new collectors
and dealers from outside your area, and choose from lots of interesting
coins. Don’t forget to bring your kids.

� Educational seminars: Most major coin shows host educational seminars,
presented by expert numismatists, on a wide range of subjects. You can
find out about pioneer gold, U.S. fiscal paper, Civil War tokens, the history
of the U.S. Mint, and much more. Use the question-and-answer period to
get to know the experts and to pick their brains.

� The American Numismatic Association’s Summer Seminar: Attend 
the American Numismatic Association’s Summer Seminar at its headquar-
ters in Colorado Springs. Each year, the ANA offers week-long courses 
on a variety of useful subjects; past courses have included “Grading U.S.
Coins,” “Coin Photography,” “Detection of Counterfeit and Altered U.S.
Coins,” “Rarities from Shipwrecks,” among others. Class sizes are limited
and attendees have full access to the instructors. You can’t get any closer
to the experts than this!

� Specialty clubs: Join a specialty club. Meet collectors who share your
collecting interest by joining specialty clubs, such as the Bust Half Nut
Club (www.busthalfprices.com/bhnc.php), the Early American
Coppers Club (www.eacs.org), the Colonial Coin Collectors Club
(www.colonialcoins.org), and many others. Also, be sure to attend
their annual meetings (usually in conjunction with the ANA’s annual 
convention).

Don’t be afraid to ask questions. Many coin dealers and most collectors 
are extremely helpful people who are willing to answer your questions. In our
opinion, there’s no such thing as a stupid question in numismatics — we were
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all beginners at one time. That said, don’t expect to walk up to a coin dealer at
a busy show and strike up a conversation, either — a busy dealer can’t drop
everything he’s doing at a coin show to answer an intricate question. Be 
considerate of the dealer’s time.

Affecting a Coin’s Value
One of the greatest misconceptions about coins concerns their value. Given 
a choice, most non-collectors will pick a 2,000-year-old Roman denarius over 
a U.S. $20 gold piece any day, even though the denarius is worth $50 compared
to $700 for the $20 gold piece (see Figure 3-1). Age seems to be an important
factor to non-collectors— in their minds, the older a coin is, the more valuable
it must be. Therefore, a 2,000-year-old coin must be worth a million bucks!
Nothing could be farther from the truth.

Several factors affect the value of a coin: rarity, demand (or popularity),
supply, age, condition, and external market factors. Any one of these factors
can be significant by itself, or it may require some help from one of the other
factors. For example, a coin may be common in low grades, indicating a low
rarity, but in high grade, the same coin may be very rare, making it what is
known as a condition rarity. In such a case, the value of the coin makes a huge
jump in price as it moves from a lower grade to a higher grade.

Age: Good for wine, good for coins?
Age has little or no effect on the value of a coin. There are many coins from
the last 20 years that are much more valuable than coins from 2,000 years
ago. Certainly, time allows for coins to become better dispersed throughout

Figure 3-1:
Roman

denarius
(left) or $20
gold piece

(right) —
which do

you prefer?
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the collecting community and the world, making them a little more difficult to
find. But just because a coin is old does not mean that it’s rare or valuable.

Condition: Pumping them up
The condition of a coin is a hugely important factor in determining its price.
The difference in a single point on the grading scale can equate to a difference
of thousands of dollars in value. Because of the intense competition to own
the finest example known of a given date, a large premium is attached to the
very best coins.

Take the 1953-S Franklin half dollar as an example. This is a very common coin
in low grades, worth perhaps only the value of the silver it contains. Even in
Uncirculated condition, you can buy a nice-looking example for around $30. But
well-struck, high-grade examples are extremely rare and more valuable. How
valuable? In January 2001 the finest certified 1953-S Franklin half dollar came
on the market and sold at auction for a whopping $69,000! If you think that’s a
crazy price you may very well be right, but remember that there was at least
one underbidder who wanted the coin almost as badly as the winner did.

When Dr. William Sheldon devised his 70-point pricing scale with numismatist
Walter Breen, in the 1940s, Sheldon noticed that price and condition followed
each other rather closely (at least they did in the large cents he collected and
studied). Sheldon saw that collectors considered the finest example of any 
date to be worth 70 times the value of the worst example. A Very Fine example
may be worth 20 to 30 times the value of the worst example and an About
Uncirculated coin may be worth 50 to 55 times as much. Using this information,
Sheldon and Breen created a scale to show the relationship between the grades
and prices of large cents. Later, the coin market morphed this pricing scale into
a grading system that was applied to other series of U.S. coins, even though
inflation had already destroyed the relationship between price and condition.
Today, the Sheldon-Breen grading scale is the bedrock of U.S. numismatics and
the number 70 is universally recognized as the pinnacle of quality.

Demand: Demanding high dollar
Demand is an important factor in determining the value of a coin. High
demand increases values and low demand hurts values. Two coins of identi-
cal rarity may enjoy wildly different values, depending on the demand for
each coin. A common coin in a series where there are many active collectors
(such as silver dollars) is always more valuable than a common coin in a
series that is largely ignored by collectors (such as Jefferson head nickels).

33Chapter 3: Arming Yourself with Knowledge

07_222751 ch03.qxp  11/15/07  3:06 PM  Page 33



Demand is fickle. A series that is in demand today may be out of favor tomor-
row. Beware of fads and take a contrarian approach when buying coins. In
other words, stay away from the hot areas and concentrate on the cool areas,
remembering that every dog has its day. Demand may be artificial. With rare
coins, it doesn’t take much to run up the price. Before buying a particular
coin, do a little research to see how the price has trended over the past year
or two. Has there been an unusual spike in the price or has the price
remained fairly stable?

Rarity: Hunting for treasures
The rarity of a coin relates to the number of examples that have survived. A
high mintage figure (meaning that lots of a coin were made) doesn’t necessar-
ily mean low rarity — or vice versa. For example, the reported mintage figure
for a 1927-D $20 gold piece is 180,000 pieces, which is fairly high, but this coin
ranks as one of the all-time great rarities in the series. Why? Experts suspect
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The hoard factor
A hoard is a large grouping of coins, usually dis-
covered many years after they were made, coming
onto the market at the same time.

In the 1960s, the 1903-O silver dollar (struck at 
the New Orleans mint) was considered one of 
the great rarities of the Morgan dollar series,
despite a mintage of 4,450,000 pieces. For some
reason, there were simply not enough coins to
supply the collector demand. Then, one day, the
U.S. Treasury Department discovered a hoard of 
1903-O silver dollars while cleaning out its vaults.
Overnight, the price of a 1903-O silver dollar
plunged, as the supply increased to satisfy the
existing collector demand.

The recent recovery of gold coins from the S.S.
Brother Jonathan and the S.S. Central America
shipwrecks dramatically affected prices of certain
dates in the Double Eagle denomination. Once
considered a rarity in high grade, the 1857-S $20 is
now one of the most common early gold coins,

thanks to the hoard found on the Central America.
Hoards account for the low prices of many Ancient
Greek and Ancient Roman coins, as metal detec-
tors and construction projects continue to turn up
clay jars filled with old coins.

The size of a hoard and the way the coins are
sold into the coin market determine the effect
on prices. In the 1970s, a vast hoard of over
600,000 U.S. silver dollars, once owned by the
eccentric LaVere Redfield, began filtering into
the market. The sheer size of the hoard threat-
ened to kill prices because there was simply not
enough money in the coin market to absorb all
the coins at once. But shrewd control of the
pricing and distribution of the hoard kept prices
from falling. In fact, some experts argue that
interest in silver dollar collecting actually
increased because of the way the hoard was
intelligently distributed.
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that most examples of this date were destroyed before they were released
into circulation. On the other hand, a 1913-S $20 has a small reported mintage
of only 34,000 pieces, yet there is little or no premium attached to this coin in
circulated condition. Why? Because almost the entire mintage survived. In
some cases, mintage figures may be incorrect or include coins from an earlier
or later year.

Do not rely on mintage figures alone to determine the rarity of a particular
coin.

Supply: Giving them what they want
If too many coins are made each year and not enough people want them,
prices remain low. On the other hand, if a coin’s supply falls short of the
demand, prices rise.

Back in 1986, when the Professional Coin Grading Service (PCGS) began certi-
fying U.S. coins, demand for their product was huge and the supply was low,
even though PCGS did its best to grade as efficiently as possible. Ron remem-
bers seeing his first PCGS-certified MS-65 common date Morgan silver dollar.
’Twas a thing of beauty, all bright, shiny, and nearly perfect — it was also
priced at $600! Now, 20 years later, hundreds of thousands of Morgan dollars
have been certified by PCGS. Because the supply is large enough to satisfy
the demand of most collectors, the price of a common date PCGS-certified
MS-65 Morgan dollar has dropped to under $100.

A similar situation occurs each year as the new government-issued proof sets
hit the market. The collectors lucky enough to receive the first sets often sell
them for a nice profit, because everyone wants to own one. Later, as the U.S.
Mint releases more and more sets, the price drops because the supply rises
to meet the demand.

Buy proof sets directly from the U.S. Mint each year if you like these kinds of
coins. If you miss out for some reason, wait until the market has cooled down
a bit and prices stabilize. It may take some months, but be patient. In most
cases, you’ll have to pay more than the issue price, but in general, you’ll
avoid the hefty premiums charged when the supply is low.

Supply and demand work opposite each other. Just as demand can be manipu-
lated to raise prices, so can supply. Again, become aware of any funny business
in the market by carefully researching potential purchases. Ask your advisor if
he knows of any behind-the-scenes activity that may affect the supply of the
coin in which you’re interested.

35Chapter 3: Arming Yourself with Knowledge

07_222751 ch03.qxp  11/15/07  3:06 PM  Page 35



Deciding What to Collect
Because money is a limiting factor, no matter how much of it you have, figure
out how much you want to budget for your collection, and then decide where
to spend it. Here are some suggestions for interesting and challenging ways
to collect coins:

� Denomination: Try putting together a complete set of all the different
denominations issued by the United States. Start with the coins in circula-
tion and then include obsolete coins like a half cent, a three-cent piece, a
20-cent piece — coins that most people have never heard of.

� Type: You’ll find a number of different types within each denomination.
For example, half dollars include the Flowing Hair, Draped Bust, Capped
Bust, Seated Liberty, Barber, Walking Liberty, Franklin head, and Kennedy
types. You can collect by type within a denomination, or you can expand
into other denominations.

� Date: Collecting by date is a fun and affordable way to obtain every date
for a particular series. For example, you could easily collect a half dollar
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Hoarding Washington Carver
One of Ron’s favorite coins is the 1951
Washington-Carver commemorative half dollar
(see the following figure). In MS-65 condition,
the Professional Coin Grading Service (PCGS)
has certified only 473 examples, yet the current
bid price is only $425. Theoretically, Ron could
buy up every certified PCGS MS-65 example for

$201,000. But he knows from experience how
hard it is to find this coin at coin shows and in
other dealers’ inventories. If he bought up only
10 or 20 pieces, the price would start going up.
Just a small increase in the demand for this coin
would translate into a big jump in price. Should
he do it? Would you?
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from every year they were minted since 1900. There’s no reason to pay
extra for a rare mintmark — just pick the least expensive coin for the
year and add it to your collection. Not only will you have one coin from
every year, but you’ll have added several different types along the way.

� Date and mintmark combination: Collecting every date and mintmark
combination becomes a bit more challenging and expensive. Most series
have what Ron calls a stopper — a rare mintmark that can sometimes be
prohibitively expensive. Believe us, you don’t want to attempt to collect
a set of Barber dimes unless you have a lot of money. You may find and
be able to afford every date in the series except for the extremely rare
1894-S — you’ll need $1,000,000, or more for a nice one! On the other
hand, there are several series that you can complete without breaking
the bank. If you can’t afford the Barber dime set, try the Barber half 
dollars instead. The coins are bigger and every date and mintmark in 
the set is affordable.

Keep in mind that until recently, coins minted in Philadelphia had no
mintmark.

� Year: Many people try to buy every coin issued in the year of their birth.
If you’re under 50 years old, all you have to do is buy the mint sets and
proof sets issued by the government in the year of your birth, plus any
commemorative coins issued that year. If you’re older than 50, you may
have to search a little harder — but that’s half the fun of collecting coins,
isn’t it? If you really want to go all out, try collecting coins issued in your
birth year by other countries!

Staying focused
After you decide on a collecting plan, stick with it. Focus on your goals and
remain immune to the siren call of other coins. We know it’s hard to resist, but
in order to conserve your resources and be ready when buying opportunities
arise, you must remain strong.

Though we recommend sticking with your game plan, we don’t want to say
that you can never change your mind. But there’s an important reason not to
get distracted — a little thing called transaction cost.

Transaction costs are the fees you pay to get in and out of the coin market. 
If you’re familiar with the stock market, you know a different name for transac-
tion costs: commissions. When you buy a stock, you’re charged a commission
based on the price of the stock; when you sell a stock, you’re charged a com-
mission again. Because the commissions come out of your pocket, you must
figure them into your cost of the stock and the amount of any profits or losses
that you make when you sell the stock. In many cases, commissions can eat
up all your profits or enlarge your losses.
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Transaction costs are also a part of numismatics, but not in such an obvious
way. In numismatics, transaction costs are baked into the buy/sell spreads (the
difference between what a dealer will pay for a coin and how much he will sell
it for). Buy/sell spreads are much wider than they are in stocks. For example,
the buy/sell spread on a $100 stock may be 50¢. But on a $100 coin, the buy/sell
spread may be as wide as $30. Here’s an example: Say you buy a coin for $100.
Ask the dealer what he would pay to buy the coin back in a week. If the buy-
back price is $90, you’re facing a potential loss of $10. Therefore, the market
has to go up $10 just for you to break even on the coin.
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Need new glasses?
Here’s Ron’s out-of-focus story. Fifteen years ago,
he purchased a 1757 Maximilian III Bavarian
Thaler (a Thaler is a large, silver, German coin
about the size of a U.S. silver dollar). The back of
the Bavarian Thaler features a Madonna and child
because the area is predominantly Catholic and
the Virgin Mary is the Patroness Saint of Bavaria.
Ron liked the coin, shown in the following figure,
because it was an inexpensive way to own a
Thaler from that time period and because he still
has family members on his father’s side in the part
of Bavaria around Munich. Bavaria issued the
Madonna Thaler from 1753 to 1799, so he decided
to collect one coin from each year.

Ron should have left it at that, but he soon found
out that some years come with both a Madonna
reverse and a lions-and-shield reverse. Sure

enough, he got distracted and started collecting
those, too. Some Madonna Thalers come with an
A mintmark, so he had to have those as well. Then,
he really went goofy. Some Madonna Thalers are
minutely different from others; even though they
may be from the same year, the letters may be in
a different position, the design may be slightly 
different, or the die may have broken and cracked
during the minting process. Ron started collecting
Madonna Thalers by die variety, something no
person in history has ever attempted — certainly
no sane person. Today, he has a collection of over
300 different die varieties of the Madonna Thalers.

How out-of-focus has Ron become? Well, he’s
never completed the date set . . . he still needs
the 1753 Thaler! Got one?
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Every time you buy a coin that isn’t a part of your collecting plan, you face
unnecessary transaction costs — one more reason not to buy any unplanned
coins.

Thinking long-term
Most big-name coin collections were formed over a long period of time 
by people who had a clear vision of what they wanted to accomplish. By
approaching coin collecting with the same attitude, your experience with coin
collecting can be just as enjoyable and just as successful as anyone else’s.

Two areas are of primary importance when developing your long-term 
view: price trends and opportunities. If nothing else, these two areas offer
hope for the collector who may otherwise decide that finding certain coins
seems impossible. Patience may be its own reward, but a long-term view in
coin collecting can make or save you money and open opportunities that are
most certainly real and possible.

Long-term price trends
Looking back at the history of coin collecting, you’ll see a general upward
trend in coin prices. Just like everything else in the world, coins cost more
today than they did 50 years ago. Down the road, you can expect higher
prices than today.

As you set your collecting goals, plan for future price increases and determine
whether you can afford to finish what you’ve started. Keep in mind that there
may be some wild swings along the way — hot markets, where the coins you
seek will seem out of reach, followed by cool markets, where the coins you
collect will seem like bargains.

Long-term opportunities
The longer you’re active in collecting, the better your chances are of acquiring
the rare coins you need. Sometimes the opportunity to purchase a coin is rarer
than the coin itself, so you must be patient and ready to pounce when your
coin finally appears. Never assume that a coin is locked away forever. Who ever
thought that Johns Hopkins University would sell off the Garrett collection?
Who suspected that we’d ever have a chance to bid on coins from Byron
Reed’s collection or from the Joseph C. Mitchelson collection? We simply don’t
know what neat collections lurk around the corner. But the fact that strong
hands have sold their coins in the past gives us hope that others will do the
same in the future.
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Chapter 4

Storing Your Collection Correctly
In This Chapter
� Displaying your collection

� Handling and cleaning your coins

� Avoiding moisture

� Securing and insuring your collection

Assuming it stays in circulation, an average coin lasts roughly 30 years
during a regular journey from the time it’s minted to the day it wears 

out completely. Check the change in your pocket to see how much money you
have dated before 1970. You likely won’t find very many coins, if any. Over the
years, coins are damaged, lost, worn out, burned up, corroded, or dirtied, or
they wind up in piggy banks and coin collections.

Given proper protection, a coin may last forever under perfect conditions. 
So although you may think you own the coins in your collection, you’re really
just taking care of them for the next owner. By protecting your coins today, you
benefit from the preservation of their value for yourself and future generations,
just as you’ve benefited from the efforts of the collectors who’ve come before.

The three most important things you can do to preserve your coins?

� Protect them.

� Keep them safe.

� Keep them dry.

In this chapter, we show you how.

Holdering Them the Right Way
Choosing the right holder is an important first step in your collecting plan,
because the cost of holders can sometimes be quite high, especially if your 
collection becomes large. There are many types of holders and accessories for
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protecting, storing, and displaying your collection. Some holders are meant
only for short-term storage and may actually harm your coins over long peri-
ods of time. Surprisingly, we’ve learned that some holders, the very ones sup-
posed to protect your coins, are made with chemicals that attack and damage
them. Others are perfect for long-term storage and the careful preservation of
your numismatic lovelies. Here are your options:

� Cigar box (stogie storer): Inexpensive (unless you smoke high-priced
stogies) and great for beginners. Lacks a certain level of sophistication
and panache.

� Paper envelope: Traditional and inexpensive. A variety of sizes are avail-
able at your stationery or office supply store. Coin dealers sell small 2-x-2-
inch paper envelopes made for coin collectors (see Figure 4-1). You can
write information about the coin on the outside of the envelope. Colors
allow you to code your collection. Sulfur-free versions are excellent for
long-term storage.

The sulfur used to manufacture paper causes coins to tarnish, although
today most of the envelopes targeted to the coin market are sulfur-free.
Another potential disadvantage of paper envelopes: You can’t see the
actual coin inside without opening the holder and disturbing the coin.

� Cardboard 2-x-2s: Inexpensive. These start out as 2-x-4-inch sheets of
Mylar (clear plastic film) glued to card stock containing two holes of
identical size (see Figure 4-2). The coin is placed on the Mylar, and then
the holder is folded over and stapled together. Some cardboard 2-x-2s
have a layer of adhesive that seals the holder shut and eliminates the
need for staples. Coins are easily viewed through the Mylar windows.
Excellent for long-term storage (except in areas of high humidity) and as
long as the Mylar film remains intact.

Figure 4-1:
Paper

envelopes,
for storing

coins.
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If we had a dime for every coin destroyed by a staple, we could vacation
in Bermuda for a week. Be careful when stapling the holder; make sure 
not to hit the coin. Also, be very careful when you staple the holder and
crimp the staples to make sure that they don’t damage the coins in other
holders. Removing coins from cardboard 2-x-2s must also be done 
carefully, so as not to scratch the coins.

� Vinyl 2-x-2s: Inexpensive and great for handling and viewing of coins.
Also known as flips, these 2-x-4-inch holders have two pockets that fold
over to a convenient 2-x-2-inch size (see Figure 4-3). One side holds your
coin, the other a card upon which you may place a description.

We have a difficult time getting the harder flips to stand up in a row inside
a box. The softer, vinyl flips don’t seem to have this problem. Excellent for
short-term storage. Used by most dealers and auction houses as a 
convenient method of displaying, protecting, and shipping coins.

Figure 4-3:
Vinyl 2-x-2s,

for storing
coins.

Figure 4-2:
Cardboard
2-x-2s, for

storing
coins.
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Some vinyl flips are made with PVC, a chemical that can leach out over
time and damage your coins. Therefore, this kind of holder can’t be used
for long-term storage. Certain brands are made without PVC, but this
causes them to become brittle and crack.

� Hard plastic holders: Expensive and cumbersome to use. These consist
of three layers of hard plastic — one to hold the coin plus two outer
layers for protection — all screwed together (see Figure 4-4). Often
custom-made, these holders are available in a variety of sizes and colors
for individual and multiple coins. Custom printing may be added to
these holders to identify the coins. The plastic layers are essentially
inert (they don’t react chemically with the coins), so they’re perfect for
long-term storage. Hard plastic holders are attractive and offer clear
views of both sides of the coin. They’re used by collectors for expensive
coins they plan to keep for some time.

If the diameter of the hole is not perfect, the coin will shift around in the
holder, thereby exposing the coin to abrasive movement. If the hole is
too small, it must be enlarged by hand, often resulting in an amateurish
look, and some air and moisture may seep in through the sides.

� Slabs: Expensive — the cost of slabbing a coin can range from $10 to 
over $100 each, depending on the company used and the level of service
chosen. Slabs are the hard plastic cases used to encapsulate coins graded
by independent certification companies (see Figure 4-5). A small slip of
paper, sealed in the holder, identifies the coin and shows the grade
assigned to it. Excellent for long-term storage. These offer the tightest
seals of any holders and some are claimed to be watertight and airtight.
Some slabs include bar codes on the internal labels for convenient inven-
tory control using a bar-code reader, a database, and a computer. This is
the method of choice for professional coin dealers and serious collectors.

Slabs are among the bulkiest of all coin holders, so storage can become
a problem. Also, once the coin is in the holder, you can no longer handle
your coin. In order to hold the coin itself or examine the edge of the
coin, the holder must be destroyed.

Figure 4-4:
Hard plastic
holders, for

storing
coins.
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� Coin album: A broad range of prices, quality, and levels of protection.
Various types are available for the coin collector (see Figure 4-6), includ-
ing basic albums with holes into which the coins are pushed, albums
with vinyl pages, and albums in which coins are placed into holes that
are protected on both sides with plastic slides. Most albums and folders
are designed for specific collections (for example, Lincoln cents, peace
dollars, and so on). Albums and folders are especially suited for lower-
grade circulated coins (worn coins). The empty holes urge you to continue
collecting. Albums and folders make organizing and displaying your 
collection a cinch. This is the method of choice for most beginning 
collectors.

Figure 4-6:
Coin

albums, for
storing

coins in
sets.

Figure 4-5:
Slabs, good

for storing
coins and

trading
coins.
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Paper folders will eventually tone your coins, plus only one side of the
coin is visible. Vinyl albums may leak PVC. Improper use of the slide-
type albums can leave damaging slidemarks (hairline scratches) on 
the surfaces of your coins.

� Tube: Very convenient and relatively inexpensive way to store and pro-
tect large quantities of coins. Coin tubes are used to store rolls of coins
of various denominations (see Figure 4-7). Some tubes are round and
clear, others are square and opaque.

Keeping Away from the 
Cleaning Products

Ron remembers the day a nicely dressed man in his mid-40s came into his coin
shop with a complete set of peace dollars he wanted to sell. The man explained
how his father had painstakingly built the collection over many years. He had
inherited the coins after his father died. Now, many years later, he was curious
to find out how much more valuable his coins had become.

Before Ron opened the album, the man pointed out that some of the coins had
become tarnished over the years, so he had cleaned them to make it easier for
Ron to see what they looked like. Hearing that, Ron’s heart sank. Sure enough,
when he opened up the album, Ron saw rows and rows of bright, shiny peace
dollars. But, they were too bright and shiny; all were obviously scrubbed and
cleaned. Once beautiful, high-grade coins, they were now pieces of junk worth
a fraction of their former value. A very disappointed person left Ron’s store
that day.

Figure 4-7:
Tubes, for

storing large
quantities of

coins.
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Leave coin cleaning to the expert conservators. Never clean a coin yourself
until you master proper cleaning techniques.

Most coins should be left alone, but some coins cry out to be cleaned. The
following coins could benefit from a cleaning, but they all need to be treated
differently:

� Coins found by metal detectors

� Coins that are extremely dark with tarnish

� Coins that have developed a film from spending too much time in a vinyl
coin holder

� Coins with tape residue or some other localized problem

We know you have coins that need to be cleaned, and we know you’re dying
to clean them. So because you’re going to do it anyway, we may as well give
you some safe cleaning tips. (Abstinence seems to be out of the question.)
Please practice these techniques on inexpensive coins until you feel comfort-
able cleaning coins that are more desirable. Never clean coins that are valu-
able — take them to a professional instead. Finally, if you don’t feel
comfortable cleaning coins, don’t do it.

Removing dirt
Dirt is an abrasive that will scratch the heck out of a coin if you’re not careful.
Never rub, never scrub, never polish — always use a light touch.

1. Use an artist’s paintbrush to lightly whisk off any surface dirt.

Be careful not to exert any pressure.

2. Rinse the coin under warm water to remove additional surface dirt.

Don’t rub the coin between your thumb and forefinger.

3. After rinsing the coin, pat it dry with a soft towel.

Avoid pressure and any rubbing motions.

Do not use paper towels to dry a coin — the wood fibers in the paper may
leave hairline scratches on fine surfaces. Use a 100 percent cotton cloth.

For really crusty and dirty coins, soak them in olive oil for a couple of days
and try picking the dirt off with a toothpick (see Figure 4-8). Again, be careful
not to exert too much pressure, or the toothpick may scratch your coin.
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Removing PVC film
PVC softens hard plastic into vinyl, a popular material in coin holders.
Unfortunately, PVC can leach out of the vinyl and onto your coins, causing a
light haze, green spots, or an oily film. Over time, PVC attacks the surface of a
coin, dulling the luster and etching the metal. PVC contamination is so serious
that the major companies that grade and certify coins (see Chapter 20) refuse
to grade any coin with visible traces of PVC.

Removing PVC contamination is easy, but it must be done with care. Acetone,
the chemical used in nail polish remover, works very well at removing PVC
film and spots, but be careful to use it only in a well-ventilated area away from
any flames. You can find pure acetone (the only kind we recommend) in the
cosmetics section at your local drugstore or in the paint section at your local
hardware store.

You may find it necessary to repeat the process with a clean swab until all
the PVC is removed (see Figure 4-9). The first swab will be green in color; the
last swab should be clear.

Keep in mind that acetone is a dangerous chemical. Be sure to read and heed
the warning label on the bottle.

Removing tarnish or toning
If your silver coin has light toning around the edges, if the toning is attractive,
or if the toning is iridescent (showing shifting changes of color), consider
leaving it alone. Many collectors pay huge premiums for nicely toned coins
(see Figure 4-10).

Figure 4-8:
Using a

toothpick.
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Nevertheless, if you absolutely hate the toning, you can try dipping your coin
in a chemical bath specially formulated for removing tarnish (see Figure 4-11).
Your local coin dealer probably carries e-Z-est Coin Cleaner, also known as
Jeweluster or “dip” and widely used by collectors and dealers alike. In Ron’s
opinion, pure dip is too harsh, so he mixes it with equal parts water to make 
a softer solution.

You may use dip to clean nickel coins, but never copper coins. Never dip
coins of different metals in the same solution — sometimes one metal will
plate out onto the other coin. Instead of cleaning your coin, you’ll be adding
an extra layer of metal.

Figure 4-10:
Toned coins:

nice on the
left, not so

nice on 
the right.

Figure 4-9:
Removing

PVC
contami-

nation.
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Follow these steps for lightly tarnished coins:

1. Quickly dip your coin in the solution and pull it out just as fast.

2. Immediately rinse the coin in warm water.

3. Use a soft cloth towel to dry your coin.

Pat, don’t rub, the coin dry.

Heavy toning becomes a problem for two reasons:

� The surfaces may have faint hairline scratches and/or marks that are
difficult to detect beneath the toning. Before dipping the coin, be sure
to examine it carefully to prevent any surprises.

� If the surfaces are too heavily tarnished, the tarnish will have eaten
into the coin’s surface. Dip will remove the tarnish but the result will be
a coin with an unattractive, dull finish, with no luster.

Practice with a variety of inexpensive, toned coins to figure out what can be
fixed and what can’t. Again, when in doubt, leave the coin alone. More coins
are ruined by well-intentioned but ignorant coin collectors dipping their
coins than by any other method.

Removing lacquer
A hundred years ago, some collectors attempted to preserve the quality of
their coins by applying a thin coat of lacquer. Generally, this method worked
well to preserve coins as long as the layer of lacquer remained unbroken.
However, spots and toned areas resulted when the lacquer became damaged

Figure 4-11:
Dipping 
a coin.
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or when it began to peel off the coin. Today, no certification service will
grade a coin that has lacquer remaining on the surfaces.

As with PVC, acetone remains the chemical of choice for removing lacquer. 
A short bath in acetone will remove most of the lacquer on a coin, although
additional baths may be necessary to remove all traces. Be patient, and above
all, be careful. Acetone is a dangerous chemical even when used properly.

Handling with Kid Gloves
Several years back, a dealer friend of Ron’s handed him a well-struck (nearly
perfect) 1913 Indian-head nickel with full, complete details, and he asked
whether Ron thought it was a coin made for circulation or a coin that had
been specially prepared for collectors (referred to as a proof). The two men
were standing at the reception desk of a hotel, and as Ron turned the coin
over to examine the other side, it flipped out of his fingers and fell about 4
feet onto the hard tile floor. Besides feeling like a fool, Ron was even more
upset to discover a big bruise on one of the rims of the coin. The bruise
destroyed much of the coin’s value and desirability. Suddenly, the coin was
most certainly a proof in Ron’s friend’s eyes. Ron was forced (shamed, actu-
ally) into buying the coin for a lot more than it was worth — especially for a
coin that no self-respecting collector would buy. He found out a lot about
handling coins from that lesson, including this: If you break it, you own it.

The following techniques prevent embarrassing and costly damage to coins.
Make sure you practice each of these with each and every coin you handle.

Wash your hands before touching
Whatever is on your fingers will be transferred to the edge of the coin you’re
handling. Coins hate sweat, doughnut glaze, potato chip salt, hamburger
grease, and just about everything else, so wash your hands before you
handle those beautiful coins.

Ask before removing a coin from a holder
Different dealers use different holders, often in different ways. For example,
many collectors keep their copper coins in felt-lined pouches inside a small
paper envelope. The pouches have a single opening. Some collectors place
the pouch into the envelope so that the coin slides right out of the pouch
when the flap of the envelope is opened (we call this the straight-on method).
Others turn the pouch so that the coin is locked in, even when the envelope
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is opened. Here’s where the problem lies. Some collectors turn the pouch to
the left, others to the right.

Ron had always preferred the straight-on method, so he was somewhat puz-
zled the first time he encountered a locked-in coin. The collector had turned
the pouch to the right, and when Ron pulled the pouch out of the envelope,
the opening was facing down. Unexpectedly, the coin fell out of the pouch
and plopped onto the pad on the table. Of course, Ron pretended that this
was the most natural thing in the world, but he could tell by the look in his
eye that the collector was getting a little worried.

Watch out for the holder
Without proper care, even the simple act of removing a coin from a holder
carries the potential risk of damage. The term flip rub refers to wear or
damage caused by rubbing a coin against the surfaces of a vinyl or plastic
holder. Any dirt or contamination that comes between a coin and a holder
acts as an abrasive, and any movement of the coin against the holder may
cause damage to the surfaces of the coin. Therefore, the less often a coin is
removed from or inserted into a holder, the better.

That’s why it’s always a good idea to ask permission to remove a coin from a
holder to examine it. The dealer may prefer to remove or insert the coin by
himself, or simply refuse your request. Don’t be offended — the dealer may
simply want to protect the coin. On the other hand, be prepared to make a
purchase decision under less-than-optimal conditions.

Handle a coin by the edges
The surfaces of a coin, especially those on high-grade (new or nearly new)
examples, are very sensitive and vulnerable to even the slightest damage. 
We mentioned earlier (in the “Removing dirt” section) how the wood fibers in
paper towels can actually scratch the surfaces of a coin. Fingers and thumbs
can damage the surfaces of a coin just as easily. A single grain of sand stuck
between the ridges of a fingerprint can scratch a coin. The salty oils from fin-
gers often interact chemically with the metal of a coin, leaving damage that
may not appear right away but could show up later and last forever. Handling a
coin by the edges (see Figure 4-12) eliminates any possibility of surface contact
and surface damage. Some collectors wear thin cotton gloves when handling
their coins, but if your hands are clean and dry, gloves are unnecessary.
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Keep your mouth shut
Each time you breathe, moisture-laden air escapes from your lungs. Each
time you speak, tiny droplets of spittle fly from your mouth. Well, imagine
what happens to a coin that has been moisturized in this manner. Virtually all
the spots you see on copper coins (see Figure 4-13), regardless of the size of
the spots, were caused by moisture of some sort. Therefore, when examining
an unprotected coin, breathe through your nose and don’t speak. Most of the
time you won’t have a problem keeping this rule, because nice coins tend to
leave you speechless anyway! So far, we haven’t gotten to the point of wear-
ing masks over our mouths, but if coin prices go much higher, we may all
start looking like surgeons!

Figure 4-13:
A single

spot of
moisture

can hurt a
coin.

Figure 4-12:
On the edge:

The proper
way to hold

a coin.
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Hold a coin over a soft surface
A soft felt pad or a folded piece of cloth ensures that a dropped coin remains
an undamaged coin (unlike the coin shown in Figure 4-14). Be prepared to drop
many coins in your lifetime — every coin dealer and collector we know has a
story similar to Ron’s.

Keeping Them High and Dry
Moisture is a coin’s worst enemy. Coins are made of metal, some of which is
very chemically active. According to the laws of chemistry and physics, your
coins will most certainly deteriorate over time unless you protect them.

A coin begins reacting with its environment as soon as it is struck (made).
Any changes are subtle for the most part, but in some cases the changes may
be significant. A copper coin’s color changes; it may corrode or oxidize. This
often starts as a tiny spot that grows until it eventually eats into the coin’s
surface. A single spot is bad enough, but poorly preserved coins may end up
covered with spots and/or green corrosion. Naturally, collectors hate spots,
corrosion, and coins with pitted surfaces (referred to as pitting). Unless the
coin is a great rarity, such damage destroys any collector value.

Silver and gold coins are just as susceptible to chemical reactions. Over time,
silver will tarnish or tone, resulting in a film of color that can range from light
and subtle to dark and unattractive. Gold is relatively inert, but most gold
coins include a small percentage of copper, which is a very sensitive metal.

Figure 4-14:
A rim nick:

This can
happen

when you
drop a coin.
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Many of the chemical reactions that occur on the surface of a coin require, or
are accelerated by, water. Simply put, water kills coins. Moisture of any kind
should be avoided at all cost. If you live in an area of high humidity or ocean
spray, protecting your coins becomes more difficult and important.

However, there are several things you can do to ensure that your coins
remain as pristine and as beautiful as they were the day you bought them.

Keepin’ ’em dry
Most holders are not meant to be watertight or airtight; other holders claim
to be so. However, we suggest erring on the side of caution by assuming that
every holder leaks air or water. Take the same precautions with all holders,
regardless of the claims made by the manufacturers.

The changes that occur on the surface of a coin are at the chemical or molecu-
lar level, so you won’t always be able to see them. All it takes is a tiny hole for
air and moisture to seep in.

Using a desiccant
A desiccant is a drying agent available at your local hardware store. You’ve
probably seen small packets of desiccant in leather goods such as shoes and
bags. Desiccants do a fabulous job of removing moisture from the air, and in
some cases they may be reused simply by drying them out in an oven under
low heat.

Why are desiccants necessary in a watertight holder? Because when you 
seal a coin in a watertight container, you’re also sealing in any moisture in the
atmosphere around it. A desiccant absorbs the moisture from the air, binds it,
and keeps it away from your coin. In areas susceptible to moisture or humid-
ity, desiccants are essential. Check your desiccant every month and either 
re-dry it or replace it.

Securing Your Stash: At 
Home and on the Road

One of the most dramatic posters from World War II shows a sailor slipping
beneath the waves for the last time, his ship destroyed and sinking in the
background. The words LOOSE LIPS SINK SHIPS jump from the poster, emphasizing
the importance of discretion during times of war. The same is true for coin 
collectors.
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Coins are thief magnets. They’re valuable, portable, and easily sold. Thieves
know that, but why help them out? Even without knowing it, you may be giving
out hints that you’re a coin collector or that you’ve got coins with you or at
home. A little discretion and common sense can keep you and your coins safe.

The following are some tips for keeping your hobby secret:

� Avoid discussing your collection in public. We know you’re proud of
your collection and the neat new coins you just purchased, but be careful
about how and where you discuss them.

� Remove all hints of numismatics from your correspondence. Placing 
the words coin, coin collector, numismatist, or any other coin-related words
on the return address of your envelopes is dangerous. Be sure to instruct
anyone sending coins to you through the mail to remove any coin-related
wording from their envelope or package as well. Have your numismatic
publications sent to a post office box and not your home.

� Be careful whom you tell. You may trust someone enough to let him
know that you’re a coin collector and you may even show him some of
your goodies, but can you trust him never to tell anyone, who in turn, may
tell someone else? An old adage in sales is that everyone knows a hundred
people. Therefore, if you tell one person, you’re telling a hundred, and
each of them can tell a hundred . . . you get the picture. So be careful
whom you tell.

� Hide your coins. Don’t leave your coins out for the cleaning lady, or
anyone who may peek in your window, to see. Coin calendars are nice,
but we guarantee you that, someday, one of your visitors will ask you,
“Oh, are you a coin collector?”

Deciding between a home safe 
and a safe-deposit box
Should you store your coins at home or in a safe-deposit box in a bank? The
answer depends on how comfortable you feel about keeping your coins at
home, the value of your collection, and the importance of having your coins
close by. Some collectors love to fiddle with their coins every chance they
get. You may be in a situation where your collection is rapidly growing and
changing, thereby requiring constant access to the coins. Other collectors
are perfectly happy with an occasional trip to the bank to view their numis-
matic treasures. Ultimately, you must determine the amount of risk involved
in keeping your coins at home, whether you can protect against those risks,
and whether you can afford the loss in a worst-case scenario.
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Home safes come in a variety of sizes and types:

� Floor safes: Floor safes are embedded in the concrete floor of your home
and are the easiest to hide. However, they offer limited space and you may
get tired of pulling the rug back and getting on your hands and knees just
to open the safe.

� Wall safes: Unless your wall safe is embedded in concrete, don’t bother
getting one. Thieves can use a crowbar to pop them out of the wall and
carry them away.

� Regular safes: Safes can protect your coins against fire, burglary, or
both, and with regular safes you have many more options concerning
size and weight. The main thing safes buy you is time, something bur-
glars don’t have a lot of. Neil recommends buying a safe that weighs
over 1,000 pounds; otherwise, he figures, why bother?

� Fire safes: These types of safes are more for protection against fire than
they are against burglars. Choose this type if you live in an area of high
risk for fires and you feel relatively safe from theft. We’ve seen some neat
coin collections reduced to melted lumps of metal because they weren’t
properly protected.

Just as there are different choices in safes, there are multiple options in safe-
deposit boxes. Things to consider are size, bank hours, access restrictions,
terms of the agreement, the climate inside the vault, and insurance. (You can
read more about insurance in the “Insuring Your Investment” section, later in
this chapter.)
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Hard to believe, but there are still parts of the
United States where you can leave your windows
open and your doors unlocked without worrying
about anyone breaking into your house or car.
However, the rest of us need deadbolts on the
doors, bars on the windows, alarm systems on our
cars, and, sadly, alarm systems in our homes —
and that’s with nothing valuable inside! If you
bring coins into the mix, having a home alarm

system is not only a good idea — it’s essential. If
you can’t afford an alarm system, take your coins
to the bank and lock them in a safe-deposit box.

Home alarm systems range from simple sensors
on your doors and windows to sophisticated
infrared, laser, and sound detectors. Check out
your local vendors to find out which system is
best for you.
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Carrying coins in your car
Most criminals avoid robbery, preferring instead simple burglary when the
victim is not around. Many coin thefts occur on the road, when, for some
reason, otherwise smart people leave their coins in their cars.

Most car break-ins occur after a coin show. At the show, thieves notice who 
is buying and selling coins, who is carrying a large inventory, and who may
be traveling alone. They watch as cars are being unloaded and loaded to see
who is wary and who is complacent. The thieves may have watched you at a
previous show to see how you behave on the road.

Dealers and attendees at coin shows receive identification badges and/or
stick-on name tags. In the trade, we call these “rob me” badges. If you walk
out of a coin show wearing your badge or name tag, you advertise that you’re
a coin collector or dealer. Take the badge off before you walk out the door.

Carrying coins on a plane
Flying with coins presents special problems for the dealer and collector. Coins
add to the list of stuff you must carry and watch out for. Coins can be heavy
and must be handled carefully on flights so that other passengers are not
injured. Some airlines may charge extra fees for excess baggage weight, and in
extreme cases, you may not be allowed to bring the extra weight at all!

Consider yourself vulnerable every step of the way, from the time you leave
your home until the time you arrive at your hotel at the other end of your trip.

Here are our best recommendations for carrying coins on a plane:

� If you have a lot of luggage, enlist the aid of a skycap. Make sure you
keep your hands and eyes on your coins at all times. Don’t turn your
back on your coins, even for a second, and maintain physical contact
with them at all times.

� Be careful at the airport security checkpoint, where you’re most 
vulnerable to coin theft. After you make it through the metal detector,
security guards will probably ask to search your coin bag (rows of coins
form suspicious-looking metal rods in an X-ray). Ask for a private search
so the whole world doesn’t see what you have in your bag. Never allow
the security guards or anyone else to take your coins out of your sight.

� Try to board the airplane early so that you can stow your coins under
your seat or as close as possible to your seat. If you can’t find a compart-
ment near your seat, stow your coins in the rows behind you, never ahead
of you. In the crowded interior of an airplane, it’s easier to stop someone
behind you than it is to chase after someone ahead of you. Don’t let
anyone know what you’re carrying. On long flights, check on your bag
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from time to time, just to make sure it’s still safe and secure, especially 
if you’ve dozed off during the flight.

� Don’t allow your coins to be placed in the trunk of a cab or limousine,
or you may end up watching helplessly as they’re driven off without
you. You’re much better off bringing the coins with you into the cab.

How comforting is your inn? 
Security at hotels ranges from not-so-hot to nonexistent. Motel chains and
independent operators offer no options for the traveler with coins, in which
case, you’re pretty much relegated to baby-sitting your coins. Larger chains
offer safe-deposit boxes in the main lobby office. Many hotels now offer small
safes right in your own room. Nevertheless, if you’re carrying valuable coins
or a lot of bulky coins, we recommend staying with them at all times. Never,
ever leave your coins unattended in your room.

As an alternative to hotel security, most major coin shows offer security rooms
manned by the same staff that protects the show or by outside security firms
(often off-duty police officers) hired for just that purpose. Many times, security
rooms are open well before and after the actual coin show, giving dealers time
to enjoy the sights and sounds of the city.

Dealing with a robbery
Do not resist a robbery, ever. Neil has, and it’s not an experience that you
want to have.

Just because you’ve been the victim of a coin robbery doesn’t mean that it’s
the end of the world. You have a much better chance at recovering your coins
today than you did years ago. New technologies make it easier for you to send
information about your robbery to those people who are most likely to recover
your coins for you — coin dealers and law enforcement authorities.

Here are our recommendations for what to do now (before you’re robbed) as
well as what to do after a robbery takes place:

� Keep good records. This way you can supply a list of the missing coins to
law enforcement authorities. Be sure to keep on file as much information
as possible:

• A description of the coin, including any identifying marks

• Serial numbers (if the coins have been encapsulated by an outside
grading company)

• Catalog identification numbers
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• The current value of the coin

• The date you purchased the coin

• From whom you purchased the coin

� Have your best coins photographed to help make positive identifica-
tions. Several digital cameras on the market today make coin photogra-
phy easy and inexpensive.

� Begin locally and end globally. Contact every dealer in the town where
your coins were stolen, and then target dealers in the surrounding towns,
dealers in the major cities in your state, and dealers in the major cities
throughout the United States.

� Provide every contact with as much information as possible, including
inventory listings and photographs. Be sure to include contact informa-
tion for yourself and any law enforcement officials involved with your
case.

� Use e-mail. E-mail allows you to send the same message to a large
number of recipients at the same time. When we say “large,” we’re talking
about the potential to contact hundreds and thousands of dealers. You
could send an e-mail each week just as a friendly reminder for dealers to
keep an eye open for your missing coins. Be sensitive to spamming issues
(the sending of unsolicited e-mails). Although most dealers are anxious
to help people recover their stolen coins, others may find your e-mails 
a nuisance. If someone asks you to stop sending him e-mails, honor his
request quickly and politely.

Insuring Your Investment
Insurance is a risk-based business, sort of a bet between you and the insurance
company that something will or won’t go wrong. The bet includes odds that
affect the size of the bet (the premium you pay to the insurance company) and
the size of the payoff (the amount the insurance company pays you after a
loss). In other words, the more risk you’re willing to live with, the less your
insurance will cost and vice versa. For example, a higher deductible may
reduce your annual premiums, but you receive less in the event of a loss.

Every insurance company treats coins differently, so be sure to discuss your
needs with a professional insurance agent. Make sure you understand what
you’re buying and how your coin collection will be protected.

When you sit down with your insurance agent, ask the following questions:
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� Will my insurance policy cover my coin collection? Unless you pur-
chase special coverage, your coin collection will only be insured for its
face value. In other words, you get a buck for that silver dollar you pur-
chased last year for $3,000! Buy coin insurance.

� Am I required to get an appraisal of my collection? You may be required
to have an outside, independent appraiser prepare an official evaluation of
your collection. This can get expensive, so find out what kind of informa-
tion the insurance company requires, whom it’ll accept as an appraiser,
and how additions and subtractions from your collection will be treated.

� Will I be required to protect my collection? Your insurance company
may require you to install a home security system, a safe, or some other
security. If you already have such things in place, ask if they’ll help
reduce your premiums.

� Are the coins in my safe-deposit box covered? Typically, the answer
will be no, not unless you pay extra for it. Be sure to ask whether special
coverage is required.

� What about transporting my coins? Are you covered when you bring
coins from your home to your bank’s vault? How about when you bring
coins to and from a coin show? Your insurance company may place limits
on the value of the coins you transport, and it will not pay you if you
leave your coins unattended, even to go to the bathroom. It will place
restrictions on how you transport the coins as well.

� What will the insurance cost? Every insurance company is different, 
but expect to pay based on a cost-per-value basis. For example, you may
be charged an annual premium of $1.50 for every $100 worth of value. In
other words, if your collection was appraised at $10,000, your annual
insurance premium would be $150.

� What about deductibles? A deductible reduces the amount of money
you receive in the event of a claim. For example, if you have a deductible
of $500 and your loss was $3,000, you receive $2,500. Sure, you can get a
non-deductible policy, but those are the most expensive kind. Generally,
the higher the deductible, the lower your annual premium. Your job is to
find a balance between the two that makes you comfortable.

Shop around and expect to find a wide range of pricing and coverage options.
Choose the company and policy that are right for you, and you’ll sleep better,
knowing that if anything happens to your collection, you’ll be covered.
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In this part . . .

Coin collecting is a journey that begins with a single
coin. The first coin leads to another, the second 

leads to a third, and so on. Along the way, your tastes will
develop so that your previous choices influence what your
next choice will be. Every collector’s path is unique, which
is why collectors have such a great time getting together to
talk coins and swap stories about the paths they’ve chosen.

Nevertheless, most collectors stay with rather basic coins,
usually because they’re unaware that there is an unlimited
selection of coins to collect or because they’re intimidated
by their lack of knowledge in those other areas. We’ve
heard many collectors say, “I wish I had started collecting
such-and-such a coin years ago,” or, “I can’t believe the
bargains that you can find in such-and-such an area.” So
we point out several paths you may be interested in taking.

In this part, we give you a sneak preview into several major
collecting areas, not so much to convince you to collect
them, but to open your eyes to them and give you more
options when adding coins to your collection. So take a
seat on this numismatic tour bus and enjoy the ride.
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Chapter 5

Showing Their True 
Age: Ancient Coins

In This Chapter
� Discovering the coins of the ancient world

� Figuring out which ancient coins to collect

� Recognizing the effect of age on value

� Understanding the language of the ancients

Mention the word ancient and your mind probably conjures up images 
of Roman gladiators, Spartan warriors, Greek gods, emperors, Julius

Caesar, Cleopatra, Alexander the Great, and so much more. Similarly, ancient
coins remind collectors of history because they’re historical records. Long
after papyrus and sheepskin records have rotted away, coins remain to tell
the story of people and events from long ago.

In reality, ancient coins are like members of any other coin series. They are
no more mysterious than U.S. half dollars, Spanish doubloons, or Austrian
schillings — they’re just older and a little harder to read. Just as with any
modern coin, you can find helpful books that tell you all about ancient coins.

This chapter introduces you to the world of ancient coins, giving you just
enough information to whet your appetite. Get ready to enter the worlds of
Julius Caesar and the goddess Athena, and come face-to-face with other
famous names from the past.

Ancient Coins — of Gods and Men
Ancient coins are all about history. Without newspapers, mail, telephones,
faxes, overnight delivery services, e-mail, and the Internet, the best way to
spread information throughout a kingdom 2,000 years ago was with coins. For
example, each Roman ruler issued his own coins upon assuming the role of
emperor. Thus, you find Roman coins with portraits of Julius Caesar, Brutus
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(the brute who killed Caesar), Nero (he fiddled while Rome burned), Marc
Antony (Cleopatra’s lover), and other Roman rulers. Greek coins, on the other
hand, favored the images of gods and goddesses such as Apollo, Athena, Zeus,
and Hercules, not to mention lesser figures like Pegasus the flying horse and
various nymphs and mythological figures. Even the goddess Nike (named after
the shoes you’re wearing, or was it the other way around?) appears on Greek
coins, often driving a chariot pulled by four horses.

Coins are like time machines that bring the ancient world to us and transport
us back to a world that was much different than the one we live in today.
Although historians provide stories of the ancient world, coins provide addi-
tional insights. Coins provide permanent records of military victories, mar-
riages, deaths, new rulers, births, places, and events. In some cases, coins
are the only historical records we have.

Deciding Which Ancient Coins to Collect
The field of ancient coins is so broad that it would be impossible and frustrat-
ing, if not mentally unhealthy, to try to collect them all. Therefore, collectors
gravitate to certain areas that have become very popular. In this section, we
highlight areas in which you may also want to develop an interest.

Ancient Greek coins
The Greeks learned about coinage from the Lydians (their neighbors and
inventors of the first coins). Between 500 B.C. and 400 B.C., Greece’s various
city-states produced some of the most beautiful coins the world has ever
known. Early Greek coins are crude little bean-shaped pieces with punched
designs of animals or other objects. But over time, the designs became more
sophisticated and the beans flattened out into the thin, round pieces that are
the hallmark of coins today.

During this period, the Greeks at Athens issued large silver coins called
tetradrachms with a bug-eyed owl on one side (see Figure 5-1). The owl was 
the symbol of the goddess Athena, who considered the bird sacred. In turn,
Athena was revered by the people, who considered her sacred and named their
city after her. The ultimate Greek coin was the impressive decadrachm, a large
silver coin from Syracuse (Greece, not New York).

A drachm or drachma is the basic unit of Greek money, even in modern times.
Tetra means four, so a tetradrachm equals four drachma. Also, because values
of coins were based on their weight, a tetradrachm weighs exactly four times
as much as a drachma. A decadrachm equaled ten drachma.
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The Greeks employed interesting and unusual designs for their coins, includ-
ing grapes, roses, wheat, eagles, crabs, dolphins, and rabbits, not to mention
images of many of the Greek gods and goddesses. Yet while they made liberal
use of images of gods and animals on their coins, they shunned portraits of
real people. Even Alexander the Great’s image never appeared on his own
coins until after his death, and by then he had been converted to a god by
many of his successors and fans. Some Greek coins show Alexander wearing
a lion’s head as a helmet; another shows him with the tusked head of an ele-
phant atop his own head!

As Greek civilization declined, so did its coins. At one point, the Greeks became
so desperate for metal for their coins that they made them out of bronze and
then silver-plated them to make them look like their more valuable counter-
parts. They even melted down the statues of the goddess Nike to make gold
coins.

Ancient Roman coins
Rome started out as a monarchy (ruled by kings), then became a republic
(ruled by representatives of the people), then veered toward a dictatorship
(ruled by Caesars) as the Romans created a worldwide empire. Unlike the
Greeks, the Romans loved to place images of their rulers on their coins, and
they used their coins as propaganda pieces to tout their military victories
and record important events. Like the Greeks, the Romans revered their gods
and sprinkled their likenesses liberally throughout their coinage.

One of the most famous Roman coins is the denarius, or penny (see Figure 5-2).
This silver coin was roughly the diameter of a modern U.S. cent or dime.
Because the denarius was issued over hundreds of years, collectors have an
opportunity to collect a wide range of rulers and design types. Rome also
issued a number of unusual coins, such as the big bronze coin known as an
Aes Grave, the golden aureus, and the silver didrachm.

Figure 5-1:
Athena’s

sacred owl
on a coin.
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Some of the most popular Roman coins include Brutus’s Ides of March 
denarius, the coins of the 12 Caesars, and the series of JVDEA CAPTA coins
that commemorated Emperor Vespasian’s victory over the Jews in A.D. 70.

The nice thing about many Ancient Roman coins is their low cost. Small
copper coins can be purchased in quantity for under $10 each. A nice silver
denarius costs $40 to $75. Even most Roman gold coins are surprisingly
affordable considering their popularity.

Biblical coins
The Bible mentions several coins by name, including the Roman denarius, 
the Jewish shekel, and the widow’s mite. Something about these coins evokes
a special feeling in coin collectors today.

When you get down to it, coins are the only tangible reminders we have of the
people, places, and events of biblical times. When you hold a tiny widow’s mite
in your hand, you realize why such a worthless coin can mean so much. And
you wonder if, perhaps, you may be holding the very coin that the old woman
gave as an offering.

Byzantine coins
The Roman Empire fell gradually but surely, to be replaced in the West by the
Byzantine Empire centered in Constantinople. Beginning in A.D. 498, Anastasius
introduced a new copper coin called a follis, worth 40 nummi. The Byzantines

Figure 5-2:
The

denarius, the
backbone 
of Roman

economics.
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also issued beautiful coins of gold and silver. Byzantine coins are known for
their religious symbols, and common themes include crosses, images of Christ,
and other reminders of the Christian religion (see Figure 5-3). Like the earlier
Roman coins, many Byzantine coins bear the images of the rulers of the time.

Byzantine coins, like so many ancient coins, are quite affordable. Many of the
gold coins can be had for under $500, and Byzantine bronzes often sell for
less than $40.

Understanding How Age Affects Value
One of the reasons ancient coins are so common is because the coiners made
so many of them; the survivors have been found among the many coin hoards
that have been discovered over the years. In ancient times, people carried
their wealth with them. There were no banks, ATMs, checking accounts, or
credit cards. The wealth of the ancients was measured in coins and jewelry.
Money was accumulated in small clay pots or jars. At the first sign of trouble,
people would bury their money, and then plan to return to claim it after the
crisis passed. As you can imagine, many people forgot where they buried their
coins or died, and the location of the coins died with them.

Modern construction projects have uncovered many hoards of coins that
eventually get dispersed into the coin market. Hand-held metal detectors
have uncovered millions of ancient coins. Think of it this way: If New York
City were covered by a volcano tomorrow, how many Lincoln cents would
archaeologists find in a hundred years when they dug up the city?

Figure 5-3:
Byzantine
coins like

this one
were

promoters
of

Christianity.
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It’s All Greek to Me!
Many collectors are intimidated by the unusual letters, words, and symbols 
on ancient coins. “How,” they ask, “can you identify your coin if you can’t read
and understand the lettering and designs?” Actually, ancient coins are no more
difficult to collect than some of the modern coins that contain non-English
inscriptions and symbols. For example, people who can’t read or understand
either Japanese or Chinese have no problems collecting coins from those 
countries; yet the same collectors may fear venturing into ancient coins.

Most Roman coins bear Latin inscriptions that are fairly easy to translate. After
you understand the abbreviations used on Roman coins, the rest is easy. The
only stumbling block with Greek coins is the Greek alphabet and the unfamiliar
shapes of some of the letters. Again, after you learn the abbreviations used on
the coins, translations are readily available.

Knowing Where You Can Get ’Em
You may have never seen or heard of one before in your life, but ancient coins
are everywhere. Your local coin dealer probably has some in stock, and you
can find a big variety of ancient coins at any coin show. At the biggest shows,
especially international coin shows where dealers attend from Europe, you
may even see a collection of coins from a hoard that was dug up. Imagine
having a chance to buy inexpensive ancient coins fresh out of the ground! 
If you want a real conversation piece, pick up an ancient coin or two, and 
share them with your friends.

Don’t forget eBay (www.ebay.com). We just performed a search for ancient
coin and came up with 575 possibilities!
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Chapter 6

Making a Safe Bet with U.S. Coins
In This Chapter
� Entering a finely tuned market

� Understanding why U.S. coins are so popular

� Examining some great designs

� Mastering the concept of liquidity

If you want to be where the action is (and who doesn’t?), start your collect-
ing experience with U.S. coins. No other area in world numismatics is as

active, involved, or exciting. In general, the U.S. coin market enjoys the most
active collectors, the most valuable coins, and the best innovations in research
and grading. Ample opportunities exist for collectors at all levels — from kids
to adults, and from beginners to advanced collectors.

In this chapter, we examine U.S. coins and explain some of the special charac-
teristics that make them so attractive to collectors. (See Part III of this book
for the lowdown on specific types of U.S. coins.)

Discovering a Finely Tuned Market
The market for U.S. coins is without a doubt the largest and strongest coin
market in the world, and a tremendous amount of good information is avail-
able for the beginning collector. All U.S. coin series have been extensively
researched and have published guides, allowing a new collector to enter the
market without any knowledge and quickly become nearly as well-read on
any numismatic subject as any seasoned collector.

In terms of pricing, the U.S. market is a fine-tuned machine. Most common U.S.
coins have buy and sell prices that are so close to each other that collectors
can get in and out of the market with relative ease and little expense. Several
different guides track and set prices at both the wholesale and retail levels —
price guides are even available on the Internet (see Chapter 16).
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The grading of U.S. coins has been elevated to a degree of sophistication 
seen nowhere else in the world. The 70-point grading system (see Chapter 19)
allows for fine differences in most grades, especially those at the top end of
the scale where attention is the greatest. The rise of third-party certification
and grading services (see Chapter 20) has added a certain amount of stan-
dardization to an area of the market formerly subject to widespread abuse
and manipulation.

Many markets exist for U.S. coins, making buying and selling coins an easy
prospect, even for those with a do-it-yourself mentality (see Chapter 21). From
coin dealers to coin shows to major auctions, collectors and dealers have
quick, easy, and frequent access to major markets. The Internet and online
auctions bring the coin markets and millions of collectors to your home.
Many dealers who once struggled to stay in business are now thriving with
sales through the Internet. Today, collectors can sort through thousands of
coins offered by hundreds of dealers. When they find a coin they like, they
can view a digital image, make their selection, pay with a credit card, and
wait for their coin to arrive. And as long as you purchase the coins from a
reputable source, and the coins have been certified by one of the two major
grading services (see Chapter 20), what could be safer or more convenient?

Understanding Why U.S. 
Coins Are So Popular

Coins from the United States are so popular for a number of reasons:

� Wonderful designs: In over 200 years of making coins, the United 
States has produced a plethora of lovely and interesting designs to entice
the collector. The recent success of the 50 State Quarters program (see
Chapter 13), the new Presidential $1 Coin program (see Chapter 13), and
the millions of new collectors who have been brought into coin collecting
are proof that interesting designs do matter to collectors.

� Challenging series: Whether you’re looking to collect mundane, common
coins part-time or something more intellectually challenging, U.S. coins
have it all, including many different denominations and types, inexpensive
coins, super-rarities, big coins, small coins, and everything in between.
The sky is the limit, but you can also keep your feet on solid ground.

� Affordability: Contrary to popular belief, you do not have to be rich 
to collect U.S. coins. Just ask any kid who collects the 50 State Quarters,
proof sets, and the Sacagawea dollar coins (see Chapter 11). Of course,
having money makes your coin collecting possibilities much more 
diversified, but that’s true of any serious collecting pursuit.

� Availability of commemorative coins: You want commemorative 
coins? The United States has ’em. Since 1892, the United States has 
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commemorated scores of national events, people, places, and organiza-
tions. If you choose, you can spend your entire collecting life just in this
specialized area. (See Chapter 13 for details.)

� Availability of gold coins: If you like the yellow metal, the United States
produced tons of coins made from gold (see Chapter 12). Many common
U.S. gold coins are priced just above their metal value, making them
very popular and affordable with collectors all around the world.

� Active markets: Coins can be bought and sold at local shops, at 
local coin shows, at regional and national coin shows, over electronic
exchanges, over the Internet, over the phone, through the mail, and so
on. So something is always happening in U.S. numismatics.

� Social benefits: You can meet lots of new people, and perhaps make a
few new friends at coin club meetings, at coin shows, over the Internet,
through newsgroups, and so on. Numismatists and coin collectors from
the United States and all over the world love to talk coins and compare
notes.

U.S. coins have some of the most beautiful designs of any coins of the world. 
In addition, the history of the United States can be seen on its coins. Through
coins, you can see how the American colonies struggled to gain their indepen-
dence and why a stifled economy due to a lack of coins was such a common
complaint. Over the years, a young Miss Liberty has aged gracefully. A religious
motto (“In God We Trust”) was added to U.S. coins in response to the Civil War.
A number of statesmen have appeared on U.S. coins, from presidents to other
great national icons like Benjamin Franklin. Peace was proclaimed on silver 
dollars after World War I, and later coins honored conflicts in World War II and
the Korean War. The United States has issued commemorative coins celebrat-
ing just about every event you can think of, from the founding of Delaware to
the new 50 State Quarters to the Cleveland–Great Lakes Exposition.

In short, U.S. coins are steeped in a long tradition of history and remembrance.
Collectors have happily contributed to the preservation of our common 
heritage.

Recognizing Desirable Coin
Characteristics: Liquidity, 
Liquidity, Liquidity

Realtors tell you that three most desirable characteristics of a piece of real
estate are location, location, and location. If you’re buying a coin with the
hopes of making a profit, the three most desirable characteristics of a coin
are, in our opinion, liquidity, liquidity, and liquidity (which means how fast
they can be sold). Your coin can be the most beautiful thing in the world, the
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rarest coin ever known to humankind, and of the highest quality obtainable,
but if you can’t sell it quickly to take advantage of market opportunities, it’s
worthless.

Liquidity requires the following:

� Access to the markets

� Uniform pricing

� Public acceptance of the product

� Ease of transportation and storage

In general, U.S. coins meet all these requirements. In fact, one of the reasons
for the success of third-party certification services (see Chapter 20) was their
perceived ability to make coins more liquid. In the early days of its existence,
the Professional Coin Grading Service (PCGS) went so far as to establish a
sight-unseen trading market for PCGS-graded coins. Even today, some certified
coins trade on a sight-unseen basis, but most require a visual examination and
acceptance by the buyer.

How liquid are U.S. coins? The answer depends on the price level and 
how much time is available to complete the transaction. For example, many
coin dealers use the Coin Dealer Newsletter (also known as the Greysheet) 
to set their buy and sell prices. If you need to sell today, most anyone will 
pay 30 percent below the Greysheet bid prices. If you can wait and do a little 
shopping around, you can find several dealers that will pay 10 percent below
bid. If you have enough time, you can eventually find just the right person 
to pay full bid or even more.

Thus, as far as coins are concerned, liquidity may not mean the best price.
Nevertheless, if any coins are liquid, U.S. coins are the most likely to meet this
definition.
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Chapter 7

Globetrotting with World Coins
In This Chapter
� Exploring the world through coins

� Knowing how to collect coins from around the world

� Grading global coins

World coins offer tremendous collecting opportunities for coin collectors
at all levels. If you’re a beginning collector, you have literally hundreds

of countries and tens of thousands of different coin designs from which to
choose. If you’re a collector of average means, you can find lots of great values
in world coins, including coins for as little as 25¢ each and $100 rarities that
would cost thousands of dollars if they were U.S. coins. Advanced collectors
appreciate the many research opportunities that exist in the coinages of other
countries, where hobbyists have not always taken the time to classify, evaluate,
or publish information about their coins.

World coins can take you back into time, beyond your borders into foreign
lands and different cultures that you would not otherwise experience. 
To collect world coins is to understand new languages, appreciate other 
cultures, and “visit” other countries that you now know only by name.

A Few Hints for Beginners
You can build a meaningful collection of world coins in many ways. This 
section shares a few of the more popular methods of collecting them.

Collecting by country
There’s a whole world out there! So where do you start? The world is full of
countries from Albania to Zimbabwe and everything in between. The face of
world coins changes constantly as old countries fade into obscurity or break
up and new countries take their places.
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Many collectors attempt to obtain one coin from as many different countries
as possible, including coins from countries that no longer exist, countries
that have just formed, others that have been around for a while but have
undergone name changes, breakaway republics, and so on. Other collectors
try to obtain as many different coins from the same country as possible, but
this approach can be a challenge if they choose a country that has issued
coins over several centuries.

Collecting by denomination
The United States uses cents and dollars, but as you travel around the 
world, you run into odd and interesting, traditional coins like groschens, lire,
pounds, dreilings, centavos, dongs, ponds, marks, schillings (see Figure 7-1),
petermengers, qirsh, rupees, and so on, as well as new coins, like euros. The
number of different denominations used around the world is large, and the
resulting collection is a lot of fun to create and display.

Collecting crowns
In the context of coin collecting, crowns are not the golden hats worn by
kings or the diamond tiaras worn by queens but the large, silver-dollar-sized
coins that have been issued by countries around the world for centuries.
Most European crowns are known as Thalers (pronounced tall-ers), which 
are the forerunners of U.S. dollars. (Notice how the two words sound almost
the same?) Virtually all the crowns made prior to 1965 are silver. However, in
recent years, most countries discontinued the use of silver and now use a
silver-colored mix of copper and nickel. Many crowns were made to com-
memorate special events or people, so a collection of these large, impressive
coins can be filled with interesting and unique designs.

Figure 7-1:
The 1964

five schilling
of Austria,

since
replaced by

the euro.
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Collecting by date
Pick a date and try to collect coins minted in that year from as many different
countries as possible. You may choose the year of your birth or some other
year with personal significance. You may find that the year you choose has 
special meaning in another country as well, but probably for a different reason.

You can also focus on a particular century and try to obtain as many different
coins minted in that century from as many different countries as possible.
Not surprisingly, collectors focus a lot of attention on modern coins and tend
to overlook older ones, where lots of good values hide. You can find some
really good values in coins from the 17th and 18th centuries. For example,
you can buy old Thalers from the 1600s for under $300, while many of the
lower-denomination coins from the same period can be had for $30 or less.

Collecting topically
Topical collecting means forming a collection of coins with similar themes or
topics. Popular topics include animals, presidents, plants, trains, the Olympics,
the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) of the United Nations, kings,
queens, airplanes, bees, and many others. Topical collections are limited only
by your imagination.

Recognizing the Hot and Cold Countries
Collecting tastes for world coins run hot and cold depending on factors 
such as the strength of the home country’s collecting base (the number of 
collectors within a country and how active they are), currency exchange rates,
import/export restrictions, and the types of coins issued by the country. The
following is our take on some of the most visible (although not necessarily the
most popular) countries:

� Africa: Yes, Africa is a continent and not a country, but none of the
African countries stands out as having a particularly strong collecting
base. Nevertheless, the coins of Egypt, Ethiopia, and South Africa get an
honorable mention for collectors outside the countries themselves. And
colonial coins from Africa have always had a strong base in European
countries who previously owned these areas.

� Australia: Because of the British affiliation, Australian coins started out
with lots of fans back in England and have now developed a large follow-
ing of their own “down under.” As Australia’s economy and population
grow, expect to see even greater collecting activity in this country’s coins.
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� Canada: Both Canadian and American collectors love coins from this
country. Canadian coins from the 19th century are both rare and valuable
in high grades (see Chapter 19). And in recent years, Canada has minted 
a lot of interesting commemorative coins that have created thousands of
new collectors.

� China: A huge population, a growing economy, and an emerging middle
class all point to a powerhouse market as the Chinese become increas-
ingly aware of and interested in their numismatic history. Owning per-
sonal property was recently legalized in China, which should have some
impact on coin collecting there.

� France: French coins are slow and steady. You won’t see any big swings
up or down in France’s low-key coin market.

� Germany: Blistering hot for over a decade, German coins have cooled
down in recent years. Nevertheless, this country is a perennial favorite
in the United States, and a strong market for German coins exists in
Germany, too.

� Great Britain: England, Scotland, and Ireland have been making coins
for so many centuries that you have lots of great pieces from which to
choose. Great Britain is famous for its well-made coins.

� Japan: Prices for Japanese coins have followed their economy from
dizzying heights to anemic levels and back again. The Japanese love
their coins, so look for prices to rise sharply as Japan gets its economy
back on track.

� Mexico: As a colonial Spanish power, Mexico was a prolific producer 
of silver coins, the most important of which were the Eight Reales or
Pieces of Eight, the coins commonly found on shipwrecks. Any coins
struck by Spain for Mexico are in great demand — after 1900, the use 
of silver dropped and interest wanes.

� Netherlands: Catalog values remain high but coins from this country are
usually hard to resell.

� Russia: Russian coins are hot, hot, hot — especially older coins from the
18th and 19th centuries. Because many Russians have gotten their
hands on extra spending money in recent years, Russian coin prices
have exploded!

� Spain: Demand for coins later than 1900 is weak, but the demand for
older Spanish coins is huge, especially for coins from the Spanish
colonies in the Americas (Mexico, Bolivia, Peru, and so on).

� Switzerland: Like Germany, the weakening of the Swiss franc relative to
the U.S. dollar recently resulted in lower prices, which is good news if
you’ve been waiting to pick up some bargains from this country.
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Collecting tastes are fickle. Coins from your favorite country may be hot today
and cold tomorrow. Be ready to adjust your collecting strategies: If prices for
coins from your favorite country jump up, shift your attention to a country
that’s out of favor. If prices begin to drop, buy while the getting’s good.

Understanding That Grading Standards
Are Not All the Same

U.S. numismatists work with a highly developed grading system (described 
in Chapter 19) that classifies minute differences between grades. Although
attempts have been made to impose U.S. standards on the rest of the world,
most countries are perfectly happy with their own, simpler grading standards
that they’ve used for centuries.

Obsession with quality 
is okay — to a point
For the most part, collectors of world coins are not as obsessed with quality
as are U.S. collectors. For example, collectors in Germany are more interested
in obtaining as many different coins as possible, and whether the coin is 
circulated or uncirculated is less important. This means these collectors
aren’t willing to pay much of a premium to obtain an uncirculated coin when
they’re just as happy with a nice, high-grade circulated extremely fine coin.

There is a danger in assuming that foreign markets will support the huge 
premiums that Americans pay for the best-quality coins. Here’s an example: 
In 1989, the U.S. market hit a cyclical peak. Coin prices were extremely high,
dealers were making lots of money, and the economy was good. Slabbing (coin
grading and certification) of U.S. coins was only a few years old, while the 
slabbing of world coins was brand new. Collectors and dealers from the United
States began paying huge premiums for high-grade world coins, partly because
money was loose and partly because of perceived rarity. Gem coins (MS-65 or
PF-65) began selling above the values published in catalogs; anything better
(MS-66 or PF-66 and up) brought multiples of the catalog value. Unfortunately,
the only ones paying the premiums were U.S. dealers and collectors — buyers
in foreign countries thought the Americans were nuts. And it seems they were
right, because as prices for U.S. coins fell, so did the premiums being paid for
world coins. (See Chapter 19 for grading terminology.)
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Extremely Fine is not Extremely 
Fine is not Extremely Fine
Grading systems differ throughout the world. For example, an Extremely 
Fine coin under the U.S. coin-grading system shows only light wear on the
high points and you can generally expect to see some luster on the coin (see
Chapter 19). The equivalent under the European grading system is vorzuglich
(sometimes abbreviated as vz). However, to qualify as vorzuglich, a coin must
look more like the U.S. version of About Uncirculated, meaning that the luster
should be full and strong, and the highest points of the coin should show
only traces of wear — a much stricter standard.

To illustrate, many of the German state coins listed in the Standard Catalog of
World Coins show big jumps in price as you move from Very Fine to Extremely
Fine, then a smaller jump in price between Extremely Fine and Uncirculated. 
A coin may be listed at $30 in Very Fine, $600 in Extremely Fine, and $850 in
Uncirculated condition. If you go to one of the German price guides, you may
find the same coin listed at the equivalent price of $600 in vorzuglich, so it
would appear that the prices match for the Extremely Fine and vorzuglich
grades. Therefore, if you see the coin being offered at a U.S. coin show for $450
in Extremely Fine, it must be a good deal, right? Not necessarily so, and here’s
why: Given a choice between a $30 and a $600 example of the same coin, the
average collector both in the United States and elsewhere will settle for the $30
example. At the $600 level, the U.S. collector says, “I’d rather spend $250 more
and get a nice Uncirculated example,” and the German collector says, “For
$600, I want a much nicer coin than the one you’re offering.” Therefore, the
$600 Extremely Fine coin becomes a trap in a numismatic limbo, shunned on
one side because of price and shunned on the other because of quality.

Before buying world coins, learn how they are priced and graded in their
country of origin. Beware of imposing U.S. grading standards and values on
another country’s coins.
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Chapter 8

Exploring the Wild Side with Rare,
Expensive, and Esoteric Coins

In This Chapter
� Collecting only the best quality

� Searching for odd and curious money

� Finding out about tokens and medals

� Getting down and dirty with varieties

Like people, coin collecting can be plain and simple or wild and crazy.
“Plain and simple” would mean working on completing your collection of

Lincoln cents in Extremely Fine condition (see Chapter 19 for an explanation
of coin grading). Such coins are readily available at most coin stores, they’re
affordable, and if you miss the chance to buy one, you can probably find it
somewhere else. “Wild and crazy” would be trying to obtain the finest Lincoln
cents known. These coins are the kind that require a considerable effort to
find and a considerable income to afford. You have to know what you’re doing
and be ready to pounce when the right coin comes along — if you miss it,
years may go by before you have the chance to buy another.

In this chapter, we describe some areas that require active participation and
a high level of commitment in terms of time or money — or both. In return,
you’ll be rewarded with some of the most interesting, unusual, and valuable
coins, not to mention the thrill you’ll receive from hunting them down and
capturing them.

So if you’re looking for a little more excitement in your collecting career,
check out some of these wild areas!

Looking for the Best of the Best
Quality is an important goal in numismatics. Coin dealers preach incessantly
that you should buy the best quality you can afford. (Of course, higher quality
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equals higher price, so such advice may work to the coin dealers’ advantage.)
To some people, quality is important; to others, quality is everything.

Collecting Finest Known coins
Some people collect only the finest example known of particular coins (called
Finest Known coins), paying some very impressive premiums for that privilege.
For example, a coin worth $50 in Choice Uncirculated condition could be worth
$5,000 (or even $50,000) in Superb Uncirculated condition. Recently, a 1970
cent sold for $30,000 in MS-70. (You can buy the same coin in MS-69 for $30.) 
Of course, you might question the soundness of paying $30,000 if the owner
had to resell it anytime soon.

Finest Known does not always mean fine quality, however. Many of the earliest
U.S. coins are not available in Uncirculated condition, and the finest example
known may rate a grade of only Extremely Fine, if that. Only a few coins, most
of them modern, are known in the top grade of 70 on the Sheldon-Breen 
grading scale.

The Sheldon-Breen grading scale rates the condition of coins using a scale
from 1 to 70, with 1 being the worst condition and 70 being the best. For the
most part, 70 is a theoretical grade representing absolute perfection. (See
Chapter 19 for the lowdown on coin grades.)

Even coins of the same denomination from the same year may have wildly 
different Finest Known examples. For example, the finest 1865 $10 gold pieces
graded by the Professional Coin Grading Service (PCGS) are two examples at
the MS-63 (Choice Uncirculated) level. By the same token, the finest PCGS-
graded 1865-S $10 gold piece is a single AU-53 (About Uncirculated). This is
the opposite of what collectors expect to find, because more than four times
as many $10 gold pieces were minted at San Francisco as Philadelphia in 1865.
What it really means is that fewer of the 1865-S $10 gold pieces were saved,
because most of the major collectors at the time lived in the eastern United
States, and only a few of them were concerned with collecting coins with dif-
ferent mintmarks (the tiny letters on coins that tell where a coin was made).

Therefore, a collection of Finest Knowns may contain coins ranging from
Extremely Fine (circulated) all the way to Superb Uncirculated. Although the
appearance and quality of the coins in such a set won’t be uniform, you can
bet that any numismatist worth his salt would drool over it!

Collecting only Finest Known coins carries one huge financial risk — that a
better coin may come along tomorrow. Imagine paying $69,000 for a 1953-S
half dollar graded PCGS MS-66 with full bell lines, as someone did in January
2001. (Full bell lines refers to the design lines in the Liberty Bell that appear
only on the very sharpest Franklin half dollars minted from 1948 to 1963 —
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poorly made examples have no, or only partial, bell lines.) What will happen
to that person’s investment if an MS-67 full bell lines, or even another MS-66
full bell lines, shows up tomorrow? Think it can’t happen? Keep in mind that
there was a time when no MS-66 full bell lines examples had yet been graded.
And there are still thousands of ungraded 1953-S half dollars out there!

Collecting Finest Known world coins (see Chapter 7) can be particularly
treacherous because far fewer world coins have been submitted to grading
services and, as far as we’ve seen, very little Condition Census research 
(discussed in the following section) exists for world coins.

Checking Condition Census
For many years, large-cent collectors have maintained a listing of exceptional
examples of different die varieties. (We explain these in the “Collecting by 
Die Variety — the Spice of Life” section, later in this chapter.) Known as the
Condition Census, this listing gives collectors a good idea of what conditions are
available for each variety and how their coins stack up against the best-known
examples. If you come across a particular variety in Extremely Fine condition,
you can check the Condition Census listing to see whether your coin is impor-
tant. Generally, if you own a coin that’s listed in the Condition Census, or if 
you discover a new example that warrants inclusion, you have a special and
valuable coin.

Along those lines, PCGS developed the PCGS Set Registry on its Web site
(www.pcgs.com). The Set Registry lists the finest condition coin sets in exis-
tence today and the finest-condition sets of all time. Not surprisingly, the Set
Registry contains only coins that have been graded by PCGS or evaluated by
one of its experts. The information contained in the Set Registry lets you know
how your collection stacks up against those around the world. Your collection
need not be complete to merit inclusion in the Set Registry, but if you’re work-
ing on a popular set, such as Mercury-head dimes (see Chapter 11), you’ll have
to have as complete a set as possible in the finest grades, or your collection
will be way at the bottom of the list.

Most of the major grading services publish reports showing all the coins
they’ve graded and the condition of each coin. Use these reports just as you
would a Condition Census to see whether your coin is no big deal, special, or
even Finest Known.

When using the condition reports published by grading services, keep in
mind that:

� They do not include coins from other services that may be significantly
better.

� The very same coin can earn different grades at different services.
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Also beware of common coins minted since 1964 — they will show only a few
listings and may appear to be rare simply because they’re so inexpensive that
very few are sent in to be graded. Finally, some numismatists estimate that as
many as 20 percent of the coins in the population reports are the same coins
that have been resubmitted several times.

Recognizing Odd and Curious Money
Wait until you see the things people around the world have used for money!
We mention a few of them in Chapter 2, including the dried carcasses of the
bird of paradise and the heavy round stones used by the Yap Islanders.

If you really want to get wild, try your hand at building a collection of odd
and curious money from around the world. The following are a few items to
look for:

� Bricks of tea used as money by the Chinese

� Billion-mark emergency coins used by the Germans following World War I
(see Figure 8-1)

� Porcelain disks from Siam

� Clay tablets with cuneiform inscriptions, used by the Babylonians

� Heavy copper plate money used by the Swedes

� Thin, oval plates of gold, called oban, from Japan

Figure 8-1:
The 1923

billion-mark
coin from

the German
state of

Westphalia.
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Investigating Tokens, Medals, 
and Miscellaneous Coins

Tokens and medals are privately made, coin-shaped pieces of metal that may or
may not have a stated value. This section offers you some areas to investigate.

Hard Times tokens
In the 1830s, President Andrew Jackson refused to recharter the Bank of the
United States, helping to plunge the United States into a depression. Small
change disappeared from circulation, and merchants had great difficulty con-
ducting business without coins. A number of privately issued copper pieces,
called Hard Times tokens (see Figure 8-2), appeared in response to the need
for small change. Usually the size of a U.S. large cent (see Chapter 10), these
tokens feature a variety of contemporary political slogans, not a few of which
lambasted President Jackson. Many of the tokens are quite rare, but enough
of them are affordable that you can assemble a nice collection.

Good For tokens
Good For tokens (see Figure 8-3) are tokens that give the bearer some sort of
premium, such as, “Good for One Ride” on a carousel or “Good for Ten Cents”
against a purchase in a dry goods store. Merchants created Good For tokens
to advertise their businesses and get buyers into their establishments.

Figure 8-2:
The 1837

Hard Times
token.
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Because so many different Good For tokens have been made over the years,
collectors have come up with innovative ways to collect them:

� By city: Some collectors try to obtain Good For tokens from as many 
different cities as possible, or all from the same city.

� By state: Some collectors try to obtain Good For tokens from as many
different states as possible, or all from the same state.

� By product: Some collectors specialize in tokens that offer a certain
product, such as cigars or boots.

� By merchant: Some collectors try to obtain as many Good For tokens
from as many different merchants as possible.

� By denomination: Some collectors try to obtain as many different
denominations as possible, such as “Good for One Dollar” and “Good 
for Ten Cents.”

Civil War tokens
During the Civil War, people began hoarding coins just in case fighting 
forced them to flee their homes with all their worldly possessions. As a result,
merchants had difficulty conducting business, just as they did during the 
Hard Times of the late 1830s (see “Hard Times tokens,” earlier in this chapter).
Private companies worked to meet the need, this time by issuing small coins
the size of today’s pennies (see Chapter 10). You see many political themes on
Civil War tokens, mostly patriotic ones aimed at supporting the Union cause.
But you also see a lot of tokens whose purpose was not only to supply loose
change but also to advertise the merchant’s business at the same time (see
Figure 8-4).

Figure 8-3:
A Good 

For trade
token.
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Civil War tokens appear in two major categories:

� Patriotics: Tokens with purely patriotic or political themes and no 
references to a business or merchant.

� Store cards: Tokens with at least one side that refers to a business or
merchant.

As you may have guessed, a lot of designs from the patriotics were also used
on store cards.

Most Civil War tokens were made of copper, although a number of off-metal
pieces were made for collectors out of silver, brass, nickel, copper-nickel,
lead, and other metals and alloys.

Check out this fascinating series — collecting Civil War tokens is affordable,
educational, and fun.

Washington medals
George Washington was not only the father of the United States, but a popular
subject for coins, medals, and tokens (see Figure 8-5).

Special medals were made to honor Washington at his presidential inaugura-
tion, at his death, at the centennial of his birth in 1832, at the U.S. centennial
celebration in 1876, at the bicentennial of his birth in 1932, and for just about
any other occasion you can think of. A collector can find literally hundreds of
Washington medals, tokens, and coins. Most are affordable, some are very rare
and valuable, and all are interesting. A collection of Washington medals makes
a fascinating display, and you won’t have to explain to your non-numismatist
friends who that fellow on the coin is!

Figure 8-4:
A Civil 

War
patriotic

token.
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Collecting by Die Variety — 
the Spice of Life

Here’s a simplified explanation of a die variety: A die is a cylindrical piece of
steel with a design on one end. An engraver or die sinker cuts a design into
the steel. Stamping a blank disk of metal with the die creates a raised design
on the blank. To make any coin, you actually need three dies, but for the pur-
pose of most die varieties, generally only two dies — one for the obverse and
one for the reverse — are needed. Any combination of obverse and reverse
dies is known as a die pair or a die combination. The third die, the collar die,
is used to stamp the rim. On some modern dollars, the collar die has been
struck twice, or upside down, or not at all, each time creating another die
variety.

Sometimes, an engraver makes more than one obverse die (say, Die 1 and 
Die 2) and more than one reverse die (say, Die A and Die B). To make a coin, 
a press operator uses one of the obverse dies and one of the reverse dies,
places them into a coining press, and begins stamping coins. During one day,
the press operator may choose Die 1 with Die A, but the next day, it may be
Die 1 with Die B, and so on. The more dies the engraver makes, the higher the
number of possible combinations the press operator has.

In the early days of the U.S. Mint, engravers cut the designs into the dies by
hand, meaning that each die had unique characteristics that separated it from
all the others. Through careful study, collectors have identified most of the 
die pairs used to strike coins in the 1800s, especially in the early part of the
century. Each unique die pair is known as a die variety. Collectors who seek to
acquire a coin from each different die variety are known as variety collectors.

Figure 8-5:
George

Washington
was a

popular
subject on
tokens and

medals.
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Why the big fuss over variety collecting? Some varieties are extremely rare
and valuable. Just a small difference between two die varieties can translate
into a huge difference in price.

Here are some areas in which variety collecting has become particularly
strong:

� Colonial coins: Rabid variety collectors can be found searching just
about every colonial series (see Chapter 9), but the ones who really froth
at the mouth focus on the New Jersey coppers, Connecticut coppers, and
Vermont coppers. Less intense collectors work with Massachusetts half
cents and cents, Nova Constellatio coppers, Voce Populi coppers, and
other series (see Chapter 9). If you’re interested in this area, check out
the Colonial Coin Collectors Club (www.colonialcoins.org).

� Half cents: Half cents were made from 1793 to 1857, and there are roughly
100 varieties (if you don’t count the rare dates in the 1840s that were
made only for collectors). Some of the best people in the world collect
half cents and large cents — we encourage you to meet some of them! If
you’re interested in this area, check out the Early American Coppers Club
(www.eacs.org).

� Large cents: The community of collectors for large cents is even larger
than that of half-cent collectors. Large cents present a greater challenge
for you as a variety collector, because you can find literally hundreds of
different varieties, some of them quite rare and valuable. If you’re inter-
ested in this area, check out the Early American Coppers Club
(www.eacs.org).

� Half dollars: The name of their club says it all — these folks have gone
nuts for half-dollar varieties. If you’re interested in this area, check out
the Bust Half Nut Club (www.busthalfprices.com/bhnc.php).

� Silver dollars: The high cost of early silver dollars requires deep pockets
if you want to collect them by die variety, but if you have the money, go
for it! If you’re interested in this area, check out the John Reich Collectors
Society (www.logan.com/jrcs/).

Collectors have scrutinized just about every U.S. series for die varieties, and
each series has its proponents. The key to success and happiness is finding a
series that you enjoy. You may want to settle into a series that has been fully
explored or venture into uncharted waters, do the research, and discover the
next new variety on your own.

Many more opportunities exist for the collector looking for a little excitement.
If nothing else, we hope this chapter encourages you to explore new and dif-
ferent ways of collecting. Let your collection mirror who you are, whether
you’re mild or wild! Remember: The entire point of collecting anything is to
enjoy the process and the end results.
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Part III
Focusing on 
U.S. Coins
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In this part . . .

In this part, we take you on a trip through the fascinat-
ing series of U.S. coins, beginning with colonial coins,

tokens, and medals, proceeding to copper and nickel coins,
valuable silver and gold coins, and special commemorative
coins, and ending with rare and unusual coins, like pat-
terns, pioneer gold, Confederate coins, and much more.

The first official coins of the United States appeared over
200 years ago. The designs on the coins evolved from
images of Liberty and a simple eagle to patriotic represen-
tations of some of America’s most famous and revered
people. On U.S. coins today, you see the country’s past
leaders — Abraham Lincoln, Thomas Jefferson, Franklin
Roosevelt, George Washington, and John Kennedy.
Tomorrow’s coins will surely be completely different, 
as the United States continues to grow and change.
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Chapter 9

Colonial Coins: America’s
Ancients

In This Chapter
� Understanding U.S. colonial coins

� Collecting world coins from the U.S. colonial period

� Looking at Washingtoniana

In a sense, colonial coins are the U.S. version of ancient coins. Some colo-
nial coins, like the Massachusetts silver coins, predate the first official U.S.

coins by more than a hundred years. Colonial coins are classic Americana
and should be viewed as very special, regardless of whether you decide to
collect them or not.

Colonial coins, like fine wine, are an acquired taste: It takes a while to learn
about and appreciate them. Many collectors view 1792, the year the U.S. Mint
was established, as a sort of boundary over which they won’t cross. However,
after you cross that line and get a taste of U.S. colonial coins, your collecting
days may never be the same.

Colonial coins are rich in history and stories. Hold a colonial coin in your hand
and imagine the events and people of long ago. How many different people held
this coin? Who were they? Anybody famous? Was this coin used to buy tea in
Boston harbor? Or was this coin in some continental soldier’s pocket, and if
so, what battles, if any, has this coin endured? Where has this coin been all
these years?

In this chapter, we introduce you to U.S. colonial coins with the hope of
arousing your curiosity just enough to induce you to take a longer look.
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Recognizing a Colonial Coin
Prior to the adoption of the U.S. Constitution in 1789, America was a loosely
knit conglomeration of territories and colonies owned by various Native
American tribes, as well as Spain, England, and France. Despite their cultural
differences, the European colonists had one thing in common: They needed
money, especially coins, to conduct their daily business and they didn’t 
care much where the coins came from

There is no hard-and-fast definition of what defines a colonial coin. Tradition
can be just as important as fact in deciding which coins qualify. Over the
years, colonial coins have been defined as those that fall into one or more of
several categories:

� Foreign coins known to have been used in the U.S. colonies

� Coins officially sanctioned by a colony

� Privately issued and other miscellaneous coins and tokens

� Quasi-official national issues

� Washingtoniana (coins struck privately, with George Washington’s face
or bust on them)

Locating Foreign Coins Used 
in the American Colonies

Many countries controlled land in the colonies. Because they viewed their
possessions as investments and sources of raw materials, Europe had a vested
interested in making the colonials work for trade, keeping hard money out of
the area.

French coins
The French owned a lot of land in the colonies, both within what became the
United States, including the Louisiana Territory, and within what was to
become Canada. Naturally, as French people emigrated to America, they
brought some coins with them. Other coins were made specifically for use in
the French colonies; these coins were underweight and unpopular. But being
realists, the colonists welcomed any kind of money, including any of France’s
silver and copper coins.
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Irish coins
The earliest Irish coins used in America were the copper St. Patrick farthings
and halfpennies of the late 1600s (see Figure 9-1). The front of both coins
shows King David playing a harp beneath a crown. The back of the 
farthing shows St. Patrick driving the snakes out of Ireland. The back of 
the halfpenny shows a crowd of people surrounding St. Patrick.

Here’s a neat anecdote: To make the crown look golden, a small plug of brass
was added to the coins before they were struck.

In 1722, a fellow named William Wood began making copper farthings and
halfpennies for Ireland. Unfortunately, the Irish rejected the coins because
they were too light, so guess who ended up with them? Yep, you guessed it —
the colonies. Today, these coins are known as Wood’s Hibernia farthings and
halfpennies.

British coins
The British supplied precious few coins, preferring instead to trade tea for
rum, sugar, cotton, and tobacco. Nevertheless, many British coins and tokens
made their way to America, but they were usually lightweight or fake cop-
pers. In the 1790s, several types of tokens were made privately for use by
colonial merchants or for sale to collectors. In the first category, the Talbot,
Allum & Lee (TAL) tokens stand out (see Figure 9-2). Originally made for the
New York merchants of the same name, many of the TAL tokens were later
cut down in size and used as blanks to make U.S. half cents.

Figure 9-1:
The St.
Patrick

farthing.
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Spanish coins
In the 1700s, Spain had one advantage over all the other countries that con-
trolled territories in North America: It owned Mexico and most of South
America. The vast silver mines of these areas provided Spain with plenty of
the popular whitish metal, most of which was turned into coins before being
shipped to the coffers in Europe. Spanish coins were so well accepted in
world trade that they made their way into every country in the world at the
time, including the British North American colonies, where they were highly
regarded and accepted by everyone, including the local governments, which
accepted them in payments for taxes. The most popular coin of the age was
the Eight Reales or Piece of Eight (see Figure 9-3), a large silver coin that
served as the standard for British and U.S. dollar coins and was used and
accepted as money in the United States until 1857.

Figure 9-3:
The 1763
Mexican

Eight Reales
or Spanish

Piece of
Eight.

Figure 9-2:
The Talbot,

Allum & 
Lee token.
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London elephant tokens
In the late 1600s, several interesting elephant tokens were created (see 
Figure 9-4). Because some of them refer to Carolina, they’ve all become a 
popular part of the colonial series. These are the only colonial coins that 
display pachyderms.

Appreciating How Colonies and 
States Expressed Themselves

Generally, the colonies were under tight control by their mother countries.
Except in rare instances, they could not issue their own coins. This section
covers some exceptions.

Massachusetts
Specially authorized individuals made copper half cents and cents for the state
of Massachusetts in 1787 and 1788 (see Figure 9-5). The obverse of the coin fea-
tures a Native American holding a long bow and a spear. The reverse of the
coin features an eagle with outstretched wings and a shield on its chest.

New Jersey
New Jersey authorized private contractors to produce copper coins (known
as New Jersey coppers) for use in the state. Dated 1786, 1787, and 1788, these
interesting coins feature a horse and plow on the front and a shield on the

Figure 9-4:
The

elephant
token.
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back (see Figure 9-6). A number of varieties exist, most with the horse’s head
facing right, but a few with the head facing left. Some have a small running
fox on the back, while others show the horse’s head shaped like that of a
camel!

Connecticut
Connecticut subcontracted out its coining contract in 1785, beating New
Jersey by a year. The contract lasted through 1788, during which time thou-
sands of coins, known as Connecticut coppers (see Figure 9-7), were produced.
In this series, you can find varieties with such quaint names as African head,
muttonhead, laughing head, horned bust, and others. Prices have risen dramat-
ically for rare varieties and even for common varieties in Very Fine or better
condition. (See Chapter 19 for an explanation of coin grading.)

Figure 9-6:
The 1786

New Jersey
copper.

Figure 9-5:
The Mass-
achusetts
half cent.
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Vermont
Beginning in 1785, Vermont produced some of the most eagerly sought-after
collector coins. Known as Vermont coppers (see Figure 9-8), the first issues
show the sun peeking over the Green Mountains, with a plow in the field
beneath. The reverse of the coin bears the legend Quarta Decima Stella (mean-
ing “14th star” and referring to Vermont being the 14th colony and state).
Later coins in this series have busts that face either left or right. Although 
40 varieties were produced, many of them are quite rare and valuable.

Figure 9-8:
The 1786
Vermont
copper.

Figure 9-7:
The 1788

Connecticut
copper.
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New York
New York never awarded a coinage contract, but several coins were made by
private mints, and individual coins bear images that are near and dear to New
York. Chief among these are the Nova Eborac coppers and the several varieties
that feature the Arms of New York on one side (see Figure 9-9). Most New York
coins are rare — only the Nova Eborac copper coins were made in quantity.

Virginia
In 1773, King George III of Britain authorized the coinage of copper halfpen-
nies for Virginia. Known as Virginia coppers, these royal coins featured a bust
of George on one side and his coat of arms on the other (see Figure 9-10). The
coins were struck in England and then sent to Virginia for use by the colonists.

Figure 9-10:
The 1773

Virginia
copper.

Figure 9-9:
A later 

copy of 
the Arms 

of New 
York coin.
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Collecting Privately Issued 
Coins, Tokens, and Medals

A pocketful of coins in early times may have included some interesting tokens
and medals made by enterprising individuals who sought (among other things)
to promote their businesses, tinker with coin-making, or get rid of copper from
their mines.

Mott token
The Mott Company of New York produced a token dated 1789 that features 
a tall, pendulum-driven clock on one side and an eagle on the other (see 
Figure 9-11). The Mott token had no stated value and was used to promote
the watch-making business in the same way that we use business cards today.

Brasher doubloon
In 1787, Ephraim Brasher, a New York jeweler and goldsmith, created one of
the rarest and most enduring of all colonial coins — the Brasher doubloon.
Brasher’s coin is significant because it is one of the only American colonial
coins made out of gold. The weight of Brasher’s coin came very close to that
of the Spanish gold doubloon, hence the name. Brasher not only signed one
of the dies used to strike his doubloons, but also punched each one with his
hallmark EB stamp.

The last Brasher doubloons sold at auction were sold by Heritage Galleries in
January 2005; they brought in nearly $3 million each, making them (as of this
writing) the fifth and sixth most valuable coins.

Figure 9-11:
The 1789

Mott token.
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Higley coppers
Dr. Sam Higley once owned a copper mine in Connecticut. Like any enterpris-
ing businessman, he sought out ways to convert his raw material into a valu-
able product, so in 1737 he started making coins with the value of threepence.
The front of the coins bore an image of a deer; the back of the coin showed
three crowned hammers. Later varieties dropped the stated value, relegating
the Higley copper coins to token status, but all are extremely rare today.

Because of their high value, many U.S. colonial coins, including the Higley
copper, were copied in subsequent years. Some copies were crudely made
and easy to tell from the original; others were deceptive and may fool the
unsuspecting collector.

Distinguishing Quasi-Official 
Colonial Coins

As the insurgent colonies struggled to come together as one body, several
attempts were made at a national coinage — one that would be universally
accepted everywhere. One of the big problems with coins in the fledgling
country was the discrepancy in the value of the same monetary unit 
from colony to colony. Even as early as 1776, the year the colonies declared
their independence, the goal was to create coins that would not only be
accepted everywhere but foster a new sense of nationalism and pride.

Continental dollars
In 1776, the Continental Congress proposed a design for a new coin, roughly
the size of the silver dollar later adopted in 1794. The 1776 Continental dollar
bears inscriptions and design elements attributed to Benjamin Franklin (see
Figure 9-12). The word Fugio on the front of the coin is short for “time flies,” 
a reference to the sundial. Continental dollars are known to exist in pewter,
brass, and silver, and all are rare.

Fugio cents
In 1787, Congress resurrected the idea of a national coinage, this time in a
less ambitious, lowly copper coin (see Figure 9-13). Congress reached back
and borrowed heavily from the designs on the Continental dollar. Congress
contracted this job to James Jarvis, who embezzled much of the copper 
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provided to him by the government. Nevertheless, enough Fugio cents were
made and enough have survived to make them an affordable colonial type. In
1856, a small keg containing thousands of Uncirculated examples was found
at the Bank of New York. These account for most of the Choice Fugio cents
collected today.

Nova Constellatio coppers
In 1783, the Treaty of Paris ended the Revolutionary War, and the newly formed
states were ready for their own coins, but many didn’t have the facilities to
make them, nor were facilities set up for a national coinage. So a man named
Gouverneur Morris took some designs to Europe and had coins struck there.
These are known as the Nova Constellatio copper coins or Novas (see 
Figure 9-14).

Figure 9-13:
The 1787

Fugio cent.

Figure 9-12:
The1776

Continental
dollar.
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The front of the Novas show the letters U.S. inside of a wreath, with the
words Libertas et Justitia (Latin for “Liberty and Justice”) around the outer
edge. The back of the coin featured an all-seeing eye surrounded by rays,
stars, and the words Nova Constellatio (meaning “New Constellation,” which
referred to the emerging U.S. nation).

Novas are important because of their intent. Despite the fact that they were
made overseas, they actually represent one of the earliest attempts at a truly
national U.S. coin.

Washingtoniana: America Goes 
Ape for Its First President

Wars make men famous, and the most famous person to come out of the
Revolutionary War was George Washington. The man was a legend in his own
time, worshipped by a nation he helped free. The American people, who loved
him dearly, were inspired to create all sorts of tokens, coins, and medals to
commemorate their new hero and first president. Many of these pieces have
become part of the colonial series. This section discusses some of the more
popular ones.

Unity States cent
The Unity States cent got its name from the misspelling of United on the back
of the coin (see Figure 9-15). The misspelling was probably deliberate to keep
the minters from getting in trouble for counterfeiting U.S. coins. Although dated
1783, this coin was probably made later, because the design on the back of the
coin is nearly identical to the backs of large cents produced from 1796 to 1807.

Figure 9-14:
The 1785

Nova
Constellatio

copper.
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1791 Washington large eagle cent
When the United States began debating whether to open its own mint or hire
someone else to make the coins, word got around quickly. In 1791, a British
token maker created a cent with the head of Washington on one side and a
large eagle with a shield on its breast on the other (see Figure 9-16).

The token maker sent a quantity of these coins to the United States, where
they were reviewed by the decision-makers, one of whom was George
Washington. George pooh-poohed the coin for two reasons:

� He hated the idea of his picture on a coin because he refused to be
treated like a king.

� He thought the United States should make its own coins.

Figure 9-16:
The 1791

Washington
large eagle

cent.

Figure 9-15:
The Unity

States cent.
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1793 ship halfpenny
The British token manufacturer who made the 1791 Washington large eagle
cent didn’t cry too much after losing the contract to make coins for America —
he simply struck more tokens and sold them to collectors. The 1793 ship half-
penny (see Figure 9-17) was one such piece. The front of the coin is exactly
like that on the 1791 Washington large eagle cent except that it lacks a date.
The back of the coin features a tall-masted sailing ship, a 1793 date, and a
halfpenny value.

1795 grate halfpenny
The 1795 grate halfpenny (see Figure 9-18) was another British token that
worked its way into colonial collections because of the Washington connec-
tion. This coin got its name from the fireplace grate that appears on the back
of the coin. The front of the coin bears the legend Washington Firm Friend To
Peace & Humanity.

Figure 9-18:
The 

1795 grate
halfpenny.

Figure 9-17:
The 

1793 ship
halfpenny.
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Liberty and Security penny
In 1795, another British token manufacturer made a series of halfpennies and
pennies with the words Liberty and Security on the back. One of them was this
penny — a large hunk of copper with Washington’s head on the front (see
Figure 9-19).

Figure 9-19:
The Liberty

and Security
penny.
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Chapter 10

Copper and Nickel Coins: 
Made for the Masses

In This Chapter
� Finding out about copper and nickel coins

� Collecting cents and nickels

After a nation is formed, it acquires the sovereign right to make its own
coins. That’s exactly what the U.S. government started doing in 1793,

after it decided to create a mint. So what were the first coins struck by the
U.S. Mint? Were they dazzling pieces of gold or shiny silver dollars? Nope, the
first coins were lowly hunks of copper — half cents and cents.

When the U.S. Mint started operations, the coins in circulation included money
from other nations and various states. For example, you could pay for a sack of
flour with a mix of British coins, French coins, Spanish coins, copper pieces
from New Jersey, or coins from Massachusetts, not to mention a bunch of
counterfeit or underweight coins. Different merchants took coins in at different
values. If you traveled from Vermont to Pennsylvania with a pocket full of
Vermont coppers, you may have discovered that your Vermont money wasn’t
acceptable in Pennsylvania at all, or that the storeowner would only accept
your money at a discount. Can you imagine going into a store today and offer-
ing a $20 bill in payment, only to have the cashier say to you, “Sorry, we’ll only
accept this bill for $15!” But, that’s exactly what happened every day all
through the new nation known as the United States of America.

Under this system, the public got confused, the merchants got angry, and,
government officials felt the heat. A new mint was established to produce a
uniform coinage acceptable to everyone.

Back in 1793, a skilled employee worked from sunrise to sunset, six days a
week for a dollar a day. You read it right — $1 per day. So if you were wonder-
ing why the U.S. Mint made a coin with a value as low as a half cent, now you
know it was to pay the average working man in half cents and cents.
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We call half cents and large cents the people’s coins, because they were never
meant to be valued like the silver and gold coins. Their purpose in life was to
get down and dirty with the people’s business. Other people’s coins include
the small cent, the three-cent nickel, and five-cent pieces made of nickel.
These are the coins that greased the early U.S. economy and helped working
people conduct their business in a fair and efficient manner. They were just
what capitalism needed to thrive.

In this chapter, we introduce you to major types of copper and nickel U.S.
coins. To help you make collecting decisions, we include the following 
information:

� Costs of completing different types of coins in various grades

� Rarities within each type

� Do’s and don’ts to help maximize your collecting pleasure

Getting the Hang of Half Cents
Most non-collectors are surprised to learn that the United States once made a
coin with a value of only one-half of one cent. However, half cents represented
significant value when they first appeared, and they helped the average person
conduct day-to-day business. By 1857, a rise in the value of copper and
increases in prices and wages contributed to making the half cent and large
cent obsolete, so both were discontinued in that year.

Although half cents were minted from 1793 to 1857, the U.S. Mint had a lot of
gaps between production. For example, no half cents were made from 1812 to
1824 or from 1837 to 1839. Half cents were made of pure copper and are
roughly the size of a modern-day quarter dollar, but heavier (see Chapter 11).

Major types of U.S. half cents
Half cents appear in five major types, which we discuss in this section.

Liberty cap, head facing left (1793 only)
When Congress first considered designs for its new coins, congressmen choose
a representation of liberty and freedom. But how do you display a concept
like liberty or an idea like freedom? Mint officials chose to portray Liberty as
a young female with flowing locks of hair (see Figure 10-1). She carried a cap
on a pole — not just any ordinary cap, but the cap of a freedman. For the back
of the coin, the designer created a simple wreath design. This type is rare.
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Liberty cap, head facing right (1794–1797)
Liberty made a literal about-face beginning in 1794, when she began facing
right instead of left (see Figure 10-2). In 1795, the weight of the half cent was
reduced, so you find both heavy coins with lettered edges and lighter coins
with plain edges in this year. The edges on later dates were supposed to be
plain, but in 1797, you have a choice between edges that are plain or gripped
(featuring weird, irregular markings on the outer rim). This type is also rare.

Draped Bust (1800–1808)
In 1800, half cents finally picked up the Draped Bust design (see Figure 10-3),
which had already been in use on other coins since 1796. Liberty seems to
have grown up into quite a sophisticated young lady, with a new hairdo and 
a beautiful new dress.

Figure 10-2:
The

1794–1797
half cent.

Figure 10-1:
The 1793
half cent.
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Capped Bust or Classic Head (1809–1836)
On this design, Liberty seems to have grown up even more — into a stern-
looking, middle-aged hausfrau (see Figure 10-4). One of the more interesting
coins in this series is the 1811 restrike, made many years later outside the
U.S. Mint by combining an old, scrapped obverse die from 1811 with a
reverse die from 1802. No half cents were minted in 1837.

Braided Hair or coronet type (1840–1857)
In 1840, Liberty regained a more youthful appearance — her hair was done
up in braids, and she wore a coronet instead of a headband (see Figure 10-5).
Unfortunately, the public didn’t get to see this design until 1849 — for the
first nine years, coins bearing this design were struck only as proofs (special
coins of exceptional quality that were made for sale to collectors and not

Figure 10-4:
The Classic

Head half
cent.

Figure 10-3:
The Draped

Bust half
cent.
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made for general circulation) and were made available only to a handful of
lucky collectors who made a trip to the mint. The year 1857 saw the end of
this design type and (sadly) the end of all half cents, as well.

Collecting U.S. half cents
Collecting U.S. half cents can present quite an enjoyable challenge, especially
if you try to find them in high grades. For the most part, mintages (the number
made of a particular coin) were low and most examples spent a lot of time in
circulation. Problem-free examples with smooth, glossy surfaces are highly
prized by collectors. Here’s what you can expect when collecting:

� By type: A set of the five major half-cent types listed in the previous sec-
tion makes a nice display that’s affordable and easily completed. The
only difficult coin to collect is the 1793.

• Difficulty rating: Moderately difficult. You may find some half cent
types at your local coin dealer, but your best bet for locating a 1793
half cent is at a major coin show, at an auction, or by mail order.

• Cost estimate: Moderately expensive. In Fine condition, expect to
spend upward of $7,000 for a type set of U.S. half cents, with the
1793 accounting for most of the cost of the set. (A type set is a set
of each of the different design types of a particular denomination.)
Spend $1,500 more and you can upgrade the later types to make
the set even more attractive. (Upgrading is the act of improving the
coin in your collection, or acquiring a coin that is better than
another example of the same type already in your collection.)

Figure 10-5:
The 

Braided 
Hair half

cent.
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� By date: A collection of all the different dates in which a particular coin
was issued is known as a date set. And a date set of half cents is a real
challenge. You’re talking serious money when you get to the 1796 (either
type), 1831, 1836, and the proof-only dates from 1840 to 1849 and 1852.

• Difficulty rating: Very difficult. Be patient — it may be years
before some of these dates appear on the market, especially in a
grade you can afford!

• Cost estimate: Very expensive. Figure on spending at least $125,000
to put together a date set of U.S. half cents. You may get by with
less, but you won’t be happy with the quality of the coins. On the
other hand, you can spend much, much more to get nicer coins.

� By die variety: Some collectors seek to acquire a coin from every combi-
nation of dies used to strike half cents (see Chapter 8 for a full explana-
tion of die varieties).

• Difficulty rating: Almost impossible to impossible. Many varieties
are common or slightly scarce, but others are extremely rare. Most
of the rare varieties are already held by advanced collectors, so
figure on making this a lifetime project.

• Cost estimate: Unbelievably expensive. We won’t even venture a
guess here except to say that the amount of money required to
complete a variety set of half cents (if it could be done) would run
into many, many hundreds of thousands of dollars.

Living Large with Large Cents
Large cents live up to their name. They are heavy chunks of copper about the
size of a modern half dollar. In their day, they contained a cent’s worth of
copper. Large cents first appeared in 1793, about the same time as the half
cents, with which they share the distinction of being the first coins issued by
the U.S. government for regular circulation. Large cents were minted every
year from 1793 to 1857, except 1815. Only the $5 gold piece comes close to
such a near-perfect record!

Major types of U.S. large cents
Large cents appear in seven major types, discussed in this section. Collectors
also like to split them up into three major areas of interest — Early Dates
(1793–1814), Middle Dates (1816–1839), and Late Dates (1840–1857).
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Flowing Hair, chain cent reverse (1793 only)
The first large cent design of 1793 features a wild-eyed Liberty with even wilder
hair (see Figure 10-6). The back of the coin features a chain of connected links
around the words One Cent and the fraction 1⁄100. The chain was meant to sug-
gest the unity of the States, but some nattering nabobs of negativity thought it
looked more like the chains of slavery. Needless to say, the design didn’t last
long. This type is very rare.

Flowing Hair, wreath reverse (1793 only)
Later in 1793, the U.S. Mint replaced the chain on the back of the large cent
with a wreath (see Figure 10-7). However, the other complaint, that of
Liberty’s wild hair, was not addressed, so this design was just as short-lived
as the chain cent. This type is rare.

Figure 10-7:
The 1793

wreath cent.

Figure 10-6:
The 1793

chain cent.
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Liberty cap (1793–1796)
At the end of 1793, U.S. Mint officials finally silenced the critics by adopting
the Liberty cap design that was to be used over the next four years (see
Figure 10-8). After all, freedom and liberty were two of the reasons America
fought the Revolutionary War. The Liberty cap design was a modification of
the designs used on the half cents of 1793 (refer to Figure 10-1). As lovely as
this design was, it appeared only on U.S. copper coins. On large cents, the
design lasted until mid-1796.

Draped Bust (1796–1807)
The Draped Bust design (see Figure 10-9) first appeared on U.S. silver dollars
in 1795 (see Chapter 11). The design’s use was expanded in 1796, when it was
placed on the large cent, half dime, dime, quarter dollar, and half dollar. The
Draped Bust design mirrored women’s fashion tastes and hairstyles of the
early 1800s.

Figure 10-9:
The Draped

Bust large
cent.

Figure 10-8:
The Liberty

cap large
cent.
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Capped Bust or Classic Head (1808–1814)
The classic-head design portrays Liberty as a slightly older woman with hair
held together by a headband that has the word Liberty on it (see Figure 10-10).
Thirteen stars, representing the original colonies, appear on either side of
her head. Theback of the coin shows the familiar wreath design without the
fraction 1⁄100.

Matron head (1816–1839)
In 1816, Liberty became even older looking, her hair was tied up in a bun, and
her headband became a coronet (see Figure 10-11). This is probably the least
attractive presentation of Liberty in the entire large cent series (at least we
think so), but many collectors have fallen in love with this type. Popularly
known as the middle dates, the large cents from 1816 to 1839 enjoy lots of
attention from variety collectors.

Figure 10-11:
The matron-

head large
cent.

Figure 10-10:
Classic

Head large
cent.
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Braided Hair or coronet type (1839–1857)
Had the trend in aging Liberty continued, the next Liberty would have been
called the “Old Hag” type. But Christian Gobrecht created a more youthful
Liberty, this time braiding her hair around her face and giving her a thinner
neck (see Figure 10-12). Known as the late dates, the Braided Hair type is also
popular with a variety of collectors.

Collecting U.S. large cents
Large cent collecting has been an important part of U.S. numismatics for over
150 years, and it remains so today. A tremendous amount of information has
been published about this interesting series, making it easy for you to jump
right in with confidence.

� By type:

• Difficulty rating: Moderate. The 1793 chain cent is a money coin;
that is, it’s always available if you’re willing to pay the price. The
1793 wreath cents are slightly less dear but not by much. Nice coins
of either type will cost a big six-figure number. The remaining types
are all readily available in most grades, but only the matron-head
and Braided Hair types can be called inexpensive in high grades.

• Cost estimate: In Fine condition, a type set of large cents runs
approximately $40,000, with the bulk of the money tied up in the
chain and wreath types. In very fine, the cost jumps to more than
double that. Expect an even more dramatic increase if you attempt
a type set in Extremely Fine condition.

� By date:

• Difficulty rating: Moderate. There are no stoppers in this series.
Sure, the 1793 chain and wreath cents are expensive and the 1799
and 1804 large cents are rare, but there are no super-rarities.

Figure 10-12:
The Braided

Hair large
cent.
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• Cost estimate: In Fine condition, expect an outlay of approximately
$65,000. Because of the difficult dates, be ready for dramatic price
jumps as you move up even a single grade. If you’re not too con-
cerned about consistent quality, settle for lower grades in the early
dates and better grades in the later dates. Many of the Uncirculated
dates in the 1840s and 1850s are real bargains.

� By die variety:

• Difficulty rating: Nearly impossible to impossible. It has only been
done 13 times in the past hundred years. The early dates (1793–
1814) contain hundreds of varieties, some of which are unique or
nearly so, and many of which are extremely rare. The middle dates
(1816–1839) allow for greater possibilities of completion, but be
prepared to take out a second mortgage for some of the varieties.
When collecting the late dates (1840–1857), the real challenge is
telling the darn things apart.

• Cost estimate: The moon! If you said to us, “Guys, here’s a million
bucks — go build me a variety set of large cents,” we’d turn you
down. That’s how serious large cent varieties have become.
Nevertheless, despite the costs and the obstacles to completion,
thousands of collectors actively collect large cents by variety.

Seeking Out Small Cents
A strange thing happened in 1857. After over 60 years of making the clunky
large cents, U.S. Mint officials discovered that the general public was per-
fectly willing to accept a smaller coin as 1¢. We know that by 1857, the public
accepted the change (pun intended) willingly and enthusiastically.

The first small cents were a mixture of copper and nickel that had a light
color, earning them the nickname white cents. In 1864, the weight of the cent
was reduced and the nickel removed, a new standard that lasted for nearly
120 years. Beginning in 1982, cents were made of copper-plated zinc, as they
still are today.

We must mention the cents of 1943. The United States needed copper for
World War II, so in 1943 the government used zinc-plated steel as a substitute.
The 1943 steelies have a white color that is completely unlike any copper
cent. Even today, coin dealers receive frequent phone calls asking about
these unusual coins, usually from collectors who think they’ve discovered a
great treasure.

Also known incorrectly as pennies (which are English coins), small cents 
are often a collector’s first experience with coin collecting. In low grades,
they’re so affordable that even a child can put together a nice collection on 
a tiny budget.
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Major types of U.S. small cents
Small cents appear in four major types, discussed in this section.

Flying Eagle (1856–1858)
The first small cent appeared in 1856 with a design completely unlike that of
any of the large cents that came before. The front of the new small cent (see
Figure 10-13) showed an American eagle flying to the left. This design was
copied from the back of the Gobrecht dollars created between 1836 and 1839
(see Chapter 11). The back of the coin showed a wreath made up of some
interesting stuff that looks like corn and cotton. As beautiful as it was, this
design lasted only three years.

Indian head (1859–1909)
The first Indian-head cents appeared in 1859 (see Figure 10-14). One problem,
though — that’s not a Native American on the front of the coin. James
Longacre, the fellow who designed the coin, stuck a Native American head-
dress on his daughter’s head, and then used her as a model. The design lasted
for exactly 50 years and is one of the most popular series in U.S. numismatics.

Lincoln type, wheat ears reverse (1909–1958)
1909 was the 100th anniversary of the birth of Abraham Lincoln. What better
way to honor this martyred president than to place his image on the most
widely used coin in the United States (see Figure 10-15)? The Lincoln cent
marked the first appearance of a real person on a U.S. coin made for circula-
tion, and this design will soon be 100 years old. (No other U.S. coin design
has ever lasted this long.) Note that from 1909 to 1958, the back of the coin
had a simple design consisting of two wheat ears on either side.

Figure 10-13:
The Flying

Eagle cent.
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Lincoln type, Memorial reverse (1959 to present)
In 1959, the back of the Lincoln head cent was changed to show the Lincoln
Memorial (see Figure 10-16). If you look closely at the back of the coin, you
can see Lincoln’s statue inside the Memorial.

Figure 10-16:
The Lincoln

Memorial
cent.

Figure 10-15:
The Lincoln

cent.

Figure 10-14:
The Indian-
head cent.
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Collecting U.S. small cents
Most new collectors get their first introduction to numismatics by building a
collection of small cents, particularly those of the Lincoln type made begin-
ning in 1909. Most small cents are affordable, they’re easy to find, and you’ll
meet plenty of other collectors who are eager to buy, sell, or trade with you
and share their collecting stories.

� By type:

• Difficulty rating: Easy. You can find all four major design types of
the small cent in any coin shop or at any show.

• Cost estimate: In Fine condition, a type set of small cents costs
only $50. You can put together a nice set of Uncirculated examples
of each type for around $650.

� By date and mintmark:

• Difficulty rating: Moderate. Rare dates include the 1856, 1858/7,
1864 with L, 1869/9, 1877, 1888/7, 1894/94, 1909-S, 1909-S VBD, 1914-
D, and 1931-S. Even so, just about every date is available on the
market at any given moment. No date is outrageously expensive.
Be careful not to get sidetracked, however: Costs can go up dra-
matically if you decide to go after some of the major die varieties
and overdates (coins that shows two dates, usually one on top of
another, the second being a correction of the first) in these series.

• Cost estimate: In Fine condition, a date set of Flying Eagle cents
costs around $7,500, but you can whittle the cost down to $250 by
excluding the 1856 and the 1858/7 overdate. Under the same terms,
an Uncirculated date set runs either $17,500 or $3,500. A fine set of
Indian-head cents costs roughly $3,500; an Uncirculated set requires
an outlay of at least $20,000. A fine set of Lincoln cents (1909-Date)
costs approximately $1,200 (and that’s figuring in the later dates that
come only in proof condition). In Uncirculated condition, a complete
date set of Lincoln cents runs at least $6,000. Remember: Major die
varieties and overdates can add a lot to each of these sets.

� By die variety:

• Difficulty rating: Very difficult. There are many die varieties in the
small-cent series — some that are obvious to the naked eye, and
others that are more subtle but equally interesting. New die varieties
are being discovered every year, and though some are extremely
rare and popular, they aren’t necessarily expensive. Other varieties,
like the 1873 Indian-head cent with doubled Liberty on the Indian’s
headband, the 1909-S Lincoln cent with the designer’s initials on the
back, and the 1955 doubled-die Lincoln cent, have been around for
so many years that they have become integral parts of the date
and mintmark sets, but it’s up to you to decide what to include in
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your collection. (A date and mintmark set is a collection of coins
that includes one from each date and each of the different mints
around the country that produced the coin.)

• Cost estimate: Inexpensive to expensive, depending on how
involved you get in this area. Many die varieties cost less than 
$5; others can run into thousands of dollars.

Taking on Two-Cent Pieces
The law that changed the weight and metal composition of the small cent in
1864 also created a two-cent piece (see Figure 10-17), an odd denomination
that really never caught on and that ended less than ten years later. The two-
cent piece has the distinction of being the first U.S. coin to bear the inscrip-
tion In God We Trust. The front of the coin features a Union shield, a popular,
patriotic image during the Civil War. The caption that usually accompanied
the Union shield (but which did not appear on the coins) was The Union — It
Must and Shall Be Preserved.

A collection of two-cent pieces makes a great conversation piece, especially
when you show it to non-collectors, most of whom haven’t the faintest clue
that the United States made such a “funny” denomination. Of course, the fact
that you have several of them will make you seem really cool.

� By type:

• Difficulty rating: Extremely easy. Two-cent pieces were minted
with only one design type.

• Cost estimate: Inexpensive. A fine two-cent piece costs around $30;
Uncirculated examples sell for less than a hundred dollars.

Figure 10-17:
The two-

cent piece.
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� By date:

• Difficulty rating: Easy. Every date in this series is available and
affordable. The 1872 can be tough to find, and you may have to
hunt for the 1873 (which was struck only in proof condition).

• Cost estimate: Moderately expensive. In Fine condition, a complete
set of two-cent pieces costs approximately $2,500; although we’ve
never seen or heard of a Fine 1873 (just buy a proof). A nice set of
Uncirculated and proof two-cent pieces can cost upward of $5,000.
Expect to pay a big premium for coins that have a lot of their origi-
nal red color.

� By die variety:

• Difficulty rating: Easy to moderately difficult. In 1864, In God We
Trust appeared in two versions — one small and the other slightly
larger. The small-motto version is extremely popular and is a must-
have variety. On the 1873 two-cent pieces, the 3 is either open and
looks like a normal 3 or closed and looks more like an 8 at first
glance. As in other series, minor varieties can add a nice diversion.

• Cost estimate: Expect to spend $250 for a fine 1864 small motto
and $1,100 to $1,500 for the extra 1873 variety.

Rounding Up the Three-Cent Nickel
In 1865, a new three-cent piece made of copper and nickel (75 percent and 25
percent, respectively, but they’re called three-cent nickels because they look
more like nickel than they do copper) burst onto the scene. However, the
United States had been making a three-cent piece out of silver since 1851 (see
Chapter 11). The problem with the old three-cent piece was that the coin was
so tiny it was easy to lose (even back then, three cents’ worth of silver 
was only a small amount). By using copper and nickel, the coins could be
made larger and for less money. Three-cent nickels (see Figure 10-18) 
were made from 1865 to 1889.

Three-cent nickels come in only one type, they were made over a period of
slightly over 20 years, and all the dates are within the means of most collec-
tors. Add the curiosity factor of the odd denomination, and you have a win-
ning collection.

� By type:

• Difficulty rating: Extremely easy. Three-cent nickels were minted
with only one design type.

• Cost estimate: Inexpensive. Figure from $20 for a Fine example up
to $125 for a nice Uncirculated piece.
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� By date:

• Difficulty rating: Easy. No super rarities in the series — the only
challenge comes from the proof-only 1877, 1878, and 1886.

• Cost estimate: A complete set of three-cent nickels in Very Fine
condition runs approximately $6,000, while a set in Uncirculated
and proof condition starts at $8,500 and goes up from there.

� By die variety:

• Difficulty rating: Easy to difficult. This series has only three major
die varieties. Like the 1873 two-cent piece, the 1873 three-cent
nickel comes with the number 3 open and closed. The 1887 coin
boasts an overdate, where traces of a 6 can be seen underneath
the 7 of the date. Researchers have uncovered lots of minor die
varieties, but you’ll need to have your eyes checked before you 
get into this area of minute differences.

• Cost estimate: Inexpensive to moderately expensive. The 1873 die
varieties are common and inexpensive, but the 1887/6 die variety
runs $350 to $1,000, depending on condition.

Firing Up for the Five Cents (or Nickels)
The United States started making half dimes (worth 5¢ each) in 1794, but
they were small coins made out of silver, just like the first three-cent pieces.
However, the silver hoardings caused by the Civil War forced the government
to come up with an alternative. That’s where nickel came in — the metal, that
is. Nickel is much harder than silver, which means it’s more difficult than
silver to strike into coins, but it’s also cheaper, lasts longer, and wears better
than silver. In 1866, the first five-cent pieces struck in copper and nickel (75
percent and 25 percent, respectively) appeared on the market. They were

Figure 10-18:
The three-

cent nickel.
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larger and thicker than the silver half dimes. Even though the government
intended to replace the half dime with the new nickels, it went back and forth
between the two. For example, in 1871, over 2 million silver half dimes were
struck, yet only 561,000 nickels were made for circulation. Finally, 1873 saw
the end of the half dime, and the nickel has reigned supreme ever since.

Major types of U.S. five-cent pieces
Nickels appear in four major types, discussed in this section.

Shield nickel (1866–1883)
The shield nickel (see Figure 10-19) first appeared in 1866, following the end
of the Civil War. The front of the coin copied the design of a shield from the
two-cent piece and the reverse showed a large 5 within a circle of stars, with
rays of light between the stars. (Later, the rays were dropped from the design.)
This design type lasted until 1883, at which time the government felt secure
enough to resurrect the head of Liberty.

Liberty-head or V nickel (1883–1913)
In 1883, Liberty reappeared on the five-cent coins, this time as a head instead
of a lady sitting on a rock (compare with the half dimes in Chapter 11). The
back of the coin featured a large V (see Figure 10-20), the Roman numeral for
five. Through an oversight, the word Cents was left off the coin, creating an
opportunity for con men to gold-plate the coins and pass them off as $5 gold
pieces to immigrants! Needless to say, this problem was fixed immediately,
creating two major varieties for 1883. In 1913, the last year that V nickels
were made, only five examples were struck, creating one of the greatest rari-
ties in the entire U.S. coin series.

Figure 10-19:
The shield

nickel.
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Indian-head or buffalo nickel (1913–1938)
As part of a major redesign of U.S. coins, the nickel got a makeover in 1913
when Liberty was replaced with the head of a Native American chief, and the
large V was replaced with an American bison (see Figure 10-21). This new
design proved extremely popular and lasted until 1938. Lots of collectors
favor this purely American design.

Jefferson head (1938 to present)
The nickel went presidential in 1938, when Thomas Jefferson’s image was
placed on the front of the five-cent piece (see Figure 10-22) and his home,
Monticello, was added to the back.

Figure 10-21:
The Indian-

head nickel.

Figure 10-20:
The Liberty-
head nickel.
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Clearly, the trend at the time was toward adding famous historical figures to
coins. In 1909, Lincoln appeared on the cent and in 1932, Washington made it
onto the quarter dollar. The trend continued in 1946, when Franklin Roosevelt
showed up on the dime, and in 1948, when Benjamin Franklin appeared on
the half dollar. So it was no surprise when Jefferson appeared on the nickel,
where he and his house remain today.

Collecting U.S. five-cent pieces
Nickels were made in four major types beginning in 1866. Collectors gravitate
to this series because there are so many affordable dates and because of the
draw of the purely American design on the Indian-head/buffalo type. You can
obtain many of the coins you need for your collection from circulation, which
is a fun and easy way to start. When you’re ready to get serious about this
series, consider the following ways of collecting:

� By type:

• Difficulty rating: Easy. Finding all four types of the five-cent pieces
is a breeze.

• Cost estimate: Inexpensive. In Fine condition, a set of nickel types
runs less than $50. In Uncirculated condition, a nice type set of
nickels runs less that $300.

� By date:

• Difficulty rating: Impossible — the 1913 Liberty nickel set a price
record of over $5 million in 2007. However, if you stay within each
type, or disregard the 1913 nickel, the difficulty rating drops to easy.
For example, the only scarce shield nickels are the dates from 1877
to 1881. The only tough V nickels are the 1885 and 1912-S, and there
are no rare dates in the buffalo or Jefferson nickel types, except 
for a few overdates.

Figure 10-22:
The

Jefferson-
head nickel.
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• Cost estimate: A complete date set of shield nickels in Fine condi-
tion costs approximately $4,250. In Uncirculated condition, expect
to pay $13,000 and up. If you exclude the 1913, as you must, a com-
plete date and mintmark set of V nickels in Fine condition will cost
roughly $2,000; in Uncirculated condition, the potential cost jumps
to at least $8,000. For $2,500, you can complete a date and mint-
mark set of buffalo nickels (less the overdates and the three-legged
error of 1937) in Fine; in Uncirculated condition, expect to spend
$35,000 for a choice set. (We told you they were popular!) Because
they’re so inexpensive, we recommend collecting Jefferson-head
nickels only in Uncirculated and/or proof condition. A complete set
of all dates and mintmarks should run approximately $500.

� By die variety:

• Difficulty rating: Moderately difficult to extremely difficult, depend-
ing on how far you go. Several design variations exist to tempt you
and some are considered must-have varieties. The 1867 nickel
comes with and without rays on the back, the 1883 nickel comes
with the word Cents and without the word Cents on the reverse,
and the 1913 buffalo nickels come with the words Five Cents either
on a mound (Type I) or in a recessed area (Type II). If overdates
thrill you, choose among the 1879/8 or 1883/2, the 1914/3, the
1916/16, the 1918/7 from the Denver mint, and the 1943/2. One of
the most unusual varieties is the 1937-D three-legged buffalo nickel,
an error created when some of the details were accidentally
ground off the die used to strike the coins while polishing it!

• Cost estimate: Moderately expensive to mega-expensive. Common
varieties run $20 or less — others can run into the tens of thou-
sands of dollars.
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Chapter 11

Silver Coins: Keeping 
Commerce Alive

In This Chapter
� Looking at U.S. silver coins

� Deciding which silver coins to collect

Before the United States opened its first mint, the country’s forefathers
knew that they needed three types of coins — coins for use by the

public in everyday transactions; coins for bigger, merchant-to-merchant
transactions; and coins for the very big, behind-the-scenes transactions
(bank-to-bank and governmental deals). Copper coins (see Chapter 10) took
care of the low end, gold coins (see Chapter 12) took care of the high end,
and silver coins were perfect for the middle-of-the-road transactions.

From 1792 to 1964, the United States issued a variety of different denomina-
tions of silver coins, ranging from the tiny three-cent silver piece to the large,
impressive silver dollar. Naturally, all the silver coins were meant to be used
in the United States, but the trade dollar was actually designed and created to
be shipped overseas to compete against other, similar silver coins from around
the world and to promote the nation’s interests wherever they were used.

The year 1964 saw the end of the production of circulating silver coins in the
United States. They were replaced by a clad coinage consisting of a middle
layer of copper sandwiched between two layers of a copper and nickel alloy.
We miss the huge size of the silver dollars we could get at the bank for $1
each in rolls of 20. That was real money!

Thrilling Yourself with Three-Cent Silvers
In 1851, a tiny silver coin was introduced with a value of three cents. Why
such an odd denomination? Because in 1851, it cost three cents to mail a
letter through the U.S. post office. To pay for such a letter, you had several
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possibilities, all cumbersome: You could pay with six half cents, three large
cents, a half dime (from which you would receive four half cents or two 
large cents in change), a dime (from which you would receive a handful of
coins in change), and so on. A three-cent coin made it easy for the public to
purchase postage stamps and reduced the need for other coins for change.

The new three-cent pieces were made of silver, but in a lower purity than other
coins. It doesn’t take much silver to make three cents, so the coins were very
small. At some point, they became known as fishscales because of their white
appearance, thin metal, and tiny size. Later, they were called trimes by U.S. Mint
officials. Eventually, they were replaced by a copper-nickel version of the three-
cent piece, and they gasped their last breath in 1873.

Major types of U.S. three-cent silvers
Three-cent silvers appeared in only one major design type (see Figure 11-1),
but two minor changes in the design resulted in three different subtypes.

� The first subtype has a plain star on the front of the coin and is known
as the Type 1 design with no olive sprig on the reverse

� In 1854, two outlines were added to the star, creating what is known as
the Type 2 design and an olive sprig on the reverse.

� In 1859, one of the extra outlines was removed, resulting in the Type 3
design and an olive sprig on the reverse.

Figure 11-1:
A three-

cent silver.
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Collecting U.S. three-cent silvers
A collection of three-cent silvers is a real conversation piece, considering that
most Americans have never seen even a single example. Many of the dates in
the 1860s and 1870s are downright scarce, but you should be able to com-
plete this series with a little effort (and money).

� By type:

• Difficulty rating: Easy, whether you collect just one type or all
three subtypes.

• Cost estimate: If you just want one type, figure on spending $40 for
a Fine example or $150 for an Uncirculated piece. All three sub-
types run $70 in Fine and approximately $250 to $650 in
Uncirculated condition.

� By date/mintmark:

• Difficulty rating: Moderately difficult. The one truly rare date in
the series is the 1873, which was minted only in proof condition.
(Proofs are special coins of exceptional quality that are made for
sale to collectors and not for general circulation.) Even so, most of
the dates from 1863 on had very low mintages, so finding them
may present a bit of a challenge. (The mintage is the number made
of any particular coin.)

• Cost estimate: A complete date and mintmark set of three-cent sil-
vers in Fine condition costs approximately $5,000 to $6,000. A date
set in uncirculated condition runs roughly $12,000 and up. (A date
and mintmark set is a collection of coins that includes one from
each date and each of the different mints around the country that
produced the coin. A date set is a collection of all the different
dates in which a particular coin was issued.)

� By die variety (a unique combination of obverse and reverse dies):

• Difficulty rating: Moderately difficult. The four major die varieties
include an 1862/1 overdate (a coin that shows two dates, usually
one on top of another, the second being a correction of the first),
an 1863/2 overdate, an 1873 open 3 (which looks like a 3), and an
1873 closed 3 (which looks like an 8). The 1862/1 is fairly common,
the 1863/2 and both 1873s are scarce and available only in a proof
version.

• Cost estimate: The 1862/1 is inexpensive and affordable even in
Uncirculated condition. The 1863/2 runs about $4,000 — if you can
find one. The 1873s are money coins — easy to find but roughly
$2,000 each.
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Hunting Down Half Dimes
In 1794, the U.S. Mint began striking silver coins for circulation, focusing 
on what must have been thought to be the three most important denomina-
tions — half dimes, half dollars, and silver dollars. (Dimes and quarters did
not appear until 1796.) Half dollars and silver dollars were big bucks in 1794,
but half dimes were perfect for day-to-day transactions. Even today, a five-cent
coin is considered an important part of the U.S. money system.

Half dimes were discontinued in 1873, long after they had already started to
be replaced in 1866 by the new copper-nickel five-cent pieces.

Major types of U.S. half dimes
Half dimes appear in four major types, which we discuss in this section.

Flowing Hair (1794–1795)
Like the first large cents of 1793 (see Chapter 10), the first half dimes were
mocked because of Liberty’s wild hair and, in the case of the half dime,
because of the scrawny eagle on the back of the coin (see Figure 11-2). This
design type was discontinued after only two years.

Draped Bust (1796–1805)
The year 1796 saw a wholesale revision of U.S. coins, using the Draped Bust
design (see Figure 11-3) that first appeared on silver dollars in 1795. The half
dime features the smallest version of this design type, but it’s just as beauti-
ful on this coin as it is on the larger coins. In 1800, the still-scrawny eagle on
the back of the coin was replaced with a larger eagle with outspread wings
and a shield on its chest. This eagle-and-shield back was adapted from the

Figure 11-2:
The Flowing

Hair half
dime.
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Great Seal of the United States. The Draped Bust design lasted less than ten
years on the half dime, but it includes the elusive 1802, a classic U.S. rarity at
a minimum of $30,000.

Capped Bust (1829–1837)
No half dimes were minted between 1805 and 1829, which represents a long
time in coin years. When the half dime reappeared in 1829, it featured the
Capped Bust design that had already been in use on other coins since 1807
(see Figure 11-4). This is a great series to collect because just nine dates are
in the series, and all are equally common.

Seated Liberty (1837–1873)
On this design type, Liberty sits on a large rock with her dress draped all
around her. With her right hand, she holds a shield in front of her and, in her
other arm she cradles a staff with a plain freedman’s cap stuck over the tip of
the staff (see Figure 11-5). This series lasted nearly 40 years. Were it not for
the unique 1870-S half dime at $750,000, you could expect to complete a date
and mintmark set of these coins.

Figure 11-4:
The Capped

Bust half
dime.

Figure 11-3:
The Draped

Bust half
dime.
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From 1853 to1855, small arrowheads were added on either side of the date to
let the public know that the weight of the half dimes was being reduced. This
was important at a time when people were concerned that their money con-
tained the full value in metal. In 1859, the words United States of America were
moved from the back of the coin to the front. A few prototype coins were
made with an unusual combination of dies, neither of which had United States
of America on them. Collectors eagerly seek these coins without a country.

Collecting U.S. half dimes
Collecting U.S. half dimes is fun and challenging. Many rarities exist in the
series, and a lot of coins are extremely scarce in high grade. You could spend
literally a lifetime building, upgrading, and enjoying half dimes.

� By type:

• Difficulty rating: Easy. None of the half-dime types is rare, but you
may have difficulty finding the Flowing Hair and Draped Bust
types.

• Cost estimate: Reasonable to expensive. In Fine condition, a type
set (a set of each of the different design types of a particular
denomination) of half dimes runs roughly $3,000 (add another
$12,000 if you want to include the Draped Bust); in Uncirculated
condition, too many dates are unavailable to do this seriously.

� By date:

• Difficulty rating: Easy to impossible. There are only two dates in
the Flowing Hair series, both of which can be found with a little
effort. The 1802 Draped Bust is difficult. The Capped Bust makes
for a nice, easy, and affordable collection. Forget Seated Liberty:
There’s only one 1870-S, and it’s already spoken for.

Figure 11-5:
The Seated
Liberty half

dime.
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• Cost estimate: Reasonable to extremely expensive. A Fine set of
Capped Bust half dimes runs $650 or so; in Uncirculated condition,
the same set runs $4,000 and up. The two-coin Draped Bust set
runs $3,000 or more in Fine condition and over $20,000 for the
same pair in Uncirculated condition.

� By die variety:

• Difficulty rating: Easy to impossible. Each of the different types has
its own interesting varieties, ranging from obvious and common to
subtle and rare. The difficult part is in assembling a variety set of
the 1794 to 1837 issues. This area is just now coming into its own,
and you need a lot of luck (and money) to come anywhere close to
a complete set of varieties.

• Cost estimate: Inexpensive to outrageously expensive. You can buy
the 1861/0 overdate for as little as $30 or the 1802 half dime (yes,
it’s a die variety, too) for as little as $50,000!

Digging in for Dimes
Dimes and quarter dollars debuted in 1796, a full three years after the first
copper coins appeared. Although they arrived late, dimes have been an
important denomination during their run from 1796 until today. With a few
exceptions, Dimes have been minted almost continuously during that time in
a variety of interesting types. Two great rarities exist in this series — the
unique 1873-CC no arrows at date and the extremely rare 1894-S. Although
these two cost more than a house in Southern California, you can collect
plenty of other interesting and challenging dates that are much more afford-
able and approachable.

Major types of U.S. dimes
Dimes appear in five major types, which we discuss in this section.

Draped Bust (1796–1807)
The very first dimes bore the Draped Bust design that became the standard
on all silver coins in 1796 (see Figure 11-6). The first dimes featured 15 stars,
one for each state in the union. Initially, the plan was to include a new star for
each state as it came onboard. By 1798, the number of states (and stars) was
up to 16, but this became so crowded on the coins that the number of stars
was reduced to that of the 13 original colonies. Imagine how the coins of
today would look with 50 stars crowded onto such a tiny coin (reminds us 
of the candles on our birthday cakes).
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Capped Bust (1809–1837)
The Capped Bust design appeared in 1809 and ran until 1837 (see Figure 11-7).
This series contains a number of interesting overdates and varieties, includ-
ing 1814 and 1820 varieties, where the words States of America are spaced so
closely together that they form a single word. No rare dates or stoppers exist
in this series. A large number of collectors concentrate on the die varieties in
this series, where they have a chance of cherry-picking a valuable variety 
for the price of a common type.

Seated Liberty (1837–1891)
A larger version of the half dimes, the Seated Liberty dime, ran from 1837 to
1891 (see Figure 11-8). Unlike the three-cent pieces and half dimes, dimes were
not replaced with other coins made of copper-nickel, so the year 1873 meant
nothing to them — they just kept going and going. . . . Weight reductions in 1853
and 1873 saw the addition of arrowheads on either side of the date, signals to
the public that lasted for three and two years, respectively. Plenty of challeng-
ing dates, as well as some interesting varieties, await the collector of this type.

Figure 11-7:
The Capped

Bust dime.

Figure 11-6:
The Draped

Bust dime.
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Barber (1892–1916)
The new dime that appeared in 1892 showed a head of Liberty (see Figure
11-9), but this time, she wore the cap she had on a pole on the last design. A
headband with the word Liberty and a wreath hold her hat on her head. This
type is known as the Barber dime not because it had anything to do with the
local haircutter, but because Charles Barber was the designer. Come to think
about it, a haircut probably cost a dime in 1892.

The Barber dime series is home to the 1894-S, one of the rarest and most
expensive U.S. coins, which costs $1.5 million or more for a nice one.

Mercury head (1916–1945)
In 1916, designer Adolph Weinman put wings on Liberty’s cap, a classic design
from ancient times that was quickly associated with the Roman god, Mercury
(hence the nickname for this type).

Figure 11-9:
The Barber

dime.

Figure 11-8:
The Seated

Liberty
dime.
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Weinman placed a fasces on the back of the coin (see Figure 11-10). A fasces
consists of a battle ax surrounded by a bundle of sticks, another design from
the Ancient Roman world that represented strength and unity. Unfortunately,
the symbolism of the fasces received a bad name in World War II from Italy’s
Mussolini and his Fascist Party. Well-struck examples of this type have clearly
defined and separated bands around the fasces. The most important area
includes the bands in the very center of the coin. If these horizontal bands
are completely separated, the coin earns the coveted full bands designation
and is, therefore, worth a premium. Some date/mintmark combinations with
full bands are excessively rare.

Roosevelt head (1946–present)
The death of President Franklin Delano Roosevelt in 1945 prompted a quick
design change for the dime (see Figure 11-11). Roosevelt’s head was placed
on the front of the coin, and the fasces was replaced by a torch. The initials
of the designer, John Sinnock were placed just beneath Roosevelt’s head.

The Roosevelt-head dime appeared in silver through 1964, after which the
coins were made of a clad metal of low value. Roosevelt dimes are still being
made today, 55 years after his death.

Collecting U.S. dimes
They’re small and unassuming, but dimes have been an important part of the
U.S. money system since 1796. The Mercury-head and Roosevelt dimes are
extremely popular with new collectors, while the older (pre-1916) series offer
plenty of challenges for the advanced collector. Here are some tips for col-
lecting U.S. dimes.

Figure 11-10:
The

Mercury-
head dime.
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� By type:

• Difficulty rating: Moderately difficult. A type set of dimes offers a
wide range of interesting designs, each with its own story to tell.
The Draped Bust type is scarce, but all the later types are readily
available.

• Cost estimate: For a type set of dimes in Fine condition, expect to
pay about $1,000 (add $3,000 more if you want the Draped
Bust/plain eagle subtype). In Uncirculated condition, bring more
money — at least $25,000.

� By date/mintmark:

• Difficulty rating: Difficult to nearly impossible. The Draped Bust in
every date is accessible but somewhat expensive. The Capped
Bust has no difficult dates. The Seated Liberty has many common
dates (dates in a series that have high mintages and that are easy
to obtain), many rare dates, and the unique 1873-CC no arrows
dime. The Barber type has the scarce 1895-O, and the 1894-S is a
classic rarity that always sets records when it appears on the
market. The Mercury head has the key date of 1916-D, but all other
dates are easy to find. The Roosevelt head in all dates and mint-
marks is common.

• Cost estimate: Inexpensive to millions. For Draped Bust dimes,
figure on spending $20,000 for a date set in Fine condition and at
least $300,000 for a date set in Uncirculated condition — if you can
find them. Capped Bust dimes cost $3,000 for a set in Fine condi-
tion and roughly $40,000 for an Uncirculated set. Seated Liberty
dimes costs about $30,000 for a Fine set, but only if you exclude
the 1873-CC no arrows. For Barber dimes the 1894-S takes all the

Figure 11-11:
The

Roosevelt
dime.
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fun out of putting together a date and mintmark set. If you exclude
the 1894-S, a Fine set runs around $6,500; in Uncirculated condi-
tion, the price jumps to over $50,000. For Mercury-head dimes,
Fine sets cost around $2,200; Uncirculated sets cost at least
$15,000 — and substantially more if you add any full-band exam-
ples. You can pick up a complete date and mintmark set of
Uncirculated and proof examples of Roosevelt dimes for around
$250. Buy yourself a nice set and stay away from the lower grades.

� By die variety:

• Difficulty rating: Easy to nearly impossible. Each type has its high-
lights. In the Draped Bust series, you can find several variations on
the number of stars and berries on some dates. The Capped Bust
series features two overdates. Because of its extended run, the
Seated Liberty type has lots of interesting varieties, many of which
are quite rare. Look for the 1893/2 overdate in the Barber series.
Favorites in the Mercury-head series include the 1942/1 and
1942/1-D overdates. In the Roosevelt dime series, the 1982 no mint-
mark dime is a perennial favorite.

• Cost estimate: All over the board. A 1945-S micro-S dime is just $30
in Uncirculated condition, whereas a 1905-O micro-O can run as
much as $3,500. Collecting Draped Bust dimes gets expensive
because most of the dates are already valuable as type coins.

Touring Around for 20-Cent Pieces
In one of the greatest numismatic debacles of all time, the U.S. government
issued a 20-cent piece from 1875 to 1878. The 20-cent piece was only slightly
smaller than a quarter dollar, and both coins shared a Seated Liberty design
(see Figure 11-12). Because of the similarities in size and design, the public
had great difficulty in telling the two coins apart. This led to two losers in
many transactions — the people who thought they were offering a quarter
when they really only had 20¢, and those who took the coin as a quarter and
immediately lost 5¢ on the deal. As a result, the 20-cent piece didn’t last long.
The last coins for circulation were made in 1875 and 1876, and proof exam-
ples were made only through 1878.

The old adage “History repeats itself” came true in 1979, when the U.S. gov-
ernment introduced the Susan B. Anthony dollar (see the “Anthony head
(1979–1999)” section, near the end of this chapter).

Collecting 20-cent pieces by type is easy because you have only one coin 
to buy!
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� By type:

• Difficulty rating: Easy — there’s only one type.

• Cost estimate: Affordable — $125 for a Fine example and $650 for
one in Uncirculated condition.

� By date:

• Difficulty rating: Extremely difficult. This series would be a piece
of cake were it not for that darned 1876-CC, a classic U.S. rarity
that will cost over $100,000.

• Cost estimate: A complete set of Uncirculated and proof 20-cent
pieces could run $25,000 (without the 1876-CC).

� By die variety:

• Difficulty rating: Easy to moderately difficult.

• Cost estimate: Who knows?

Calling All Quarter Dollars
The quarter dollar of 1796 was one of America’s answers to the Spanish colo-
nial coins that were important parts of the U.S. emerging economy. The main
Spanish colonial coins were the Eight Reales (a large silver coin the size 
of a silver dollar) and the smaller One Real, Two Reales, and Four Reales). In
some cases, the Eight Reales was actually cut up into eight pieces (hence, the
nickname Piece of Eight). Each piece was called a bit and had a value of 121⁄2¢.
Is this beginning to sound familiar yet? How about the high school cheer:
“Two bits, four bits, six bits, a dollar — all for Dummies stand up and holler!”

Figure 11-12:
The 20-cent

piece.
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Two bits equal a quarter dollar; four bits, a half dollar; six bits, a nonexistent
75-cent piece; and eight bits, a dollar. Thus, the quarter dollar was created to
replace the two bits and two reales Spanish coins with America’s own money.
Think about it: As an American in 1796, wouldn’t you have been proud to pay
for something with a shiny new coin from your own country?

Major types of U.S. quarter dollars
Quarter dollars came in six major design types during their long tenure from
1796 through today.

Draped Bust (1796–1807)
The Draped Bust quarter first appeared in 1796 (see Figure 11-13), then
promptly dropped off the scene, not to reappear until 1804. As result, there
just aren’t too many dates in this series, making it very easy for a collector to
complete a date set. The 1796 is expensive, the 1804 is scarce, and the dates
from 1805 to 1807 are easy to find.

Capped Bust (1815–1838)
John Reich’s Capped Bust design appeared in 1807 on the half dollars, but
because no quarter dollars were minted between 1807 and 1815, the design
was several years late in coming to the quarter dollar (see Figure 11-14). Most
dates in this series are common, but there is one standout — the 1827. This
classic rarity was struck only in proof, then was struck again many years
later using an 1819 reverse!

Figure 11-13:
The Draped

Bust
quarter.
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Seated Liberty (1838–1891)
The Seated Liberty quarter dollar series is full of low-mintage dates, interest-
ing varieties, and affordable dates (see Figure 11-15). Interesting coins in this
series include the 1853 arrows and rays, the extremely rare 1873-CC, and vari-
eties like the 1877-S (in which the mintmark was first punched into the coin
sideways!). If you’re looking for a fun, challenging series, give the Seated
Liberty quarters a try.

Barber (1892–1916)
In 1892, Charles Barber created a new quarter dollar (see Figure 11-16) using
the same obverse design that he also placed on the dime and half dollar. The
Barber quarter series has three toughies to collect — the 1896-S, 1901-S, and
1913-S, but none of the three is beyond the means of most collectors. In fact,
putting together a set of Barber quarters in low grade is easy, which is one of
the reasons this series is so popular with collectors.

Figure 11-15:
The Seated

Liberty
quarter.

Figure 11-14:
The Capped

Bust
quarter.
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Standing Liberty (1916–1930)
In 1916, a new quarter dollar design by Hermon A. MacNeil hit the streets (see
Figure 11-17). The front of the coin showed a bare-breasted Liberty in a flowing
dress holding a shield and an olive branch and walking between two stone
gates. The back of the coin showed an eagle in graceful flight. The lady was our
own Liberty, the icon of freedom and everything that is good about the United
States. In any event, a couple of design changes were made in 1917 to make the
coin more acceptable from technical and aesthetic viewpoints. In the most
obvious change, Liberty not only regained her modesty, but she began wearing
a vest of chain mail as well. On the reverse of the coin, the eagle was raised to a
more central position, and three stars were moved underneath.

For years, experts believed that repressed prudes and their public outcry for
decency were the reasons for covering up Liberty in 1917, but recent investi-
gation has found little evidence to support such a claim.

Figure 11-17:
The

Standing
Liberty

quarter.

Figure 11-16:
The Barber

quarter.
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Many collectors look for well-struck examples of this type that have full and
complete detailing on Liberty’s head. Those coins with a full head can be
worth substantial premiums.

Washington head (1932 to present)
Had he lived that long, George Washington would have been 200 years old 
in 1932, so Congress decided to celebrate with a new quarter dollar with
George’s head on the front (see Figure 11-18). The Washington-head quarter
dollar was meant to be a commemorative coin, but it was so popular that it
became a regular issue in 1934. Tough dates in the series include the 1932-D
and 1932-S. All other dates are common. Like the dimes and half dollars, the
metal used to make the quarter dollars changed in 1965 from silver to a clad
copper-and-nickel combination. Collectors love this series because it’s easy
and affordable to collect.

Collecting U.S. quarter dollars
From the lovely Standing Liberty design to the popular Washington-head type
to the challenging Seated Liberty series, U.S. quarters present collectors with
lots of choices and lots of fun. Read the following tips to choose the path
that’s right for you.

� By type:

• Difficulty rating: Easy. All the main quarter-dollar types are easily
obtained.

• Cost estimate: A type set in Fine condition runs approximately
$750 ($26,000 if you want to include the 1796 Draped Bust/plain
eagle); in Uncirculated condition, expect to pay around $10,000 
(or close to $75,000 if you include the 1796).

Figure 11-18:
The

Washington
quarter.
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� By date:

• Difficulty rating: Easy to impossible. A date set of Draped Bust
quarters is possible but expensive. The 1827 makes completing a
date set of Capped Bust quarters expensive and unattractive. Same
goes for the Seated Liberty quarters, because only four of the 1873-
CC no arrows are known. In the Barber series, a complete set in 
circulated condition is still within the means of most collectors.
Standing Liberty quarters and Washington quarters are no problem.

• Cost estimate: Figure on paying $12,000 for a date set of Draped
Bust quarters in Fine condition and leave it at that — the extreme
rarity of the 1804 quarter in high grade makes putting together an
Uncirculated date set a dream. Likewise for the Capped Bust quar-
ters: The 1827 is known only in proof condition and is always expen-
sive. A Fine set of Seated Liberty quarter dollars runs more than
$20,000, and that’s without the 1873-CC no arrows; an Uncirculated
set would not only be expensive but impossible, because several
dates are unknown or extremely rare in Uncirculated condition
(then there’s the 1873-CC no arrows again). A Fine set of Barber
quarters runs $10,500, and an Uncirculated set costs at least $50,000.
A date and mintmark set of Standing Liberty quarter dollars in Fine
condition costs $15,000; an Uncirculated set runs at least $50,000
(this figure multiples big time if you want full head examples).

Circulated sets of Washington quarter dollars are inexpensive, but
because many of the later dates are proof-only issues, we recom-
mend attempting a set all in Uncirculated and proof conditions —
such a set starts at $4,500.

� By die variety:

• Difficulty rating: Easy to impossible. Draped Bust and Capped
Bust quarter dollars are collected by die variety, but some are so
rare as to be unobtainable. For example, a new variety of the 1837
was discovered recently, and only one lucky collector will have a
chance to own it until another example is discovered. The Seated
Liberty series contains numerous major and minor varieties, some
of which are quite interesting. Favorites include the 1854-O Huge O,
the open and closed 3 varieties of 1873, and the 1877-S S over hori-
zontal S. Surprisingly, no major varieties exist in the Barber series.
Look for the 1918/7-S overdate in the Standing Liberty quarter
series. In the Washington-head series, highlights include doubled
dies on some of the 1934, 1942-D, 1943, and 1943-S quarters and
over-mintmarks on the 1950-D and 1950-S issues.

• Cost estimate: Inexpensive to expensive, based on the difficulty
ratings assigned in the previous bullet. We view varieties as a side-
trip anyway — it’s sometimes fun to get off the main road, but it’s
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also easy to get lost. If you recognize hard-core die-variety collect-
ing as an expensive, life-long proposition, then we say, “More power
to you.” If you decide to collect some of the later-date quarters by
variety, start with the obvious ones and work down to the less dra-
matic ones. (You’re more likely to get your money back on the vari-
eties everyone knows.)

Holding onto Half Dollars
The first U.S. half dollar appeared in 1794, one of only three silver denomina-
tions bearing that date. The half dollar has always been an important coin for
commercial reasons, so in only a few years were none struck (1798, 1799,
1800, 1804, and 1816). In the period from 1804 to 1840, when silver dollars
effectively disappeared from the market and gold coins were scarce, the half
dollar became the coin of choice for large transactions. Today, half dollars
are not nearly as important as they once were, and you won’t see them that
often — they seem to have lost ground to the quarter dollar. For example, in
1995, the Philadelphia Mint made over 1 billion quarter dollars and less than
27 million half dollars. Nevertheless, the half-dollar series is a long and fasci-
nating one, with lots of fans in numismatics.

Major types of U.S. half dollars
Half dollars appear in eight major types, which we discuss in this section.

Flowing Hair (1794–1795)
The half dollars of 1794 and 1795 follow the design of the half dimes and
silver dollars, showing Liberty as a woman with long flowing locks of hair
(see Figure 11-19). The back of the coin features a scrawny-looking eagle
within a wreath.

Most half dollars were made from silver deposited at the U.S. Mint at
Philadelphia. A person with raw silver or silver coins from other countries
could take the silver to the Philadelphia Mint to have the mint make new U.S.
coins out of it. The person would then have shiny new coins to distribute to
friends, customers, or the merchants with whom he did business. The U.S.
government had little money with which to purchase silver, so it relied on
people to bring the silver to it.
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Draped Bust (1796–1807)
The Draped Bust design (see Figure 11-20) debuted on half dollars in 1796,
but silver deposits were so low that only 3,918 half dollars were struck in
1796 and 1797 combined. And none was made from 1797 to 1800. By 1801,
mintages of the half dollar jumped until they nearly reached the 1 million
mark in 1806. The only rare dates in this series are 1796 and 1797. A popular
and challenging way to collect this series is by die variety.

Capped Bust (1807–1839)
In 1807, John Reich created a new design of Liberty for the half dollar. Liberty
was older by then, so she was given a more mature appearance (see 
Figure 11-21). A freedman’s cap was placed on her head, and a strip of cloth
with the word Liberty on it was tied around her head. Because mintages were
so high for this series, you can find many different die varieties. Collectors
who pursue this avenue of collecting are known as bust half nuts, and they
belong to the Bust Half Nut Club!

Figure 11-20:
The Draped

Bust half
dollar.

Figure 11-19:
The Flowing

Hair half
dollar.
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The only real rarity in this series is the 1838-O, minted in the first year of 
production at the New Orleans Mint and now known by less than a dozen
examples.

Seated Liberty (1839–1891)
The Seated Liberty design first appeared on the U.S. half dollar in 1839 (see
Figure 11-22). Mintages remained high for most dates but dropped off in 1878,
when focus shifted to silver-dollar production. Weight changes from 1853 to
1855 and from 1873 to 1874 were indicated by the presence of arrowheads on
either side of the date. The real mystery in this series is the 1873-S no arrows
half dollar. Mint records indicate that 5,000 were struck, but none has ever
been seen. Rarities in this series include the 1853-O no arrows and the 1878-S.
Many of the 1861-O half dollars were struck by the Confederacy after it took
over the New Orleans Mint.

Figure 11-22:
The Seated
Liberty half

dollar.

Figure 11-21:
The Capped

Bust half
dollar.
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Barber (1892–1915)
Charles Barber’s version of Liberty appeared simultaneously on the dime,
quarter, and half dollar in 1892 (see Figure 11-23). The Barber half series 
has no rarities to prevent you from completing a date and mintmark set.
Nevertheless, finding nice high-grade examples is difficult because the coins
in this series saw heavy circulation.

Walking Liberty (1916–1947)
A. A. Weinman was responsible for creating new designs for the dime and half
dollar in 1916 (see Figure 11-24). Both designs represented major departures
from Barber’s staid head of Liberty (see the preceding section). On the half
dollar, Liberty carries a huge olive branch and is wrapped in the American
flag. The eagle on the back of the coin is one of Ron’s favorite renditions of
this impressive bird.

You can find every date in this series with ease, even the scarcer 1921, but
many of the early dates can get quite expensive in Uncirculated condition.

Figure 11-24:
The Walking

Liberty half
dollar.

Figure 11-23:
The Barber
half dollar.
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Franklin head (1948–1963)
Ben Franklin got a coin of his own in 1948 when John Sinnock created a new
design for the half dollar (see Figure 11-25). As he did on the Roosevelt dime,
Sinnock placed his initials on the half dollar. The back of the coin featured a
large image of the Liberty Bell, a design allegedly lifted by Sinnock from the
back of his commemorative half dollar of 1926. All Franklin half dollars are
common, and a set of all 35 date and mintmark combinations is easy to com-
plete. Collectors often pay big premiums for examples with full bell lines on
the Liberty Bell because only coins with full, complete strikes have them.

Kennedy head (1964 to present)
Immediately after President John F. Kennedy was assassinated, plans were
made to honor him on the half dollar. Engravers Gilroy Roberts and Frank
Gasparro created an impressive design that remains extremely popular with
collectors today (see Figure 11-26). Ninety percent pure silver coins were
struck in 1964 only; from 1965 to 1970, the half dollars contained 40 percent
silver, and thereafter they were made of a sandwich of pure copper between
layers of copper-nickel. All dates are common.

Figure 11-26:
The

Kennedy
half dollar.

Figure 11-25:
The Franklin

half dollar.
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Collecting U.S. half dollars
Compared to other series, half dollars are a relative bargain. For example,
you won’t find any great rarities in the run from 1892 to present, making it
easy and affordable for most collectors to obtain most, if not all dates, in the
series. Their impressive size and attractive designs make half dollars a good
collecting choice.

� By type:

• Difficulty rating: Easy. Every type is readily available on the
market.

• Cost estimate: Fine condition — $50,000. In Uncirculated condition,
the rarity of Uncirculated Flowing Hair half dollars makes this pric-
ing speculative, but figure on spending tens of thousands of dollars
at least!

� By date:

• Difficulty rating: Easy to extremely difficult. Flowing Hair half dol-
lars are easy to obtain, but expensive. The 1796 and 1797 Draped
Bust half dollars are extremely rare. In Capped Bust half dollars,
the 1815 is scarce, but the 1838-O is the real stopper. Seated Liberty
half dollars are extremely difficult because of the 1853-O no arrows
and the 1878-S. All dates after 1891 are easy to find and collect.

• Cost estimate: A Fine condition set of Flowing Hair half dollars runs
$15,000; an Uncirculated set is prohibitively expensive due to the
rarity of high-grade coins. A set of Draped Bust half dollars in Fine
condition runs $150,000, based largely on the 1796 and 1797 dates,
both of which make an Uncirculated set extremely expensive. For
Capped Bust half dollars, plan on spending $6,000 for a date/
mintmark set in Fine condition (minus the 1817/4 and the 1838-O,
of course) and $125,000 for an Uncirculated set missing those same
two dates. A Seated Liberty half dollar set in Fine condition
approaches $30,000, and that’s without the 1853-O no arrows; 
several dates are unknown in Uncirculated condition, so we won’t
price an Uncirculated set — we can only dream about it! In the
Barber series, a Fine condition date/mintmark set costs over $6,000,
and an Uncirculated set costs over $65,000. Walking Liberty half
dollars become a bit more reasonable, with a Fine condition set
running $2,250 and an Uncirculated set costing at least $45,000.
Franklin half dollars are so reasonable that we suggest an
Uncirculated set at around $600. Same with the Kennedy half dol-
lars, where you can buy a date/mintmark set all in Uncirculated
and proof condition for around $475.
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� By die variety:

• Difficulty rating: Easy to extremely difficult. Just as in other
denominations, the biggest challenges and difficulties come in
trying to assemble die-variety sets of the earliest dates and types.
In many cases, the die varieties are unique or so rare as to be pro-
hibitively expensive. In the Seated Liberty series, major varieties
include the 1844-O double date, the 1847/6 overdate, and the with
and without arrows varieties of 1873. Few people collect this series
by die varieties because they’re so difficult to tell apart. In the
Barber series, you won’t find any major varieties, but the 1892-O
microscopic O is a rare, minor variety.

• Cost estimate: Inexpensive to prohibitively expensive, ranging
from $10 for a 1946 doubled-die back to nearly $100,000 for an
1817/4 overdate in Fine condition.

Digging Around for Dollars
When Congress debated America’s money system, the key denominations
were the silver dollar and the gold Eagle ($10). The purpose of the silver
dollar was to replace the Spanish colonial Eight Reales, which was the most
important, widely circulated silver coin in the world during this time. The
United States was a new country and wanted coins of its own. The first silver
dollars were impressive hunks of silver, each containing its full value in the
semiprecious metal. Despite the theoretical importance of the silver dollar,
none was minted between 1804 and 1836. By 1878, huge quantities of silver
had been found in the western states, and the floodgates opened: Millions
upon millions of silver dollars were produced, and they became the darlings
of collectors because of their rich, bright luster, their impressive size, and
their availability.

Major types of U.S. dollars
Dollars appear in nine major types, which we discuss in this section.

Flowing Hair (1794–1795)
The first U.S. silver dollars bore Robert Scot’s Flowing Hair design (see 
Figure 11-27). Because the U.S. Mint relied on depositors for its silver 
(see the “Flowing Hair half dollars (1794–1795)” section, earlier in this 
chapter), mintages are spotty. In fact, less than 2,000 1794 silver dollars 
were struck. As expected, the 1794 is rare, but the 1795 is affordable.
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Draped Bust (1795–1804)
The Draped Bust silver dollar (see Figure 11-28) comes in two subtypes: one
with the plain eagle design of 1795 and a later version with an eagle with a
shield. The rarest date in this series is the 1804, one of the greatest rarities 
in all of U.S. numismatics (holder of a record price of $4.14 million — see
Chapter 24). Funny thing, though: The 1804 dollar wasn’t struck until at least
1834, when some were made as special presentation pieces for overseas VIPs.
Several collectors are working on die-variety sets from this type, but the high
cost of the coins keeps most collectors out.

Seated Liberty (1836–1873)
No silver dollars were struck for circulation between 1804 and 1836, which
was an awfully long time to go without one of the bedrocks of the U.S. money
system. In 1836, an employee of the U.S. Mint named Christian Gobrecht
designed a new silver dollar featuring a Seated Liberty design (see Figure 11-29)
that was to become a standard on all silver coins just a few years later. The

Figure 11-28:
The Draped

Bust silver
dollar.

Figure 11-27:
The Flowing

Hair silver
dollar.
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reverse of the coin shows an eagle in flight amidst a field of stars (this beauti-
ful Flying Eagle reverse was never adopted for use on silver dollars, but it did
eventually appear on the new small cents of 1856–1858 — see Chapter 10). By
the time Gobrecht’s silver dollar made it into general circulation in 1840, the
reverse design of the coin was changed to a plain eagle with arrows and an
olive branch in its talons.

The Seated Liberty dollar series is replete with rarities. The 1858 was minted
only in proof, the 1870-S runs close to $100,000 if you can find one, and the
1873-S is unknown, even though U.S. Mint records indicate some were struck.
Nevertheless, the Seated Liberty dollar type continues to be a very popular
series — just make sure you have a lot of money in the bank before you ven-
ture into this area.

Trade (1873–1885)
In 1873, the U.S. Mint began producing a special silver dollar to circulate in the
Orient and compete with similar coins from other nations (see Figure 11-30).
The new trade dollar bore a modified version of the Seated Liberty design —
this time, Liberty is seated on a bale of cotton, and she offers an olive branch
to an unknown recipient on the other side of the ocean. The trade dollar
enjoyed some popularity in Asia, where merchants would punch their special
marks into the coin to give it their stamp of approval. Even though the trade
dollar was heavier than the regular U.S. silver dollars, it was good only for
purchases up to $5 in the United States. After that, the trade dollar was worth
only its bullion value, which was less than its face value. As a result, many of
the coins found their way back into the United States, where they could be
spent at a profit.

The appearance of the Morgan dollar in 1878 spelled the end for the trade
dollar, although proof trade dollars continued to be struck through 1885. The
last two years, 1884 and 1885, are extreme rarities in the series, with the 1885
being worth close to $2,000,000 for a nice example.

Figure 11-29:
The Seated

Liberty
silver dollar.
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Morgan (1878–1921)
George T. Morgan never could have guessed that his new silver dollar of 1878
would become the most important silver coin in the United States and the
most widely collected coin in all of numismatics. Morgan’s design is simple
yet elegant, with a classic head of Liberty and an eagle with outstretched
wings (see Figure 11-31). Thanks to large hoards of silver dollars uncovered
over the years, sufficient quantities of Uncirculated coins exist to support the
active collector market. Key dates in this series include the 1889-CC, 1892-S,
1893-S, and the proof-only 1895. Certain Uncirculated silver dollars have mir-
rored surfaces ranging from partially mirrored to deeply mirrored. A deep
mirror proof-like is the collector’s dream, and some dates are extremely rare
in this format.

Figure 11-31:
The Morgan
silver dollar.

Figure 11-30:
The trade

dollar.
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Peace (1921–1935)
Following World War I, everybody wanted peace. Some Americans wanted it
so badly that they petitioned for a peace dollar (see Figure 11-32) and got it.
Unfortunately, by the time the design was finished, peace turned out to be
nothing more than a small word on the back of the coin. In a nod to classical
ancient styling, the designer used a Roman spelling for the motto In God We
Trust, using a V instead of a U. This simple change accounts for a large por-
tion of the phone calls received by dealers every day: New owners of peace
dollars think they have a rare error. Peace dollars were made from 1921 to
1935. The first year had an unusually high relief that was lowered in subse-
quent years. All dates are available and affordable, although the 1928 and
1934-S can be a challenge in nice condition.

Eisenhower head (1971–1978)
The Eisenhower dollar was originally meant to honor the astronauts of
Apollo 11 for their historic landing on the moon. However, a portrait of Ike
was placed on the front of the coin (see Figure 11-33) because he died a few
months before the lunar landing took place. The reverse of the coin shows an
eagle landing on the moon with an olive branch in its talons. The Ike dollars
made for general circulation were made of the same copper-nickel-clad metal
used on other U.S. coins beginning in 1965, but collectors were allowed to
purchase specially packaged Uncirculated and proof example in 40 percent
silver. In 1975 and 1976, a special design was used to celebrate the U.S. 
bicentennial.

Figure 11-32:
The peace

dollar.
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Anthony head (1979–1999)
The Susan B. Anthony Dollar replaced the Eisenhower dollar in 1979. Susan B.
Anthony fought for women’s rights, especially the right to vote, in the 1800s.
When a new, smaller $1 coin was being considered, Suzie turned out to be
one of the more popular subjects (see Figure 11-34). Mint officials thought a
smaller dollar would circulate better than the old 38-millimeter version, but
the public absolutely hated the new coin because it was too easily confused
with a quarter dollar (shades of the old 20-cent piece all over again). Millions
of the Anthony dollars remained unissued in the government’s vaults.

Sacagawea (2000 to present)
Despite the failures of the 20-cent piece and the Susan B. Anthony dollars,
and despite resistance from the general public, the U.S. government persists
in developing small-size dollar coins. Its latest experiment, the Sacagawea
dollar, has met with some success. In our opinion, the Sac dollar (as it is
known) owes its success to two elements:

Figure 11-34:
The Susan
B. Anthony

dollar.

Figure 11-33:
The

Eisenhower
dollar.
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� Sacagawea is a more attractive subject than old Susan B. Anthony (see
Figure 11-35), plus the addition of her little baby, Pomp, tugs at people’s
heartstrings.

� The golden color of the coin sets it apart from any other coin currently
in circulation, and some people have hoarded the coin because they
think it’s made of real gold.

Collecting U.S. dollars
Silver dollars are the largest silver coin produced by the U.S. Mint for general
circulation, and they’re beautiful and impressive. Is it any wonder that U.S.
silver dollars are among the world’s most eagerly collected coins? The follow-
ing are some ways for you to get in on the action.

� By type:

• Difficulty rating: Easy. All the types listed in the preceding section
are easy to find on the market, but the Flowing Hair and Draped
Bust types are expensive.

• Cost estimate: A silver dollar type set in Fine condition runs
$7,200; in Uncirculated condition, the price jumps to roughly
$100,000.

� By date/mintmark:

• Difficulty rating: Impossible. In the two-date Flowing Hair series, the
1794 is a rare coin. The 1804 is uncollectible. In the Seated Liberty
series, the 1836 through 1839 proofs are rare; the 1851, 1852, 1858,
and all the Carson City issue are rare; the 1870-S is extremely rare;
and the 1873-S is unknown. The extreme rarity of the 1884 and 1885
trade dollars makes a set impossible. Morgan dollars are difficult
because the 1895 is a stopper. Peace dollars, Eisenhower dollars,
Susan B. Anthony dollars, and Sacagawea dollars are no problem.

Figure 11-35:
The

Sacagawea
dollar.
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• Cost estimate: In Fine condition, a set of Flowing Hair dollars runs
$100,000, a set of Draped Bust dollars costs $25,000 (without the
1804), a set of Seated Liberty dollars runs around $50,000 (without
the 1870-S), a set of trade dollars (without the 1884 or 1885) costs
roughly $6,500, a set of Morgan dollars runs roughly $3,000 (with-
out the 1895), and a set of peace dollars runs $375. In Uncirculated
condition, don’t even consider collecting the Flowing Hair, Draped
Bust, Seated Liberty, trade, or Morgan dollars. When you hit the
peace dollar series, the price become manageable, and then you’re
looking at $4,500 for starters. The Eisenhower, Susan B. Anthony,
and Sacagawea dollars are all reasonably priced in Uncirculated
and proof grades.

� By die variety:

• Difficulty rating: Impossible.

• Cost estimate: Forget about it.
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Chapter 12

Gold Coins: Concentrated Wealth
In This Chapter
� Introducing U.S. gold coins

� Examining the different types of U.S. gold coins

In this chapter, we introduce you to U.S. gold coins — those beautiful,
yellow chunks of precious metal that are recognized throughout the world

for their consistent quality, beauty, and value. We arrange this chapter
according to the face value of the coins, beginning with $1 coins and going
through each denomination through $20.

Because of their high intrinsic value, gold coins often possess a high numis-
matic value as well. Few collectors can afford to collect gold coins any deeper
than by 20th-century type, and it is a wealthy collector, indeed, who can afford
to collect gold coins prior to 1900 by type. Only a few of the very wealthiest
collectors have attempted to collect gold coins by date, but in the few cases
where the attempt has been made, the results have been spectacular.

If you’re not at the top of the economic food chain, you still have several col-
lecting options available to you. A denomination set contains only six coins
($1, $2.50, $3, $5, $10, and $20), all of which are affordable in circulated
grades. A type set contains one example of each of the different designs used
on gold coins (for type sets you can stick with one denomination, several
denominations, or all of them — the choice is yours). You can always build a
partial type set by foregoing the rare, early types and concentrating on the
more modern, affordable gold coins. Also, you can collect coins with mint-
marks from each of the different mints that produced gold coins in the United
States (C for Charlotte, North Carolina; D for Dahlonega, Georgia; another D
for Denver, Colorado; O for New Orleans, Louisiana; CC for Carson City,
Nevada; S for San Francisco, California; and coins with no mintmark from
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania). Proof coins (those high-quality coins made
expressly for sale to collectors) are extremely expensive, but you can find
lots of interesting die varieties (coins with minor but often intriguing differ-
ences) and overdates (corrected dates stamped over incorrect dates). For a
review of grading terms, see Chapter 19.
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Beware of buying counterfeit gold coins. Buy only coins that have been certi-
fied by a reputable grading service or make sure that you have your new pur-
chases checked out by a competent expert.

We don’t have the room to illustrate each and every type of gold coin made in
the United States between 1795 and 1933. If you get serious about U.S. gold
coins and you want a photograph of each type of coin made, we recommend
A Guide Book of United States Coins, by R. S. Yeoman (Whitman), or United
States Coinage: A Study by Type, by Ron Guth and Jeff Garrett (Whitman).

$1 Gold Pieces
The smallest official U.S. gold coins are the gold dollars that debuted in 1849.
Gold dollars were not included in the numismatic lineup when the U.S. Mint
first began producing coins in 1793, perhaps because of the competing silver
dollar. However, when gold was discovered in California, Americans got a new
coin to add to their change and collections. Most of the early dates in this
series were made in large quantities, but beginning in 1857 (and with the
exception of 1862), mintages dropped off, and the gold dollar was discontin-
ued in 1889.

Liberty-head gold dollar (1849–1854)
With fresh supplies of gold coming in from California, the U.S. government
found itself in the luxurious position of being able to add two new 
denominations — a $1 gold piece and a $20 gold piece (Double Eagle). James
Longacre created new designs for both coins that were unlike those already
being used on other U.S. gold coins. Longacre stuck with a Liberty head for
the obverse (see Figure 12-1), but on the reverse, he chose a wreath to sur-
round the denomination. This design lasted only five years.

Figure 12-1:
The Liberty-

head gold
dollar 

(Type I).
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Although some dates in the series are rare, there is only one excessively rare
date to prevent you from completing a set of all dates and mints: the 1849-C
small wreath. Note the mintmark, the letter S under the wreath below the
date; this tells you the coin was minted in San Francisco in the first year that
mint opened for business.

Perhaps the most interesting variation in the series is an 1849 gold dollar
from the mint at Charlotte, North Carolina, with a smaller-than-normal wreath
on the back (collectors know of only five examples). There is no mention of
this coin in the mint reports, and apparently no information about who made
it or why it was made in the first place.

Indian princess gold dollar (1854–1889)
Beginning in 1854, James Longacre made the gold dollar larger and thinner,
and he planted an Indian headdress on Liberty’s head (see Figure 12-2).
Considering that Liberty had already worn everything from elegant turbans
to coronets on earlier coins, a Native American headdress was not out of line,
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The history of gold coins in the United States
The first U.S. gold coins were made in 1795 and
those first gold coins are all quite rare. Many
were exported to other countries or melted
down when their metal value exceeded their
face value. Prior to the 1830s, gold was scarce
in the United States, so most of the first gold
coins were made for private individuals or
banks who took their raw gold to the U.S. Mint
where it was converted into coin form.

Many Americans believe the first big gold dis-
coveries in the United States were made during
the California Gold Rush that began in 1848.
However, the first significant discoveries actu-
ally occurred in North Carolina and Georgia,
which yielded a beautiful, greenish-yellow gold.
Enough gold was found in the 1830s in the
southeastern United States to support private
mints and America’s first two branch mints at
Dahlonega, Georgia, and Charlotte, North
Carolina. As a result, mintages of gold coins
increased dramatically after 1834, and the 

general public finally had a chance to see and
use gold coins on a regular basis.

In 1848, James Marshall discovered gold in the
area around Sacramento, California, touching
off the famous California Gold Rush that brought
riches to the United States — and thousands of
emigrants to California. With huge quantities of
gold ready to be made into coins, the U.S. Mint
added two new denominations — the gold
dollar and the large, heavy $20 gold piece
(Double Eagle).

Production of gold coins continued until 1933,
when President Franklin Roosevelt was forced
to respond to the Great Depression by impound-
ing all the gold inside the country, effectively
outlawing the ownership of all non-numismatic
gold coins. Many of the older-date coins were
recalled and melted down, turning some once-
common coins into great rarities. Roosevelt was
not pleased with what he had to do as presi-
dent; after all, he was a coin collector himself.
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especially considering that many depictions of America during the Revolu-
tionary War were as a Native American princess. The earliest Indian princess
gold dollars have poorly defined hair details and are scarce in high grade. In
1856, Longacre made one final modification by improving the details and
making the headdress a bit larger (all collectors consider this a separate and
distinct type, and it’s known as a Type III). Important dates in this series
include the 1861-D, where all the coins were made by the Confederacy after it
seized the mint at Dahlonega, Georgia, in 1860, and the 1875, when only 420
coins were made. The series ended in 1889. Note that there in no letter or
mintmark under the wreath below the date, indicating that this coin was
made at the Philadelphia mint in 1854.

$2.50 Gold Pieces
The $2.50 gold piece (Quarter Eagle) first appeared in 1796 and remained an
important part of the U.S. monetary system until the last year of issue in
1929. Nevertheless, most of the mintages are small compared to many of the
larger denominations, resulting in many scarce or rare dates in this series.

What, you ask, is a Quarter Eagle? When the U.S. government created its first
money system, the foundation of the silver coins was the silver dollar, and
the foundation for the gold coins was a coin called the Eagle. The Eagle repre-
sented a value of $10; therefore, a Quarter Eagle was one-quarter of an Eagle,
or $2.50. Likewise, a Half Eagle represents $5, and a Double Eagle represents
$20. Collectors refer to U.S. gold coins both ways, so remember these names
because you’ll hear them again. The $3 gold piece was not included in the
original debate and didn’t appear until 1854. Because of its odd value, you
never hear the $3 gold piece referred to as any fraction of an Eagle.

Figure 12-2:
The Indian

princess
gold dollar

(Type II).
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Turban Head $2.50 gold 
piece (1796–1807)
The first U.S. Quarter Eagles depicted Liberty with a cap on her head that
looks like a sophisticated turban. This type comes in two major versions:
without stars on the obverse and with stars on the obverse (see Figure 12-3).
Every date in this series started out with a low mintage, and most were
destroyed when the value of their gold value exceeded their face value. As
rare as they are, there are no uncollectible dates in this series, but you will
need a great deal of money if your goal is to collect every date in this type.

Capped Bust $2.50 gold 
piece (1808–1834)
In 1808, Liberty took on a more youthful appearance, she began facing left
instead of right, and her turban became more like a beret with the word
Liberty on the headband (see Figure 12-4). A big gap exists between 1808 and
1821, when no Quarter Eagles were produced. The 1808 Quarter Eagle always
deserves its own type listing as a separate type because, by 1821, Liberty’s
head became smaller and some of her bust line was omitted. These types are
called Capped Head left large size (1821–1827) and Capped Head left reduced
size (1829–1834). Every date in this type is scarce and valuable, and all range
from very expensive to outrageously expensive. The most common Quarter
Eagle prior to 1834 has short mintage of only 6,812.

Figure 12-3:
The Turban

Head
Quarter

Eagle.
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Classic Head $2.50 gold 
piece (1834–1839)
On this type, Liberty loses her hat but retains a Liberty ribbon to bind her
curly hair (see Figure 12-5). The mintages for this type jumped following the
discovery of gold in Georgia and North Carolina, so you can actually obtain
every date in this type for a reasonable price. Even the difficult issues from
the Charlotte, North Carolina, and Dahlonega, Georgia, mints are affordable.

Liberty-head $2.50 gold 
piece (1840–1907)
In 1840, Liberty received another hairdo, this time with her hair done up in a
bun and the ribbon changed into a Liberty coronet (see Figure 12-6). This is 
a lengthy series, made for over 60 years, so expect a large number of 

Figure 12-5:
The Classic

Head
Quarter

Eagle.

Figure 12-4:
The Capped

Bust
Quarter

Eagle, rare
as a date
and as a

type.
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low-mintage dates and expensive rarities in addition to the more common
dates. One of the more interesting pieces is the 1848 Quarter Eagle with Cal.
punched into the reverse of the coin. These special pieces were made at
Philadelphia from gold that had come all the way from California. Both 1841
and 1863 were made only as proofs, and the 1854-S Quarter Eagle is one of
the great rarities in U.S. numismatics.

Indian-head $2.50 gold 
piece (1908–1929)
One of President Theodore Roosevelt’s legacies was the change he instituted
on U.S. coins. Roosevelt loved the timeless designs of classical Greek and
Roman coins, and he felt the U.S. designs failed to meet the standards of a
great nation. Thus, in 1907, he instituted a wave of change that impacted all
denominations of U.S. coins by 1916. One of the more interesting changes
took place on the $2.50 (see Figure 12-7) and $5 gold coins, where the design
was actually stamped into the metal of the coin, or incused. (Normally, the
designs on coins are raised above the flat surfaces.)

Figure 12-7:
The Indian-

head
Quarter

Eagle.

Figure 12-6:
The Liberty-

head
Quarter

Eagle.
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A complete date and mint set of Indian-head Quarter Eagles contains only 15
coins, all of which are within the means of most collectors. The only key date
is the 1911-D, which is expensive because it is desirable and popular but 
not rare.

$3 Gold Pieces
Yes, it’s true — the United States made a $3 gold coin from 1854 to 1889 (see
Figure 12-8). At first glance, a $3 denomination seems a little unusual, espe-
cially because it didn’t really fit into the coinage scheme used in the United
States. So why a $3 coin? The answer lies in the postal rates at the time — the
rate for first-class mail delivery was a mere 3¢. Stamps could be bought singly
(using a three-cent piece) or in sheets of 100 (using a $3 gold piece). Unlike
today, stamp prices remained stable for a long period of time; thus, the $3
gold piece was a familiar sight until 1889, when the denomination ended.

Most $3 gold pieces have low mintages. Three dates (1873, 1875, and 1876)
were made only as proofs. Then there’s the unique 1870-S $3 gold piece —
one of the most valuable of all U.S. coins.

$4 Gold Pieces
The $4 gold piece was nothing more than a proposed coin design (also known
as a pattern — see Chapter 14) that never made it to the full production stage.
Four-dollar gold pieces earned the nickname Stellas because of the large star
that appears on the reverse of each coin (see Figure 12-9). Made only in 1879
and 1880, Stellas come in two types for each year: Flowing Hair, where Liberty’s
hair flows free, and Coiled Hair, where Liberty’s hair sweeps up in a bun.

Figure 12-8:
The $3 

gold piece.
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Because they were patterns, Stellas are extremely rare and out of the reach of
most collectors. However, we mention them here just because they’re so
beautiful and popular. Plus, even coin collectors can dream, right?

$5 Gold Pieces
The $5 gold piece (Half Eagle) shares with the $10 gold piece (Eagle) the dis-
tinction of being the first gold coin produced in the United States. Half Eagles
were made almost uninterruptedly from 1795 to 1929 (but none was produced
in 1801, 1803, 1816, or 1817, or from 1917 to 1928). Rare dates in the series
include the 1815, 1822 (uncollectible), 1825/4 (only two are known), 1828/7,
1829 large date, 1832 12 stars, 1854-S, the low mintage 1875, and the proof-
only 1887.

Completing a set of the five major types listed in this section is easy, although
the first two types tend to be a bit pricey. A meaningful collection of different
dates can be built at reasonable prices, but you really need to be a multi-
millionaire and know that you’ll live to be 200 years old before tackling a
complete date set.

Turban Head $5 gold piece (1795–1807)
This type is a larger version of the $2.50 gold piece (see the “$2.50 Gold Pieces”
section, earlier in this chapter) and also comes with either a plain eagle or an
eagle and shield on the backs of the coins (see Figure 12-10). In fact, the backs
(or reverses) of the coins cause some confusion unless you’re familiar with
some of the minting practices of the early U.S. Mint. For example, one of the
rarest varieties of this type is the 1798 with a plain eagle reverse. Such a coin

Figure 12-9:
The $4 gold

Flowing 
Hair Stella.
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is not even supposed to exist, because the plain eagle reverse was last used
in 1797. On the other hand, another puzzler is the 1795 with an eagle-and-
shield reverse. This coin was two years ahead of its time — the eagle-
and-shield reverse did not make its first regular appearance until 1797.
Experts believe that these unusual coins were made under emergency 
conditions with dies left over from earlier years. The two major types 
include Capped Bust right small eagle (1795–1798) and Capped Bust right
heraldic eagle (1795–1807), the latter of which is shown in Figure 12-10.

Turban Head Half Eagles tend to be expensive because, like the Quarter Eagles,
most were melted down for their metal value, which often exceeded the face
value. Date sets can be built without much of a problem, but be aware that if
you plan to build a set that includes major die varieties, the 1798 plain eagle
reverse will stop you dead in your tracks.

Capped Bust $5 gold piece (1807–1834)
Don’t let this relatively short series fool you — stuck in between many of the
common dates (see Figure 12-11) are some of the most revered and valuable
U.S. coins. Only three 1822 Half Eagles are known, and none is currently avail-
able for sale. The 1825/4 overdate is known by only two examples, but (thank-
fully) collectors have an alternative in the far less expensive 1825/1 overdate.
The 1829 large date is extremely rare, the 1815 has an extremely low mintage,
and, for some reason, the higher-mintage 1819 is a rare coin as well. Despite
the daunting challenges, you can still purchase nice examples of this type for
relatively reasonable prices. The three major types are Capped Bust left
(1807–1812), Capped Head left large size (1813–1829), and Capped Head left
small size (1829–1834).

Figure 12-10:
The Turban

Head Half
Eagle.
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Classic Head $5 gold 
piece (1834–1838)
The design on this type (see Figure 12-12) matches that on the 1834 to 1839
Quarter Eagle, but the mintages are substantially higher, thus making a com-
plete set both possible and affordable. The first two years have a slightly dif-
ferent head than the second two years. Even the scarcer 1838 coins from the
Charlotte, North Carolina, and Dahlonega, Georgia, mints are affordable.

Liberty-head $5 gold piece (1839–1908)
There were three basic variations, struck over a 70-year period: the Type 
of 1839 no motto (1839); the Type of 1840 no motto (1839–1866), shown in

Figure 12-12:
The Classic

Head Half
Eagle.

Figure 12-11:
The Capped

Bust Half
Eagle.
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Figure 12-13; and the with motto type (1866–1908). The Liberty-head Half
Eagle presents the challenge of a lifetime. Here are some of the highlights 
in this wonderful series:

� 1841-O: Listed in U.S. Mint reports but none has ever been seen. Most
major numismatists do not believe any were ever made.

� 1854-S: Only 268 were made, most of which have been destroyed.

� 1861-D: Some were made after Confederate forces seized the Dahlonega
mint in 1861.

� 1875: Two hundred were made for circulation plus 20 proofs, but the
business strike are actually rarer than the proofs; in any case, all of 
them are extremely rare.

� 1887: Only 87 were made, all proofs.

You face another challenge when trying to collect the highest possible condi-
tion. Many dates do not exist in Uncirculated and are extremely rare in
Extremely Fine or better condition, and some dates are rare above Very Fine.
You could literally spend a lifetime (and the earnings of a lifetime) just upgrad-
ing and trying to complete this set, but you’d have an awful lot of fun trying.

Indian-head $5 gold piece (1908–1929)
This type (see Figure 12-14) is one of only two U.S. coins with an incuse
design (the Indian-head Quarter Eagle is the other). The best way that we can
think of to explain what incuse means is to compare it to belly buttons. Belly
buttons that poke in are innies and those that poke out are outies. The
designs on most coins are outies, but the design on this one is an innie.

Figure 12-13:
The Liberty-

head Half
Eagle.
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Every date in this series is affordable, except for one. The 1929 is scarce,
which means you can find it, but specimens start at several thousand 
dollars and go up from there.

$10 Gold Pieces
The $10 gold piece (Eagle) is the bedrock of U.S. gold coins. When the govern-
ment first devised a list of the different coins for production, the Eagle was
chosen as the flagship for the gold coins, and most other gold coins were
either fractional or multiple versions of the Eagle. For example, the $2.50 gold
piece was known as a Quarter Eagle, and later the $20 became known as the
Double Eagle. However, even though it was considered an important coin,
none was produced between 1804 and 1838. Many of the dates are downright
scarce or rare because so few Eagles were made in some years.

Turban Head $10 gold 
piece (1795–1804)
The $10 gold piece was the highest-value coin made in the United States 
until the $20 gold piece (Double Eagle) debuted decades later. The dates in
the Turban Head Eagle series (see Figure 12-15) are all expensive, four- to
five-figure coins. One expensive coin is the 1804 Eagle with a plain 4 in the
date (in proof form) — this rare coin was made around 1834 to go in the spe-
cial presentation sets that included the extremely rare 1804 silver dollars.
They come in two basic types: Capped Bust to right small Eagle (1795–1797)
and Capped Bust to right large Eagle (1797–1804), shown in Figure 12-15.

Figure 12-14:
The Indian-

head Half
Eagle.
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Liberty-head $10 gold 
piece (1838–1907)
Considering the number of decades over which the Liberty-head $10 (see
Figure 12-16) was made, you may think a date set would be just as impossible
to complete as a date set of Liberty-head Half Eagles. Surprisingly, this isn’t
the case as long as you collect circulated examples of the various dates,
because most dates simply do not exist in uncirculated grades. First, you
have fewer coins with which to contend, because no Eagles were produced 
at the Charlotte or Dahlonega mints. Second, the only super-expensive coin
in this set is the 1875. There are no mega-rarities and no proof-only issues, 
so the temptation is there. There are three basic types: the Type of 1838 
no motto (1838–1839), the Type of 1840 no motto (1839–1866), and the with
motto (1866–1908), shown in Figure 12-16. Hmm — should you go for it?

Figure 12-16:
The Liberty-
head Eagle.

Figure 12-15:
The Turban

Head Eagle.
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Indian-head $10 gold 
piece (1907–1933)
As part of Theodore Roosevelt’s campaign to beautify U.S. coins, he hired the
renowned sculptor and artist Augustus Saint-Gaudens to revise the $10 and
$20 designs. For the $10 gold piece, Saint-Gaudens borrowed from the design
on the then-current cent and portrayed Liberty wearing an Indian headdress
(see Figure 12-17). The back of the coin features a striking American eagle
perched atop a bundle of arrows. Although Saint-Gaudens is best known for
his work on the $20 gold piece (which also happens to be named after him),
his Indian-head $10 design is a candidate for the most beautiful U.S. coin ever
produced. This type comes in two types, with no motto, and with the motto
In God We Trust (shown in Figure 12-17).

From a collecting standpoint, the 1933 is the only rare date. How rare, you
ask? How about $50,000 to $150,000 rare!

$20 Gold Pieces
The $20 gold piece (Double Eagle) is a big chunk of gold. Each one contains
almost a full ounce of pure gold. Over the years, the U.S. Mint made millions
of Double Eagles, requiring a huge supply of gold. Fortunately, the United
States had been blessed with an abundant supply of the beautiful yellow
metal, but such was not always the case. In fact, until gold was discovered 
in California, the Double Eagle was just a dream.

Today, the glittering golden Double Eagle is still a collector’s dream.

Figure 12-17:
The Indian-
head Eagle.
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Liberty-head $20 gold 
piece (1849–1907)
The Liberty-head Double Eagle was designed in 1849 and first appeared in
commerce in 1850 following the discovery of gold in California. So much gold
was found and the need for coins was so great that the U.S. government
decided to create two new denominations — a $1 gold piece and a Double
Eagle. The new Double Eagle features a head of Liberty on the obverse and a
large eagle and shield on the reverse (see Figure 12-18). Many dates sell for
only a slight premium over their metal value, so collectors find them appealing
to collect. Here are some of the highlights and some tough dates in the series:

� 1849: Technically a pattern issue of which at least two were made (see
Chapter 14) and currently believed to be unique, with the single known
example in the National Numismatic Collection at the Smithsonian
Institution

� 1854-O: Infrequently seen, perhaps a dozen known

� 1856-O: Infrequently seen, less than a dozen known

� 1861 Pacquet reverse: An extremely rare coin made only one year at both
Philadelphia (two known) and San Francisco (rare) with the designs on
the back modified by a mint engraver named Anthony Pacquet

� 1870-CC: Infrequently seen, perhaps 12 or 18 known

� 1882, 1883, and 1884: Struck only in proof condition

Like most of the Liberty-head gold coins of other denominations, the Liberty-
head Double Eagle series contains many rare dates and condition rarities
(coins that are common in low grade but extremely rare in high grade). This
coin comes in three types: Type I, or no motto (1849–1866); Type II, or $20
with motto (1866–1876); and Type III, or $20 with motto (1877–1907), shown
in Figure 12-18.

Figure 12-18:
The Liberty-

head $20
gold piece.
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Saint-Gaudens $20 gold 
piece (1907–1933)
Beautiful, beautiful, beautiful. These are the words to describe the design on
the Double Eagle created by Augustus Saint-Gaudens in 1907 (see Figure 12-19).
Fortunately for collectors today, a high percentage of the original mintages
still exist. Many Saint-Gaudens Double Eagles ended up in storage in European
banks; over the years, they have filtered back to the United States. Thus, a
common Saint-Gaudens Double Eagle can almost be considered a bullion
coin, as the premium over the face value is small in many cases. However,
other dates remain great rarities, despite high original mintages. Could they
still exist hidden away in some bank vault somewhere? This coin comes in
two varieties, without a motto, and with a motto, as shown in Figure 12-19.

The following highlights set the hearts of many collectors a-flutter.

� 1907 extremely high relief: The first design efforts by Saint-Gaudens
featured an unusually high relief or ultra high relief as it is sometimes
called, meaning that the distance between the highest and lowest points
of the coin was greater than usual. The result is stunning. However,
because of the extra amount of time and effort required to make the coin,
mint engravers lowered the relief before any were made for circulation,
adding extreme rarity to these early versions. Perhaps there are a dozen
or so of these in existence today in several varieties.

� 1907 high relief: The modified version was nearly as impressive as the
extremely high relief because the depth of the details was still greater
than on any other coins struck for circulation. The U.S. Mint made
slightly over 11,000 high reliefs before throwing in the towel and flatten-
ing the design even further. As popular as the Saint-Gaudens Double
Eagles are, collectors love the 1907 high relief the best.

Figure 12-19:
The Saint
Gaudens
$20 gold

piece.
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� 1920-S: An expensive date when it shows up.

� 1921: Elusive and expensive when seen.

� 1927-D: A big mintage, but hardly any are known to exist, perhaps eight
or ten, but not more. Were they all melted down?

� 1930-S: Rare.

� 1931: Tough and expensive.

� 1931-D: Expensive when seen.

� 1932: Expensive when seen.

� 1933: The 1933 Double Eagle (shown in Figure 12-20) was made in large
quantities, but at the last minute, the government decided not to place
the coins into circulation. Instead, it destroyed the entire production,
except for a few pieces that either slipped out or were taken out 
illegally by U.S. Mint employees — plus two specimens donated to the
Smithsonian Institution. Thus, the 1933 Double Eagle has been illegal to
own for many years.

However, just recently, the one legal, non-Smithsonian example was sold a
public auction for $7.9 million, and ten more were voluntarily turned into the
Treasury by the granddaughter of the owner. The ownership of these coins is
being disputed in court as of this writing.

Figure 12-20:
1933 Double

Eagle.
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Chapter 13

Commemoratives: Raising 
Money with Money

In This Chapter
� Commemorating events with coins

� Perusing commemoratives from the early years to modern times

� Looking at the 50 State Quarters program

� Getting some tips for collecting commemoratives

Commemorative coins are coins with stories. Not only do stories make a
coin interesting, but they also tell the collector something about U.S.

history. Commemorative coins have a direct connection to famous people,
places, and events. U.S. commemorative coins offer glimpses of history, 
fame, and positive virtues, shown by a variety of purely American images,
icons, and designs. For collectors, commemoratives are some of the most
appealing and popular coins.

The big news for commemorative coin collectors in recent years has been the
50 State Quarters program, begun by the U.S. Mint in 1999. Check out the “50
State Quarters Program” section, near the end of this chapter, for more infor-
mation on this series and join the millions of new coin collectors who have
discovered coin collecting because of this innovative program.

Commemorate This!
The basic reason for a commemorative coin’s existence is to raise money for
whatever purpose the coin commemorates. U.S. commemoratives have been
used to raise money for expositions, monuments, Olympic contests, and
other important issues.
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Virtually all U.S. commemorative coins share the following characteristics,
although plenty of exceptions exist:

� They are made to honor a person, place, organization, or event.

� They are made to raise money.

� They are short-lived, usually appearing only once.

� They are not intended to circulate as money.

Although the United States has made commemorative coins since 1892, in
this chapter, we segregate them into three fairly distinct time periods: 1892 
to 1934, 1934 to 1954, and 1982 to the present.

The Early Years (1892–1934):
Commemoratives Under Control

The first U.S. commemorative coins were struck in conjunction with the
World’s Columbian Exposition in 1892 and 1893. The fundraising made possi-
ble by the early commemorative coins was fairly straightforward. An organi-
zation would estimate how many coins it could sell, the U.S. Mint would
strike up the requested amount, and the organization would sell as many as
possible, returning to the Mint the coins it couldn’t sell to be destroyed.

From 1892 to 1934, commemorative coins were issued sporadically, often
with long gaps between issues. Great thought was given to proposals for
commemorative coins during the early years, and permission to produce the
coins was given only in cases of great merit. The fact that four different com-
memorative coins were produced in 1925 is more a coincidence than an
abuse of the system.

In this section, we introduce you to some of the more interesting commemo-
rative coins issued during this period. These coins have, in our opinion, the
best stories. The following list is by no means complete, however.

American collectors recognize the 50 different commemorative types com-
prising 144 different issues from 1892 to 1954 as classic commemorative coins;
all the later issues are called modern commemorative coins. Any modern coin
catalog or price guide contains a complete listing of all the issues, usually
with their mintages and sometimes prices as well.

� Isabella quarter dollar: Issued in 1893 along with the Columbian
Exposition half dollar for sale at the exposition. The Isabella quarter
(see Figure 13-1) was a sop to women agitators, led by Susan B. 
Anthony (see Chapter 11 for her special coin).
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� Lafayette dollar: The Marquis de Lafayette was a friend of George
Washington’s; he fought on the American side during the Revolutionary
War. In 1900, a commemorative silver dollar was issued to help raise
money for a proposed Lafayette statue that appears on the back of 
the coin.

� Jefferson and McKinley gold dollars: Gold dollars were struck in 1903
to raise funds for the Louisiana Exposition, celebrating the 100th
anniversary of the Louisiana Purchase.

� Lewis and Clark Exposition gold dollars: These dollars were made in
1904 and 1905 to raise funds for the 1904 Lewis and Clark Exposition.
Their guide, Sacagawea, did not get a coin of her own until 2000.

� 1915 Panama-Pacific Exposition coins: This huge exposition celebrated
the opening of the Panama Canal. A variety of different coins and sets
were issued. You can choose between a half dollar, a gold dollar, a
Quarter Eagle ($2.50), and two huge $50 gold pieces (one round, one
octagonal). Because of their high face value, very few of the $50 gold
pieces were sold, making them rarities today.

� McKinley gold dollars: Struck in 1916 (the 15th anniversary of William
McKinley’s assassination) and 1917 to raise money for his birthplace
Memorial in Niles, Ohio.

� Lincoln/Illinois half dollar: Struck in 1918 to raise money for statewide
celebrations of the 100th anniversary of Illinois statehood. Honest Abe
Lincoln appears on the front of this coin.

� Maine half dollar: Struck in 1920 to raise funds for Maine centennial 
celebrations.

� Pilgrim half dollars: Struck in 1920 and 1921 to celebrate the 300th
anniversary of the landing of the pilgrims in what would become the
United States.

Figure 13-1:
The Isabella

quarter.
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� Missouri half dollars: Struck in 1921 to honor Missouri’s 100th birthday
(see Figure 13-2). The rarer of two types has a 2 and a 4 separated by a
star on the left side of the front of the coin, symbolizing the admission of
Missouri as the 24th state.

� Alabama half dollars: Struck in 1921 on the occasion of the 100th
anniversary of Alabama becoming a state. Some Alabama half dollars
come with a small 2x2 in the right field on the front of the coin, recogniz-
ing Alabama as the 22nd State. (The x was placed there as a spacer.)

� Grant Memorial coins: Includes half dollars and gold dollars struck in
1922 to celebrate the 100th anniversary of President Grant’s birth and to
raise money for various Grant-related projects. Some coins come with a
small star on the front of the coin just above the word Grant. What’s it
for? No one knows.

� Monroe Doctrine half dollar: Talk about scraping the bottom of the
barrel for something to commemorate: 1923 was the 100th anniversary
of the Monroe Doctrine.

� Huguenot-Walloon half dollar: Struck in 1924, 300 years after a Dutch
ship brought a group of Huguenots to the New World to escape religious
persecution in Europe.

� Stone Mountain half dollar: Outside of Atlanta, is a mountain of granite
that seems completely out of place. Known as Stone Mountain, this is
the site of a major Civil War battlefield and a popular tourist spot. It
bears a huge sculpture of Confederate generals Lee and Jackson made
by Gutzon Borglum, the same man who eventually sculpted the Mount
Rushmore monument. In 1925, half dollars were made to publicize
Borglum’s Herculean effort.

� Lexington-Concord half dollar: On April 19, 1775, colonial minutemen at
Lexington and Concord in Massachusetts fired the “shot heard ’round
the world” and began the Revolutionary War. Struck in 1925, this coin
commemorated the 150th anniversary of this historic event and helped
to raise money for local celebrations.

Figure 13-2:
The

Missouri
half dollar.
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� Fort Vancouver half dollar: In 1925, the fort that eventually became the
city of Vancouver, Washington, celebrated its centennial. The Fort
Vancouver half dollars were all minted in San Francisco, but the mint-
mark was left off the coins.

� California half dollar: Struck in 1925 to commemorate the 75th anniver-
sary of California’s statehood, the obverse of the coin shows a forty-
niner panning for gold; the reverse of the coin shows an impressive
grizzly bear.

� Sesquicentennial half dollar and Quarter Eagle: Here’s an event into
which all Americans could sink their teeth: the 150th anniversary of the
signing of the Declaration of Independence. The U.S. Mint celebrated the
occasion with coins of silver and gold. The silver version features the
Liberty Bell on the reverse; the Quarter Eagle displays Independence
Hall.

� Oregon Trail half dollars: First struck in 1926 to raise money for the
Oregon Trail Memorial Association. Although listed in the section of
early commemoratives, Oregon Trail half dollars were made as late as
1939, at which time they were subjected to the same abuses as the 
other commemoratives of the period (see the following section).

� Vermont half dollar: Struck in 1927 on the 150th anniversary of the
Battle of Bennington, Vermont, to raise money for Vermont museums
and celebrations. Collectors who like coins with animals love this coin
because of the mountain lion on the back.

� Hawaiian half dollar: Struck in 1928, 150 years after Captain Cook “dis-
covered” the Hawaiian Islands. The reverse of the coin has a neat depic-
tion of a native Hawaiian chieftain (see Figure 13-3).

� Maryland half dollar: The first settlers arrived in Maryland in 1634, 300
years before this coin was issued in 1934. The front of the coin shows
Cecil Calvert, the founder of Maryland. The back of the coin depicts his
coat of arms.

Figure 13-3:
The

Hawaiian
half dollar.
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The Age of Abuse (1934–1954):
Commemoratives Out of Control

As fundraisers, commemorative coins were pretty straightforward. If you
were a member of a group trying to raise money, you could go to Congress
with an idea for a commemorative coin. If Congress felt that your proposal
had merit, it would approve a law directing the U.S. Mint to make the coins on
your group’s behalf. You could then presell the coins by subscription, take
delivery of the coins, and begin marketing them to the general public, or sell
the entire batch to a single dealer or distributor, who would, in turn, sell
them to the public. Your group’s profit would be the difference between what
the U.S. Mint charged you (usually face value) and what you sold the coin for.
If, for example you sold a commemorative half dollar for $1, your profit would
be 50¢ on each coin.

However, if your group could convince Congress to do any of the following,
you could vastly increase your profits:

� Allow coins to be made at all three mints (Philadelphia, Denver, and San
Francisco), creating three different coins to sell to collectors, potentially
tripling your earnings.

� Continue making your commemorative coin year after year, increasing
your profit potential dramatically.

� Create rarities by reducing the mintages to low levels, thus being able to
charge more for the coins and increasing your profits dramatically. You
could also create a rarity, and then sell the entire mintage to a single
buyer, locking in a nice profit and leaving all the work to someone else. 
If the single buyer wanted, he could raise the price to whatever level 
the public would pay.

These scenarios actually took place, beginning with some of the 1934 com-
memorative issues. The abuses and manipulations led to a public outcry that
stifled commemorative coin production for many years. Only in recent years
has the commemorative spigot been opened again. The U.S. Mint now keeps a
wary eye on the balance between creating enough commemorative coins and
producing too many.

The following are some of the more interesting commemorative coins from
the period between 1934 and 1954:

� Oregon Trail half dollar (see Figure 13-4): Wait a minute — wasn’t this
coin listed in the preceding section? Sure it was. We list this coin again
here because it illustrates the abuses that entered the system. The
anniversary year was 1926, yet the Oregon Trail Memorial Association
received permission to have coins made two years later in 1928, and
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then again in 1933, 1934, 1936, 1937, 1938, and even as late as 1939. Come
on. How much money did this group need? And 13 years after the first
ones were struck? All the later issues have very low mintages and
almost all were bought up by speculators or sold at inflated prices.

� Texas centennial half dollar: Struck from 1934 to 1938, the mintages
declined steadily each year, and most of the coins went to speculators.

� Arkansas centennial half dollar: Technically, a state can only have one
centennial celebration, but Arkansas milked it for all it was worth, issu-
ing half dollars from 1935 to 1939. Even worse, the back of one of the
1936 issues shows the head of Senator Joseph Robinson, a violation of
the tradition forbidding the image of a living person from appearing on a
U.S. coin.

� San Diego half dollar (see Figure 13-5): Ron stuck this one in because
this is the teeming metropolis where he lives. Besides, the promoter
tried to double the price of the 1936 version from $1.50 to $3 in just one
year, so this coin fits the pattern of abuses of this time period.

Figure 13-5:
The San

Diego half
dollar.

Figure 13-4:
The Oregon

Trail half
dollar.
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By 1939, the U.S. government had received so many complaints from dealers
and collectors about the abuses in the commemorative coin program that it
halted the production of all old and new commemorative coins. It wasn’t until
1946 that the program was revived, when half dollars commemorating Iowa’s
statehood and Booker T. Washington were issued. The Iowa coin was made
for only one year. The Booker T. Washington Half Dollar was made every year
until 1951, when it morphed into the Booker T. Washington/George Washington
Carver coin. This lasted until 1954, when the commemorative program was
effectively laid to rest for nearly 30 years.

Modern Commemoratives 
(1982–): Money Coins

In 1982, George Washington would have been 250 years old, so it was time,
once again, to strike up the band and strike up a new commemorative coin to
honor the occasion. In reality, this was the U.S. Mint’s toe-in-the-water test 
to see how the public would respond to a new commemorative coin program.
Except for 1985, the mint has produced commemorative coins for collectors
each year since. Mintages have increased, and so have the number of differ-
ent coins made each year, such that the average collector can no longer
afford to collect every possible date set/mint set/type set option.

That’s why we call modern commemoratives money coins: They’re expensive
compared to their face value, but if you have enough money, you can get all
you want. The U.S. Mint has even reinstituted the practice of making gold
commemorative coins, further adding to the collector’s pain (in the wallet).

Some of the topics featured on modern commemorative coins include the 
following

� Statue of Liberty: The Statue appeared in 1986 on a copper-nickel half
dollar, a silver dollar, and a $5 gold piece.

� 200th anniversary of the U.S. Constitution: This event was commemo-
rated in 1987 on a silver dollar and a $5 gold piece.

� Dwight D. Eisenhower: Ike appears twice on the front of this 1990 silver
dollar.

� Christopher Columbus: Honored in 1992 on copper-nickel half dollars,
silver dollars, and $5 gold pieces.

� Sports: Several sports, including soccer, gymnastics, baseball, basket-
ball, and swimming, are honored on modern U.S. commemorative coins.

� War: The Civil War, World War II, the Korean War, and the Vietnam War
have all been subjects of modern U.S. commemoratives.
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In 2007, the U.S. Mint issued a silver dollar and a $5 gold coin, both commem-
orating the 400th anniversary of the founding of the Jamestown colony in
Virginia. Both coins were issued in proof and Uncirculated conditions. The
maximum mintages are 500,000 of the silver dollars and 100,000 of the $5 gold
coins. Production ends with the end of the 2007 calendar year.

Also in 2007, the U.S. Mint issued the Little Rock Central High School
Desegregation silver dollar, available in both proof and Uncirculated condi-
tions. The obverse of the coin depicts a group of children walking to school,
escorted by a U.S. soldier, with nine stars symbolizing the Little Rock Nine
(the nine African American students who, in 1957, faced down intense hatred
and attended the formerly all-white Little Rock Central High School, under
military escort). The reverse depicts Little Rock Central High School as it
appeared around 1957.

Circulating Commemoratives
Commemorative coins usually have low mintages because they are made for
sale at a premium to coin collectors. Thus, the general public remains unaware
of the coin and whatever message it seeks to convey unless they spend the
money to buy the coin.

Wouldn’t it be wonderful if the United States came up with a circulating com-
memorative coin that everyone could see, one that could be purchased for
its face value and one that anyone, even little kids, could afford to own? That
way, everyone could get the message by actually seeing what the coin has 
to say.

Governments around the world have come to understand the value of circu-
lating commemorative coins. Even in ancient times, Romans used their coins
as a way of celebrating military victories or announcing a new ruler (see
Chapter 5). Germans produced many circulating commemorative coins,
becoming especially prolific during the period from 1871 to 1939. However,
the United States has rarely embraced the idea of a circulating commemora-
tive coin — until recently.

50 State Quarters
In 1999, the U.S. government began the 50 State Quarters program, an ambi-
tious plan to issue five quarter dollars each year over a ten-year period. Each
U.S. state has its own special quarter dollar, to be issued in the order in
which the states were added to the union. Eventually, all 50 states will be rep-
resented. The coins are made in large quantities and are placed into circulation
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at their face value, thus making them available to anyone in the general
public. However, in keeping with traditional U.S. capitalism, the coins are 
also available in special collector sets in Uncirculated and proof conditions,
for sale at a premium (of course).

The U.S. Mint may have chosen the quarter-dollar denomination for this pro-
gram because of its experience with the Washington quarter. First issued in
1932, the Washington quarter was supposed to be a one-year commemorative
coin to honor George’s birthday. However, the Washington quarter proved to
be so popular that the U.S. Mint has made it every year since 1934. In 1976,
the U.S. Mint made a special quarter to commemorate the 200th birthday 
of the United States, so ample precedent exists in the quarter series to justify
the new program.

How has the 50 State Quarters program been received? To put it mildly, enthu-
siastically. Every other month, Americans eagerly await the introduction of
each new quarter dollar, and 130 million of them now collect coins. (That’s
one out of every three Americans, according to the U.S. Mint.) School kids
have discovered the thrill of coin collecting for the first time, and it seems
that everyone is building collections of these interesting quarters. The 
United States is abuzz over the 50 State Quarters program!

The U.S. Mint gives each state the opportunity to design its own special quar-
ter, with the governor of each state determining the selection process. Artists
submit their designs, from which finalists are chosen. The U.S. Mint reviews
each finalist’s design from a technical standpoint to see if the coins will strike
properly. After a winning design is chosen, the coin is struck, and the public
gets to see a new quarter dollar about every ten weeks.

Here’s the timetable for 50 State Quarters:

� 1999: Delaware, Pennsylvania, New Jersey, Georgia, and Connecticut

� 2000: Massachusetts, Maryland, South Carolina, New Hampshire, and
Virginia

� 2001: New York, North Carolina, Rhode Island, Vermont, and Kentucky

� 2002: Tennessee, Ohio, Louisiana, Indiana, and Mississippi

� 2003: Illinois, Alabama, Maine, Missouri, and Arkansas

� 2004: Michigan, Florida, Texas, Iowa, and Wisconsin

� 2005: California, Minnesota, Oregon, Kansas, and West Virginia

� 2006: Nevada, Nebraska, Colorado, North Dakota, and South Dakota

� 2007: Montana, Washington, Idaho, Wyoming, and Utah

� 2008: Oklahoma, New Mexico, Arizona, Alaska, and Hawaii
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If you haven’t discovered the 50 State Quarters yet, take a look at your pocket
change or check with your local bank and start collecting them today. See if
you can locate one of each!

To find out more about the 50 State Quarters program and to see new designs
as they’re developed, visit the U.S. Mint’s Web site at www.usmint.gov.

Presidential $1 Coins
In 2007, the U.S. Mint began issuing a series of circulating Presidential $1
Coins as a way of honoring the American presidents, from George Washington
all the way through to Gerald Ford. (It isn’t issuing coins for former presi-
dents who are still alive.)

Each coin will have a different obverse and a common reverse design featur-
ing a freshly created rendition of the Statue of Liberty. (Figure 13-6 shows the
circulating version of the George Washington coin.) The coins will feature
larger artwork than similar coins made in the past, as well as inscriptions on
the edge of the coins with the year of issuance, the words E Pluribus Unum
and In God We Trust (which has only rarely been done by the U.S. Mint), and
the mintmark (which has never before been done by the U.S. Mint).

The new coins weigh 8.1 grams and are made of a copper core with a man-
ganese-brass jacket. The actual composition is 77 percent copper, 12 percent
zinc, 7 percent manganese, and 4 percent nickel. The coins measure 26.5mm
in diameter. (They’re the same size, weight, and metal composition of the
Sacagawea Golden Dollar issued in 2000.)

Figure 13-6:
The

circulating
George

Washington
Presidential

$1 Coin.
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The U.S. Mint will issue Presidential $1 Coins on the following schedule:

� 2007: George Washington, John Adams, Thomas Jefferson, and James
Madison

� 2008: James Monroe, John Quincy Adams, Andrew Jackson, and Martin
Van Buren

� 2009: William Henry Harrison, John Tyler, James K. Polk, and Zachary
Taylor

� 2010: Millard Fillmore, Franklin Pierce, James Buchanan, and Abraham
Lincoln

� 2011: Andrew Johnson, Ulysses S. Grant, Rutherford B. Hayes, and
James A. Garfield

� 2012: Chester A. Arthur, Grover Cleveland, Benjamin Harrison, and
Grover Cleveland (again — because Cleveland served as president from
1885 to 1889 and again from 1893 to 1897)

� 2013: William McKinley, Theodore Roosevelt, William Howard Taft, and
Woodrow Wilson

� 2014: Warren Harding, Calvin Coolidge, Herbert Hoover, and Franklin D.
Roosevelt

� 2015: Harry S. Truman, Dwight D. Eisenhower, John F. Kennedy, and
Lyndon B. Johnson

� 2016: Richard M. Nixon and Gerald Ford

Collecting Commemoratives
U.S. commemorative coins offer the collector a variety of interesting designs
and stories. When you’re ready to jump into this fascinating area of collecting
commemoratives, keep in mind that collecting by type is the least expensive
way to collect commemorative coins. Basically, if you’ve seen one Oregon
Trail half dollar, you’ve seen them all, so there’s no real need to collect every
different date and mintmark. Choose from the following type listings:

� Pre-modern silver commemoratives (1892–1954): One quarter dollar,
48 half dollars, and one dollar. This set is reasonably priced; even a
Choice Uncirculated set runs under $20,000.

� Early gold commemoratives (1903–1926): Five gold dollars, two Quarter
Eagles, and two $50 gold pieces. The two $50 gold pieces are very rare
and make this set an expensive proposition, perhaps $100,000 (or, with-
out the $50 coins, about $12,000).

� Modern commemoratives (1982–2000): Fourteen half dollars, 44 dol-
lars, 19 $5 gold coins, and 2 $10 gold coins.
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If you’re interested in obtaining modern U.S. commemorative coins, be sure
to join the U.S. Mint’s mailing list to receive advance notice of new issues. For
information on U.S. Mint products, write to the U.S. Mint, Customer Care
Center, Lanham, MD 20706-4331 or sign up for the “U.S. Mint Products
Notification” e-mail service on the Mint’s Web site (www.usmint.gov).
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Let’s hear it for the ladies
In 2007, the U.S. Mint began issuing First Spouse
coins, half-ounce $10 gold coins. The obverse
of the coins will feature portraits of the first
ladies, along with their names, the dates and
order of their service, the year of minting or
issuance, and the words In God We Trust and
Liberty. Each coin will have its own reverse
design, featuring an image that represents the
first lady’s life or the issues that were important
to her, as well as the words The United States
of America, E Pluribus Unum, $10, 1⁄2 oz., and

.9999 Fine Gold. The coins will be issued on the
same schedule as the corresponding Presiden-
tial $1 Coins (see “Presidential $1 Coins,” in this
chapter).

For those presidents who served without a
spouse, a coin will be issued featuring Liberty
on its obverse. The design of Liberty will be one
used on a U.S. coin originally issued during that
president’s time in office.
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Chapter 14

Advancing to Oddball Coins
In This Chapter
� Looking at pattern coins

� Collecting pioneer gold coins

� Understanding proof coins

� Looking at Hawaiian coins

� Finding the unusual in error coins

After you get out of the mainstream of U.S. numismatics, you come across
some interesting and unusual coins that are usually stuck in the backs

of catalogs and price guides. Hidden among these treasures are some coins 
of incredible historical interest. There’s something for everyone in these odd-
ball coins, and in this chapter, we point out major items of interest in the
hopes that you’ll discover and enjoy these numismatic oddities for yourself.

Oddball coins are definitely an acquired taste, which means that only serious
collectors need apply. In this case, serious means one of two things:

� You have the time to find out enough about these coins to fully appreci-
ate them.

� You have serious money to be able to afford them.

Understanding Pattern Coins
Before new coins are created, the U.S. Mint creates patterns: trial pieces (see
Figure 14-1) that test how a particular design will appear in real life and
whether any technical problems will develop as the coin is struck.
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Except in unusual instances, patterns always enjoy a low mintage, often fewer
than a dozen pieces. As a result, not only are patterns hard to find, but they
tend to be expensive. Multiply expensive by hundreds of different varieties,
and the money required to put together a collection of pattern coins
becomes substantial.

Even so, you may be interested in picking up a piece or two for your collec-
tion, in which case, we’d like to tell you about a few of our favorites:

� 1792 silver-center cent: The first U.S. one-cent pieces were big and heavy,
and they required a lot of scarce copper. As an alternative, smaller ver-
sions were made with a small plug of silver in the center that added value
to make up for having less copper. They look neat and the idea had merit,
but the coins were hard to produce and only a few were made. These
coins are big money.

� 1836 Gobrecht silver dollar: Except for the 1804 silver dollar (which
was actually made in 1834 and later), no silver dollars were made
between 1804 and 1836. (In 1804, several thousand silver dollars were
made, but they were all dated 1803.) In 1836, Christian Gobrecht created
a new silver dollar with a figure of Seated Liberty on the obverse and an
eagle flying across the reverse. Because he placed his name on the dies,
these coins are now known as Gobrecht dollars. Over 1,000 examples
were made in a number of varieties, which is a lot by pattern standards.
Today, they’re among the most popular of all U.S. coins.

� 1856 Flying Eagle cent: In 1856, the U.S. Mint began experimenting with
reducing the size of the large cent to a more manageable size that was
easier and less expensive to produce. The result was a small cent (the
size Americans are used to today) that borrowed Christian Gobrecht’s
design of an eagle flying across the face of the coin. Like the Gobrecht
dollar, the 1856 Flying Eagle cent is extremely popular. The mintage of

Figure 14-1:
A pattern

coin.
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over 1,000 pieces barely meets the huge demand for this pattern. Enough
of these coins actually reached circulation that they’re also collected by
regular cent collectors.

� 1882 Liberty-head nickel: We love this pattern for its shock value,
because most collectors believe that the first Liberty-head nickel
appeared in 1883. Wrong. Remember: Before the coin, there was a 
pattern!

� 1879 and 1880 $4 gold Stellas: This odd denomination first appeared in
1879. (Read more about it in Chapter 12.)

� 1849 $20 gold piece: This was the first $20 gold piece produced by the
U.S. government. Two were made, and the one example known to still
exist is a proud part of the National Numismatic Collection at the
Smithsonian Institution.

� 1907 Indian-head $20 gold piece: Take an enlarged version of the Indian-
head design from the $10 gold piece (see Chapter 12) and stick it on the
front of a $20 gold piece. Sound impressive? It is, and it’s unique.

Collecting Pioneer or Private Gold
The first discoveries of gold in the United States were not in California, as you
may have guessed, but in North Carolina and Georgia. Local private minters
turned this gold into coins to help alleviate the need for money in the region,
especially because most of the output of gold coins from the U.S. Mint was
melted for its bullion value as soon as the coins hit the streets.

When gold was discovered in California, new problems arose. Because
California was so far removed from the Philadelphia Mint, there was no con-
venient way to turn gold dust and nuggets into usable coins, which were
sorely needed to help regulate and facilitate business among the miners. To
the rescue came private minters, who created a variety of different coins.
Unfortunately, the temptation to cheat a little was too great, and many of the
early pioneer gold coins (as they are known) fail to live up to the values or
purity stated on them.

Eventually, the federal government solved the problem by establishing an
Assay Office in San Francisco, where raw gold was converted into $10, $20,
and $50 gold pieces of standard, reliable weight and purity. When the official
mint opened in San Francisco in 1854, most of the private minters went down
the drain, but not before leaving a lasting impression on numismatics.

The following are some of the more important issuers of pioneer gold:

197Chapter 14: Advancing to Oddball Coins

20_222751 ch14.qxp  11/15/07  3:11 PM  Page 197



� Templeton Reid: Templeton Reid operated out of Georgia and made
coins from native gold in 1830, becoming the first of our pioneer mints
(Guess you could call him a pioneer among pioneers). All his coins are
extremely rare.

� The Bechtler Family: The Bechtler Family operated a mint in North
Carolina in the 1830s and 1840s. They have the distinction of having made
the first gold dollars in the United States, beating the U.S. government by
15 years. The Bechtler coins were quaint pieces struck from handmade
dies, but they served as important contributions to the economy of 
the region before the U.S. Mint opened its branches at Charlotte and
Dahlonega.

� Moffat & Co.: Beginning in 1849, the firm of Moffat & Company began
producing high-quality ingots and $5 and $10 gold pieces in San Francisco
from newly discovered California gold. Moffat & Co. made lots and lots
of coins, but like most pioneer gold coins, they were later melted down.
Thank goodness for coin collectors, or none might have been saved!

� Clark, Gruber & Co.: Clark, Gruber & Co. operated out of Denver,
Colorado, where the firm struck gold coins in 1860 and 1861. Some of 
its $10 and $20 gold coins have an interesting, stylized version of Pikes
Peak on the back.

� Wass, Molitor & Co.: Wass, Molitor & Co. produced $5, $10, $20, and $50
gold coins in San Francisco between 1852 and 1855. Its most impressive
piece of work was the huge $50 gold piece struck in 1855 (see Figure 14-2).
This massive piece of gold will set any coin collector’s heart aflutter.

� Kellogg & Company: Kellogg & Company operated out of San Francisco,
where it produced high-quality $20 and $50 gold coins in 1854 and 1855.

� The Mormons: In 1849, Brigham Young established a mint at Salt Lake
City and oversaw the production of $2.50, $5, $10, and $20 gold coins.
Most of the coins had the inscription G.S.L.C.P.G., which stood for “Great
Salt Lake City Pure Gold.” Unfortunately, the gold was neither pure nor
from Salt Lake City (it came from California). The Mormons also made $5
gold coins in 1850 and then again in 1860.

� California fractional gold coins: California fractional gold coins are
actually mini pioneer gold coins of low face value (25¢, 50¢, and $1) that
were made by local jewelers and merchants from 1852 to 1882. Hundreds
of different varieties exist. Because they are relatively inexpensive com-
pared to the higher-denomination pioneer gold, collectors find them
attractive and desirable. But if the denomination is only represented by
a fraction, the pieces are likely to be modern, and not made of gold.

To find out more about the California Gold Rush and pioneer gold, visit the
CoinFacts Web site at www.coinfacts.com.
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Finding Confederate Coins
In 1861, the Confederate States of America began making coins in two very
different ways.

� The first way was to take over the U.S. Mint facilities at Dahlonega,
Charlotte, and New Orleans, confiscate the gold or silver still remaining,
and strike coins using left-over federal dies. All coins struck by the
Confederacy look exactly like those made by federal employees, so the
Confederate States of America still lacked a coin it could call its own.

� The second way was for the Confederacy to make coins of its own. Plans
were made to have one-cent pieces and half dollars struck at New Orleans.

For the half dollar, the back consisted of a totally new design with a
Confederate shield in the center and a Liberty Cap just above. A wreath and
the words Confederate States of America encircle the shield and cap. The front
of the coin shows the normal Seated Liberty design of the period. The four
known examples are all dated 1861. It’s hard to say what one of these would
be worth today, because every example is either in an institutional or private
collection, with little chance of being offered for sale in the foreseeable future.

We don’t know why so few Confederate half dollars were made. The New
Orleans mint had plenty of silver on hand and even made over 2 million regu-
lar half dollars, which could just as easily have been made into Confederate
half dollars.

Later, the Confederate die was used to make 500 restrikes (coins struck again
in years later than the date shown on the coin, usually to satisfy collector
demand) by grinding off the backs of normal 1861 half dollars and stamping
them with the Confederate design.

Figure 14-2:
The Wass,
Molitor &

Co. $50 
gold piece.
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The Confederate cent has an equally interesting story. The designer was an
engraver by the name of Robert Lovett, Jr., who was probably chosen to make
cents for the Confederacy because of his previous experience in designing
and making tokens. Only a few cents were made before Lovett got cold feet
and abandoned the project. Legend has it that Lovett carried one of the
Confederate cents with him and accidentally spent it one night in a local
tavern. The story leaked out, and a collector of the time hounded Lovett 
until he eventually sold the dies and the remaining cents. The collector made
restrikes in a variety of metals for sale to collectors. Ultimately, the dies ended
up in the National Numismatic Collection at the Smithsonian Institution.

So where does that leave the collector who may be interested in these rare
coins? The answer, as far as one of the four original half dollars goes, is out in
the cold. Any of the 500 restrikes can cost $7,000 or more each, depending on
condition. Even the souvenir medals in tin (known as Scott restrikes) can run
$4,000 to $10,000 in top condition. The Confederate cent is worth in the $30,000
to $50,000 range, and a Copper restrike recently brought just over $20,000 at
auction.

Appreciating Proof Coins
Proof is a process for making coins specifically for sale to collectors. In modern
usage, proof coins are those struck using specially prepared blanks, highly
polished dies, multiple strikes, and extreme pressure. The object of the proof-
ing process is to create a perfect coin, one with full details, mirrored fields,
and no imperfections. Since 1858, the U.S. Mint has sold proof coins to the
public at a premium over their face value, often in partial or complete sets of
all coins of the year. The “modern” proof era began in 1936 (after a 20-year
hiatus during which no proof coins were struck), and proof set collecting is a
preferred method, especially for beginning collectors.

What we refer to in this section are the proof coins issued from the early
1800s to 1916. Most of the proofs from that time period are rare, with
mintages ranging from just a handful to several hundred at most.

Proof versions of many of the coins we describe in Chapters 11, 12, and 13
exist, but keep in mind that proof coins are completely different animals from
the coins made for regular circulation. They look different, they were made
under different conditions and circumstances, and collectors approach them
differently. Some dates, like the 1875 $3 gold piece, were made only as proofs.

Proof coins prior to 1858 are the rarest of the rare. Because they were created
on order, to satisfy collector inquiries, experts have no way of knowing how
many of each were made. However, the number of examples that have survived
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indicate that the original mintages must have been extremely low, indeed. From
this period, you can find proof half cents, large cents, three-cent silvers, half
dimes, dimes, quarter dollars, half dollars, and silver dollars (see Chapters 11
and 12 for explanations of these different denominations). A few proof gold
coins from this period are known, but they are extremely rare and valuable.

You can assemble a nice collection of proof coins from the 1858 to 1916 time
period, including many coins that are quite rare yet affordable. A denomina-
tion set containing a small cent, two-cent piece, three-cent silver, three-cent
nickel, half dime, dime, 20-cent piece, quarter dollar, half dollar, and silver
dollar is relatively inexpensive, with only the 20-cent piece and silver dollar
costing in excess of $3,000 each. You can expand the set even further by
including some of the different design types that were made during this
period. As with the pre-1858 proofs, gold proof coins remain extremely 
scarce and expensive.

The key to collecting proof coins is to find coins that are free of problems and
that have never been cleaned. Some early collectors and curators had the
nasty habit of dusting their coins from time to time, which left small, hairline
scratches on the surfaces. Because proof coins are supposed to represent
perfection, this just won’t do. However, some proof coins are so rare that 
you simply have to take them as they come.

Some proof coins, particularly the copper-nickel and silver coins of the 1880s,
are hard to tell apart from the coins made for general circulation. Show any
potential purchases to a competent expert and stick with certified coins.

Recognizing Hawaiian Coins
Once upon a time, Hawaii was an island nation ruled by a monarchy. Later, it
became a U.S. territory and finally a state. Now, it’s a favorite destination for
tourists from around the world.

In 1847, copper coins the size of a U.S. large cent (roughly 27 millimeters) were
made in the United States for King Kamehameha III. Unfortunately, the manu-
facturer messed up some of the spelling and the king hated his portrait on the
front of the coin, so that was the end of any Hawaiian coinage for a while.

In 1883, the new king, (David) Kalakaua I, promoted the idea of a national
Hawaiian coinage. The coins, consisting of a dime, 1⁄8 dollar, quarter dollar, half
dollar, and dollar (see Figure 14-3), were all struck at the Philadelphia mint.
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Identifying Error Coins
To err is human. To err in numismatics means someone let a defective coin
get out of the mint. A defective coin is known as an error coin, and this area of
collecting is becoming increasingly popular. The U.S. Mint has released some
pretty unusual and previously unknown error types in the past year or two.

Error coins come in a wide variety of types, ranging from subtle mistakes to
gross, obvious errors. Prices vary just as wildly, with some errors costing
only a few dollars each, while others cost over $100,000.

Here are a few of the more dramatic and obvious errors, along with explana-
tions of how they came about:

� Off-center struck coins: Sometimes blanks (disks of metal with upset
edges that are stamped to make coins) get stuck and don’t feed properly
into the coining machine. For example, if a blank is half-in and half-out of
position when the die comes down, the design will appear on only half
the coin. The other half remains blank. This type of error is known as an
off-center strike (see Figure 14-4). Off-center strikes are common but
often dramatic.

� Double- and multiple-struck coins: Sometimes coins get stuck in the
coining press and get stamped over and over. Double strikes are fairly
common but any coin struck more than twice is rare.

� Mated pairs: Mated pairs occur when one coin overlaps another in the
coin press and receives part of the design from the second coin. Mated
pairs fit together perfectly, almost like two pieces of a locket. Because
they are two separate coins and they usually get separated after they’re
struck, finding a mated pair is like finding a needle in a haystack. Mated
pairs are among the most dramatic and desirable errors you can find if
you collect errors.

Figure14-3:
The 1883

Hawaiian
silver dollar.
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� Brockages: In essence, a brockage is a true double-sided coin, except
that one side appears normal, but the other side is a mirror image that is
pressed into the coin. This happens when a blank slips over a coin that
has already been struck; then this pair receives another strike from the
dies. The blank ends up being the brockage and the other coin just ends
up with a messed-up front.

� Capped die: A capped die occurs when a blank gets stuck on one of the
dies. As the blank is hammered repeatedly into other coins, the metal
flows around the die and forms a cup-shaped cap. The longer the blank
stays attached to the die, the more dramatic and deeper the cap
becomes.

� Wrong metal/wrong planchet errors: You may have heard of the 1943
bronze cent in the news media. If it doesn’t ring a bell, here’s the scoop:
In 1943, cents were made out of zinc-coated steel to preserve copper for
the fighting during World War II. A few leftover bronze blanks got stamped
with the 1943 dies, thereby creating one of the most famous of all error
coins. Some people think the 1943 bronze cent is worth $500,000, when, in
fact, they usually sell for $35,000 to $125,000, depending on the condition.

� Mules: A mule occurs when two mismatched dies are placed together
accidentally. Mules are generally very rare. Recently the U.S. Mint acci-
dentally combined the obverse of a Washington-head 50 State Quarter
with the reverse of the new Sacagawea golden dollar. This mistake
caught the attention of the news media, and people began searching
their pocket change for one of these valuable rarities. Have you looked
in your pocket yet?

� Struck fragment: Sometimes a small fragment of metal gets fed into the
coining press and receives an impression from the dies. Ron recalls
seeing a picture of a nail with an impression of a Lincoln cent smack-dab
in the middle, which makes us think that some of these errors are delib-
erate instead of accidental.

Figure14-4:
An off-

center error
strike.
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The strangest error coin
Every once in a while, a coin comes along that
defies explanation. Ron’s favorite is a 1970-S
proof Washington-head quarter dollar struck
over a 1900 Barber quarter. Obviously, this coin
shouldn’t even exist, yet it does.

The word error implies a mistake of some kind.
In this case, there was no mistake. The only way

for a 70-year-old silver coin from the opposite
side of the country to find its way into a coining
press making special proof coins is for some-
one to put it there deliberately. Make no “mis-
take” about it.
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Safe Way
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In this part . . .

Like most other collectibles, coins have their potholes
in the road. However, if you know where they are, you

can steer clear of them. In this part, we give you the tools
to protect yourself from scams, counterfeit coins, altered
coins, and overpriced coins. The money you save from
these tips will more than cover the cost of this book.

We also show you how to use price guides to value your
coins and to determine whether to buy a coin that’s being
offered to you. Most important, we show you where to
look for coins and how to negotiate with dealers and buy
coins from auctions. You may be surprised by how many
good deals are just waiting to be discovered — you simply
need the skills and confidence to go out and find them.

This part also introduces you to coin grading and shows
you why improving your skills in this area can not only
save you money, but also make you money. We not only
explain the important elements of today’s grading methods,
but also share the information you need to protect yourself
from overgraded coins and to discover undergraded coins.
We introduce you to grading and certification services if
you want to submit coins for grading. Grading requires
patience, good working conditions, practice, and skill. We
give you all the ingredients you need to learn how to grade
coins correctly and reliably. All you need to do is get out
there and hone your skills. Remember: Every grading
expert started out just like you!
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Chapter 15

Foiling the Fakes
In This Chapter
� Understanding why you should be cautious

� Avoiding mistakes

� Becoming your own expert

� Knowing what to look out for

“Imitation is the sincerest form of flattery.” Except in numismatics,
where imitation becomes the sincerest form of criminal deception.

Even the best coin dealers are fooled sometimes by counterfeit and doctored
coins, so you’re well served if you arm yourself with as much knowledge as
possible. Given enough time, there’s no reason you can’t be just as knowl-
edgeable as anyone else in your area of numismatic interest. In the meantime,
heed the advice offered here until you’re confident in your own abilities at
detecting problem coins.

Any complete discussion of coin collecting requires a look at one of coin
business’s dirty little secrets — that of counterfeiting, restoration, repairing,
recoloring, and any of the many ways in which coins are either copied or doc-
tored in an attempt to deceive the buyer. Counterfeiting came on the heels of
the first coins and continues today. Coin doctoring sprang up more recently,
when coin prices began to shoot through the roof and condition became a
major factor in coin pricing.

Resisting Temptation
When someone offers to sell us a coin for $50, and we know that it’s worth
$100, we’re sorely tempted to buy it on the spot. But over the years, our
temptation has yielded to caution and suspicion. Except in rare and unusual
circumstances, there has always been a good reason why the coin was priced
so cheaply. Usually, it’s because the coin had a problem — or two or more!
Sometimes the problem can be very subtle, which means you must make a
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careful examination of any coin you consider buying, no matter how nice the
coin looks. Using a good light and a magnifying glass to check out any poten-
tial purchases is too easy. And because it’s too easy to make a mistake, let
your common sense be your guide.

In Chapter 3, we talk about the importance of developing a good, strong rela-
tionship with a numismatic adviser. A large part of such a relationship revolves
around trust. In other words, you trust your adviser to give you the straight
story and to show you right from wrong. When you ask a question, you expect
a correct and appropriate answer. But how do you know whether the infor-
mation you’re receiving is correct or whether the coins you’re buying are
genuine and graded properly, especially when there’s money involved?

The answer is: “You don’t.” To borrow a phrase, the price of confidence in
coin buying is eternal vigilance. Seek out good advice, take it with a grain of
salt, verify it by checking with different sources, and keep a wary eye. (Many
professional coin dealers know very little to next to nothing.) Use the knowl-
edge and experience you gain over time to not only uncover buying opportu-
nities and rare varieties, but also protect yourself against ignorance,
stupidity, fraud, and deception.

Becoming Your Own Expert
Years ago, in an apparently simpler and more innocent time, all you needed
to detect fake coins was a good magnifying glass and a familiarity with the
various coin design types. Back then, you could spot a fake fairly easily if you
knew what a real coin was supposed to look like. Today, you need to know
how to perform specific gravity tests and have access to electron micro-
scopes, X-ray spectrophotometers, and other sophisticated equipment and
techniques. As an alternative, you can send your coins to a certification ser-
vice, where their experts are well versed in counterfeit detection and have
the equipment to perform the proper analyses. Or, even better, you can take
the time to find out how to detect counterfeit and altered coins on your own.

How do you go about becoming your own expert?

� Read the basic grading guides (see Chapter 20). These guides give you
good insight into the history of coin grading, different approaches used
by different authors and companies, how grading has changed over the
years, and what it may be like in the future. Learning to grade is impor-
tant because you must know what a coin is supposed to look like before
you can tell whether it’s actually different in any way. The processes that
we outline in the “Finding Out about Repaired, Restored, and Recolored
Coins” section, later in this chapter, change how a coin looks, so you
need to know how to tell the difference.
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� Look at lots of coins. When you visit a coin shop or go to a coin show,
take the time to look at as many coins as possible, even those you’re not
interested in, just to discover the characteristics of each type and date.
For example, by looking at lots of silver dollars, you figure out soon
enough that the 1890-O is almost always weakly struck, while the 1881-S
is usually crisply struck and well detailed. After a while, you become so
good that you can tell whether an 1893-S silver dollar is good just by
looking at the front of the coin.

� Ask questions. Don’t be shy — after all, it’s your money that you’re pro-
tecting. Why is the toning on this coin artificial? How do you know this
coin had a hole filled? Were the hairline scratches on this coin caused
when the dies were polished or because the coin was cleaned later? Is
the red color on this copper coin original or false? Would you demon-
strate the proper method for dipping a coin?

Dies are the cylinders of steel with a design on one end that are used to
make coins. Before the dies are put in the coining press, they’re usually
polished to make the flat surfaces as smooth as possible. Sometimes the
action of the polishing leaves fine scratches in the steel that become
raised lines on the coin itself. Alternatively, hairline scratches occur
when a coin is lightly wiped or rubbed. In many cases, the difference is
subtle to the untrained eye, but they can translate into a huge price dif-
ference because die polishing lines are acceptable but hairline scratches
are not.
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Knowing their motives
A quick look at any numismatic price guide
reveals the profit opportunities for a criminal
skilled in finely detailed metalworking. Look at
the price difference between the common 1927
$20 gold piece and the extremely rare 1927-D.
Although the price difference is huge, the only
actual difference between these two coins is a
tiny mintmark above the date. All any criminal
needs to do to “create” a $400,000 rarity is
spend $500 to $750 for a common 1927 and add
a small D to the front of the coin. There are sev-
eral ways to do this, and some are quite decep-
tive. However, most of the time an added
mintmark is easily detected — and you can bet
that any 1927-D Double Eagle is scrutinized
carefully whenever it comes on the market.
Even so, the price difference is a huge incentive

to practice, practice, practice — which is
exactly what the coin doctors do.

Coin doctors rarely fiddle with counterfeiting
because the likelihood of getting caught is good
to excellent, and the penalties for getting caught
and convicted are so high — up to 25 years in
the big house. (“’Tis death to counterfeit” is a
popular phrase from colonial times.) On the
other hand, it’s easy to make a coin look better
or more valuable with just a touch of chemicals
here, a rub or two there, and a little repair work.
Plus, we’ve never heard of a coin doctor going
to jail. The losses from their handiwork are just
as damaging and insidious as the work of the
counterfeiters, but the law has not caught up
with them yet.
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Die polishing appears as raised lines on the surface of a coin while
scratches go below the surface and into the metal. Ninety-nine percent
of the time, die polishing lines affect only the fields, while hairline
scratches run up and over the raised design elements on the coin.

� Read some more. Keep up with the latest numismatic publications to
find out about new techniques being used to improve coins, new fakes
that are being discovered, and new methods being used to uncover
frauds.

� Go back to school. Take a grading and/or counterfeit detection course
at the American Numismatic Association’s Summer Seminars. Listen in
on the Numismatic Theater presentations at the American Numismatic
Association conventions. Discover as much as you can from as many dif-
ferent sources as possible. Many presentations at coin shows are free.
Others, like the ANA seminars, cost money — but it’s money well spent.
We look at this part of our own education as insurance against getting
stuck with a fake or fraudulent coin. Saving yourself from one expensive
mistake may pay for the costs of these courses many times over.

Finding Out about Repaired, Restored,
and Recolored Coins

Coin doctors use a variety of means to improve the appearance of coins.
Some results are obvious to the naked eye, but most are so deceptive that
they’re almost invisible. You can avoid many repaired, restored, and recol-
ored coins by being aware of the traps discussed in this section.

Most professional coin dealers can’t tell a recolored coin from an original and
neither will you until you’ve spent many years studying coins. The simplest
and most cost effective way to bypass this problem in its entirety is to buy
coins certified by either of the two major grading services, which guarantee
their descriptions.

Coins are a lot like dogs. Most of them are perfectly safe, but some of them
will bite you, and a few will maul you. Find out how to tell the difference, stay
away from the nasty coins, and become best friends with the rest!

Cleaned coins
How a coin is cleaned and what you use to clean it with are critical factors in
determining whether the cleaning is a success or a failure. (In Chapter 4, we
discuss cleaning coins and how easy it is to damage a coin and its value
through improper or over-enthusiastic cleaning.) What about the coins in
your collection? Most likely, you can point out the coins in your collection

210 Part IV: Buying Coins the Safe Way 

22_222751 ch15.qxp  11/15/07  3:12 PM  Page 210



that you’ve cleaned personally. But can you tell whether other coins in your
collection have been cleaned by someone else? What about the coin you’re
about to buy?

Do you have the knowledge to determine whether a coin has been cleaned? If
not, watch out for unnaturally bright surfaces. This is a good indication that
the surfaces have been scrubbed. All coins have a natural brightness (or
luster) when they’re brand new. As a coin wears, the luster begins to disap-
pear. And by the time a coin reaches the grade of Very Fine, the luster is com-
pletely gone. (See Chapter 19 for explanations of the terms used to describe
the condition of coins.)

Be suspicious of any coin below the grade of About Uncirculated that appears
to have full luster — the coin may have been polished or worked on. In
Uncirculated condition, cleaning is harder to detect because coins are
expected to be bright in those grades. Nevertheless, if you find out what real,
original luster looks like, you’re less likely to be fooled by a cleaned coin.

Until you feel comfortable in your ability to tell whether a coin has been
cleaned, stick with certified coins — coins that have been authenticated,
graded, and certified by an independent, third-party grading service (see
Chapter 20). Reputable grading services will not certify a coin that has been
cleaned (or else they will make such a notation on the holder label). This
eliminates much of the uncertainty and lets you focus your buying on coins
that look nice for the grade.

Curated coins
Curating is a term that entered the numismatic world only recently — it refers
to a method of cleaning that improves the appearance of a coin without
harming the surfaces. In other words, curating is good, cleaning is bad (even
though curating itself is a form of cleaning). Proponents of curating liken it to
the restoration of Michelangelo’s frescoes in the Sistine Chapel or the
removal of surface grime from an Old Master painting. Opponents call curat-
ing a deceptive term that allows some coins to get around the restrictions
against cleaned coins at some of the grading services. The jury is still out on
this subject.

Dipped coins
Dipped coins are coins that have been immersed in a corrosive chemical
cleaner to enhance their appearance. Dipping is usually done to remove
toning from silver coins (read about cleaning your own coins in Chapter 4).
When done properly, light dipping improves the appearance of a coin and
can’t be detected. When done improperly or repeatedly, dipping will etch into
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the surface of a coin and give it a cloudy appearance. Heavy dipping destroys
the natural luster of a coin, be it prooflike or frosty, and the result is a drab,
lifeless, worthless coin. Copper coins develop an unnatural orange color, and
silver coins turn pure white. Gold coins are less susceptible to dipping because
of the inert nature of gold. But heavily dipped gold coins will develop a subtle
grainy surface, as the natural luster is destroyed by the chemical action of
the dip.

Any dipping has an effect on the value of a coin. But heavy or noticeable dip-
ping should force a heavy discount off the value of the coin in question.
Expect the impact on value to be even greater on Uncirculated coins. We
don’t recommend buying coins that have been dipped if you can see that
they have been.

Detecting dipped coins can be difficult. Nevertheless, a good rule to follow is
that any coin struck more than 75 years ago should show some natural toning.
For example, if you see an 1800 silver dollar that has no tarnish whatsoever,
it’s a safe bet that the coin has been dipped. Whether that’s good or bad
depends on your personal taste, your preference for toned (tarnished) or
untoned (untarnished) coins, and how the appearance of the coin was
affected by the cleaning.
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Walking the planchet
When the employees at the U.S. Mint get ready
to make coins, they usually polish the die before
placing it into the coining press. The result is
known as a prooflike coin (a reflective coin with
a hard, metallic luster). A prooflike silver coin
resembles highly polished chrome — you can
actually see your reflection in the surfaces of
the coin. Each time the die is used to strike a
coin, it begins to wear down microscopically as
the metal of the planchet (the blank piece of
metal that becomes a coin when it’s stamped
with a design from the dies) spreads out under-
neath it.

Over time, the spreading metal of the planchets
creates tiny grooves in the metal of the die,
destroying the prooflike luster and replacing it
with what is termed frosty luster. The tiny
grooves are known as flow lines, and you can
actually see them under magnification — they

radiate out from the center of the coin toward
the edges. The conversion from a prooflike to a
frosty surface takes place in small degrees, so
on many coins you see a wide variety of differ-
ent surfaces, ranging from deeply mirrored
prooflike to heavily frosted (and everything in
between).

It is easiest to detect cleaning on a prooflike
coin, perhaps because the reflective surfaces
exaggerate any imperfections. Think of how
easy it is to see scratches on the surfaces of
your eyeglasses — the same is true of prooflike
coins. On coins with frosty luster, you must look
for any disruption of the flow lines; this is why
using a magnifying glass is so important. Sure,
you can catch gross cleaning jobs with your
naked eye, but the good frauds will fool you
unless you take a closer look.
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Sadly, the current demand for untoned coins has resulted in rampant dipping
and the destruction of the natural beauty of many coins that should have
been left alone in the first place. Probably over half the coins traded on any
given day have been dipped at one time or another. We suspect that, many
years from now, people will look back and wish they had been more selective
and careful with our numismatic treasures.

Scrubbed coins
Cleaning coins with a harsh abrasive results in a coin with a scrubbed appear-
ance. Scrubbed coins lack any luster whatsoever and have heavy hairlines
(fine scratches) or brightly polished surfaces. Scrubbing lowers the value of
any coin dramatically.

Do not buy any coin at any price that has been scrubbed or that you suspect
has been scrubbed and then retoned.

Erasered coins
As hard as it is to believe, some people use the eraser of a pencil to remove
spots or toning from coins. Because of the abrasives embedded in pencil
erasers, the result is a localized area of fine scratches. On most coins, they
show up as a bright patch on an otherwise frosty surface. To see the scratches,
you must turn the coin at just the right angle under a light source.

Erasered coins are considered damaged. You should never purchase an
erasered coin. Dealers consider them scrap metal at best.

Whizzed coins
Ever heard of onomatopoeia? That’s when a word sounds exactly like what it
describes. When you hear the word whiz, think of the nightmarish sound of a
brush rotating at high speed and coming in contact with the surface of a coin.
(A dentist’s drill comes to mind.) Then, imagine what happens to the surface
of the coin as the flow lines are disrupted and the metal is moved around.
Sounds sickening, doesn’t it? Whizzing is a cruel way to treat a coin, and the
result is a bright but unnatural luster that has fooled many a novice collector.
Thankfully, whizzing is arcane and considered fraud today, but there are a lot
of coins — we mean a lot of coins — floating around from the days of yore
when whizzing was commonplace and legal. After you see a whizzed coin,
you’ll never forget it. So ask your numismatic adviser to point one out to you.
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Never buy a whizzed coin.

Repaired coins
A good coin doctor can repair just about anything. Ron once saw a very valu-
able coin that had broken into two pieces, rendering it almost worthless. The
two pieces were soldered together and the surface details reengraved with
incredible skill. Had he not known what was done, he doubts whether he ever
would have detected the repair work. We’ve seen holes filled, surfaces
smoothed, scratches removed, rim dents hammered out, and details
reworked.

Coin repairs that require the addition, removal, or movement of metal from
one area to another are criminal fraud. In many cases, a coin must be soft-
ened by heat to make the repair work easier. Destroying the natural luster
and appearance of the surfaces of a coin is very easy. Because most coin
repairs are localized, coin doctors try to cover up their work by cleaning and
recoloring the entire coin. We’ve even seen repaired coins that were dis-
tressed to create natural-looking marks and nicks.

Be smart. Stay away from cleaned and recolored coins — they may be hiding
a host of problems.

Recolored coins
Recolored coins come in two categories:

� Coins that have been stripped of color and retoned

� Coins that were original but have had color added to make them more
attractive

The difference between the two categories is subtle but important. Stripping
destroys the natural quality of a coin’s surface, whereas the color on an artifi-
cially toned coin can usually be taken off and the coin underneath will still
have original-looking surfaces.

Recoloring is most obvious on copper coins, where the original color has been
dipped or stripped away, leaving a bright, unnatural orange-red color. Copper
coins are usually stripped because their color is ugly to begin with or because
of corrosion spots on the surfaces. About Uncirculated coins are often stripped
to make them look like full red Uncirculated examples. Given time, this bright,
unnatural color will tone down to a more pleasant brown color; such a process
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takes many, many years, and if you follow our recommendations in Chapter 4
for properly storing your coins, it may take forever. As a result, coin doctors
speed up the process by applying a salve of pure sulfur powder mixed in
petroleum jelly to the surfaces of the coin until the desired brown color is
achieved. As you may suspect, a lot of chemical activity takes place on the
surfaces of a recolored coin. And chemical activity on a coin is always bad.

Under the right circumstances, a silver coin acquires the most incredible
rainbow of iridescent colors. You’ll see mouthwatering descriptions of these
coins in auction catalogs and sales brochures (we’ve used ’em ourselves) —
crystalline, sea-green hues, pearlescent luster, pale shades of lilac and gold,
killer toning, and so on. A coin with the right color can fetch a huge premium
over an untoned version of the same coin; so there is considerable profit
awaiting the coin doctor who can duplicate such a color. However, as hard as
they try, no one that we know about has ever been able to duplicate killer
toning on a coin. Usually, the results will fool new collectors and sometimes
even those who have been around coins for a very long time.

Differentiating between real and artificial toning is difficult and requires the
examination of lots and lots of coins and years of experience. However, in the
meantime, protect yourself either by staying away from toned coins entirely
or by purchasing only coins that have been encapsulated by reputable grad-
ing services (who can discover and reject fake toning).

Spouting the Cliché
If it sounds too good to be true, it probably is. If someone offered to sell you a
$1,000 coin for only $100, would you buy it? What if someone asked $200 for a
coin worth only $50 — would you buy it? Would you buy an overgraded coin
for twice what it’s worth?

Amazingly, people buy overgraded, overpriced, and fake coins every day —
usually because they think they’re getting the bargain of a lifetime. But in just
about every case, the bargain turns out to be a very bad deal and the cus-
tomer ends up losing money. Worse, the customer gets fed up with coin col-
lecting and leaves the hobby altogether, blaming the seller instead of himself.

Don’t think that you won’t find bargains in numismatics. Dealers often give
nice discounts on older material or overstocked items. Using your knowl-
edge, you may find a rare variety worth several times the asking price. You
may find a dealer or collector who is a bit too conservative in his grading.
But as a rule, you aren’t going to find $1,000 coins for $100 (especially when it
comes to rare, key date coins). If you do, something’s wrong.
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Scams
Scam artists sell you something, take your money, and then never deliver the
goods. You’re most likely to encounter this problem when ordering coins
through the mail, but we’ve also heard horror stories of people ordering
thousands of dollars in bullion gold from local operators, only to have their
money disappear.

Protect yourself before ordering by checking out the seller’s reputation within
the industry. Ask around — most national dealers know who the bad eggs are.
Be careful when giving your credit card number to strangers — your card 
may be used to make bogus charges. On the other hand, if you do use a credit
card to place your order, you may have recourse through your credit card
company.

Misrepresentation
Sometimes the coin you receive is different from the one you ordered.
Sometimes, the difference may be obvious — at other times, the difference
may be so subtle that you don’t detect it until it’s too late. In such cases, 
the seller hopes you won’t notice, won’t complain, or won’t care.

If you order a 1900 silver dollar and receive a 1945 half dollar, the seller’s
shipping department probably made a simple mistake that can be cleared 
up with a quick phone call. If you order an Extremely Fine 1921 half dollar,
and the coin you receive has nice details but big nicks on the rim that 
weren’t mentioned in the description, you’ve probably been cheated. If the
coin shows up in a slab from some grading service you’ve never heard of,
you’ve been had.

Additional scams in this area include coins that have been repaired, artifi-
cially colored, altered, faked, or otherwise “improved upon” to make them
appear more valuable.

Overgrading
Prior to the advent of the independent grading services, unscrupulous or une-
ducated dealers made a nice living off new collectors by deliberately over-
grading coins or not knowing how to grade themselves. Fortunately, grading
services eliminate just about all of this problem by providing an independent
grade that is recognized and accepted by virtually every dealer and collector
in numismatics. If you don’t personally know how to grade coins, don’t buy
coins that haven’t yet been independently certified or graded.
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Undergrading
We would all like to buy a coin for a fraction of its true value. But would you
do it by deliberately knocking the grade of someone else’s coin to undermine
its value? A lot of people would, it seems, because this is a common practice
in numismatics.

Say you bought a coin for $500 in Extremely Fine condition. You’ve owned the
coin for five years and you decide to sell it and use the money to buy other
coins. The market value has gone up slightly since you purchased the coin,
so you expect to get offers in the $475 to $525 range. A dealer looks at your
coin, comments on what a lovely piece it is, and offers $250. “What?” you
exclaim, “How can you offer $250 for an Extremely Fine coin worth more than
$500?” The dealer replies calmly, “But your coin is only Very Fine. The catalog
price is $200, so I’m being more than fair in offering you $50 over catalog.”
Welcome to the world of undergrading, which also happens when the buyer
still doesn’t know how to grade coins.

The problem of undergrading is one of the best reasons we can think of to
certify your valuable coins. After you’ve settled the grading question, you can
argue over the price, which is a whole other issue. (For an explanation of how
grading services work and tips for submitting your coins, see Chapter 20.)

When is a profit too much? If a 5 percent markup is fair, what about 10 per-
cent? Is a 25 percent markup unfair? Would a 100 percent profit be uncon-
scionable? Should the profit margin be tied to the cost of a coin, or should it
be related to the market price? These questions are ones every dealer strug-
gles with as he attempts to strike a balance between fairness and profitability.
We’re firm believers that any profit earned in a fair and equitable manner is
well-deserved, no matter how large or small. On the other hand, we consider
any profit earned by deliberate manipulation of any part of a transaction to
be unconscionable — again, no matter how large or small.

Cheap offers
Most knowledgeable and professional dealers work on close spreads — they
pay fair prices when buying, and ask fair prices when selling. However, some
dealers want to make a killing on every coin they buy or sell, and they do it
any way they can. The dealers who make cheap offers are usually the same
ones who undergrade your coins (their methods are the same).

This time, you take your Extremely Fine coin to a dealer, again expecting to
get an offer in the $475 to $525 range. The dealer looks at your coin and
agrees that it is a lovely Extremely Fine, and offers $250. “What!” you exclaim,
“How can you offer $250 for a properly graded coin worth more than $500?”
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The dealer replies calmly, “But I have a lot of expenses running this opera-
tion, I don’t need the coin for inventory right now, I don’t have any customers
for it, and I’m trying to conserve cash.” Welcome to the world of cheap offers.
The dealer is hoping that you’re desperate to sell, that you’re stupid, or that
you don’t have anywhere else to sell the coin.

To combat the problem of cheap offers, get bids from at least three different
dealers. If you’re still not satisfied, try selling the coin yourself or offering it
in an online auction (see Chapters 21 and 22). The extra effort on your part
may pay off handsomely.

Caveating Your Emptor
Caveat emptor is Latin for “let the buyer beware.” When it comes to coins,
this concept means that the buyer alone is responsible for determining the
quality of a coin before he buys it. The seller has no responsibility whatso-
ever to inform the buyer of any defects or flaws. If the buyer finds any defects
or flaws after the transaction is completed, the buyer has no recourse against
the seller. Sounds pretty one-sided, doesn’t it?

Recent consumer protection legislation lessens the impact of caveat emptor.
In many cases, the buyer does have some recourse against the seller.
However, as a general rule, you should treat all your coin purchases as if
caveat emptor applies. Expect the worst, investigate each transaction as 
thoroughly as possible, and hand over your money only when you’re com-
pletely satisfied that all is well.

Saving the Day: Return Privileges 
and Guarantees

Most coin dealers want their customers to be happy because they like repeat
business. Dealers realize that happy customers return to purchase more coins.
Happy customers are more likely to tell their friends about the positive expe-
rience they’ve had with a particular dealer.

Businesses spend large amounts of money to attract new customers. The
cost of retaining customers is much lower than the cost of finding new cus-
tomers, but only if the customer is treated right. With this in mind, the typical
coin dealer will usually offer a return privilege of some length. During this
time, you may inspect the coins you purchased, choose to have the coins
evaluated by an expert or certification service of your choice, and, if you’re
not happy with them, return the coins for a refund.
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Return privileges are your chance to decide whether you really like the coins
you purchased. Our advice: If you don’t like a coin, return it immediately. We
guarantee that if you don’t like a coin today, you’ll hate it even more tomor-
row. To this day, Ron owns several coins that he simply can’t stand. Every
time he sees them, he asks himself, “Why the heck did I ever buy this piece 
of junk?” Instead, he should be asking himself, “Why didn’t I return this coin
when I had the chance?”

Return privileges appear in a variety of forms and lengths, ranging from no
return privilege (the worst) to an extended, flexible period that is fair to both
you and the dealer (the best). Most return privileges fall somewhere in
between.

Before buying a coin, find out what kind of return privilege your dealer offers.
Instead of a cash refund, you may be offered a credit against future purchases.
Think twice before accepting a credit — you may never be happy with any-
thing you receive from the seller. Never assume that you have a return 
privilege — ask.

No return privilege
If no return privilege is mentioned, there probably isn’t one. No return privilege
means that you’re buying the coin as is, and you must accept it no matter how
bad or how nice it is. However, that said, the coin must be authentic, as
required by law. You may always return a counterfeit or altered coin to the
dealer you bought it from.

Never buy any coin as is unless you’ve inspected it personally and are com-
pletely satisfied that it’s authentic and described properly. If you buy a coin,
and not from a known professional coin dealer, you may have no recourse 
if you discover later that the coin is fake, repaired, or something other than
you expected if you can’t find the seller later. Be sure to read the terms and
conditions of sale before bidding in auctions, especially as a floor bidder.
(Swing on over to Chapter 18 for more auction advice.)

Return privileges
Return privileges in the coin industry run from none to 30 days. A ten-day
return privilege is one of the more common in the coin industry. Ten days
allows just enough time to examine the coin for yourself, but not quite
enough time to show it to many experts, and certainly not enough time to
submit the coin to any of the grading services. Make your own decision, and
make it quickly.

A 30-day return privilege gives you enough time to do whatever you need to
make yourself confident with your purchase.
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Be sure to find out when the time period for the return privilege begins and
ends. Does the ten-day period begin with the postmark date, the date the
coin was shipped to you, the date you received it, or some other date? When
must you return the coin? Is a postmark date sufficient for meeting the return
date? What happens if you don’t return the coin on time?

After you establish yourself as a legitimate customer, sellers are more likely
to allow for negotiated return privileges. For example, you can arrange for the
seller to submit your purchase directly to a grading service and then notify
you when the coin comes back. If the grade comes back as expected, you take
delivery of the coin; if not, the seller keeps it. The idea is to establish trust
and a good working relationship between the buyer and the seller. State your
requirements and negotiate your terms upfront.

Before you become too entangled with a seller, try a test return and see how
you’re treated. If you encounter any problems, be wary and consider dealing
with someone else. Some dealers hate returns, and they perceive anyone who
returns coins as an undesirable customer — if you return a single coin, they’ll
never do business with you again. Other dealers take a more reasoned
approach, understanding that legitimate differences of opinion exist among
buyers and sellers. However, if you return eight out of ten coins from every
order, something’s wrong. Are you being too picky or are the coins really that
bad? In either case, move on and try your luck with another seller.

Guarantees
Many businesses use guarantees as a means of instilling confidence in poten-
tial customers. Guarantees are also used to induce customers to spend their
money. All else being equal, you’re more likely to buy from someone who offers
a guarantee than from someone who doesn’t, aren’t you? We know we are.

Keep in mind that there are different kinds of guarantees and that a guaran-
tee, like a return privilege, is only as good as the person offering it.

� Unconditional guarantee: An unconditional guarantee means that you
can return the coin for any reason, no questions asked, within the time
allowed for the return privilege. Unconditional guarantees are offered
only by sellers who sell quality coins and are truly interested in satisfy-
ing their customers, but for the most part they offer a credit, not a
refund, so ask first.

� Guarantee of authenticity: Be sure that the seller is willing to stand
behind the authenticity of any coin he sells. Steer clear of any seller who
lacks the expertise, the willingness, or the financial ability to ensure the
authenticity of his coins. Besides, federal law requires the seller to take
back a fake coin and refund your money.
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� Guarantee of grade: A guarantee of grade assures you that the coin you
purchase will meet a minimum grade if sent back to a certification ser-
vice that graded it in the first place. But because you’re buying only cer-
tified coins, you shouldn’t need a guarantee of grade.

� Buyback guarantee: Some firms offer to buy back the coins they sell.
These firms will buy the coins back at a percentage of the future market
or at a fixed price, usually above what you paid for the coin. This is a
powerful enticement to some people, because it seems as if there is no
way for them to lose money.

Unfortunately, no firm, no matter how financially strong, can support a
buyback guarantee, and no legitimate coin dealer will offer such a deal.

Most grading, authenticity, and pricing issues can be resolved if you stick
with certified coins and have a Greysheet. The small premium you pay for 
certification may be some of the best money you ever spend, and you won’t
need no stinkin’ guarantee.

Slamming the Scammers
If you feel you’ve been scammed, cheated, or otherwise defrauded, do some-
thing about it! Scammers hope you’ll be too embarrassed or too busy to do
anything. Fight for your rights and money! Sometimes all it takes is a little
pressure to help resolve your case. By going after scammers, you protect
yourself and anyone else who may be a potential victim in the future.

You may be mad, but don’t make exaggerated or outrageous claims. And be
careful what you say about the seller. Don’t make things worse by inviting a
lawsuit for slander, libel, or defamation of character. Stick to the facts — the
ones you can document.

If you feel you’ve been scammed, check out the following tips:

� Try to resolve the problem with the seller. Give the seller a chance to
resolve the problem by communicating your wishes clearly and reason-
ably. Let the seller know that you’re prepared to take additional steps if
you don’t receive satisfaction. Legitimate dealers resolve the problems
with their clients because doing so is good business. You may be offered
a discounted settlement that you must weigh against the costs of pro-
ceeding further.

� Talk with an attorney. Find out what your rights are under the law by
contacting an attorney. A letter from your attorney lets the scammer
know that you’re serious and may result in a quick settlement.
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� Document your case. Keep a diary of your case, including documenta-
tion of the original transaction, any correspondence, phone calls, and so
on. Be as detailed as possible. Include dates, times, places, and anything
that can bolster your case.

� Contact the Better Business Bureau (BBB). File a complaint with the
BBB, even if the seller is not a member. You can find the BBB’s contact
information in your local Yellow Pages or go to www.bbb.org.

� Contact your credit card company. If you used a credit card to make the
purchase, file a complaint with the credit card company. You may be
able get your money back through the credit card company itself.

� Contact professional organizations. File complaints with any numismatic
or professional organizations of which the seller is a member. Some orga-
nizations have standard procedures for dealing with complaints, includ-
ing hearings before ethics committees, arbitration proceedings, and
expulsion of offenders.

� Contact the Federal Trade Commission (FTC). File a complaint with the
FTC, which is already well aware of consumer fraud in numismatics. You
can contact the FTC at 600 Pennsylvania Ave. NW, Washington, DC 20580
(phone: 202-326-2222; Web: www.ftc.gov).

� Notify law enforcement authorities. You can contact the attorney gen-
eral and local law enforcement authorities in the seller’s state to see
whether any laws have been violated. If laws have been violated, you
can press charges. Keep in mind that going this route can be time con-
suming and doesn’t often yield great results.

� Avoid the problem in the first place. Deal with knowledgeable profes-
sionals who have been in business for years and buy only coins that
have been certified by Professional Coin Grading Service or Numismatic
Guaranty Corporation (see Chapter 20). Pay fair prices and get what you
pay for. Stay away from stray dealers at coin shows or selling uncertified
coins or coins certified by who knows who at bargain prices online.
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Chapter 16

Weaving Your Way through 
Price Guides

In This Chapter
� Working with price guides

� Negotiating a coin’s price

� Bidding at auctions

� Finding price guides on the Internet

“What’s my coin worth?” If each of us earned a nickel every time someone
asked us that question, we’d be rich men. People love old coins, but

they’re even more interested in finding out what the coins are worth. For
some reason, people think that any coin over 20 years old is worth a million
dollars — or they’re interested in finding out how close to a million dollars
their coin is worth. Nevertheless, as long as collectors keep asking, we’ll keep
answering — because we know, we just know, that sooner or later a million-
dollar coin is going to show up. Perhaps it’s hiding in your collection!

Knowing That Raison d’Être Isn’t a Cereal
One thing we’ve noticed in dealing with collectors is that they are very suspi-
cious people, especially where pricing is concerned. That’s why we like
having price guides around. We open one up, point to a page, move over a
row, drop down a column or two, and stab our fingers repeatedly, saying
“See, there it is in black-and-white.”

Price guides serve several useful purposes:

� They record prices. Numismatic price guides are numerical history
books, recording prices for coins sold in the recent past. The prices rep-
resent what a coin was worth, not what it should be worth or what it will
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be worth. A good price guide includes pricing from a variety of sources,
including dealer trades at the wholesale and retail levels, auction prices
realized, private sales, and fixed price lists.

� They set prices. After coin prices are recorded, they tend to set prices
for the near future. Collectors, wanting to know what to pay for a coin,
look to the price guides for advice. If the guide says $50, collectors expect
to pay that price. If a dealer prices his coin at $40, collectors consider
that a good deal, and the coin sells quickly. If another dealer asks for
$75, his coin languishes in inventory.

� They add stability to the market. Because price guides tend to set
prices, they have a calming effect on any wild swings that occur in the
market. For example, because of their reluctance to budge from pub-
lished prices, customers may not support big price increases. On the
other hand, if prices begin to drop, customers help keep prices up by
buying what they think are bargains. In a sense, the market is most 
comfortable when it is close to the published prices.

� They give the consumer confidence. If a dealer whom you’ve never
seen before in your life offered you a coin for $100 and claimed that it
was a good deal, would you buy the coin on his say-so? The first thing
you’d do would be to run for a price guide to see whether $100 was a
good deal. Now, why would you trust a price guide over some nice dealer?
Is it because the price guide tends to be more accurate? No, it’s because
it is an independent source of information. Price guides instill confi-
dence because of their independent nature — they are blind to any par-
ticular transaction including the one you’re about to enter into with the
unknown dealer.

Different price guides serve different areas of the market. Collectors can
choose between wholesale price guides, retail price guides, buy price guides,
sell price guides, market price guides, certified-coin price guides, and raw-
coin price guides, all from a variety of different sources.

Haggling with the Best of ’Em
We know of no other retail business that “tells all” like the coin business does.
Imagine going into Saks Fifth Avenue, picking out a $500 item, and then saying
to the sales clerk, “I know that your company paid only $250 for this item.
Therefore, I’m willing to offer you $300, giving you a profit that should be
plenty fair.” The sales clerk would throw you out of the store.

But if you did the same thing buying a car, the seller would listen. To a degree
the price determines the response you’ll get. This sort of thing happens at
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coin shows and in coin shops all the time. When is wholesale retail and retail
wholesale? Try the coin market.

About five minutes after becoming a coin collector, you’ll discover that no
one pays retail prices on rare coins and that prices are always negotiable.

Going whole(sale) hog
In most of the manufacturing world, wholesale refers to the prices at which
manufacturers sell to wholesalers or retailers. Professional dealers buy from
wholesalers and sell the item at a retail price to their customers. As a rule,
the public is not allowed into this inner circle of wholesale pricing so that the
retail dealer’s business can remain protected. But every rule is meant to be
broken. Often, the wholesaler and retailer compete with each other for the
same customer, and therein lies the basis of the problem. The coin business
is more like the stock market in that there is a bid and an ask, and only the
biggest and savviest buyer can buy below bid or sell above ask.

In the coin business, wholesale is supposed to refer to the prices at which
dealers trade among each other. However, wholesale prices are also available
to the general public because of a lack of control in the market. Here’s an
example: At most coin shows, the period at the very beginning of the show is
known as dealer setup — a time when dealers bring in their coins, set up their
booths, and trade among themselves. As you may expect, some of the best
deals are found during setup, but they’re found by the most knowledgeable
buyers. Some coins may actually trade hands several times in the course of 
a dealer setup, increasing in price at each transaction.

In theory, dealer setup is for wholesale dealers only — those who have trav-
eled from afar at considerable expense. In reality, anyone can gain access to
this wholesale market quite easily. You can buy your way into a dealer setup
by paying a fee. Your identification badge looks exactly like all the other
badges, and no one will know you’re not a wholesaler. You can compete with
the dealers for the best deals, but you’d better know what they know, or you
won’t be buying any bargains at that show. (To gain access to wholesale pric-
ing, simply subscribe to the Coin Dealer Newsletter — also known as the
Greysheet — and its associated publications. Go to www.greysheet.com
for more information.)

The price guides that you carry help identify you as either a retail buyer or 
a savvy collector. Whip out a Red Book to check the price of a coin and the
seller knows you’re a novice. Whip out a Greysheet and you’ll be seen as 
a serious buyer, if you know your stuff. (Carrying a Greysheet will fool no 
one if you don’t know what you’re talking about.)
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Retailing the story like it really is
In most of the business world, retail refers to the prices charged to the gen-
eral public. Retailers buy from wholesalers at a discount, add their markup,
and then offer the merchandise through retail locations in shops, malls, and
mail-order businesses. Retailers in the United States frequently offer dis-
counts through sales events, but even then prices are firm.

In the coin business, retail is a dream. Retail is the customer who pays the full
asking price without haggling. Retail is the customer who hasn’t yet discov-
ered wholesale price guides. Retail is the customer who hasn’t discovered
eBay. Retail is the customer who hasn’t discovered coin shows or the com-
petitor down the street. Retail is the customer who will become wholesale
soon enough.

Bidding a do
In the stock market, bid is the price someone is willing to pay for a particular
stock, and ask is the price at which someone is willing to sell the stock. The
difference between the bid and the ask prices is called the spread. Stocks that
trade in large volume tend to have close spreads, while stocks that are rarely
traded have larger spreads.

Similar concepts apply in the coin market. In theory, the bid price is the high-
est price a dealer is willing to pay for a particular coin, and the ask price rep-
resents the lowest price a dealer may ask for a coin.

Our experience with the bid and ask prices in the Coin Dealer Newsletter
(CDN) publications is that

� You can sometimes find coins priced below bid.

� You can almost always find coins priced right at bid.

� Only rarely must you pay the ask price.

For nearly 50 years, the CDN has compiled and published bid and ask prices
for U.S. coins. After the grading and certification services became established,
CDN began publishing the Certified Coin Dealer Newsletter, containing bid and
ask prices for certified coins. The word Dealer in the CDN publication titles
refers to the user of the pricing information in each issue — you don’t have
to be a dealer to subscribe. Anyone willing to pay the price can order a sub-
scription, and many collectors and non-dealers do!
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Aiming your sights (unseen)
The term sight unseen came out of the electronic networks that were set up to
facilitate trading in certified coins. Certified coins are universally acceptable,
so bidders make sight-unseen bids for coins — especially generic coins like
MS-65 Morgan silver dollars or MS-63 $20 gold pieces. In effect, the bidders
were saying, “No matter how bad your coins look, we’ll accept them and
honor our bids.”

Unfortunately, certified coins are not like stocks. Even though they may bear
identical grades, no two coins are identical in appearance. Take a look at a
handful of certified MS-63 Morgan dollars and you can see differences in eye
appeal, the number and location of marks on the coin, the luster, the strike,
the toning, and so on. If you decided to sell only a few of them, which ones do
you think you would ship to a sight-unseen bidder? Naturally, you’d send out
the ones you don’t like and you’d keep the best ones for yourself.

Sight-unseen bidders know that they’re receiving only the worst coins, so their
bids reflect the price they’re comfortable paying for even the ugliest coin of
any grade. To keep from having to buy ugly coins, dealers began making
sight-seen bids that represented higher offers for the same coins, but with 
a right to reject any unsatisfactory ones.

Simply put, we now have a two-tiered market that offers two options:

� High liquidity at a lower price

� Low liquidity at a higher price

In other words, you can sell your coins today at a cheap price, or you may be
able to sell your coins for more money if you have the time and if your coins
have the right look.

When selling, always try for the sight-seen bid. You bought your coin because
you liked it, didn’t you? Chances are, the next person will like it, too. You may
find the difference in the sight-seen and the sight-unseen bids to be well
worth your time and effort.

Rooting Out the Right Guide
What’s the best price guide for you? How often do you need a new price guide?

227Chapter 16: Weaving Your Way through Price Guides

23_222751 ch16.qxp  11/15/07  3:13 PM  Page 227



Be aware that by the time price guides are published, the market will have
already moved on and prices will be substantially different. The more timely
your information, the better. So ask the publishers of your favorite price
guide how much time elapses between the end of their compilation process
and the beginning of the printing process.

Weekly price guides
Subscribe to weekly price guides if you’re buying and selling coins on a fre-
quent basis. Weekly price guides reflect rapid changes in the market and are
available for both the wholesale and retail markets.

� Hands down the most used guides in the coin trade are the Coin Dealer
Newsletter and Certified Coin Dealer Newsletter (CDN), the latter of which
also publishes a newsletter for paper money.

� For serious collectors, Numismedia (see the “Numismedia” section, later
in this chapter) is essential. Professional dealers use this guide to price
coins and you may want to as well. (The guide is available online or in
print form.)

� For the retail market, try Coin World’s “Trends of U.S. Coins.” (It appears
on a three-week cycle, so buy three consecutive issues of Coin World to
get a complete set of its “Trends.”)

Keep in mind that knowledge equals profit. Use your awareness of price swings
to your advantage. If you know prices have moved up in a certain area, go buy
coins from the less-informed dealers. If you know prices have weakened in a
certain area, sell your coins at yesterday’s prices before everyone finds out.

Monthly price guides
Monthly price guides are perfectly fine for collectors with a long-term
approach to collecting and who don’t need up-to-the-minute pricing. Because
they include information over a longer period of time, monthly price guides
tend to smooth out the volatility of weekly price guides. Numismatic News
publishes “Coin Market,” a handy guide that’s easy to carry and use. The
parent company of Numismatic News, Krause Publications, also produces 
the bimonthly “Coin Prices.”

Annual price guides
Use annual price guides only if your collecting activity remains at a very low
level. Annual price guides are like bread and flowers — they’re best when
fresh. Remember: The information is a year old before the publication date,
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and the farther you get from the publication date, the less relevant the infor-
mation will be.

The premier annual price guide is A Guide Book of United States Coins, by R. S.
Yeoman, commonly known as the Red Book because of its distinctive red
cover. Also, for nearly 20 years, Coin World has produced an annual price
guide for U.S. coins.

Pricing World Coins
Determining the value of world coins is a trifle more difficult than pricing U.S.
coins, simply because not as much information is generally available about
world coins. Coin & Currency Institute and Krause Publications both produce
some wonderful world-coin catalogs that are great for general world coins,
but they may be overkill if you’re simply trying to find prices for a few coins
from a specific country. Specialized publications exist for most countries, but
they’re hard to locate and often written in the language of the home country.

The following are some options for working with world coin pricing:

� Bite the bullet. Make the investment and purchase all the Krause
“Standard Catalog of World Coins” catalogs. These catalogs are broken
up by century, so you need to purchase one for each of the 17th, 18th,
19th, and 20th centuries. They’re the size of telephone books and are
fairly expensive, but if you have a sizable collection of world coins or if
you’re seriously interested in collecting worldwide, buy these books
before you buy a single coin. If you’re interested specifically in gold
coins, Gold Coins of the World, by Arthur Friedberg (Coin & Currency
Institute), is an absolute must.

� Check with numismatic book dealers. You never know what world-coin
books a numismatic book supplier may have in stock. If nothing else, you
may be able to get a discount on the major titles like the Krause catalogs.

� Ask around. Many U.S. dealers also have sidelines in world coins. In
many cases, they’ll have some of the specialized books you’ll need. For
example, Ron specializes in German coins, so he likes to have some of
the more important books on German coins on hand for collectors who
are developing interests in this area.

� Go to the source. Get on the Internet and locate dealers in the country in
which you have an interest. Ask them which publications are best suited
for the coins you want to collect. Ask whether they can obtain the publi-
cations for you. You must have patience in this endeavor, however —
you’ll run up against language barriers, currency exchange issues, and
shipping challenges. However, if you want to know what your coins are
really worth in their home countries, finding these books is well worth
the effort.
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Realizing Auction Prices
Coin auctions are a wonderful source of pricing information, especially for
those rare and hard-to-find coins that only show up once in a blue moon.
Each year, tens of millions of dollars’ worth of rare coins are sold by some of
the biggest names in the business. Take a look at the list of the ten most valu-
able U.S. coins in Chapter 24 and see where the prices came from. You got 
it — auctions!

For some coins, auction records are the only source of pricing information.
After each sale, auction houses publish a list of the prices realized for that
sale. A good library of recent auction catalogs and their prices realized makes
a wonderful resource for tracking coins, determining prices, and finding com-
parable sales.

Use auction prices realized with caution: They may not be real.

Avoiding over-enthusiasm
When great collections are sold, the crowd can sometimes get, dare we say,
carried away. You may have heard of auction fever or even been infected by it.
As you’re sitting in an auction, especially an exciting one, getting caught up in
the action is easy. It’s like playing poker with chips — no actual money changes
hands, so you lose all concept of value. All you’re doing is raising a bidder
paddle in response to the auctioneer’s call. Nevertheless, you may have writ-
ten your top bid right beside the catalog description for the lot you’re bidding
on, just to remind yourself not to get caught up in any bidding wars.

“But this auction is different,” you think to yourself. “The market’s hot, activ-
ity at the auction is greater than expected . . . hey, something’s going on here
and I’m gonna get a piece of it.” You bid beyond your limit as you glare down
your competitors and keep that paddle in the air way too long. The next day,
you pick up your lot and get an immediate case of buyer’s remorse, that sad
realization that you’ve paid too much.

Over-enthusiasm at auctions leads to inflated prices that may not translate
into real life. We’ve seen so many cases where a bidder paid twice what a
coin is worth at auction, even though the same coin was available from any
number of dealers at the coin convention 500 feet away. Yet, for some reason,
you never see that bidder buying coins outside of an auction.
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Steering clear of manipulation
Auctions are sometimes used to establish a price record, even if the coin never
sells. Here’s an example: A dealer buys a coin for $50,000. He places the coin
in an auction. During the auction, the dealer bids on his own coin and buys it
back for $75,000. The dealer now has a price record to show to a potential
customer to justify an asking price of $80,000. To the customer, the dealer is a
grand fellow who is making less than a 10 percent commission on an $80,000
sale. What a great guy!

In recent years, changes in the reporting of prices realized have minimized
this problem. Most of the major auction houses will not report a sale if it fails
to meet the seller’s reserve or if the consignor buys back his own coin.

If you think you’re the victim of a price record ploy, call the auction house
that sold the coin and ask whether the dealer offering you the coin was the
consignor, and then proceed based on the answer you receive.

Going Online for Price Guides
If you can’t afford to subscribe to numismatic publications or price guides,
you can still find valuable pricing information on the Internet. Most of this
information is free.

However, be aware that some of the companies providing pricing information
on the Internet are also trying to sell the information — the Internet version
may be scaled-down and contain less information than the printed version.
You may have to register to get to some pricing information, which raises pri-
vacy concerns. (For example, how will your demographic information be
used and/or will it be sold?) Keep an eye on how often prices are updated —
Ron found one site that claimed to update its prices weekly, but a notice at
the bottom of the page was nearly five months old!

To locate online price guides, enter Coin Prices in your favorite search engine.
The following two Web sites rise to the top like cream on freshly drawn milk.

Numismedia
Hands down our first choice, Numismedia (www.numismedia.com) offers
two tiers of pricing information — fair market value prices and market prices:
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� Fair market value prices: Defined at the site as “a reasonable charge
over a dealer’s wholesale price for a specific coin.” In effect, Numismedia
attempts to predict the actual price a dealer may charge you for a 
particular coin.

Fair market value is somewhere between wholesale and full retail price
levels. This is a fair and realistic approach to coin pricing because, after
all, you shouldn’t expect to be offered coins at a wholesale price if you’re
not a coin dealer (even though it can happen on some coins).

� Market prices: Reflect wholesale, dealer-to-dealer pricing. Fair market
value prices are available on the Numismedia Web site for free, without
any registration requirement. You can also subscribe, for a fee, to
receive a hard copy of the information each month.

Numismedia has done an excellent job of filling in a lot of the holes for generic
coin prices, but some of the rarities and obscure coins are still unpriced.
Numismedia does not offer pricing information for world coins.

The Professional Coin Grading 
Service Daily Price Guide
The Professional Coin Grading Service’s Daily Price Guide offers free pricing
information for all U.S. coins, in just about every grade. Certainly coins
graded by PCGS would fill the bill, as well as some coins graded by some 
of the other certification services. Keep in mind that the prices listed are
market indications, not dealers’ bid or ask prices like those in the CDN.

One thing that PCGS doesn’t do is price coins that simply don’t exist. For
example, you won’t see a price for an Uncirculated 1802 half dime or an
Extremely Fine 1797 gripped-edge half cent — two coins that exist only in 
our sweetest dreams! We’ll take that Uncirculated 1796 half cent, an order 
of fries, and a shake!
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Chapter 17

Wheeling and Dealers
In This Chapter
� Locating good coin dealers

� Expanding your horizons

� Collecting online

� Recommending coin dealers

A coin dealer can be your best friend or your worst enemy. A good coin
dealer will be your best source of valuable information, wonderful guid-

ance, and great coins. A bad dealer will lie, cheat, and do anything else to get
your money. Your goal is to find a coin dealer whom you can trust and who
will deal with you fairly. You have plenty to choose from — perhaps 3,000 
professionals in the United States alone — almost all of whom keep their
word and are reliable, reasonably knowledgeable businesspeople.

Finding a Good Coin Dealer
Question: What does it take to become a coin dealer?

Answer: One coin and one customer.

Unlike many professions, dealing in coins has no education requirements, no
competency testing, no continuing education, no bonding, and no back-
ground check. Therefore, just about anyone can get a business license, rent
some retail space, and call himself a coin dealer. Governmental regulation of
the coin business is nonexistent, and there is little or no self-regulation by the
industry. Because money is the very essence of numismatics, the coin indus-
try attracts people with a wide range of ethical values — to put it politely.

Even if the coin dealers are ethical, the overwhelming problem is that too many
of them know almost nothing about rare coins. You’re more likely to get a bad
deal on a rare coin from a coin dealer who is a nitwit than from a coin dealer
who is a crook.
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Most coin dealers are legitimate businesspeople who are ready and willing to
serve your needs. They follow the rules and try to treat everyone fairly and
with respect. But how do you separate the good from the bad? How can you
protect yourself from the unscrupulous dealer or someone who just doesn’t
know any better?

Don’t be afraid to investigate dealers. Be sure to ask the following questions
and stay away from anyone who doesn’t give you satisfactory answers.
Remember: It’s your money on the line.

� How long have you been in business? Experience is a wonderful teacher.
Seasoned coin dealers are familiar with market swings, market fads, and
market trends. Staying in business for a long time requires perseverance,
a good work ethic, desire, and a willingness to treat customers fairly and
honestly. Con artists, on the other hand, have a hit-and-run mentality —
they work an area until it’s no longer profitable or until they’re forced
out of town, and then they head for greener pastures.

� What are your professional affiliations? Find out whether your prospec-
tive coin dealer is a member of any numismatic organizations and, more
specifically, whether he subscribes to any code of ethics. Ask dealers
about their affiliations with the following organizations:

• Your local coin club(s)

• Regional or state numismatic organizations

• The American Numismatic Association

• The Professional Numismatics Guild.

Mere membership in an organization may not be sufficient, particularly
when the organization’s code of ethics has no teeth. A code of ethics is
only as good as the organization’s willingness to enforce it.

� Are you a member of the local Better Business Bureau (BBB)?
Although membership in the Better Business Bureau is no guarantee of
legitimacy, you can find out a lot about a business by inquiring whether
any complaints have been filed against it.

Call the Better Business Bureau when you’re out hunting for a dealer.
Sometimes the BBB receives complaints about people or businesses 
that aren’t even members.

� How large is your inventory? The larger the inventory, the more likely
you are to find items for your collection. A recent poster on the rec.
collecting.coins newsgroup observed that one of the reasons many
coin collectors buy their coins online is because of the poor inventory
selection at their local coin dealer. Well-stocked dealers offer not only a
wide variety of material, but depth as well. For example, some dealers
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won’t have even a single example of the rare 1916-D dime. But others
may have several pieces in different grades, giving you a wider variety 
of choices.

� Do you attend coin shows outside of your area? If coin dealers can cut
it on the show circuit, they can cut it anywhere. Competition on the show
circuit is fierce, requiring finely honed grading skills, self-confidence, and
a good horse-trading sense. Plus, coin shows are a great place for getting
rid of old, dead inventory and acquiring new material to bring back
home to customers like you.

� Do you provide a want-list service? Good coin dealers know what their
customers want and will call them immediately if a coin becomes avail-
able. Better coin dealers make an effort to locate coins for their cus-
tomers. The best coin dealers perform this service on a no-obligation
basis, giving you an opportunity to buy or pass on a coin at your option.

� Are you a member of any electronic exchanges? When dealers have
access to external markets and up-to-date pricing information, they are
able to pay more for your coins and sell their own coins for less. Here’s
how having access to better markets works: Say a customer brings a
coin into a coin shop. The dealer looks up the value in a price guide and
finds that the coin is listed at $100. The dealer may not have a customer
for the coin, but he may be willing to inventory it for $50, taking a chance
that the coin will eventually sell to someone else. Is that good for the
customer? Maybe not. What if the coin dealer is a member of a trading
network, where someone is offering $90 for the same coin? Knowing that
he can turn a quick profit, your dealer may offer more money for your
coin — say $80. You’re $30 richer, all because of the trading network. The
same principle works on the other side, too. If your dealer can locate a
coin for you and turn a quick profit, he’s more likely to sell it to you for
less than if the coin had been in inventory for months.

� Are you a submission center for any of the certification services?
Some certification services require you to submit your coins through 
a submission center (dealers approved by the certification service).
Submission centers provide a valuable service by screening your coins
before sending them in to be certified. Prescreening helps eliminate any
coins that have been cleaned, repaired, or recolored; it also helps elimi-
nate any coins that are out-and-out fakes. (See Chapter 15 for more infor-
mation about fakes.)

Generally, submission centers provide the prescreening service for free.
Of course, you must still pay for the grading fees and postage, but all the
required forms and supplies are provided for proper submission. As an
added bonus, dealers who are submission centers may make a nice offer
for your coins after they come back from the certification services, or
they may make recommendations about resubmitting coins for a higher
grade. Sometimes this information can be very, very valuable.
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Localizing Your Efforts
You’ll find a coin dealer in just about any city in the United States and in most
of the big cities around the world. The larger the city, the more coin dealers
you’re likely to find. Big cities host some of the biggest names in numismat-
ics, along with many dealers of lesser fame. But rest assured that they are all
eager to do business with you.

Start by looking in the Yellow Pages for coin dealers in your area. A quick
phone call can give you a good first impression. But be sure to pay a personal
visit to each of the dealers in your area. By meeting dealers face-to-face and
seeing their operations, you can tell whether they handle the types of coins
you’re interested in and whether your personalities are compatible. You may
be surprised by the wide variety of venues you encounter — ranging from
dark, dingy shops to well-lit, beautifully maintained mall operations, from
expensive offices to scary joints in a seedy part of town. The proprietors you
meet will be just as different, ranging from gruff, no-nonsense types to humor-
ous, genial types. After you’ve visited all the dealers in your area, decide
which dealer(s) you’ll visit again in the future.

Attend the next coin show in your area. This approach is a good idea if you
don’t have time to visit each dealer individually. At the show, be sure to meet
with and introduce yourself to the dealers in your area. Look over their
inventory and discuss your particular situation with them. You can cover a
lot of ground at a coin show.

If potential dealers are active on any of the online auction services, like eBay
(www.ebay.com) or Yahoo! Auctions (http://auctions.yahoo.com),
check out their feedback ratings. Steer clear of anyone with more than a few
negative feedbacks. The way dealers handle their online transactions gives
you a good idea of how they’ll handle face-to-face transactions.

Join your local coin club and ask members about their experiences with local
dealers. This is a great source of feedback. You may find out some interesting
information about who pays the most, who has the best deals, who deals fairly
and honestly, and, most important, who doesn’t deal fairly and honestly. Pay
careful attention to this information — weigh it all together and keep it in the
back of your mind as you meet with individual dealers.

Going to the Nationals
Most of the time, your local coin dealer can take care of your collecting
needs. But at some point you may need to go to the next level, which means
going national. Think of the coin market as a feeder system — lots of local
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dealers, fewer regional dealers, and even fewer national dealers. Although
each level is smaller numerically, each level of the coin market is stronger
financially, more knowledgeable, and has a broader customer base.

To explain how this works, consider a hypothetical 1808 half cent. The coin
first shows up at a local flea market, where a part-time dealer buys it for $20
as a common date. The flea-market dealer takes it to the local “expert,” who
determines that the coin is the scarce 1808/7 overdate and buys it for $50.
The local expert takes it to a regional coin show where a half-cent specialist
examines the coin, determines that it is the rarest overdate variety, and buys
it for $5,000. The specialist takes the coin to a national auction firm, whose
expert researcher properly describes this rare coin’s exact die variety cor-
rectly for the first time; the auction house places the coin in its next sale and
highlights it as an extreme rarity, one of only ten known. A half-cent collector
who is a customer of the auction house (and who has been looking for that
specific coin variety for the past ten years) buys the coin at auction for
$15,000, and leaves the auction a very happy man. At each step along the
way, the coin becomes more valuable as it falls into the hands of the more
knowledgeable dealers, until it reaches the ultimate consumer, the serious
collector, who may actually know more about the coin than all the profes-
sional coin dealers who handled it.

What’s interesting about this story is the fact that you could have been the
buyer or the seller at any step along the way. You could have purchased the
coin from the flea-market dealer, the local expert, the half-cent specialist, or
the rare-coin auction company. Obviously, the earlier you jump in, the cheaper
price you’ll be able to buy the coin for — the main advantage to going national.
By attending national coin shows and dealing with national dealers, you’re
more likely to run into buying and selling opportunities that simply don’t
exist at the local level. At a national coin show, you can meet the flea-market
dealers, the local experts, the specialists, and the national dealers, but you
also must know what you’re talking about and be willing to put your money
where your mouth is.

Your success in buying at national coin shows depends, in large part, on get-
ting there early. In theory, everyone has an equal opportunity to compete for
bargains at the opening bell. As the coins work their way up the feeder system,
the coins you seek become more and more expensive. Therefore, get to the
show as early as possible. Even better, find some way to get into the preshow
setup, when dealers conduct business before the show opens to the general
public. (Buy your way into the show with an early-bird badge.) Time is of the
essence at coin shows.

Relationships with dealers are just as critical as timing. In the previous para-
graph, we mention that, in theory, everyone has an equal chance to compete
for bargains at the opening bell. In reality, the opposite is true. When we enter
a coin show for the first time, we know from experience exactly who to visit
right away and who to visit later. We know who has given us good deals in the
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past and who is likely to have the coins we seek. We know those we haven’t
been able to buy from in the past and we either avoid them completely or
save them for last. Before the show even opens, we try to work out arrange-
ments with certain dealers to make sure that we have first shot at their inven-
tories. For their part, these dealers are happy to do so because they know
we’re always strong buyers.

You, too, can develop similar insights and relationships for yourself. The first
time you attend a national show, no one will know you or what you collect. As
you introduce yourself and develop relationships of your own, dealers will be
more likely to pull you aside and say, “Hey, I know you like half cents and I
just ran across a nice 1808 that you can have for $50. . . .”

Going Global
You may find it necessary to go global and meet dealers throughout the
world — especially if you collect world coins. What better place to buy
German coins than in Germany itself? Or what better place to buy English
coins than in London? Most developed countries have strong, organized
internal markets. With a little research, you can find out whether it’s to your
advantage to buy from, or sell into, various countries. For example, you may
find that you can buy world coins in your own country, sell them back to
dealers in their country of origin, and then use the profits to buy coins for
your own collection. You may also find dealers in other countries to be 
excellent sources of coins from your home country — it’s amazing how 
coins travel around the world even more than people do!

Looking at the pros
Consider the following reasons to go global:

� Ready sources of the coins you seek: When Ron first started dealing in
German coins, American dealers were his only source. He found plenty
of German coins in the United States, but certain ones showed up quite
infrequently — he always got excited when one came his way. Then he
made a trip to a coin show in Germany. Were his eyes opened! The coins
that seemed so rare in the United States were in every dealer’s case in
Germany. The coins weren’t necessarily cheaper in Germany, but at least
Ron was finally able to fill some want lists that he’d had for quite some
time. He learned an important lesson on that first trip: Go to the source
for the coins you seek. If you want French coins, go to France! If you
want Spanish coins, go to Spain!
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� Developing contacts with knowledgeable dealers: Ron claims to know
a lot about German coins, but he can’t hold a candle to most German deal-
ers. For information on rare varieties, errors, and pattern coins, he knows
to contact Guy Franquinet. For information on Bavarian coins, he doesn’t
know anyone more knowledgeable than Ernst Neumann. You can develop
relationships of your own to gain the information you need and the coins
you want. After you develop these contacts and relationships, you no
longer need to make the actual trip; you can simply stay in touch by
phone, fax, or e-mail — unless, that is, you need an excuse to get away!

Weighing the cons
Keep in mind the following reasons not to travel overseas to buy coins:

� Overcoming language barriers: You may find language barriers to be a
real deterrent in conducting business with overseas dealers. However,
larger firms usually have many people on staff who can speak and under-
stand English. In addition, some translation programs in the computer
world can make it easy for you to translate text files back and forth, from
one language to another. Don’t let your inability to speak a foreign lan-
guage keep you from expanding your horizons. On the other hand, don’t
be an “ugly American” — make an effort to learn their language.
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One-way traffic
Several years ago, the German Deutschmark
rose in value to over 70¢, and the German 
coin market was very active. Because of their
economic advantage, German coin dealers
made frequent visits to the United States to 
buy German coins and bring them back to
Germany — effectively repatriating their coins.
Some German coin dealers offered long lists of
buy prices, resulting in a constant stream of
coins that headed from the United States,
across the Atlantic Ocean, back to Germany.
When the German market was strong,
American collectors of German coins were at a
distinct disadvantage. All the best German coins
were being sucked out of the United States, and
it was difficult to purchase German coins in
Europe because the prices were so high.

Now all that has changed. The coin market in
Germany has finally cooled down, the euro is
up, and the flow of traffic has reversed. Some
German dealers make the trip to U.S. coin
shows, and you see many more American deal-
ers at German coin shows taking advantage of
the supply of European coins.

In a perfect world, traffic across the Atlantic
would be equal in both directions. But because
of various factors (such as the strength of cur-
rencies relative to each other, taxes, import and
export restrictions, travel and shipping costs,
and so on), one direction will always be
stronger than the other.
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� The costs of converting your currency: When you deal overseas, you
must factor in not only the transaction costs but also the costs associ-
ated with converting your currency. When you enter a foreign country,
one of the first things you usually do is change your money into the 
local currency, and you always have to pay a fee to do so. The fee varies
depending on where you make the conversion. A good rule: The closer
you are to your point of arrival or destination, the higher the fees for
conversion. For example, if you convert your money at the airport, you’ll
pay a higher fee than if you convert your money in a bank near your hotel.

Whenever possible, use a credit card to pay for overseas purchases. The
currency conversion is done automatically, and the conversion fee is
often better than any rate you can find yourself.

� The difficulties and risks of overseas mails: Sending or receiving coins
overseas is often a risky proposition. Theft is a big problem with over-
seas shipments. You run the risk of loss even when you ship to “safe”
countries using insured or registered mail. You may find that the U.S.
Postal Service (USPS) does a great job in delivering packages to foreign
countries, but at some point, it must give the packages to a foreign postal
service over which the USPS has no control. Ron’s experience in sending
packages to Germany is that he loses about 1 out of every 20 shipments.
Germany is supposed to be a “safe” country, and Ron can only guess at
how many packages he’d be losing if he were sending them to an “unsafe”
country.

� Clearing coins through Customs: We keep hearing horror stories about
what happens if you don’t use a Customs broker to handle your com-
mercial shipments into and out of the United States. But in all our years
of shipping overseas, we’ve never used one, nor have we had the need
for one. When you ship coins through the U.S. Postal Service, you must
declare the contents of your package and/or fill out a Customs form.
Generally, when your package arrives at its destination, the foreign
Customs will either forward the package or ask your customer to come
in and pick up the coins in person. When your customer receives the
package, he will have to pay any required Customs fees. You should not
have to pay any Customs fees for coins shipped from overseas countries
to your address in the United States.
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Making a mint
The level of interest in coins on the Internet is
huge. The U.S. Mint began online sales in April
1999 and recorded its first $1 million month in
May 1999; its first $1 million week during July of
that year; and its first $1 million day on October
18, 1999. Total sales amounted to $593 million for

the period of October 1 through December 31,
2004, and $599 million for the same period in
2005, which is the last date for which figures are
available (as of this writing). In 2006, the U.S.
Mint sold coins to 135 million customers.
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Physically carrying coins into or out of another country is a whole other
story. If you declare the coins, be prepared for a bureaucratic nightmare.
If you don’t declare the coins, be prepared for confiscation of the coins,
hefty fines, and/or prison time. Having tried it both ways, we would
never recommend carrying coins yourself. Pay the extra money and
have the coins shipped.

Surfing for a Dealer
Millions of collectors have discovered the Internet, and thousands of dealers
understand the advantages of having an online presence. Many dealers report
that they now conduct the majority of their business over the Internet. Each
day, more and more collectors find the coins they want by searching through
online auctions or dealer inventories. Collectors are no longer limited by
geography and time. You can order coins from Australia at 3 o’clock in the
morning, pay with a credit card, and have them at your doorstep within a
week, all without having spoken to a single person.

The Internet offers plenty of advantages:

� Shopping cart technologies allow you to complete a virtual order
form, check out, and pay for your order with a credit card, all from
the convenience of your home.

� The coins in which you’re interested will often be illustrated with
enlarged, full-color photos. Some numismatic sites offer new zoom
technologies that give you close-up views of coins so you can see 
every bit of detail and surface quality.

� Search tools allow you to pick through millions of Web sites to hunt
down just the right coin for your collection. Online auctions offer thou-
sands of coins every day, many of which are simply unavailable from
your local coin dealers.

� You can access a staggering number of coin dealers, not only in the
United States but throughout the world. More important, you’ll meet
people that you would not otherwise meet in a million years. Hundreds
of thousands of collectors and part-time dealers do not have a store
presence in real life, have never been to a coin show, and are making a
part-time living buying and selling coins on the Internet.

The Internet gives the collector access to more coins than ever before in his-
tory. Unfortunately, the downside is that you may not know who is on the
other end of your Internet connection or whether the coins are properly
graded — giving you even more reasons to follow the advice in this chapter.
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Thousands of coin dealers out there are honest and skillful, each with a spe-
cialty and personal expertise, and they are always buying and selling. Some
only trade wholesale, some only at shows, in the mail, or on the phone; some
do foreign coins or paper money, ancients or modern issues. The most impor-
tant choice you make will be the dealers you do business with. We can’t pos-
sibly list all the wonderful dealers out there, but here’s a list of places to start:

� Swiss America Trading Corp.: Swiss America has been inspiring U.S.
investors and collectors to rediscover gold coin and rare coin collecting
for financial safety, privacy, and profit since 1982. Its keys to success in
the coin and precious metals business include offering knowledge, timing,
and quality products from its famous world-class coin buyer. Whether
you’re a collector or investor, we’re confident you’ll find Swiss America
to be unique in its depth of expertise and range of services all within a
well-established, financially sound, and reputable firm. The Swiss America
Web site (www.swissamerica.com) features a daily gold and coin
market news summary radio report, podcasts, and dozens of free educa-
tional resources designed for the coin collector/investor, such as books,
CDs, DVDs, and magazines. For more information, call 800-289-2646 or
e-mail coininfo@swissamerica.com.

� Tangible Investments, Inc.: Silvano DiGenova, one of the world’s best
coin traders, sells coin rarities primarily to serious collectors. Call him
at 888-655-9255 or e-mail him at silvanodg@gmail.com.

� Heritage Auction Galleries: Home to numismatists James Halperin and
Steve Ivy, Heritage sells as many coins to collectors as anyone. Visit
their Web site (www.ha.com), call them at 800-872-6467 or e-mail 
consign@ha.com.

� Neil S. Berman, Inc.: Neil purchases rare coins, primarily representing
serious investors diversifying their portfolios, both private and institu-
tional. Visit his Web site (www.neilsberman.com), call him at
914-763-0678, or e-mail him at neil@neilsberman.com.

If you have questions about a particular dealer listed here (or not listed here),
contact Neil. He knows most dealers, and the few he doesn’t know are known
by friends of his. You can also check with the Professional Numismatists Guild
(PNG) at www.pngdealers.com. Although, as a rule, PNG dealers are reli-
able, not all the reliable dealers are members of PNG.
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Chapter 18

Going Once, Going Twice: 
Buying at Auction

In This Chapter
� Understanding how coin auctions work

� Buying at auctions

� Avoiding common scams

� Going online

Auctions offer an interesting and exciting way to buy and sell coins. You
get to pay what you want and you have just as good a chance of buying

a particular coin as the next person. Auctions generally contain more and
better coins than you’re used to seeing in your local coin shops; plus, you
can bid in auctions from the comfort of your own home by submitting your
bids by mail or over the Internet. If you really want to experience some
excitement, plan to attend any of the major coin auctions scheduled for the
upcoming year — it’s an experience you will remember for a long, long time.

In this chapter, we explain how coin auctions work and give you complete
instructions on how to participate. Along with filling you in on the benefits of
buying at auction, we provide sage advice about some of the pitfalls to watch
out for.

Most price records for coins have been set at auction, so get ready to go
where the action is.

Flying Like Bees to Honey
If you want the best quality coins and the rarest numismatic items, you’re more
likely to find them in a coin auction than anywhere else. You can always find
nice coins at numismatic conventions and at your favorite dealers, but the
crème de la crème seem to gravitate toward auctions. Why is that?
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Seeking a rare flower
Getting the best price for a coin means finding the best buyer. Actually, coin
sellers should find the two best buyers and get them to bid against each
other. Auctions attract the biggest and best coin buyers because the auction
sales always contain a concentration of coins that can’t be found anywhere
else in one place. For example, if a sale contains a complete collection of
large cents by die variety, you can bet that every major large-cent collector
will either be at the auction or be represented at the auction because there is
simply nowhere else to find those rare varieties.

Getting stung
Another reason auctions attract the best coins is a thing called auction fever.
Auction fever occurs when bidders lose self-control and bid well beyond their
normal limits. Several things contribute to auction fever:

� The coin market is particularly strong. Prices are advancing and
buyers have difficulty getting the coins they want.

� The auction is held at a fast pace. Bidders must make decisions quickly,
and a buyer can easily make a bad decision if he hasn’t prepared prop-
erly for the sale.

244 Part IV: Buying Coins the Safe Way 

You can’t buy publicity like this
In many cases, the publicity gained from buying
a particular coin is more valuable than the coin
itself. Here’s an example: In May 2000, Frank
Wallis discovered a very unusual coin that mis-
takenly combined the obverse of a Sacagawea
dollar with that of a Washington 50 State
Quarter. This was the first documented appear-
ance of a U.S. coin with two different denomi-
nations. The discovery created quite a stir in
numismatic circles. The press picked up the
story and millions of Americans began search-
ing through their change in hopes of finding a
similar treasure. The discovery coin was con-
signed to a major rare coin auction house with
the sale scheduled for August 9, 2000. The auc-

tion house featured the coin in all its publicity
for the sale. In the meantime, two additional
examples of the coin were found. One sold right
away on eBay for $41,935, while the other was
sold preemptively in an auction on August 6,
2000, for $31,050. When Wallis’s discovery coin
finally came up for sale on August 9, members
of the media were there to witness the event
and record the sale. The coin sold for $29,900,
which was less than either of the two that had
been discovered later but sold earlier. However,
because of all the hype attending the sale, the
high bidder became the beneficiary of millions
of dollars worth of national publicity — the kind
of publicity that money can’t buy!
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� A buyer is frustrated at not being able to buy any coins in an auction.
This results in a twisted determination to buy anything just to get 
something.

� A buyer wants a pedigreed coin. Sometimes people overpay for other-
wise common coins just to buy something from a famous collection.

Whatever the motivation, auction fever almost always results in buyer’s
remorse, the terrible knowledge that you’ve grossly overpaid for a coin.

Auction companies love auction fever because that’s how records are set. 
An auction company exists to get the highest price for the coins it sells, so 
it encourages auction fever all along the way. Presale publicity is meant to
excite the coin collecting community, the sale catalog is designed to entice
buyers with its wish-book styling, and the auction venue itself is designed to
create an air of anticipation.

The best defense strategies against auction fever are good preparation and
sticking to your limits.

Preparing to Buy
The auction itself signals the end of a long process of preparation that begins
the moment you receive your catalog. Holding your bidder card up in the air
at the auction is the easy part — in fact, many bidders allow their spouses
and/or children to do the bidding for them. The hard part is deciding on what
to bid and how much to pay. Here are some tips you can use to prepare for
the big day at the auction.

Obtaining the catalog
When you see your first rare coin auction catalog, you’ll understand why the
auction companies don’t generally give them away. Auction catalogs have
come a long way from the days of small, thin booklets with minimal descrip-
tions. Today, they’re thick, glossy publications chock-full of images (most in
color) and lengthy, well-researched descriptions. In fact, the best catalogs are
saved by collectors and used as excellent sources of information for future
research.

Most firms offer a yearly subscription to their publications, which gets you
all the auction catalogs the firm produces, plus any additional promotional
literature or newsletters.
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In most cases, auction houses use subscription fees to offset the costs of pro-
ducing the catalogs and to keep out the riff-raff. Before calling a company to
order a catalog subscription, save yourself some money by checking to see
whether the firm offers an Internet version. Then, if you like what you see, or
if you still need a hard copy, ask for a sample copy instead of ordering a full
subscription. Here’s a secret: Some auction companies offer free subscrip-
tions to buyers who can prove that they purchased a certain amount of rare
coins in the past from their competitors. For example, you may get a free 
subscription if you can provide invoices showing that you’ve purchased over
$1,000 worth of coins over the past year. (Turn to Chapter 22 for a list of auc-
tion houses you can contact.)

Reading the Terms and Conditions of Sale
To avoid any unpleasant surprises, read the Terms and Conditions of Sale in
the auction catalog before you even think about bidding. Be sure that you
understand how the sale will be conducted before you place any bids.

When you place a bid in an auction, you’re actually entering into a legally
binding contract with the auction house. In cases of dispute, courts look to
the Terms and Conditions of Sale to determine what rules to apply when
resolving the case.

Although most auction houses conduct their business in similar fashion, each
auction house has its own Terms and Conditions of Sale, which can be dra-
matically different from one company to the next. Even if you deal with only
one company, its terms may change from one sale to the next. For example,
buyer’s fees have averaged between 15 percent and 20 percent in recent years.
Although most companies have been very good about announcing all signifi-
cant changes in their terms, they are not required to do so; the announcement
may be a single line buried in the Terms and Conditions of Sale.

As you read through the Terms and Conditions of Sale, pay particular atten-
tion to the following terms:

� Buyer’s fee: All American auction houses charge a buyer’s fee — an addi-
tional charge added to the final selling price. For example, if the buyer’s
fee is 15 percent and a coin sells for $100, you pay $115 ($100 plus 15
percent of $100). Because the buyer’s fee impacts what you pay for
every coin, make sure that you know what the percentage is, figure the
fee into the price that you’re willing to pay for a particular coin, and be
aware that the buyer’s fee can and does vary from one auction company
to the next and from one sale to the next.

� Warranties/guarantees: What guarantees does the auction company
offer? What if the coin turns out to be repaired or overgraded? How long
are the guarantees good for? Will you have time to get a coin checked
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out by a competent expert before the warranty period expires? What
options are available to you after the expiration date? Except for authen-
ticity, generally there are no guarantees on coins that the buyer has
actually seen before the auction.

� Credit: Some auction houses extend credit to their creditworthy bidders,
often allowing 15 to 30 days after the sale to make final payment. Be sure
to discuss the credit possibilities with the auction house principals.

� Return privileges: Generally, if you’re a floor bidder, you can’t return a
coin for any reason, because floor bidders are deemed to have examined
the coins beforehand. As a mail bidder, you may return coins under cer-
tain circumstances, but the reason had better be good or you may be
dropped from the company’s mailing list.

� Resolution of disputes: How do you settle disputes with the auction
company? Do you go into arbitration, or can you go directly to the
courts? Almost all auction companies require that you submit to 
arbitration, but if you go to court, where do you file? By nature, most
Terms and Conditions of Sale favor the auction house. So, if you live in
Maine, you may find it inconvenient and expensive to file a lawsuit in
California.

Be sure to ask your important questions before you bid, not after!

Registering to bid
In order to bid in an auction, you must identify yourself to the auction com-
pany. This involves providing personal contact information and references so
that the auction company can verify that you’re a real person and that your
reputation within the industry is good. You may be asked for ID if the auction
house doesn’t already know you. And you will be asked to provide credit ref-
erences, particularly if you plan to spend a lot of money in the sale. You should
register well in advance of the sale date in order to give the auction company
time to check out your references.

Studying the catalog
After you’re satisfied with the answers to your questions about the Terms
and Conditions of Sale, give the auction catalog a good once-over to see what
coins are being offered and how the material is arranged. Mark the pages that
contain items of obvious interest, and go back through the catalog and take a
look at every lot (each of the numbered items in the sale) to see whether you
missed anything. For example, some auction houses offer certified coins in one
section and raw (uncertified) coins in another. Therefore, you may find a coin
you’re looking for in one section and miss a similar coin in another section.
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Don’t expect the listings in auction catalogs to follow any particular sequence.
Many auction houses prefer to offer the most expensive coins in the evening
sessions, when most people have finished their workday and are able to
attend. Listing sequences vary from company to company and even from 
catalog to catalog, so look at every lot. To find out what’s being sold when,
take a peek at the schedule in the front of the sale catalog — here you can
find the times for each session of the sale and which coins are included in
each session.

You may find treasures hidden in the bulk lot section, where cheaper coins are
lumped together into big, single lots. For example, you may find a rare half
dollar variety mixed in with a partial collection; or you may find a valuable,
high-grade coin mixed in with a bunch of low-grade junk.

Choosing your battles
If you’re like most people, you can’t afford everything you want — especially
at today’s prices — so you must prune your wish list down to an affordable
level. Prioritize your list based on the following categories:

� Coins you absolutely have to own no matter what the cost

� Coins you’re willing to fight for to a reasonable level
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The ultimate in hidden treasures
Normally, an auction company presents coins
in their best light. Rare coins receive lavish
descriptions and are scheduled to sell when the
greatest number of bidders will be in atten-
dance. Sometimes, however, unusual circum-
stances prevent an auction house from doing its
best job, resulting in a presentation that defies
description.

A classic example is the 1954 sale of the collec-
tion of King Farouk, the former king of Egypt.
Farouk was a voracious collector of coins from
around the world, and he had just about every
significant rarity you can imagine. After Farouk
abdicated in 1952, the Egyptian government
arranged for his collection to be sold in an

attempt to recoup some of the money he had
spent as king. The coins in the sale were
arranged together with seemingly little regard
for rarity and value. For example, one lot con-
tained a set of Liberty-head nickels — normally
not a big deal, but in this case, the set contained
an example of the extremely rare 1913 Liberty-
head nickel! Another treasure was the unique
1907 Indian-head $20 gold coin that was given
hardly any description at all. When King Farouk
purchased the coin from Abe Kosoff and Abner
Kreisberg, he paid nearly $10,000. Guess who
the buyer was at the Farouk sale in 1954? Abe
Kosoff. He bought the coin back for the bargain
price of $3,400!
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� Coins you’d like to own but wouldn’t get too upset about if you were
outbid on

� Coins in which you have no interest

Try to feel out your competition. There’s nothing wrong with discussing with
other bidders their interest in various lots, or in trying to find out how high
bidders are willing to go for certain coins. Careful investigation before the
sale may give you a good idea of your potential for success with a particular
lot, allowing you to adjust your bidding strategies accordingly. As you speak
with other potential bidders, be careful what you say. After all, your competi-
tors may be trying to get information from you as well. Never, ever tell how
much you’re willing to pay for a particular coin — you may end up bidding
against yourself!

Collusion is an agreement between bidders, whereby one bidder agrees to
refrain from bidding in return for a fee or commission. In effect, collusion
cheats a consignor out of money to which he may otherwise be entitled.
Collusion is illegal, so if someone asks you to lay off (not bid), whether for
free or for a fee, don’t get involved.

Setting your limits
Before the sale takes place, decide what you want to pay for each and every
coin on your wish list.

1. Consult your favorite price guides to determine the top price you’re
willing to pay for each lot.

2. Calculate backward to take into account the buyer’s fee.

Add 1 to the buyer’s fee (as a percentage) and divide your top price by
that number. For example, if your top price is $200 and the buyer’s fee 
is 15 percent (0.15), divide $200 by 1.15 for an adjusted limit of $174
(rounded from $173.91). This is the most you should pay for the lot.

Setting your limits in advance of the sale accomplishes two things:

� You avoid the mistakes made by trying to calculate bids during the heat
of an auction.

� You immunize yourself against the dreaded auction fever.

If you have a spending limit for the entire sale, be sure to keep a running total
of the lots you’ve won during the auction. When you’ve reached your limit,
put your bidder card away and enjoy the rest of the auction as a spectator.
Otherwise, you may be tempted to spend more than you can afford.
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Bidding
You know which coins you want. You know what you’re willing to pay. You
know your spending limits. Now it’s time to separate the wheat from the chaff.

In person
An auction goes something like this:

1. You register in advance so that you can bid in person in a rare coin
auction.

By requiring you to register in advance, the auction company can verify
that you’re a legitimate bidder.

2. You receive a bidder number (usually printed in bold numbers on a
card or paddle) that you use to signify your bid to the auctioneer.

3. As the auction begins, the auctioneer calls out the lot number, and a
representative of the auction company shouts out an opening bid.

Known as book bids, opening bids may represent a minimum amount
required by the consignor, called a reserve, or they may be offers
received from an absentee bidder through the mail.

4. The auctioneer opens the bidding up to the floor (the bidders in the
room), allowing them to compete against the book.

In order to be the winner on a particular lot, a floor bidder must beat not
only the book bids but also every other bidder in the room.

5. After the bidding ceases, the auctioneer raps his hammer, indicating
that the lot has sold, and announces the final price and the number of
the successful bidder.

The whole process happens very quickly. In an auction where the book is weak
or there is a lot of bidding by the floor, expect a rate of about 100 to 150 lots
sold per hour. In an auction where the book is strong and the floor offers little
competition, the rate can increase. All live auctions are soft-close auctions, in
which the bidding continues until all but one bidder drop out.

How you bid is almost as important as how much you bid. You can take the
sly approach and hide your bids from your competitors by bidding with a
wink, a slight nod, or a flick of your pen as long as the auctioneer notices
your bids. Or, you can take the intimidating approach, where you extend your
arm fully and raise your bidder card high in the air, sending a message that
you will not and cannot be beaten on this lot.

By mail or phone
As an alternative to bidding in person, you may find bidding by mail or by
phone (also known as absentee bidding) to be easier and more convenient. To

250 Part IV: Buying Coins the Safe Way 

25_222751 ch18.qxp  11/15/07  3:13 PM  Page 250



submit a bid, simply fill out the bid form included with the auction catalog
and mail or fax it to the auction house.

Absentee bidding saves the cost of traveling to the auction itself, but it also
means that you can’t examine the coins beforehand. Plus, you give up a cer-
tain measure of control over your bidding. In fact, the biggest complaint we
hear from absentee bidders is that they were beaten by a floor bidder with
the next increment over their bid. On the other hand, absentee bidding pre-
vents you from catching auction fever, which can be a very expensive disease!

If you bid by mail, you can increase your chances of success by placing many
more bids than you have money to spend and instructing the auction com-
pany to limit your successful bids to a specific dollar amount. As the sale pro-
gresses, the auction company will keep a running total; when your limit is
reached, the remainder of your bids are discarded. Use an either-or bid when
there are two or more identical coins in a sale — that way you buy one or the
other, but not both.

As a mail bidder, stay away from those little check boxes on the bid sheet
where you authorize an automatic increase of 10 percent to 30 percent “if
necessary.” What you’re really saying when you check off one of these boxes
is that your top bid is not really $100 — it’s $130.

Via an agent
All serious collectors who can’t attend an auction hire an agent or represen-
tative to look at the coins they’re interested in and bid for them, just like a
professional coin dealer.

If the coin you want to buy is expensive, we recommend that you do the same
as the pros. We don’t recommend that you buy coins that you haven’t seen or
that haven’t been seen by someone whose skills you trust.
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Great moments in auction bidding
According to Numismatist David Akers, when
the late John Jay Pittman really wanted a coin,
he marched to the front of the room, faced the
audience, and held his bidder card aloft.
Whether this bold move intimidated his com-
petitors into not bidding, or whether he may
have had his bid nudged up a little bit by his
competitors is debatable, but this bidding

method helped Mr. Pittman acquire some of his
most important and valuable coins.

Similarly, when J. R. Frankenfield bid on the
extremely rare 1795 Sheldon-79 large cent, he
taped his bidder card to the wall and left it there
until he finally won the lot for over $100,000, set-
ting a record price for the variety.
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Reserving Yourself
In theory, auctions represent the classic coming together of willing buyers and
willing sellers to achieve a perfect market price. The price realized at auction
is thought to represent the true value of an item because the process is open,
public, fair, and unbiased.

In reality, auctions are not always what they seem to be. Here’s an example of
how an auction can be used to dupe a customer. Say a seller has a coin that
he purchased for $20,000. He consigns the coin to an auction company that
agrees to charge no commission on the sale and will allow him to bid on his
own coin. He enlists the aid of a friend to bid against him at the auction and
they run up the bid to $30,000. Of course, the seller ends up being the winner
on his own coin, but he can then offer the coin to a customer for $32,500, jus-
tifying his asking price by pointing out that the very same coin just sold at
auction for $30,000!

The same tactics can be used to set a world record price for a coin, just to
get some publicity. If someone had an 1804 silver dollar to sell at auction, and
he could get an auction company to go along with him, he could bid his own
coin up to $5 million, setting a new price record for a U.S. coin, and no one
would be the wiser.

To their credit, no reputable auction house would knowingly participate in
such shenanigans. Most auction houses do not include buybacks and unsold
lots in their list of prices realized, which is printed after the sale, because it’s
unethical. That’s why you often see jumps in the numbering sequence on the
list of prices realized — the missing numbers represent coins that failed to
meet the seller’s minimum reserve price.

Hauling Yourself to Online Auctions
The Internet has changed the face of numismatics forever. At any given
moment, hundreds of thousands of rare coins are available for sale on the
Internet — many of them through online auctions. The variety of material
being offered on the Internet is incredible and greater than you’ll ever find at
any coin show. In fact, we know of many collectors and dealers who have lit-
erally quit going to coin shows — instead, they’re able to buy and sell every
coin they need over the Internet.

Getting Internet versions of auction catalogs
Most major auction houses now publish their auction catalogs on the
Internet. In many instances, the online version of the catalog is more useful
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than the hard copy. For example, an online version may contain images of
every coin, while the printed version illustrates only the most important
pieces. Online images are usually larger and more detailed than those found
in the printed versions, and they may be in color instead of in black-and-white.

Using eBay
No discussion of modern numismatic auctions is complete without a mention
of eBay, the online person-to-person auction that took the entire world by
storm in 1995 and has been growing ever since.

Today, millions of items are posted each day, a nice percentage of them rare
coins. To find out what’s for sale, go to www.ebay.com and enter a search
term for the coin you seek. For example, we typed in silver dollar and came
up with several thousand listings, including Silver Certificate bills, silver
eagle bullion coins, and all types of silver dollars. In our search, bid prices
ranged from a starting bid of a penny all the way up to a couple thousand 
dollars. The quality is just as varied, ranging from low-grade circulated coins
all the way to gems.

When using eBay, limit your purchases to coins certified by Numismatic
Guaranty Corporation (NGC) or Professional Coin Grading Service (PCGS),
and sold by sellers with high positive feedback.

Here’s how it works:

1. Register by providing personal contact information and a credit card
with which to pay any auction fees.

You receive a user ID and a password.

2. Find an item of interest by searching through the vast offerings.

3. Place a bid and enter your user ID and password.

Set your price and bid. You can bid as many times as you want until you
either give up or are the high bidder. In what is called proxy bidding, you
should enter the top price you’re willing to pay and have eBay bid for
you until the auction reaches your price level.

However, as long as the auction remains open, other bidders can come
along at any time and outbid you. All eBay auctions are hard-close auc-
tions, which means they expire after a preset period of time. The bidding
is fast and furious in the last moments of such an auction, as bidders try
to sneak in a final bid.

4. If you win, you receive an e-mail with the seller’s contact information.

You’re responsible for contacting the seller within a couple days to
arrange for payment. Be sure to follow the guidelines provided by eBay
in the e-mail you receive after winning.
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For complete information on using eBay, we recommend the popular collec-
tion of For Dummies books about eBay (all written by Marsha Collier and all
published by Wiley), including eBay For Dummies, 5th Edition; eBay Bargain
Shopping For Dummies; and eBay Timesaving Techniques For Dummies. If
you’re interested in selling on eBay, be sure to check out eBay Listings That
Sell For Dummies by Marsha Collier and Patti Ruby (Wiley).
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Chapter 19

Affecting Value through the
Condition of Your Coins

In This Chapter
� Understanding how coin condition relates to value

� Recognizing how coins are graded

� Looking at the rarity scale

As a rule, the condition of a coin, called the grade, is the key to its value,
no matter the coin’s age, rarity, or metal. Being able to determine condi-

tion accurately is critical because a slight difference in grade can mean a huge
difference in price. For example, if you telephone a coin dealer and ask the
value of your 1900 silver dollar, the first question you’ll be asked is, “What
grade is it?” By knowing the grade, you can use current price guides (dis-
cussed in Chapter 16) to determine the value of your coin.

In this chapter, we introduce you to coin grading, show you how to determine
condition, and fill you in on important terms you need to know to talk intelli-
gently to coin dealers. Chapter 20 gives specific information on how to grade
your own coins.

Knowing Your Grade: Art or Science?
Is coin grading an art or a science? For years, numismatists have debated this
question, with no successful resolution of the issues:

� Art: On one side, you have those who say that no two people can agree
on a grade, that many of the factors that determine the grade of a coin
are arbitrary and subjective, that beauty is in the eye of the beholder, or
that grading standards change depending on whether you’re the buyer
or the seller, all of which are true.

� Science: On the other side are those who believe that the grade of a coin
can be determined with a high degree of scientific accuracy using a set
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of established standards, and that anyone using these standards will
arrive at the exact same grade, which, as a rule, is also true.

Some people believe that ownership of a coin improves the grade. Certainly,
we’ve purchased coins at shows and been suddenly surprised at how much
nicer they looked after we purchased them. Or when someone has offered to
sell us coins, we’ve become overly critical or unfairly strict in our grading,
only to relax those standards after the coin became ours. You may find your-
self doing the same thing.

In order to grade well, you must appreciate the subjective side of numismat-
ics (the colors, the luster, the eye appeal, and other imprecise traits), but you
must also be able to look at a coin objectively and remove yourself from any
of the emotional aspects of buying and selling. Being unemotional when grad-
ing is difficult to do, but coin grading requires your head, not your heart.

Committing to Memory the Big Four:
Strike, Eye Appeal, Luster, and Wear

The four biggest factors that make up the grade of a coin are

� Strike

� Eye appeal

� Luster

� Wear

Each factor must be evaluated carefully and weighed against the others in
order to come up with a comprehensive grade. This section covers what 
each term means; as you’re adding to your collection, think about each term
as you consider the condition of potential purchases.

Many new collectors make the mistake of favoring one factor over another,
resulting in an incorrect grade and an overpriced coin. For example, many
collectors of large cents (see Chapter 10) go for details, such as strike, over
surface qualities like luster and eye appeal; in fact, the most desirable copper
coins are those with choice, glossy surfaces.

Strike
To strike (make) a coin, steel dies crash together with a thin blank (piece of
metal) between them. The pressure of the impact forces the soft metal of the
blank into the recessed areas of the hard steel die, thus creating raised areas
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on the coin that represent the design elements. The harder the dies come
together, the better the impression made on the metal blank. The resulting
coin shows full, complete details.

However, coiners at the mints learned long ago that by slightly reducing the
pressure used to strike coins, they could prolong the life of the dies and run
the coin presses faster. So we end up with a trade-off between quality versus
quantity, with the mints going for quantity and collectors seeking quality.
Unfortunately, collectors have no say in the minting process — collectors
must take what the mints manufacture and hope for the best. Many coins
come well-struck and others look as flat as pancakes the moment they’re
made. Ask coin dealers to describe the most common characteristic of silver
dollars from the mint at New Orleans, and they’ll tell you the coins have flat
strikes. On the other hand, silver dollars from the San Francisco mint gener-
ally have bold strikes.

If the quality of strike is a product of the minting process, how does it affect
the grade of a coin? Think about your own preferences. If you had a choice
between two examples of the same coin — one well struck and the other
weakly struck — which would you choose? Poorly struck coins rarely have
the highest grades assigned to them, even if they’re strong in the other three
factors.

Eye appeal
Eye appeal is the visual appearance of a coin and can be classified as below
average, average, and above average. Take a look at your own coins. You
probably have some that look ugly, some that look so-so, and others that are
simply beautiful.

Eye appeal is the most subjective of the big-four factors and depends on your
personal tastes. If you prefer coins with no toning (see Chapter 4), you may dis-
count a coin that has color even if the toning is beautiful. Some people prefer a
luster that is soft and satiny, while others want coins with highly mirrored
surfaces. The final judgment rests with you, but you also want to know how
others view the same coins. Check your preferences against coins that have
been graded by experts or third-party grading services (see Chapter 20). Do
they add points for nice toning or do they favor untoned coins? What charac-
teristics do the nicest coins possess?

Rest assured that your collecting tastes and preferences will change over the
years. As you become more experienced in numismatics, you’ll discover what
nice for the grade and nice for the coin really mean and you can appreciate the
true rarity of coins with great eye appeal.
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Luster
Luster is the natural surface gloss imparted to each coin as it is struck. The
first Uncirculated coins (see the “Valuing Your Coin Based on Its Wear” sec-
tion, later in this chapter) made from a fresh pair of dies may have brilliant
luster, or they may have a satiny, frosty luster. Luster can be dulled by clean-
ing, wear, contact marks (discussed in the following section), or the natural
wear of the dies as they’re used over and over. One side of the coin may be
one way, and the other side a different way.

Each year, the U.S. Mint makes proof coins for sale to collectors. Proof coins
are specially prepared so that the finished objects will have deeply mirrored
surfaces and a crisp, strong strike (see the “Being Blinded by Proofs” section,
later in this chapter).

As you examine various coins, keep an eye out for those with dazzling luster.
You’ll know them when you see them — their luster jumps out at you and
almost blinds you. The next time you visit a coin shop or a coin show, take a
look at some Uncirculated 1881-S and 1884-O silver dollars — you’ll notice
the difference. The 1881-S almost always comes with bright, flashy luster
while the 1884-O is usually satiny and creamy-looking.
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Falling out of fashion
Not too many years back, toned coins were the
rage and if your coin had the right color, you
could demand (and get) huge premiums. Then,
for years most collectors preferred white,
essentially colorless coins. Today, color is back
in a big way. Why the change of heart?

Two things changed the market’s mind about
toned coins. One change involved coin doctors
(see Chapter 15). As soon as the first toned coin
sold for a premium, the coin doctors started
applying color to everything in sight. By baking,
spraying, smoking, painting, and gassing coins,
coin doctors came up with some pretty con-
vincing artificial toning that fooled a great many
collectors. Because artificial toning was so
good, virtually all toned coins came under 
suspicion.

The straw that broke the camel’s back was the
debate over what toning really represents. On

one side stood the toning enthusiasts, pro-
claiming the beauty and desirability of natural
toning. On the other side stood those who
framed the debate in chemical terms. Upon
hearing that toning was oxidation and/or a
degradation of a coin’s surfaces, and that toning
often hid underlying defects, the tide began to
turn against toned coins. Soon, collectors
began demanding coins with no color whatso-
ever, so guess what happened to all the toned
coins? Many were stripped of their color in
order to reveal their underlying whiteness.

Tastes have changed in the past and they will
change again in the future. When the pendulum
swings back to white coins, people may regret
having toned all those former beauties.
Nevertheless, your goal is to learn what works
today and to focus your attention on the types
of coins that get the best grades. In other words,
give the market what it wants.
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Luster is a key component of eye appeal. For example, a coin with subdued,
or dull, luster usually has poor eye appeal, while a coin with blazing luster is
visually dazzling. All other factors being equal, buy the brighter, more lustrous
example of any coin for your collection — it will be easier to resell later on.

Wear
At first blush, wear appears to be a measurement of how much deterioration
has occurred on the surface of a coin, because wear is usually caused by fric-
tion (as when coins rub against each other in your pocket). However, wear is
a broad term that includes such defects as marks or dings caused by mishan-
dling, chemical reactions from natural causes or deliberate cleaning, and any
alteration of a coin’s surfaces. In short, anything that causes the coin to dete-
riorate after it is struck can be considered in determining wear.

Contact marks occur when coins knock against a hard object, leaving a hit or
ding on the surface of the coin. Contact marks caused when two coins knock
against each other are called bag marks, because these sort of marks tend to
occur when coins are made or transported loose in canvas bags, as they
often were in the past. All business strikes (coins made for commerce) have
some degree of bag marks; only very rarely does a business strike have no
bag marks at all.

Rubbing occurs first on the highest points of a coin, sort of like the peaks of a
mountain range, because those areas are the most exposed. Therefore, if you
see any change in the color or luster on the highest points of a coin, you’re
probably seeing wear. For example, a coin with uniform toning should not
have any breaks in the color on the high points. If a coin is bright white and
untoned, expect the luster and color to be exactly the same on the high
points as it is in the fields (lower points), unless the coin is worn.

How you determine wear is not so easily defined, because other big-four fac-
tors can confuse the issue. For example, a heavy layer of tarnish (resulting in
ugly eye appeal) on a silver coin may obscure friction or problems on the
underlying surfaces. As another example, a poorly struck coin will show soft
details and may appear to be worn when it’s actually in perfect, original con-
dition. You can see how the problem may be compounded when you come
across a coin that is both heavily toned and poorly struck.

Determining the amount of wear on a coin is no easy task. Unfortunately, no
machines exist that can scientifically examine a coin and spit out a report
that says the surfaces have deteriorated by, say, 10 percent. Nevertheless, an
evaluation must be made, so it helps to have lots of experience. This is why
we suggest that you examine as many coins as you can when opportunities
arise (see Chapter 15). After all, the coin you don’t collect today may be the
coin you love tomorrow, so it pays to find out how to grade it now (see
Chapter 20).
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To fine-tune your grading skills, purchase one of the grading guides listed in
Chapter 20.

Valuing Your Coin Based on Its Wear
Technically speaking, an Uncirculated (brand-new) coin never entered circula-
tion and remains as nice, or almost as nice, as the day it was made and thrown
into a bag full of its sister coins. A circulated coin entered into everyday money
exchange and has become worn, even if only to a small degree. As collectors
accumulate coins, the natural tendency is to acquire as nice an example as
possible or to buy a circulated example and replace it with a nicer coin later.

U.S. coin collectors use a 70-point grading scale, ranging from the worst grade
of 1 to the best grade of 70. The scale is not linear, because 20 points are allo-
cated to the grade of Very Fine (discussed in the following section), while the
Uncirculated level gets only 10 points, even though the biggest differences in
price occur at the Uncirculated level, where the distinctions between grades
are sometimes so fine that many people can’t tell them apart.
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Technical and marketing grading: 
A real-life example

The difference between technical and market
grading exists not in the minds of numismatic
theorists, but in everyday life. Perhaps the most
glaring difference exists in the world of copper
coins. Take a look at old auction catalogs pro-
duced by Superior Galleries, a firm that once
had a nice niche in the copper coin market, and
you’ll find dual grades on many of the half cents
and large cents (see Chapter 10). For example,
you may have found a coin with a Professional
Coin Grading Service (PCGS) grade of AU-55
and an Early American Coppers (EAC) grade of
EF-45. Worse yet, you may even see coins with
both Uncirculated and circulated grades! We
applauded Superior Galleries for being open
and honest about the real differences between
technical and market grading.

For years, collectors of copper coins have main-
tained a Condition Census, a ranking of the high-
est condition coins that exist of each die variety
(see Chapter 8). Although market grading has
changed over the years, copper collectors are
forced to stick with the more conservative tech-
nical grades in order to maintain the integrity of
their condition rankings. Market grading
messes up the Condition Census by appearing
to raise the technical grade. For example, a coin
that was once the third Finest Known may sud-
denly appear to be the Finest Known after a
market grade is applied. Therefore, beware of
confusing the two approaches to grading — it
may be a costly or embarrassing mistake.
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Dividing the circulated grades
Collectors began to make distinctions among circulated grades as a sort of
shorthand to help them describe their coins to other collectors and dealers.
After all, collectors in the 1800s couldn’t just slap their coin on a scanner 
and send an image via e-mail to any number of recipients around the world.
Instead, they developed a set of labels to create word pictures in the minds 
of interested parties. Grading words have changed somewhat over the years,
depending on how collectors and dealers apply them: Yesterday’s grade of
Fine is probably today’s Very Fine because the underlying definition of Fine
may have changed.

The following list summarizes grading words and their rough meanings —
rough because these grades must be applied to a number of different denomi-
nations, series, and even individual coins, all of which have their own little
grading quirks.

Try to memorize this list — you’ll hear and use these terms all the time.

� Poor (or basal state): A coin that has been worn almost completely
smooth. The only thing that keeps this from being a washer is that just
enough detail allows you to positively identify the coin.

� Fair: Extremely worn, but you may be able to make out some details and
the date.

� About Good: Very worn, but this one has more of the design left. The
main design features may be outlined, but most of the wording on the
outer edges is worn smooth.

� Good: A well-worn coin that shows most of the design elements in out-
line, some of the legends (wording), and a partial date. Parts of the rims
are worn down into the tops of the legends.

� Very Good: Full, complete rims on both sides. Some of the details within
the design outlines begin to show, but don’t expect much detail on a
very good coin.

� Fine: Still well worn, but all the design elements and legends should be
clear and bold. Expect about half of the design details to show.

� Very Fine: Lightly circulated, with about two-thirds of the design details
visible.

� Extremely Fine: At this level, you start to see some luster, although only
in the protected areas around the raised lettering and design elements.
Wear is slight and should affect only the high points of the coin.

� About Uncirculated: A coin that is so close to being Uncirculated that
the novice collector easily confuses the two. About Uncirculated coins
should have full, original luster and only slight traces of wear on the
very highest points of the design.
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Carving up the Uncirculated grades
Collectors extended their labeling system to Uncirculated grades because they
noticed that certain Uncirculated coins were nicer than others. For example,
Uncirculated copper coins begin life with a bright red color that can soften
down to a rich, brown color over time. To some collectors, the full red exam-
ple is worth substantially more than a brown coin, so collectors need a way
to identify special coins that are at the top rung of the condition ladder.

Memorize these labels, and you’ll be able to talk like a pro:

� Uncirculated: An average Uncirculated coin. Some of the luster may be
subdued, the surfaces may be covered with a drab or dark toning (tar-
nish), or you may see a few too many contact marks or hairline scratches
on either side. The best that you can say about this grade is that the
coin is new.

� Choice Uncirculated: This coin has full luster, attractive toning, a few
light bag marks, but not too many. If your coin is Uncirculated but poorly
struck (flat design details), it may belong in this category.

� Select Uncirculated: The visual quality is very attractive. A select coin
has few marks, the luster is above average, and the eye appeal is impres-
sive. The depth of the strike is important but not critical.

� Gem Uncirculated: A fully struck coin with exceptional luster, great 
eye appeal, and only small contact marks (which are few and far
between and not noticeable).

� Gem Superb Uncirculated: The difference between a Gem Uncirculated
coin and a Gem Superb Uncirculated coin centers mostly around eye
appeal. Superb Uncirculated coins are often referred to as “killer” or
“monster” coins because of their amazing quality and eye appeal. (Neil’s
brother Jed used to call them “moose” coins.) Many coins simply don’t
come this nice very often, which is why superb coins usually set price
records when they appear on the market.

� Perfect Uncirculated: This term refers to coins that are as perfect as the
day they were made. Only a few very special, modern proof coins ever
fall into this elite category.

Playing the numbers game
When rising prices made grading issues critical in the late 1970s and early
1980s, collectors and dealers began using the Sheldon-Breen grading scale 
to rank a coin’s condition. The morph was easy, because the Sheldon-Breen
scale already applied numerical ranges to some of the grading terms men-
tioned in the two previous sections, and the system had already gained wide
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acceptance among collectors of copper coins. At last, the market had the per-
fect shorthand method for describing coins, establishing standards, instilling
confidence, and attracting investors. Even more important, the market finally
had a way to fine-tune those pesky Uncirculated grades.

Here’s how the numbers from the Sheldon-Breen grading scale translate into
the word labels listed in the two previous sections:

� 1: Poor, Poor-1, or sometimes seen as BS-1

� 2: Fair, shown as Fair-2

� 3: About Good, notated as AG-3

� 4 to 6: Good, most often seen as G-4 (or Good-4), G-5 (or Good-5), or 
G-6 (or Good-6)

� 7 to 10: Very Good, usually seen as VG-7, VG-8, VG-10, but for some
reason, never as VG-9

� 11 to 19: Fine, usually seen only as F-12 or F-15

� 20 to 39: Very Fine, most often seen as VF-20, VF-25, VF-30, and VF-35

� 40 to 49: Extremely Fine, seen as EF-40 and EF-45, or XF-40 and XF-45

� 50 to 59: About Uncirculated, seen as AU-50, AU-53, AU-55, and AU-58

� 60 to 70: Uncirculated, with every level commonly used as follows 
(the MS stands for mint state):

• MS-60 to MS-62: (Average) Uncirculated

• MS-63: Choice Uncirculated

• MS-64: Select Uncirculated

• MS-65 and MS-66: Gem Uncirculated

• MS-67 to MS-69: Gem Superb Uncirculated

• MS-70: Perfect Uncirculated

Were Dr. Sheldon alive today, he would marvel at how coin prices have sky-
rocketed since the days when he helped numismatist Walter Breen develop
their valuation scale. Who knows what this scale would look like today, 
had they made adjustments for the huge differences in price at the high 
end of the scale? Most likely, their highest number would no longer be 70, 
but something like 700 or even 7,000.

Beware of descriptive grading terms that are meant to conceal and confuse.
When in doubt, always turn to the numeric grade, the one that has been
assigned by a reputable certification and grading service. The importance 
of understanding how grading terminology is used increases along with the
price of a coin.
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The 1958 Sheldon-Breen rarity scale is the current known population of a 
coin — keeping in mind that no one can ever know for sure how many exam-
ples of a particular coin exist, because there’s no way to canvas all the coins
in existence, and there is always the possibility of a new specimen turning up.
Table 19-1 outlines the rarity scale.

Table 19-1 The Sheldon/Breen Rarity Scale
Rarity Rating Number of Survivors Nomenclature

R-8 Estimated 1 known Unique

R-7 (High) Estimated 2 or 3 known Excessively Rare

R-7 (Low) Estimated 4 to 12 known Extremely Rare

R-6 Estimated 13 to 30 known Very Rare

R-5 Estimated 31 to 75 known Rare

R-4 Estimated 76 to 200 known Very Scarce

R-3 Estimated 201 to 500 known Scarce

R-2 Estimated 501 to 1250 known Not Common

R-1 Estimated 1,250 or more known Common

Being Blinded by Proofs
Proof coins are special coins made just for sale to collectors. The process
starts with specially processed and polished blanks. Then the coins are struck
from polished dies in a press using higher-than-normal pressure at slower-
than-normal speed. The result is a coin with razor-sharp details, brilliant sur-
faces, and blinding, chrome-like luster. Proofs (as proof coins are known) are
meant to represent perfection in coining. The difference is obvious when you
place them side-by-side with the same coins made for circulation.

Proof is a method of manufacturing and not a grade, but some proofs end up
in circulation anyway. Even though proof coins are sold for more than their
face value, in the past, in times of great economic stress, many of them were
spent or mishandled and will actually show wear from circulation. In such
cases, the coins are still graded on the Sheldon-Breen scale, but the designa-
tion is always proof (for example, instead of calling a mishandled proof coin
Extremely Fine-45, it’s simply called Proof 45-4, or PF-45 to indicate to collec-
tors that it was a proof coin that has been impaired in some fashion). We
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believe that the reason for this difference is that some collectors prefer coins
made just for circulation — they don’t want proof coins in their collection,
even if the proofs did spend time in circulation.

The first proof coins made from a pair of dies will often have design elements
that appear frosty instead of brilliant. Such coins actually look like little
cameos (the kind you see in jewelry stores) and they are known as cameo
proofs. As more and more coins are struck, friction between the dies and the
coin blanks slowly polishes the designs until they also become brilliant.
While brilliant proofs are still desirable, they are not as attractive — or as
rare and valuable — as cameo proofs.

Beware of coins that have been polished to look like a proof. Fake proofs have
an unnatural shininess and uniform gloss or brilliance, and they lack the crisp
detailing of a true proof. Fake proofs have little or reduced value (you can
avoid them by purchasing certified coins). Also be aware that some coins
made for circulation may have been struck from leftover proof dies or the
dies may have been polished before coins were struck. These are known as
prooflike coins. Prooflike coins look like proofs but, again, they fall short of
the perfect qualities of a true proof. Prooflike coins sometimes sell for huge
premiums because of eye appeal (see the “Eye appeal” section, earlier in this
chapter).

Grading Damaged Coins
Every coin deserves a grade, even those that have been damaged, repaired,
cleaned, or otherwise altered. But how do you adjust for the negative aspects
of a coin?

Several of the main grading services don’t make such adjustments. If a coin
has serious problems, they refuse to grade and encapsulate the coin (see
Chapter 20). For example, the Professional Coin Grading Service and
Numismatic Guarantee Corporation both list several reasons for rejecting a
coin: cleaning, PVC contamination, environmental damage, altered surfaces,
and so on.

What happens to coins with problems? They go to other grading services that
utilize what is known as net grading. Basically, net grading determines a coin’s
grade as if the coin had no defects, and then discounts the grade based on
the severity of the problems to arrive at a net grade. For example, you may
see a grade such as, “Very Fine details, cleaned, net Fine-12” or, “About
Uncirculated, planchet flaw, net Extremely Fine–40.” (A planchet flaw is a 
natural defect in the blank used to strike the coin.)

Net grading gives every coin a chance. Not everyone wants (or can afford) to
collect perfect coins. In many cases, a collector can find some great bargains
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in net-graded coins, yet still have a coin with many redeeming qualities. We
don’t recommend buying net graded coins, however, because they’re difficult
to resell when you tire of them or want to upgrade your collection.

Condition Equals Value
Which came first: condition or value? Does the grade determine the price of a
coin or does the price determine the grade? These questions are important
because you’ll come across two approaches to determining a coin’s grade:

� Technical grading: Using the technical approach, the criteria outlined
throughout this chapter are used to come up with a numerical grade,
and then the price of the coin is determined.

In theory, a technical grade should never change. A coin graded MS-63
ten years ago should, in theory, still be an MS-63 coin today and even a
hundred years from now. Certainly, the value of a coin goes up or down
as demand waxes and wanes and market conditions change, but a tech-
nical grade should never change. The only way for a technical grade to
change is if the underlying standards change, which does happen from
time to time with all collectables.

� Market grading (also known as commercial grading): With market
grading, the grade of a coin is determined by the price. In other words, 
if an 1875 20-cent piece has a proper market value today of $7,000, the
market considers the coin to be an MS-65. If the same coin is valued by
the market at $2,200, it must be an MS-64. The problem with the market
grading approach is that the market is fickle and more subject to change
than technical grading. When money gets tight, grading standards tighten;
when money flows, grading standards loosen.

In Ron’s opinion, market grading is just another attempt to loosen stan-
dards. Market grading may fool some of the people some of the time, but
it can’t fool the market itself. Any time grading standards are dumbed
down, the real market adjusts by lowering real values. The market
knows that you can’t make a silk purse out of a sow’s ear.

Buy the best-looking coin you can find for a particular grade. The market
always favors attractive coins, and so should you.

Malleable Grading Standards
Considering how grading has changed in the past, we can say with a high
degree of confidence that grading will change in the future. But how? Will
slabs (see Chapter 4) survive, or will new products arrive to replace them?
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What about computer grading? Will the grading scale be expanded to encom-
pass 100 different grades instead of only 70? Will the current lineup of grading
services remain the same, or will some be out of business five years from now?
Will new grading services pop up? Will new technologies make coin grading
more efficient and accurate? Will technical and market grading methods ever
reconcile?

Clearly, changes will occur. As a budding numismatist and a coin grader, you
must be prepared to adapt to whatever changes take place.
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Chapter 20

Grading Coins: Your Best Defense
In This Chapter
� Knowing how to grade coins

� Improving your grading skills

� Practicing your grading techniques

� Putting your money where your mouth is

Knowing how to grade coins (defined and discussed in Chapter 19) instills
confidence and creates the self-reliance necessary to make you a better

coin buyer. You can use your coin grading skills over and over again as you
evaluate potential purchases and determine the value of your own collection.
As a buyer, you can use your grading skills to protect yourself against over-
graded coins. When you become confident and proficient enough, you can
save yourself hundreds, if not thousands, of dollars by grading your own coins
and bypassing grading services (listed in this chapter). Ultimately, you can
use your skills to ferret out undergraded coins and resell them for handsome
profits.

Learning how to grade coins takes time, so if you plan to spend a lot of money
on coins, make sure that, until you’ve developed your grading skills, you buy
only coins certified by the grading services we recommend in this chapter.

Gathering the Tools of the Trade
To get any job done right, you need the proper tools. Coin grading is no
exception. Therefore, to start on the path to coin grading nirvana, make 
sure you have the following equipment.

Good eyesight
When was the last time you had your eyes checked? Grading coins requires
lots of close-up work that puts extra strain on your eyes. Before you begin
grading coins, your eyes should be in tip-top shape and your corrective
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lenses or contacts should be up to date. Grading coins can become a miser-
able and unpleasant task if you end up with migraine headaches and eyestrain.
If you haven’t had your eyes checked and/or your glasses adjusted in the past
year, make the investment and go see your eye doctor right away. If you wear
glasses, make sure the lenses are clean and free of scratches.

Grading guides
Good grading guides are a must. Buy one — it may be the most important
investment you make in your numismatic career. Just remember that each
guide brings a different bias to the table and that one guide’s interpretation of
standards may be different from the interpretations offered by another guide.

Chapter 19 reminds you that “standards” aren’t standards at all. Proper coin
grading requires the ability to reconcile standards that are sometimes close
and sometimes far apart — and that change over time.

Magnifying glass (loupe)
We know many graders who never use a magnifying glass to examine coins —
instead, they prefer to examine coins with their naked eyes. We’ve tried that
ourselves and we always end up missing a hairline here, a bit of repair work
there, or some other defect that seems to escape our inspection. Come to
think of it, if you evaluate a coin for the big four factors (see Chapter 19),
you’re probably safe at the eyeball level when looking for luster, strike, and
eye appeal; but when you get to the technical factor of wear, you must look
closer to see whether the coin has any friction, scratches, bag marks, or
flaws — hidden or otherwise.

How strong should your loupe or glass be? Many dealers use a 10x or even a
20x magnifying glass. In our opinion, those high-powered glasses are designed
for and work best for detecting counterfeit or altered coins. But the view is
too close for grading. Although most professionals use a 5x loupe for grading,
just as many use a simple 2x or 3x glass. The lower power is fine if you prefer
it. In any case, pick one high-power glass and one low-power glass and get to
the point where you’re comfortable using them. Down the road, you can
change them up or use someone else’s glass in a pinch.

Lighting
The type of lighting used to illuminate coins affects their appearance and their
grade. Therefore, choose the best possible type of lighting and use it 
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consistently. You simply can’t expect to attain the same results using tensor
lamps, incandescent lighting, halogen, fluorescent, and daylight to grade
coins.

To achieve results similar to those of the grading services, mimic their setups
as closely as possible. For example, when Ron worked in the grading room at
one of the certification services in 1999 (as a cataloguer, not a grader), the
room was darkened, and each station had a desk lamp with a 75-watt incandes-
cent bulb. Now, whenever he grades coins at his office, he turns off the over-
head fluorescent lighting, switches on the desk lamp, and grades like a maniac.

Even though we recommend sticking with one light source, keep tabs on how
appearances can change under various lighting conditions. This technique
may come in handy someday — you never know under what sort of lighting
you may have to grade a coin. Lighting at coin shows differs from venue to
venue. The rooms at some coin shows (see Chapter 3) are dark and poorly 
lit, while others are so bright that every coin appears to have a grade of Gem
Uncirculated (see Chapter 19).

Here’s our opinion of various light sources:

� Daylight: Too inconsistent due to changes in the amount and direction
of the light, the time of day, the time of year, weather, and other factors.
However, this may be the only lighting available at a flea market, so prac-
tice grading coins in daylight.

� Compact fluorescent: Compact fluorescent bulbs (often known as CFLs)
are the newer, environmentally friendly bulbs on the market; they’re
shaped like a coil, but they’re the size of traditional incandescent bulbs.
Compact fluorescents highlight every mark to the point that every coin
can look like junk. Be careful not to undergrade with this type of light.

� Fluorescent: Fluorescent lighting tends to flatten out the luster on coins,
but some newer fluorescent lights provide good lighting in a portable
form.

� Halogen: Too bright, because it brings out too many defects on the
coin’s surfaces, resulting in an ultra-conservative grade.

These bulbs are extremely hot and will give you a nasty burn if you
touch them.

� Incandescent: A 75-watt incandescent bulb is optimum. However, incan-
descent bulbs are large and so are the lamps that use them, so they are
not the most convenient lights for traveling. They break easily when you
travel, so remember to bring extra bulbs. They also give off a lot of heat.

� Tensor: A bit on the bright side, but the small size and portability of the
lamps makes them perfect for travel to coin shows.
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Beware of the lighting at some coin shows. The term Long Beach lighting
refers to the bright overhead lights of the convention center in Long Beach,
California, where the Long Beach Coins & Collectibles Exposition convenes
three times a year. Long Beach lighting makes many coins look better than
they actually are, so most dealers learned long ago to check the coins care-
fully under another light source before making a purchase. It’s not the pro-
moter’s fault — it’s just the way the convention center has been lit since the
day it was built, many years ago.

Attending Grading Seminars
Wouldn’t it be great if you could sit down with experts from the grading ser-
vices and ask them all the questions you have about coin grading? Wouldn’t 
it be great to actually handle rare coins in a wide variety of grades and values
and learn the special characteristics of each one? Wouldn’t it be great to com-
pare your grades with those of the experts and then find out what you’re
doing wrong or right?

Actually, you can do all that and more by attending one of the grading semi-
nars offered by the American Numismatic Association (ANA), the largest and
one of the oldest organizations of U.S. coin collectors.

The ANA conducts seminars in conjunction with its annual convention and
its smaller mid-winter convention. The ANA also holds weeklong classes during
the summer at the ANA headquarters in Colorado Springs. For a reasonable
fee (the 2007 summer seminars cost $749), you get full tuition for the grading
seminar, lodging in a dorm room at nearby Colorado College for six nights,
and all meals. The seminars at the convention sites last only three days and
cost less for ANA members than for non-members (convention seminars
include only the cost of the course itself, not lodging or meals). Prices change
every year, so be sure to contact the ANA for the current prices You can e-mail
education@money.org or call 719-482-9869 for more information.

The ANA offers an advanced grading course to those who successfully com-
plete the initial grading course. For more information, contact the ANA at 818
N. Cascade Ave., Colorado Springs, CO 80903-3279 (phone: 719-632-2646; Web:
www.money.org).

Polishing Your Skills on Your Own
Although seminars give an immediate boost to your grading skills, you may
not be able to afford the cost of the seminar or be able to take a week off from
work to attend. In that case, you can still learn to grade from the comfort of
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your own home. Assuming you’ve gathered up all the tools listed in the
“Gathering the Tools of the Trade” section earlier in this chapter, start by
reading through your grading guide(s), paying careful attention to the terms
and suggestions listed therein. Learning to grade is like learning a new lan-
guage: Before you can speak the language, you must know the vocabulary.

Two of the easiest grading guides to use are Photograde, by James F. Ruddy
(Zyrus Press), and How to Grade U.S. Coins, by Jim Halperin (Ivy Press), both
of which teach you grading as you match up your coins with actual photo-
graphs of coins in the book. Other grading guides may use line drawings to
illustrate different grades, along with word descriptions.

To begin the grading process, do the following:

1. Turn off the lights in your room and turn on your grading lamp.

Your eyes should be level with the light source and looking down. The
goal is to have the light bounce off the coin and into your eyes.

2. Remove your coin from any holder it’s in so you have an unobstructed
view of the surfaces.

3. Hold the coin by the edges (that’s the proper technique, thank you)
over a soft pad or a book under the light source, and give both sides 
a quick once-over.

4. Look for any obvious flaws and then judge the coin’s quality based on
the criteria set forth in your grading guide.

Generally, grading guides lay out specific criteria for each grade level.
Remember to discount for any unusual flaws using the instructions 
from the grading guide.

Grading circulated coins presents less of a challenge to the beginning numis-
matist because most of the evaluation centers on the amount of wear that the
coin has received.

For Uncirculated or proof coins (see Chapter 19), keep in mind the big-four
factors: luster, wear, eye appeal, and strike. As you consider each of these fac-
tors, ask yourself the basic question: “Is my coin average, below average, or
above average?”

Evaluating the eye appeal
First, consider your coin’s eye appeal. Rotate your coin in an elliptical motion
in the light and use your unaided eyes to look for any gross defects such as
heavy scratches, corrosion spots, rim nicks, polishing, or any other unusual
flaws.
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Your coin has three surfaces — the obverse, the reverse, and the rim. Don’t
forget to look at the rim.

Is your coin toned (tarnished) or untoned? If it’s toned, is the toning dull,
dark, attractive, colorful, iridescent, light, or heavy? Rate your coin based 
on the following criteria:

� Below-average eye appeal: Heavy, drab, dark, ugly, splotchy, or artificial
toning. A dull, lifeless appearance. Heavy distracting marks, spots, or
corrosion. Obvious damage or repair work, or rim nicks. Look for any
other distractions that make the coin unattractive to you. (If you don’t
like it, no one else will either.)

� Average eye appeal: Light, original toning. Normal luster. Clean, problem-
free appearance.

� Above-average eye appeal: Blazing luster. Exceptionally clean surfaces.
Intense, bright colors. Rainbow toning. Superb quality.

Assessing the luster
Evaluate your coin’s luster. Luster can be judged by how much light the sur-
faces reflect. Sometimes, toning affects the amount of light reflected by a coin.
Is your coin flat and lifeless? Has the luster been stripped off by a cleaning
agent? Is the luster nice and pleasing, or is it blazing and blinding? Rate your
coin based on the following criteria:

� Below-average luster: Dull, drab, lifeless, cleaned, polished, or over-
powered by toning, or toning that looks like staining.

� Average luster: Normal brilliance and natural brightness. Creamy, frosty,
or satiny surfaces.

� Above-average luster: Blinding brilliance, blazing brightness, and daz-
zling surfaces.

Establishing the strike characteristics
Evaluate the amount of detail remaining on your coin. Is your coin well-struck
(nicely detailed), are the details flat, or do they appear worn? A flat strike will
be most evident on the highest points of the coin, which is also where you’ll
notice any wear.

Worn areas show friction — flatly struck areas do not. Rate your coin on the
following criteria:
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� Below-average strike: The coin will have flat areas where the metal didn’t
flow into all the deep recesses of the die, but the flat areas will not have
wear marks or rub.

� Average strike: Eighty percent to 90 percent of all details visible, with
the only weakness appearing on the high points.

� Above-average strike: One hundred percent of all details crisp and 
visible.

Estimating the wear
Wear is a negative term as far as coins are concerned, so as you consider the
surface quality of your coin, treat wear the opposite of how you treat eye
appeal, luster, or strike. In other words, there is no such thing as good wear,
and above-average wear is a bad thing.

� Below-average surface quality: Friction or color changes on the high
points. Heavy or numerous contact marks. Rim dings, marks, and bruises.
Heavy scratches, obvious cleaning, corrosion, pitting, or other surface
damage. Coins that fit this description do not belong in your collection
regardless of price.

� Average surface quality: An acceptable number of light contact marks
or perhaps a single, large mark buried somewhere in the design, but not
on Liberty’s nose. No wear or friction. Possibly a hairline scratch or two.
No damage, pitting, or corrosion.

� Above-average surface quality: Near-perfect surfaces. Few contact
marks, any of which will be small and not distracting. No scratches. No
surface imperfections. Glossy, smooth, appealing surfaces.

Making the final judgment
After you rate your coin in each of the big-four areas, make a final judgment
based on a combination of all four factors. For example, if your Uncirculated
coin rated average in all four areas, your coin would merit a grade of 63 on
the 70-point grading scale (see Chapter 19). If all four factors are below aver-
age, your coin earns a grade of 60. Above-average ratings in all four factors
equate to the grades of 65 and above.

What if your coin has average ratings in three categories and above-average
in the fourth? Your coin may make the 64 level. The important thing is to be
aware of the thought processes that go into grading a coin. Your first grading
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decisions may seem painstakingly slow or wrong, but as you practice on more
and more coins, your evaluations will become faster and almost automatic.
Practice helps perfect your skill, so get plenty of it.

Most grading guides offer specific instructions for determining the grades of
Uncirculated and proof coins, but this remains an area of difficulty for most
collectors and even many dealers. To become a proficient coin grader you
must practice — and practice often, until the entire process becomes auto-
matic and the grade just appears in your head like magic.

Taking Your Grading Skills on the Road
Grading coins in theory and in the classroom differs greatly from grading coins
on the road. At coin shows, you encounter different lighting conditions, the
emotions involved in a buying-and-selling situation, and the pressure of having
to make a number of snap grading decisions on short notice. To grade well,
you must practice your grading skills regularly under all conditions. After you
feel comfortable examining and evaluating coins at home and as your confi-
dence increases, take your grading skills on the road. Begin by visiting your
local coin shop and check out some of the coins to see whether you agree
with the way that they’re graded.

In addition, attend a coin show and make a point to visit as many tables as
possible to get a flavor for how different dealers grade their coins — they all
grade differently. Although many dealers get awfully defensive if you question
their grading, don’t be afraid to ask them to explain their grade if you don’t
understand or agree with it. Explain that you’re a new collector interested in
learning how to grade coins. While you’re at the table, make a courtesy pur-
chase of some inexpensive coin to show your appreciation for the help. Dealers
love to think they have a potential customer in the works. Also, remember
that a fair percentage of coin dealers can’t grade any better than you can, so
don’t automatically assume that they’re right and you’re wrong unless the
dealer is a known expert at grading.

Understanding Third-Party Grading
Coin grading is definitely not a spectator sport — to achieve any degree of
competency, you must spend a lot of time viewing and evaluating coins. For
some people, the demands are too great or the opportunity to see lots of coins
just isn’t there. Perhaps you have no interest in learning to grade coins — you
simply want to enjoy your hobby with a minimal amount of effort. That’s
okay — and that’s why grading services exist.
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For a fee, a grading service evaluates your coin by confirming its authenticity,
checking it for any unusual damage or defects, rendering an opinion as to its
grade, and then sealing the coin in a tamperproof holder to protect and pre-
serve it. By employing world-class professional graders, grading services
eliminate much of the guesswork involved in determining a coin’s condition.
Reputable grading services enjoy the respect of a large number of coin deal-
ers and collectors, some of whom accept the grades blindly (sight unseen)
over trading networks and in transactions between complete strangers.
Grading services have helped eliminate many of the abuses of the past,
including counterfeiting and overgrading (but not undergrading).

Introducing the grading services
Wouldn’t it be great if you could hire the best coin graders in the world and
have them tell you the grades of your coins? Unfortunately, top experts in the
field make huge incomes, so they’re not likely to even take your phone call;
nor would they have the time to grade your coins even if they wanted to.

But what if a specialized company hired top graders and offered their ser-
vices to anyone who wanted to have their coins examined? Then, whether
you had one coin or a thousand, you could obtain the opinions of world-class
experts for a small per-coin fee, thus giving you full confidence in your coin’s
grade at a reasonable price. That’s exactly what the grading services have
done. And on top of that, the grading services tell you whether your coin is
authentic, they sometimes photograph your coin, and they sometimes deter-
mine the die variety to see of you have a rare coin — all for a fee, of course.
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Fine-tuning your eyeballs
Here’s a great way to practice your grading
skills and to fine-tune your eyeballs against
those of the world’s best grading experts: When
you examine a coin that has already been
graded and encapsulated, put your thumb over
the grade as you pick up the holder, being care-
ful not to give in to the natural tendency to cheat
and peek first at the printed grade. Run through
your normal evaluation process and come up
with your own grade for the coin. After you’ve

set the grade in your mind, lift up your thumb
and look at the grade assigned by the grading
service. If you match the grade, good for you! If
not, reexamine the coin and try to understand
where you went wrong. You may find this exer-
cise frustrating at first, especially if your batting
average is low, but we can think of no better
way to practice your grading skills. You will
improve, with practice, over time.
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We’re coin collecting professionals, so we can say without hesitation that there
are two categories of grading services: the top two, and everybody else. In
the following sections, we fill you in.

The top two grading services
Two grading services are the most accepted and commonly traded services —
they’re the ones whose certifications and authentications are accepted by 
all American professional numismatists and whose coins trade for the most
money.

Professional Coin Grading Service
Professional Coin Grading Service (PCGS) is located in Newport Beach,
California, and claims to have pioneered the sonically sealed, tamper-evident,
hard plastic cases known as slabs (see Chapter 4). PCGS began certifying and
grading U.S. coins in 1986 and has since graded more coins than any other
service (over 13 million as of this writing, with a combined value of nearly
$20 billion). In addition to U.S. coins, PCGS certifies and grades world coins,
U.S. colonial coins, error coins, and California fractional gold coins.

PCGS provides holders with bar coding for use with computerized inventory
management systems. PCGS will not encapsulate coins that are counterfeit or
that have problems such as artificial toning, excessive cleaning, environmen-
tal damage, PVC damage, major scratches, or obvious natural defects.

You can make submissions through authorized dealers or through the PCGS
Collectors Club (www.pcgs.com/join/index.chtml).

For complete details about services, fees, submission policies, and guaran-
tees, contact PCGS at P.O. Box 9458, Newport Beach, CA 92658 (phone:
800-447-8848 or 949-833-0600; e-mail: info@pcgs.com; Web:
www.pcgs.com).

Numismatic Guaranty Corporation
Numismatic Guaranty Corporation (NGC) is located in Sarasota, Florida, and
claims to be the largest third-party grading service in the world. NGC is the
official grading service of the Professional Numismatists Guild (www.png
dealers.com). NGC began grading U.S. coins in 1987 and later expanded
into world coins and error coins. NGC identifies die varieties through its
VarietyPlus service and offers a neat PhotoProof product (essentially a slick
report that combines enlarged, full-color images with a well-researched his-
tory of your coin).

NGC is the official grading service of the American Numismatic Association
(www.money.org). NGC will not encapsulate coins that are counterfeit or
that have problems, such as harsh cleaning, artificial toning, altered surfaces,
damage, corrosion, rim filing, and so on. NGC claims that the seals on its
holders were the tightest in a test of holders from various services.
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You can make submissions through authorized dealers or, if you’re an ANA
member, directly to NGC. Authorized dealers prescreen your coins, pointing
out problem coins that may not make it through the grading process. Because
most grading fees are nonrefundable, even if the coin never gets graded this
can be a valuable time- and money-saving service.

For complete details about services, fees, submission policies, and guaran-
tees, contact NGC at P.O. Box 4776, Sarasota, FL 34230 (phone: 800-642-2646
or 941-360-3990; Web: www.ngccoin.com).

Everybody else: Other grading services
Coins certified by the following grading services trade at a deep discount off
the Coin Dealer Newsletter’s bid price. The coins are fine to buy and collect,
but the price of the coins needs to be correctly linked to the CDN. (See the
discount off bid for these services on the first page of the CDN.)

ANACS
ANACS (which used to stand for American Numismatic Association Certifi-
cation Service, but is now just ANACS) is located in Austin, Texas, and was
the former grading arm of the American Numismatic Association. ANACS
authenticates and grades regular issue, commemorative, and pattern U.S.
coins; a wide variety of world coins; Civil War tokens; Hard Times tokens; and
So-Called dollars. For a fee, ANACS researches die varieties of most U.S. coin
series. (If you already know the variety attribution number, ANACS will verify
the number for free.)

The plastic holders used by ANACS (to encapsulate the coins it grades) are
the smallest and most compact of all those offered by the grading services
listed in this chapter.

ANACS encapsulates problem coins and issues dual grades — one for sharp-
ness that identifies the problem, and another net grade that’s discounted for
the problem (see Chapter 19). For complete details about services, fees, sub-
mission policies, and guarantees, contact ANACS at P.O. Box 200300, Austin,
TX 78720-0300 (phone: 800-888-1861 or 512-257-5700; e-mail: customer
service@anacs.com; Web: www.anacs.com).

Independent Coin Grading Company
Independent Coin Grading (ICG) Company is located in Englewood, Colorado,
and is the newest of the grading services listed in this chapter. ICG differenti-
ates itself by using a third-party receiving company to ensure that no submit-
ter receives preferential treatment. ICG claims that its Intercept Shield holders
offer maximum protection from atmospheric corrosion. ICG authenticates
and grades most ancient and world coins, any numismatic item listed in the
current Guide Book of United States Coins by R. S. Yeoman, and casino chips.
For a fee, ICG researches die varieties of most U.S. coins.
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ICG may not encapsulate coins with previous damage, questionable toning,
altered surfaces, or negative eye appeal. For complete details about services,
fees, submission policies, and guarantees, contact ICG at 7901 E. Belleview
Ave., Suite 50, Englewood, CO 80111 (phone: 877-221-4424 or 303-221-4424;
Web: www.icgcoin.com).

PCI Coin Grading Service
PCI Coin Grading Service is located in Rossville, Georgia, and has been grad-
ing coins for over a decade. PCI claims to have the lowest fees of any grading
company. PCI authenticates and grades most U.S. coins. Variety attributions
are free, and problem coins are encapsulated in holders with a distinctive red
label so as not to confuse them with the normal PCI holders.

PCI accepts submissions directly from the public. For complete details about
services, fees, submission policies, and guarantees, contact PCI at P.O. Box
486, Rossville, GA 30741(phone: 800-277-2646 or 706-861-0200; Web:
www.pcicoins.com).

Sovereign Entities Grading Service
Sovereign Entities Grading Service (SEGS), located in Chattanooga, Tennessee,
is a relative newcomer to the field of coin grading but has captured the 
attention of many collectors and dealers with its innovative holder and the
fact that SEGS will grade many of the problem coins that other services
reject. The top of the SEGS slab has a clear window through which you can
read a thin label that identifies the coin and the grade, allowing you to
quickly scan the tops of the holders to find the coin you seek.

SEGS will not encapsulate coins that are counterfeit or altered with the intent
to deceive (added mintmarks and so on). Submissions may be made directly
to SEGS without having to go through an authorized dealer.

For complete details about services, fees, submission policies, and guaran-
tees, contact SEGS at P.O. Box 8129–Eastgate Center, Chattanooga, TN 37411
(phone: 888-768-7261; e-mail: segs1@bellsouth.net; Web: www.segs
grading.com).

Evaluating the grading services
Each grading service offers a unique service that separates it from all the
other companies. However, regardless of how innovative a particular feature
may be, the true test comes from market acceptance. Which company does
the market consider to be the most accurate and, hence, the most valuable?

Perhaps the best measure of the market’s confidence in a particular grader is
how the assigned grade measures up against real market values. For example,
is an 1882 silver dollar more valuable as a PCGS MS-64 or as an ANACS MS-64?
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This question is answered by the Coin Dealer Newsletter (CDN), a weekly pub-
lication that ranks different grading services based on how valuable their
grades are compared with listed values. As an example, in the April 13, 2007,
issue, PCGS coins were valued at an average of 83 percent of CDN prices, NGC
coins at 78 percent, and ANACS coins at 57 percent. Based on these rankings,
the market appears to place the highest level of confidence in the grades of
PCGS, high confidence in the grades of NGC, and lower confidence in the
grades of ANACS.

The four grading services with the lowest ratings against the Coin Dealers
Newsletter bid prices, as of this writing, are PCI at 50 percent, SEGS at 49 
percent, and NCI at 40 percent. For this reason, we can’t recommend coins
certified by these grading services without paying deep discounts off CDN
for their coins.

We recommend that you never do business with (or buy coins graded by)
any coin grading service that is not listed on the first page of the Coin Dealer
Newsletter.

Grading “standards” are not really standards at all. Even relying on third-party
grading services is not enough to protect you if you aren’t aware of how deep
a discount the service’s coins trade at. Pity the poor collector who pays full
retail value for a slabbed coin with a confidence rating of only 28 percent or
worse. Ouch!

Deciding whether to use a grading service
If you have a raw (unencapsulated or uncertified) coin, when should you con-
sider submitting it to a grading service? When does the value of a coin justify
spending more money on having it graded?

Actually, collectors obtain certification for a coin for two reasons:

� When they suspect the coin may be counterfeit or altered

� When they want an expert opinion of the grade

All the companies listed in this chapter authenticate and grade coins as a
part of their services. Therefore, you’re really getting two opinions for the
price of one: authentication and grading.

Grading fees range from $7.50 to $100 per coin, depending on the company
and the level of service you request. Usually, the higher fees entitle you to a
faster turnaround, which can be important if time is of the essence or if your
return privilege is about to end. (See Chapter 15 to find out more about guar-
antees and return privileges.)
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Base your decision to submit a coin to a third-party grading service on the
time you have and the value of your coin. Generally, we recommend submit-
ting any coin worth over $200, any coin that shows big jumps in value from
one grade to the next highest, or any coin that is commonly counterfeited.

We consider the grading services to be equity builders. By eliminating one of
the most important arguments in a buying-and-selling transaction, grading
services enable the average collector to buy with confidence and sell for the
highest possible price. Grading services, especially the early pioneers, deserve
a lot of credit and respect for adding liquidity to the market and instilling the
confidence that wary buyers need to entice them into the market.

Putting Your Money Where 
Your Mouth Is

Okay, suppose you’ve learned how to grade, you’ve practiced your skills at
home and on the road, and now you have the confidence to buy your first
coin. It’s time to put your money where your mouth is.

Theoretically, you should be able to search dealers’ cases at a coin show for
that one undergraded coin that can make you hundreds of dollars. So here’s
our challenge to you: Find the most undergraded coin you can, buy it, and
submit it to one of the grading services in this chapter. After the coin comes
back from the grading service, you will know one of several things:

� Whether you missed something: If the coin comes back without having
been graded, you may have missed something such as cleaning, PVC
contamination, artificial toning, or some other defect that would cause
the grading service to reject the coin.

� Whether you need more work: If the coin comes back with a grade less
than you expected, practice your grading skills before you buy another
coin. Take a good second look at your coin and try to discover why the
grading service assigned a lower grade than you thought it would.

� Whether you’re a great grader: If the coin comes back with the grade
you expected, all your practice and preparation paid off. If you bought
the right coin, you probably also made some good money because of the
price differential between what you paid and what the coin is now
worth. Consider a career in numismatics.

� Whether you’re too conservative: If the coin comes back with a grade
higher than you expected (we’d be surprised if this happens), your stan-
dards are way too strict. All this means is that you won’t buy too many
coins in the future because few of them can ever meet your expectations.
On the other hand, you probably made a huge amount of money on this
purchase, which is a nice consolation prize.
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Don’t let the results of this simple exercise affect your confidence too much
either way: Don’t give up and don’t let it go to your head. Instead, use this
exercise as a chance to discover your strengths and weaknesses on your
path to becoming a world-class coin grader.

Even the most talented coin dealers make mistakes, and a 60 percent success
rate is considered good. Ron’s longtime friend and fellow coin dealer Jeff
Garrett once told him, “Anyone can make a killing on a coin now and then,
but few people can make a 10 percent profit on a consistent basis.” Jeff is
right — you need a good eye and real talent to work on a small profit margin
while buying lots and lots of coins.

283Chapter 20: Grading Coins: Your Best Defense

27_222751 ch20.qxp  11/15/07  3:14 PM  Page 283



284 Part IV: Buying Coins the Safe Way 

27_222751 ch20.qxp  11/15/07  3:14 PM  Page 284



Part V
Selling Coins and
Minding the Law
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In this part . . .

Sadly, the time may come when you’ll want to sell all
or part of your coin collection. The reason may be

one of many: bad health, a home purchase, junior going
off to college, or your advancing age. Or you may simply
grow tired of collecting coins. Whatever your reason,
approach the sale of your collection as diligently and as
carefully as when you purchased your numismatic lovelies.
Your new goal should be to get the most amount of money
that you can for your coins, with the least amount of
effort, as quickly as possible.

In this part, we explore various ways to sell your coins.
You may settle on a single method that works best for
you, or you may utilize more than one selling method.
Much depends on the amount of time you have and 
how much effort you’re willing to expend.

When you decide to sell your coins as a collector or
investor, you need to follow the current tax law. Although
we don’t offer tax advice, in this part we do provide a 
general overview of the subject. We also fill you in on
investing in coins and what the law allows.
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Chapter 21

The Art of the Sale: Selling 
Your Coins Yourself

In This Chapter
� Knowing what to expect when you sell your own coins

� Getting ready and knowing where to sell your collection

� Becoming a master coin seller

Selling your coins yourself can be a fun and rewarding experience. On the
other hand, it can be a daunting and unpleasant task. A lot depends on

your own personality, your abilities as a salesperson, and the way you handle
acceptance and rejection. Consider carefully whether your time and efforts
will net you more money than if you pay a commission to a professional coin
dealer who sells the coins on consignment and has better access to the coin
market (see Chapter 22).

Your approach to selling your coins should be the exact opposite of how you
purchased them. When you collected, you tried to buy the best coins for the
lowest price; when selling, your goal should be to sell most of your coins for
the best price, and the best coins for a stupendous price.

In this chapter, we give you detailed instructions on how best to market and
sell your own coins. Try selling a coin or two this way to see if you enjoy the
experience. If you have fun selling your own coins, go for it. If not, jump to
Chapter 22.

Knowing What to Expect
To help you in your decision-making process, the following are a few of the
realities that every seller faces, whether the product is a vacuum cleaner or
one of your silver dollars:
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� Rejection: Yes, people will turn down the chance to buy your coins. They
may reject the price, the grade, or even you! And, they don’t even need a
reason to do so. You or your coin may be rejected ten times before you
get a positive response, or any response at all. Can you handle rejection?

� Lowball offers: Some dealers don’t know what your coins are worth,
some don’t care, and some won’t work on less than a giant profit, so you
may receive an offer that is substantially below the market value of your
coin. Can you handle a lowball offer without taking it personally and
avoiding a big argument with the oaf who made it? Can you walk away
from a fight?

� Insults: Sure, your coin is beautiful. The person who sold it to you thought
so, and so do you. But what happens when you offer your coin to some-
one and he disputes the grade or insults the condition of the coin in an
attempt to get a more advantageous price? Can you avoid taking it per-
sonally and trying to exact some sort of revenge?

� Seller’s remorse: Seller’s remorse ranges from a sad feeling you get when
you sell something that has been near and dear to your heart to a sick-
ening feeling you get when you discover that you sold something too
cheap. If seller’s remorse hits you, we offer the following advice: Get over
it! Don’t cry over spilled milk. Let bygones be bygones. Que sera sera.

If you can’t handle seller’s remorse, let someone else sell your coins for
you, or you’ll go crazy every time you write an invoice.

� Eager buyers: Okay, we’ve given you the depressing aspects of selling
your coins, so now it’s time to give you a little hope: You will meet eager
buyers who are willing to pay high prices for your coins. It’s just a matter
of finding them and holding yourself together until you do.

Deciding Whether to Sell Coins Yourself
In light of the issues raised in the preceding section, you have a decision to
make about whether to sell your coins yourself, sell on consignment through
a dealer, or sell your coins at auction. To make this decision, ask yourself the
following questions:

� Do I have the time? Besides getting your coins ready to sell, do you
have time to travel to coin shows in your area or around the country
and present your coins to dealers and collectors? What is your time
worth?

� Do I have the motivation? Sales may not meet your expectations. Can
you avoid becoming discouraged?

� Do I have the desire? Consider whether this is really what you want to
do instead of, say, lounging in a hammock with a tall glass of iced tea.
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� Do I have the patience? If your coins don’t sell today, can you wait
another week or month or year?

� Do I have access to the market? Consider whether you have contacts
with the top collectors and buyers in your area of interest.

Be honest as you answer each question, then let your answers be your guide.
If you feel weak or inadequate in any area, perhaps you should forsake this
idea and start negotiating terms with a dealer or auction house. On the other
hand, if everything looks positive, get busy!

Getting Ready to Sell Your Collection
Whenever you sell something, prepare for the sale by making the item as close
to new and as attractive as possible. After all, when you sell your house, you
don’t leave it unpainted, dirty, and unkempt. When you sell your car, you don’t
leave it unwashed and unwaxed, with empty fast-food bags in the back seat.
Coins are the same way. You want your presentation to be professional and
attractive.

Knowing what you have
This may sound obvious, but make sure you know exactly what you have
before you try to sell it. In order to price your coins properly, you must know
what they are. That means you must carefully evaluate and classify each coin.
For example, some of the gold coins that were issued by the Charlotte mint in
the 1800s have weak mintmarks (a small letter C that identifies the coin as
coming from the Charlotte mint). Do you have the more common coin without
the mintmark, or do you have the rare coin with a weak mintmark? Have you
checked your coin to see whether it’s a rare die variety that may be worth
many multiples of the price of a common coin?

Doing this sort of research before you begin selling ensures that you won’t
give anything away or ask a high price for a common coin.

Understanding that looks are everything
A dirty holder can make a nice coin look bad or make it difficult to even see
the coin. If you need to, spend the money for new holders for your entire col-
lection. Placing your coins in new holders allows potential buyers to see 
your coins at their best and gives your collection a consistent, attractive
appearance — one that shows you appreciate and care for your coins.
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Getting the grading done beforehand
Take a careful look at your coins and decide which ones are candidates for
third-party grading (see Chapter 20). If you need help, seek the advice of a
competent professional (see Chapter 3). Get any rare or valuable (over 
$200) coins graded so that you can eliminate arguments over grading with
any potential buyer. Rest assured that if you don’t have the coins graded, the
new buyer will. Dealers know the value of certification, and you should take
advantage of it for your own benefit.

After your coins come back from the grading service, carefully evaluate the
coins to see whether you agree with the grades. Try resubmitting any coins
that appear to be conservatively graded — you may be rewarded with a
higher grade.

Pricing properly
Use price guides to determine the latest wholesale and retail prices for your
coins. If a particular coin is so rare that it hasn’t appeared on the market for
several years, be aware that some guides base their pricing on auction records
that may be five to ten years old. In such cases, determining a price is pure
speculation, so err in your favor.

As far as pricing goes, remember the old saying: “You can always go down,
but you can’t go up.” Try for a high price initially. If you don’t have any suc-
cess, you can always lower the price later.

Before you show a single coin to the first potential buyer, be sure you have
everything neatly organized, properly priced, and ready to go. Coin dealers,
especially those at coin shows, have little patience for a seller who fumbles
around looking for price guides or has no clue as to what price he has or
wants. Be prepared so that you and the buyer can make quick, informed deci-
sions. The price you want should be written on each coin case or flip, and
you should always know how many coins you have with you.

Knowing Where to Sell Your Coins
Who knows your market better than you do? If you’ve spent any amount of
time at all acquiring your own coins, you already know the best contacts in
the business. Most likely the people you’ve dealt with in the past are the same
people who are interested in purchasing your coins today. Here’s where you
may find them.
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Coin dealers
If you have a good relationship with a local dealer, try a sample sale to see
the levels at which he’s willing to buy your coins. Be aware that dealers have
a lot of overhead (rent, utilities, salaries, and so on), so in order to stay in
business, they must make a profit on the coins they sell. Your goal is to find
the dealer who is willing to work on the lowest profit margin, because that
means more money in your pocket.

You can sell your coins to dealers in one of two ways: 

� As a complete deal: You may not receive as much money per coin by
selling your collection in one fell swoop, but at least every coin will 
be sold.

� One coin at a time: You may make more money per coin, but you’ll
probably end up with some unsold coins.

Either way, compare the amount of money you receive under each method
and balance that against the time and effort you spend preparing and market-
ing the coins.

Selling your entire collection
Selling your entire collection is perhaps the easiest, least time-consuming,
least labor-intensive way of selling your coins. If you want, you simply pile
your coins into a big box, cart them down to the local coin shop, and say,
“Figure out what you can pay me for these.” Of course, we suggest being a
little more prepared than that — have an inventory list made up so that all
the dealer has to do is check to be sure that all the coins are present and
accounted for, and then write his offer down beside each one.

Just as you compare prices when you purchase coins, get at least three bids
for your collection, just to be sure that the offers you receive are fair. However,
you may have difficulty finding dealers to make bids on your material. Many
dealers refuse to make offers because of the time involved and the possibility
of rejection. Don’t let this discourage or prevent you from getting at least
three bids — the third bid may be the highest and best.

Before selling your collection, have a rough idea of what it’s worth. That way,
when you receive an offer, you know whether it’s in the ballpark or way out in
left field. Keep in mind that the opportunity to sell your collection intact is
worth something over having to break it up. So even if an offer is below what
you want or expect, keep in mind the work ahead of you if you pass the offer
up (see the following section).
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Selling your collection one coin at a time
Selling your collection one coin at a time involves much more effort than sell-
ing your collection intact. Theoretically, the time you spend selling your col-
lection increases its value, but in reality, does it?

Assume that you have a $20,000 coin collection that you’re trying to sell. Dealer
A has already looked at the collection and offered $16,000. However, you think
you can get close to $20,000 if you split the collection up and offer the coins on
an individual basis. After spending a total of 35 hours marketing your collec-
tion, you sell $17,000 worth of coins and you believe you can sell the rest for an
additional $500. On the surface, it looks like you came out $1,500 ahead by mar-
keting your coins yourself. But did you really?

To make a proper comparison, you must factor in a value for your time. One
way to determine a proper value for your time is simply to multiply the number
of hours you spent marketing the coins times your hourly wage. In this exam-
ple, if you make $10 an hour at your regular job, your time was worth $350
(35 hours × $10), so you still come out ahead by breaking up the deal. The
break-even point, in this example, is actually $42.86 per hour ($1,500 ÷ 35
hours). Thus, if you make over $40 an hour as a wage-earner, reconsider
trying to market your own coins and let a dealer handle the sale.

Don’t discount or underestimate the value of your time. The time you spend
selling your coins could be spent doing something else, including working
and earning money or taking it easy. In life, to do one thing you must give up
another. This is known as an opportunity cost.

Don’t lower your prices until you’re satisfied that no one in the world will pay
what you’re asking. As you sell your coins one at a time, you invariably end
up with leftovers. By hanging tough on prices and rationing out your best and
most valuable coins, you won’t end up with a bunch of junk coins when all is
said and done. See the “Mastering the Art of Selling” section, later in this
chapter, for tips on becoming a master salesperson.

Junk coins will always be junk coins. Your best potential resides in your best
coins, so concentrate on getting the best prices for them.

Coin shows
Coin shows are great places to sell coins. You have a roomful of dealers com-
peting against each other, plus you have specialists who are strong in certain
areas and who are often willing to pay big premiums for the right coins. Also,
many dealers at shows are weekend warriors who do business only at shows
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and who don’t have offices (thus, eliminating their overhead). This arrange-
ment gives them a competitive advantage over other dealers because they
can pay higher prices for your coins.

If you have coins to sell, there’s no better place than a coin show. If you’re
breaking up your collection and offering your coins on an individual basis, a
coin show is the perfect venue for you. Unfortunately, if you have a big collec-
tion (called a deal) to sell, a trip to a coin show may not do you much good.
That’s because coin dealers are simply too busy at the shows to stop and
figure a bulky or extensive collection. Nevertheless, you can sow the seeds of
interest by discussing your sale with the attending dealers. From your discus-
sions, you can determine which dealers merit a follow-up call after the show
concludes.

Coin shows are often beehives of activity. At a good show, the crush of the
crowd makes movement through the aisles difficult. Many of the dealers are
occupied with clients, showing them coins and doing deals. There you are
with your box of coins, wondering what to do next. Where do you start? How
do you start? Adherence to a set of basic, commonsense rules will make
everyone’s experience a lot better:

� Be polite. People respond favorably to a friendly smile. So smile!

� Wait your turn. If several people are waiting to speak with a dealer, be
patient. There is no such thing as an emergency in the coin business.

� Don’t look over someone’s shoulder while he is working on a deal.
Because coin shows are such open affairs, corporate spies can find out a
lot about who is dealing with whom just by craning their necks here and
there and observing. For this reason, plus the fact that it’s nobody else’s
business anyway, dealers are sensitive when people start looking over
their clients’ shoulders while in the middle of a deal.

� Don’t interrupt a deal. The customer you interrupt may be deep in
thought while considering a potential purchase. We would not want to
be in your shoes if you ruined a sale by rudely interrupting.

� Never make offers in front of a dealer’s table. If you see someone offer
a coin worth $200 to a dealer for $100, restrain yourself from blurting
out, “I’ll pay $120!” You may need a doctor to set your nose.

� Don’t sell coins to someone else in front of a dealer’s table. Likewise, 
if you see a client considering the purchase of a $500 coin at a dealer’s
table, don’t interrupt and offer an identical coin for $450. Ron made this
mistake early in his numismatic career. The response reminded him of
when he tried to take food away from a hungry dog.

� Keep the area open and clear. When you view the coins at a dealer’s
table, keep your stuff off the display cases so that other people can view
the merchandise. Don’t hog the table.
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� Leave food or drinks at the door. Imagine a dealer’s coin worth $10,000
soaked in coffee. Imagine you are the person who spilled the coffee. 
’Nuff said!

� Do not put down your box of coins until invited. Also, never leave
them unattended, let them leave your line of sight, or let anyone whom
you don’t know watch them. In other words, use good common sense.

Direct marketing via publications 
or online services
You may choose to go directly to the collectors. This may work if you have a
specialized collection, such as a collection of die varieties of U.S. half cents
(see Chapter 10) or half dollars (see Chapter 11).

Through specialty clubs
Specialty clubs, like the following, are groups of people who focus on a partic-
ular area of numismatics, such as pre-1840 half dollars or U.S. colonial coins:

� Bust Half Nut Club (half dollars from 1794 through 1839): www.bust
halfprices.com/bhnc.php

� Colonial Coin Collectors Club (U.S. colonial coins): www.colonial
coins.org

� Early American Coppers Club (U.S. half cents and large cents): www.
eacs.org

� John Reich Collectors Society (early American gold and silver coins):
www.jrcs.org

� Liberty Seated Collectors Club (Liberty Seated coins from 1836 through
1891): www.lsccweb.org

� Numismatic Bibliomania Society (coin books): www.coinbooks.org

Most specialty clubs allow their members to publish price lists in their publi-
cations. You’ll have to pay something for this privilege, but it costs far less to
advertise in a specialty publication than it does in any of the large, national
numismatic publications. The audience will not be as large, but you can bet
the collectors you meet will be as serious about their collecting and as eager
to buy as anyone you’ll ever meet.

Be sure to target the right audience: Don’t attempt to sell a silver dollar to the
collectors in the Early American Coppers Club.
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Through trade papers
An alternative — and it’s not a pretty one — is to advertise your collection in
numismatic periodicals like Coin World or Numismatic News. Think of the last
time you sold a household item or a car through the classified ads. Remember
all the phone calls and the amount of time you spent showing the item to
each potential buyer? Remember all the tire-kickers? This is what you’ll be
facing if you try to market your collection directly to collectors. So ask your-
self, “Do I really want to be a coin dealer?”

Through online auctions
Online auctions simplify the buying and selling process, but you have to have
a computer and, preferably, a high-speed Internet connection. We like online
auctions for coins that range in value from $1 to $1,000. Above $1,000, the
buyers thin out, and their bids don’t seem to be as strong as they are at lower
levels. Online auctions take a certain amount of effort, charge a fee, and require
you to ship your own packages, but you may find the process to be fun and
rewarding. We know we do!

Consider the following advantages of online auctions:

� Online auctions are fun.

� Commissions are very low.

� You meet new collectors from all around the world.

� Feedback ratings help keep the bad guys at bay.

� Your coin may sell for much more than it’s worth.

� The results are almost immediate, compared to mainstream auctions
(see Chapter 22).

And weigh the following disadvantages:

� Online auctions are time-consuming and labor intensive.

� You have no clue who your bidders are.

� The best bidders may not even be online when your auctions close.

� You’re responsible for all correspondence, accounting, collection of
money, and shipping of the coins.

If you want to try your hand at being a mini auction company, try listing some
coins on eBay (www.ebay.com), which has, in our opinion, the biggest audi-
ence and the best buyers of any online auction service. Listing is easy — all
you need to do is follow the instructions on the site, and you can have your
first auction up and running in no time.
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Be sure to add pictures to your auctions — they help sell your coins for more
money.

Mastering the Art of Selling
Selling is truly an art form. The best sellers have outgoing personalities, a love
of banter, and self-confidence. However, the best sellers didn’t get to the top
overnight. Like you, they had to start somewhere. This section gives you some
tips on improving your selling skills.

Be assertive
Many people are afraid to approach coin dealers at shows, especially the
biggest dealers with the cases full of rare and exotic coins. In reality, those
dealers may be your best buyers. Don’t automatically assume that a dealer
will reject your coins without giving him a chance to say “no” (you may be
surprised to hear a “yes”).

Coin dealers have an old saying: “You can’t sell from an empty wagon.” What
this means is that dealers must maintain a certain level of inventory so that
customers have something to choose from when they come in to buy coins.
The only way to keep the wagon full is to buy coins from collectors like you!

Talk ’em up
Remember back when you bought your coins? Remember how the seller
pointed out how lustrous, how well struck, how perfectly centered, and how
well preserved they were? They haven’t changed, have they? So use the same
descriptions when you sell your coins. Accentuate the positive and minimize
the negative. There’s nothing wrong with talking up your coins — just be sure
you’re truthful and accurate.

Appeal to a need
In truth, no one “needs” a coin. Coins are luxury items that come after the
basic needs of food, clothing, and housing are satisfied. However, after a
person becomes a collector, he “needs” all kinds of coins: coins that fill holes
in his albums, coins that are upgrades for coins he already owns, or coins
that he doesn’t even know he wants yet. Appeal to those needs, and your
coins will fly from you.
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Convey a sense of urgency
Buyers hate to think that they may be missing out on something, so convey-
ing a sense of urgency is always a good idea. Let the buyer know that other
parties are interested in your coins (which will be true if you’re marketing
your coins properly) or that the price you’re asking is only good for a limited
amount of time. This excites the buyer and forces a quick decision.

Stick to your pricing
If you offer a coin to a potential buyer for $1,000 and he politely declines to
purchase your coin, don’t blurt out, “How about $900?” All you’re doing is
telling the buyer that your prices are meaningless and that all he has to do is
wait for a pregnant pause and you’ll lower your price. Show some backbone.

By the same token, a buyer may make a counteroffer. For example, he may
offer you $950 for the coin you’re pricing at $1,000. In this case, consider the
offer seriously, and accept it if you agree that it’s a fair one.

Be aware that if you walk away from a counteroffer, you’re rejecting an offer
that, once rejected, will disappear. Coin dealers take great offense when they
make an offer to a seller who then shops the coin around to other dealers
and comes back to see whether the offer still stands. The nicer dealers will
be insulted but still polite, even though they aren’t obligated to be. The nas-
tier dealers will tell you, in no uncertain terms, to get lost.

These people make their living buying and selling coins. They don’t have time
for you to practice your salesmanship on them, so do it right the first time.

Sell from the bottom
The biggest mistake made by both collectors and dealers alike (yes, we’ve
made the same mistake ourselves) is that they allow someone to cherry-pick
their collection. Cherry-picking means that a buyer is allowed to come in and
buy the best and most valuable coins, leaving the undesirable coins for the
owner to contend with later. Invariably, the coins that remain are hard to sell.

The best possible deal for you is to sell your collection intact, even if it
means taking a discount to do so. That way, you don’t have to worry over
many of the issues addressed in this chapter, or at least you only have to
worry about them afterward.
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If you can’t strike a deal to sell your collection intact, you can avoid cherry-
picking by selling from the bottom (focusing your energies on selling the
lowest quality, least valuable coins first and saving the best and most valu-
able coins for last). The practice you get selling from the bottom will serve
you well when the time comes to sell your best coins. By then, you’ll have the
experience of a seasoned veteran, and no one will be able to stand against
you in a negotiation.

Remain patient
Patience is, indeed, a virtue when it comes to selling coins. Sometimes, coins
simply take time to sell. Many factors affect how quickly (or slowly) you can
sell your coins: market condition, dealers’ inventory levels, dealers’ and 
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The 20/50/30 rule
You may have already heard claims about how
coins are as liquid as stocks and bonds — in
other words, how they sell quickly at full market
prices. Don’t believe it! That may be true for cer-
tain generic coins that enjoy close buy and sell
prices, but most coins take time to sell. In some
cases, it may be months or years before you find
the right buyer.

Ron came up with the 20/50/30 rule to illustrate
the liquidity of most coin collections. Here’s how
his rule works:

� Twenty percent of the collection will sell
right away. Why? Either because you
undergraded or underpriced the coins, or
because the coins are rarities or in-demand
coins. Selling these coins requires little or
no work.

� Fifty percent of the collection will take a
little bit longer to sell. These coins are right
on the money and grade, but you just have
to wait for the right buyer. You may have to
put the coins on a price list, walk the col-
lection around to dealers at shows, call cer-
tain customers, or run the coins through an

online auction. Selling these coins requires
a fair amount of time and effort.

� Thirty percent of the collection will lan-
guish and be very difficult to sell. These are
the problem coins, the cheap junk, the odd
and unusual stuff for which there is no
demand, or stuff that is so common that
every collector already has what you’re
offering (dealers call these types of coins
spillage). Selling these coins requires a lot
of time or a willingness to reduce the price
enough to attract wholesale dealers. In
most cases, the profit of a deal is tied up in
these types of coins, so you have a desire
to sell the coins as quickly as possible bal-
anced against a need to get the best possi-
ble price.

You can’t figure the profit on a collection until
every coin is sold. Until then, you don’t have real
profits; you have paper profits. If you’re familiar
with the stock market, you know that paper
profits mean nothing until you finally sell the
stock.
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collectors’ cash positions, the state of the general economy, and so on. Even
after you strike a deal to sell your coins, you may have to finance the deal to
make it work, adding more time to the day that you finally get your money.

Keeping Good Records
Under the current U.S. tax code, you’re required to pay a tax on the difference
between what you paid for your coin and the selling price. Be sure to keep
accurate records when you buy a coin and again when you sell it:

� On the buying side, keep a record of the purchase date, the purchase
price, how you paid for the coin (cash, check, credit card, and so on)
and from whom you purchased the coin.

� On the selling side, keep a record of the sale date, the sale price, and to
whom you sold the coin. Be sure to record all transactions — losses can
be offset against gains to reduce your total income.

If you don’t have such records, you’ll be assessed a higher tax, penalties, and
interest if your income tax return is audited. If you have questions hire a cer-
tified public account (CPA), a competent tax expert, or a financial planner.

For more information on coins and taxes, check out Chapter 23.

Donating the Rest
If, despite all our advice, you end up with a bunch of coins that you can’t 
sell, consider donating them to a charitable organization (specifically, a
numismatic charitable organization). A charitable donation accomplishes
three things:

� You get rid of all your coins.

� The charitable organization gets something to display or sell.

� You get a nice tax deduction.

Depending on the value of the coins you’re donating, you may have to obtain
an independent appraisal to support your deduction. For more details, con-
tact a tax professional or go to www.irs.gov and search on Publication 526.
(The title of the document is “Charitable Contributions,” but searching on the
publication by number is best.) Note: If you prefer, you can call 800-829-3676
and have the publication mailed to you.
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Chapter 22

Selling Your Coins on
Consignment or at Auction

In This Chapter
� Selling through dealers on consignment

� Choosing a dealer to consign to

� Deciding whether auctions are right for you

� Choosing a numismatic auction house

� Negotiating auction terms and signing the contract

If you’ve wisely decided against selling your coins by yourself (see Chapter
21), you still have two options: having a coin dealer sell your collection on

consignment or selling your coins at public auction. In this chapter, we offer
guidance on both.

Selling on Consignment
Selling your collection through a dealer can save you a lot of time and trou-
ble, especially if you can find a dealer who is well-connected in the market
and who has a large stable of wealthy clients. Perhaps that sounds merce-
nary, but if ever there is a time to be mercenary, this is it.

You want a dealer who knows how to market coins and who has customers
for your coins. If a coin dealer is weak in either of those areas, find another
dealer.

Understanding coin consignments 
Wouldn’t it be great if you could find someone to sell your coins for you?
Someone who would contact people, display your coins in a shop or office
setting, pay the insurance, take your collection to coin shows, supply 
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security, handle all the sales and record-keeping, consult with you on a regu-
lar basis — and do all this for a small commission?

This ideal scenario is called selling on consignment, a popular and oft-used
method that, when handled properly, gives you almost complete control over
the sale of your coins. You set the prices, you determine what counteroffers
to accept, and you decide the pace at which the coins are sold. Selling on
consignment gives you flexibility, the opportunity to adjust your strategy as
time goes by, and access to the expert advice of a numismatic professional.

Coin dealers like selling on consignment because it expands their inventory
with no investment or cash layout, they incur no risk, and they have a chance
to make some extra money with a little extra effort. The opportunity cost to a
dealer is minimal — they already have an established business, they already
spend most of their time dealing in coins, and they already go to coin shows
regularly.

Agreeing on a commission
What ends up going into or coming out of your pockets is the most important
number in any consignment arrangement. Another word for this number is
commission, or the fee that is paid for the successful sale of a coin. A commis-
sion can be a flat fee (typically for an expensive coin) or a percentage of the
selling price. Either way, the commission is worked out in advance between
the buyer and the seller. Naturally, dealers try to negotiate the highest possi-
ble commission (increasing what ends up going into their pockets) and col-
lectors try to negotiate the lowest possible commission (decreasing what
ends up coming out of their pockets).

Finding a fair commission
Fairness is in the eye of the beholder, so to speak. Fairness has more to do
with perception than it has to do with money. The commission level must be
set high enough so that the dealer has an incentive to actively promote your
collection. Otherwise, the dealer directs all his energies into selling other
coins, relegating yours to the background. The perfect commission is one
that the dealer is happy to accept and you’re happy to pay.

Looking at typical commissions
Consignment selling is nothing new, so what does a typical commission look
like? The answer depends on what type of coins you have for sale. Some
coins, by their very nature, require great effort to sell, while others require
little or no effort. Obviously, the harder-to-sell coins command a higher fee,
while the easy stuff deserves a lower commission.
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A good, across-the-board commission rate, and one that most dealers use in
most consignment arrangements is 10 percent to 15 percent of the selling
price. For the odd, slow-moving stuff, they normally charge 15 percent to 
20 percent. And for fast-moving, easy-to-sell, high-dollar coins, they charge
less (closer to 5 percent). You and your dealer must work out your own
arrangement.

Choosing a dealer
Selling on consignment isn’t just about money; it’s about finding someone
who will work hard to sell your coins. A good dealer is interested in maximiz-
ing the total value of your collection. After all, if you’re paying the dealer a
percentage of sales, the higher the value, the more money the dealer makes.

When selecting a dealer, look for someone who can advise you on grading
issues and who can help you set prices. You may already have established a
good relationship over the years with a coin dealer as you built your collec-
tion. Even so, now that you’re selling, ask yourself the following questions:

� Is this the person I want to handle my collection?

� Can I trust this person to work in my best interests?

� Will this person market my collection aggressively?

� Does this person have access to retail markets in addition to wholesale
markets?

� Is this person respected in the marketplace?

� Is this person or company financially strong and stable?

� Will this person provide references from other collectors whom he has
helped in the past with similar situations?

� Does this person or company have adequate security and insurance to
protect my collection against theft or loss?

Many small coin dealers carry little or no insurance to protect against loss.
When you ask about insurance, don’t just accept the answer; insist on seeing
the policy and verify with the insurance company that the policy is valid and
current. Determine what losses and thefts are covered — often, the coverage
for coins during transport to and from coin shows has a deductible or
requires special security measures. If your dealer doesn’t have adequate
insurance to protect your coins, look elsewhere.

Selling your coins via consignment is an easy, no-hands approach, but it still
requires some effort on your part. You need to find a dealer you can trust and
who will go the extra mile to sell your coins for you. If you do your homework
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properly, the rest of the process is a piece of cake. Just sit back, relax, and
wait for the money to come rolling in.

Auctioning Your Coins
Are rare coin auctions the best way to sell your collection? We suspect that if
you asked that question of famous collectors, they’d all extol the virtues of
selling their respective collections at auction. Each year hundreds of less-
famous collectors sell their coins at public auction, indicating the high level
of faith in this age-old selling method. A quick glance at numismatic history
reveals that most of the great collections of the past were sold at auction and
that most price records have been set at auction (see Chapter 24).

Selling your coins at auction can be an exciting and profitable experience.
Just having someone else do all the work makes the commissions worth
every penny!

Deciding whether auctions 
are right for you
Auction houses lure consignors with the potential for runaway prices. That’s
why the headline of every post-auction press release points out the extraordi-
nary and unexpected prices that were realized in the sale. That’s also why
you often see comparisons between presale estimates and the final selling
price, always showcasing the coins that realized the biggest premiums.

Clearly, some coins and some collections are perfect candidates for selling at
auction. Others are not. How can you tell the difference? This section can help.

Do you have the right stuff?
The key is in the word potential. A coin with potential is one that, for reasons
of value or condition, has a chance at achieving a premium price at auction.
Table 22-1 illustrates what we mean.

Table 22-1 The Potential for Runaway Prices
Coin Grade Value Potential at Auction

1914-D Lincoln cent Very Fine $250 None. This is a popular 
coin that’s easy to sell 
for close to its full value
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Coin Grade Value Potential at Auction

1914-D Lincoln cent Gem Red $11,000 Lots. If this coin 
Uncirculated has any chance of being 

an MS-66, the price will 
triple!

1953-S Franklin Extremely Fine $3.75 None. The value is too 
half dollar low.

1953-S Franklin MS-65 full $10,000 Lots. An MS-66 example 
half dollar bell lines with full bell lines sold 

for $69,000.

1905 $20 gold piece Extremely Fine $475 None. Take out the 
auction commission, and 
you probably end up with 
less than if you sold it 
yourself.

1905 $20 gold piece Choice $13,000 Lots. This is a scarce 
Uncirculated date that becomes very 

rare in high grades. One 
additional grade point 
makes this coin worth 
over $20,000.

Do you have a long enough time line?
By their very nature, auctions take longer than other methods of selling.
Table 22-2 provides a rough time line.

Table 22-2 A Typical Auction Time Line
When What to Expect

60 days before the auction A deadline is set for consignments.

45 days before the auction The catalog is completed and sent to the 
printer.

35 days before the auction The finished catalog is mailed to potential 
bidders. The coins are shown to potential 
buyers at the auctioneer’s office and coin 
shows around the country.

0 to 30 days before the auction Absentee bids are received.

(continued)
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Table 22-2 (continued)
When What to Expect

Day of the auction Your coins sell for fabulous prices!

30 days after the auction All bidders must have paid for their purchases.

45 days after the auction You receive payment, less the commission. Any 
unsold items are returned to you at this time.

Based on this time line, it takes 105 days from the time you consign your
coins until you receive the final settlement check. If you can’t wait that long,
auctions aren’t for you.

Choosing a numismatic auction house
After you decide to sell your coins at auction, the next step is to choose an
auction house. Here are the major numismatic auction houses in the United
States:

� Bowers & Merena Auctions, 18061 Fitch, Irvine, CA 92614 (phone:
800-458-4646 or 949-253-0916; Web: www.bowersandmerena.com):
Owned by Spectrum Numismatics and run by veteran Steve Deeds, 
B&M as it’s known in the trade, regularly runs fine auctions.

� Heritage Auction Galleries, 3500 Maple Ave., Dallas, TX 75219 (phone:
800-872-6467; Web: www.ha.com): Heritage is the undisputed largest
coin auctioneer in the world, with at least a 50 percent market share,
over 300,000 bidders, and over 20,000 visitors to its Web site every day.
Add an archive of over 1 million coins, and Heritage is a valuable resource
for collectors of every stripe. Numismatists Steve Ivy and James Halperin
can and do regularly sell every kind of numismatic property known to
man. Coin dealers and collectors everywhere recognize their phone-
book-size catalogs that seem to be issued almost weekly.

� Ira & Larry Goldberg Auctioneers, 350 S. Beverly Dr., Suite 350, Beverly
Hills, CA 90212 (phone: 800-978-2646 or 310-551-2646; Web: www.gold
bergcoins.com): Essentially the first original California auctioneers,
dating from the 1930s, the Goldbergs regularly run first-class auctions in
the Los Angeles area.

� Lyn Knight Currency Auctions, P.O. Box 7364, Overland Park, KS 66207
(phone: 800-243-5211 or 913-338-3779; Web: www.lynknight.com): Lyn
Knight Currency Auctions is the only auction house in the United States
that specializes exclusively in U.S. and world bank notes and currency.
Lyn and Debbie Knight and their son, Eric, auction more paper money
than any other auction house in the United States — probably in the
world.
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� Smythe, 2 Rector St., 12th Floor, New York, NY 10006 (phone: 800-622-1880
or 212-943-1880; Web: www.smytheonline.com): An institution since
1880, Smythe regularly sells all manner of coins and paper money. It has
been run by Stephen Goldsmith for as long as we can remember — and
we weren’t born yesterday.

� Stacks, 123 W. 57th St., New York, NY 10019 (phone: 800-566-2580 or
212-582-2580; Web: www.stacks.com): Stacks is the oldest operating
coin auction company under its original management. Stacks, with its
lengthy, impeccable reputation, has been selling coins in public auctions
since the 1930s. Harvey and Larry Stack have combined with David
Bowers to produce their usual fine catalog and have many and well-
attended sales.

� Superior Galleries, 9478 W. Olympic Blvd., Beverly Hills, CA 90212
(phone: 800-421-0754, 800-545-1001, or 310-203-9855; Web: www.sgbh.
com): Owned and run by legendary numismatic powerhouse Silvano
DiGenova, Superior Galleries regularly issues a well-made catalog with
unusually fine pictures.

Auction house, auction firm, and auction company — all these terms describe
the same thing.

Take great care in choosing a firm to sell your coins. After all, this is your
legacy — the collection you’ve spent years building, improving, and protect-
ing. But how do you choose? What should you look for? What’s important?
What’s not? Here’s what to look for in an auction house:

� Relationships: An auction firm, no matter how large, is made up of indi-
viduals. Know who you’re dealing with and whether you feel comfort-
able working with them. If you’ve dealt with this firm before, either as a
buyer or as a seller, what was the experience like?

As the process moves along, you may be dealing with catalogers, pho-
tographers, marketers, and accountants. Do you know who they are?
Can you work with them?

� Name recognition: Pick a name-brand auction house (one of the ones
we list earlier in this section).

The buzz in the business can tell you a lot about a company. Don’t be
afraid to ask around for people’s opinions. This kind of information if
what you won’t get from any promotional brochure, and it’s the informa-
tion you need.

� Longevity: How long has the company been around? We don’t care what
anyone tells you — it takes a long time to build a steady clientele of
loyal, sophisticated, and aggressive buyers.

� Orientation toward numismatics: If you’re selling coins, pick an auction
house that sells coins or paper money, or your collection will appear
along with Persian rugs, estate jewelry, or an old toy collection.
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� Numismatic expertise: The quality of the descriptions of your coins
depends entirely upon the expertise of the people who catalog them.
Can or will the company make the effort to determine whether your
coins are rare varieties (slight differences between coins of the same
type that can often be quite valuable), and does the company have the
numismatic library to research the coins in your collection?

� Presentation: Each auction firm employs its own special ways of pre-
senting your collection to its buyers. Your goal should be to get as close
to the high-end presentation as possible. A quick look at the company’s
previous catalogs should give you a good idea of how your collection
will be presented.

� Financial stability: After your coins are sold, will you get paid? Has the
company ever been late paying consignors? Discreet inquiries with deal-
ers or collectors you know can alert you to any recent developments on
the financial front.

� Internet presence: Does the auction company have a presence on the
Web? Will your collection be marketed on the company’s Web site as
well as in print form? How many people visit the company’s site each
month? Will other auctions be presented on the Web site that may
detract from your sale?

� Where your coins will be sold: The ultimate location for a coin auction
is one where there are already many potential buyers (at a coin show,
for example) or where it is convenient for buyers to travel to and from
(any major city).You want it to be as easy and convenient as possible for
buyers to attend the sale of your coins.

� When your coins will be sold: Most auction firms hold several sales a
year. In which sale will your coins appear? Will they be sold in the next
available sale? Will your collection be split up over two or more sales?
At what time of day will your coins be sold? Will your coins be sold during
the day, when dealers are busy at the coin show, or at night when they’re
most likely to be at the sale?

� Insurance: What happens if your coins are lost or stolen while in the
auction company’s possession? Will they be insured? If so, for what
value: wholesale, retail, the stated value on your contract, or some 
other value?

Negotiating auction terms
Auction companies make their money by charging commissions. In Chapter
18, we introduce you to buyer’s fees, which are the commissions charged to
the buyer at auction. In this section, we explain the fees that are charged 
to the consignor (the person whose items are being sold at auction — 
that’s you!).
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Seller’s fees
Most auction houses charge consignors a flat fee, called a seller’s fee, that’s
usually a small percentage of what the items actually bring at the sale. The
standard fee ranges from nothing on large, important, and valuable consign-
ments of fine coin collections, up to 20 percent on large accumulations of
undesirable coins. Suppose the consignor agrees to pay a 10 percent commis-
sion to the auction house. If the auctioneer hammers down the coin for $250,
the consignor gets $225 ($250 less 10 percent of $250).

Always try to negotiate for the lowest possible seller’s fee, understanding
that the auction company may tie its cataloging and marketing efforts to the
amount of commissions it receives. In other words, don’t shoot yourself in
the foot by cutting the commission so close to the bone that the auction
house has little incentive to promote your coins.

Seller’s fees depend, in large part, on the value of individual coins and on the
value of your collection as a whole. A $20,000 collection consisting of 5 coins
may qualify for a lower, 15 percent commission than a $20,000 collection of
130 coins at 20 percent, because less work is involved with the first collec-
tion. You can generally expect to pay a lower commission for a $100,000 col-
lection than for a $20,000 collection.

Some of the more aggressive companies have been known to pay a negative
seller’s fee. Instead of charging you a commission, they actually pay you a
commission to sell your coins. For example, the seller may receive 105 per-
cent of the hammer price. Essentially, the auction house is giving a part of the
buyer’s fee back to you. Auction houses can do this on very important coins
or extremely valuable consignments.

Reserve bids and buyback fees
We recommend placing reserve bids on any of your coins that have signifi-
cant value. A reserve bid represents the least amount of money you’re willing
to accept for a particular coin. Reserve bids ensure that your coins don’t sell
for less than they’re worth. A buyback fee is the commission (often reduced)
that you pay if you buy back your own coin.

By exercising a reserve bid, you prevent someone else from buying the coin
cheaply, and you prevent the auction company from making its normal com-
mission. On the other hand, if you buy back your own coin, you should not
be responsible for both the buyer’s fee and the seller’s fee, especially if the
auction company fails to get a reasonable price for your coin.

To compromise, auction houses offer reduced buyback fees that give you the
opportunity to protect your coins at a rate that discourages you from setting
the reserve price too high.
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The goal is to sell your coin, not buy it back. Set your reserve bids at a rea-
sonable level so that your coin is sold. Here’s an example: Your contract calls
for a 10 percent seller’s fee, with a buyback rate of a flat 8 percent. Your coin
has a retail value of $200, the coin has a presale estimate of $180 to $200, and
you set a reserve price of $160 because you’ve already been offered that
much for the coin by another dealer. Table 22-3 gives you a look at how the
fees work at various levels.

Table 22-3 Your Profit After Fees Are Paid
Hammer Seller’s Fee Buyback Fee Resale Price Net
Price (10 Percent) (8 Percent)

$125 $0 $10 $160 $150

$150 $0 $12 $160 $148

$160 (reserve) $16 $0 — $144

$170 $17 $0 — $153

$180 $18 $0 — $162

$200 $20 $0 — $180

Notice that when a bidder hits your reserve price, the coin is considered sold
and the full seller’s fee kicks in. As you can see, the fees really impact the end
result. To equal the previous offer of $160, your coin has to sell for just under
$180 at auction, plus you have to wait all that extra time.

Table 22-3 reinforces our earlier points:

� Not all coins are suitable for auction.

� Try to get the lowest possible seller’s fees and buyback fees.

� Set reasonable reserve bids.

Hidden fees
Watch out for hidden fees that can stack up against you. For example, some
companies charge small fees for photography, page space (the amount of
space devoted to each coin’s description), and insurance. You may be asked
to pay a lotting (a flat fee for each individual listing in the sale catalog).

Don’t pay any of ’em. All these fees should be covered by the seller’s fee. If
not, time to shop around for another company.
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Signing a contract
The law in all states requires the auction company to provide a written agree-
ment or contract specifying the terms and conditions negotiated between
you and the company. Be sure to read the contract carefully. Read every 
section. Look for hidden fees and do not sign blank contracts.

If you don’t understand a provision of the contract, ask the auction company
to explain it to you. If you still don’t understand what you’re signing, consult
an attorney.

A list of the coins you’re going to sell and any reserves will be part of the con-
tract. Any promises made to you that are not written into the contract are no
longer considered part of this deal, so if you need to make adjustments or
changes to the contract, make them before you sign it.

After you sign the contract, you’re bound by its terms and conditions.

Giving your coins a helping hand
After you sign the contract and your coins are safe in the hands of the auc-
tion company, your job is far from over. After all, you have a vested interest
in seeing that your coins do well. Following are a couple tips that help pro-
mote the sale of your coins:

� Share your knowledge. While the sale catalog is being produced, offer
the auction company anecdotal information that may make your coins
more valuable. For example, you may have pedigree information that
links your coin to a famous collection or a sale in which you paid a
record price for your coin. Old sale envelopes or contemporary docu-
ments help create a story that may excite a potential buyer. If you have
technical information about your coins, provide it to the auction house.
Anything you know — like die-variety information, coin weights, or
unusual characteristics — may make a big difference in the final selling
price.

� Shout from the mountaintops. “Hey, those are my coins coming up for
sale!” Let all your family, friends, members of your coin club, and other
numismatic buddies know that your coins will be sold at auction.
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Chapter 23

Coin Investments, Taxes, 
and the Law

In This Chapter
� Seeing coins as an investment

� Making sense of coins and the current tax law

Some collectors take their hobby and passion very seriously and spend
large sums of money on their collections. Whenever you start spending a

lot of money on a collection, you should consider it an investment and follow
some basic rules to save yourself grief — and taxes — whenever possible.
With a little planning and by following a few basic rules, you can reduce the
impact of taxes on profits and the aggravation that goes along with taxes —
all while staying within the law.

Investing in Coins
Are coins an investment? Some people, including us, say yes; others say no.

The rare coin investment market, like all other investment markets, has suf-
fered from misinformation and hype over the past 40 years. Although coins
are subject to boom and bust cycles (just like all other investments), more
than a few collectors have made their fortunes investing in rare coins. In this
section, we introduce the subject of investing in coins.

This subject is a huge one — one we can’t cover in detail in this book — and
you should always exercise caution when investing your money (whether in
coins, stocks, or your cousin’s Internet startup).

Two serious statistical studies have been written and published on the sub-
ject of coins as investments in recent years. The first study (well researched
and written by a chartered financial analyst, Dr. Robert Brown) was published
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in the Journal of Financial Planning in August 2005. Brown’s research concluded
that U.S. coins offered a 9.8 percent compounded rate of return on investments
over 30 years, and he provided the facts to prove his conclusions.

The only other published report on this subject, to our knowledge, was writ-
ten by Neil and Silvano DiGenova and published in 2007 in The Investor’s Guide
to United States Coins (Coin & Currency Institute). The coins in the portfolios
they studied were hand-picked by numismatist DiGenova in his published rec-
ommendations over 20 years ago. The senior researcher in this study was Dr.
Jason Perry of the Federal Reserve Bank of Boston. He and Neil concluded
that the rare coins in the DiGenova portfolios offered a 9.5 percent com-
pounded rate of return over the same period and, in this case, with the lowest
risk of any similar investment. They provided the facts to prove their conclu-
sions. Since the study was conducted, the market has been up strongly and
these return rates have turned out to be the conservative end of the statistics.
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The history of coin investments
The first major bull coin market was from 1972
until 1975, the period directly after silver was
removed from coins and the United States went
off the silver standard. Collectable coins were
no longer to be found in circulation. By 1975, the
federal government lifted the regulation of the
private ownership of gold put in place in 1933,
and the coin market went into high gear.

In the summer of 1979, an energy crisis was fol-
lowed by double-digit inflation. Silver went to
almost $50 and gold peaked at over $850.
Between 1975 and 1980, the price of rare coins
tripled. In January 1981, the coin market peaked,
having doubled again between 1979 and 1980.
The first rare coin investment fund, put together
in 1977, sold off in early 1980, showing over 600
percent profits.

In 1986, the first of the large coin funds entered
the market, buying $7 million worth of rare
coins. Seven other major funds and countless
smaller funds came into the market thereafter,
buying at least $300 million worth of coins
between them. Sadly, between taking profits,
the first Gulf War, and a 500-point drop in the
stock market, the coin investment market died
a quick death in 1990.

As the market settled down, collectors came
back in to buy the coins at their new bargain
prices. The market hit bottom in 1995 and has
been heading up, albeit slowly, ever since. In
2000, coin investors again began to enter the
coin market in numbers, and combined with the
small army of newly minted millionaires from the
stock market, the coin market for rare or quality
coins has been in a bull stage for over seven
years (as of this writing), although the low end
or common parts of it may be still soft.

In 1999, the U.S. Mint started selling the 50 State
Quarters, quickly followed by many other com-
memorative coins, adding some 130 million col-
lectors to the hobby. These new collectors
really gave the coin business a shot in the arm.
A rare coin sold for over $7 million in 2006,
another at $5 million in 2007, and several dozen
at over $1 million each. In 2006, the total coin
market traded coins in excess of $12 billion,
effectively establishing rare U.S. coins as the
largest and most popular collectable. And now
that inflation is officially back, the already good
market in coins is bound to get even better over
time.
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Coins are an excellent vehicle for the investor who is a speculator or who
wants to diversify. The rare coin market has taken some pretty wild swings in
the past two decades, which means that you could have made big profits if
you bought at or near the bottom of the market and sold at or near the top of
the market. In Chapter 24, we list a couple of very expensive coins that sold
for a lot more money the second time they appeared on the market, even if it
was only a few years after their first appearance. By the same token, if you
bought coins at the top of the market in 1989, you may have faced some pretty
heavy losses just a few years later, depending on what you purchased.

If you’re looking at coins as an investment, look for a coin dealer who special-
izes in that field. Coins are speculative vehicles, and this book is not the venue
to discuss all the pros and cons of investing in rare coins in depth. But make
no mistake about it: There has been a coin investment market for almost 40
years and, as of this writing, it’s in very good health.

Coins and Taxes
The last thing you want to think about when you’re getting into your hobby
of coin collecting is paying taxes. But taxes are a part of a coin collector’s life,
so you need to be aware of the laws.

Taxes are a huge subject, worthy of entire books — like Taxes For Dummies,
written by Eric Tyson, Margaret Atkins Munro, and David J. Silverman
(Wiley), and updated every year to reflect the most current tax laws. Work
with your tax accountant or attorney to make sure you’re following the law,
but not paying more than you’re required to.

Investments in retirement accounts
Neil sold rare coins as an investment between 1972 and 1990. By the end of
that period, the banking and savings-and-loan lobbies had succeeded in
changing the tax code so that investment in coins in retirement plans was 
no longer allowed. And that is where the situation remains today.

The current tax law in the investment in collectables is in the U.S. tax code
title 26, section 408(m).

In general, you can no longer invest in any collectable — including rare 
coins — in any individually directed retirement account, because any collec-
table in such an account will be treated as a distribution and subject to all
taxes and withdrawal penalties, which defeats the purpose of retirement
accounts in the first place.
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The sole exception to this rule was enacted in the Taxpayer Relief Act of 1997,
which restored the right to invest in precious metals but not rare coins. The
catch: You must invest in U.S. gold American Eagle coins issued by the U.S.
Mint in 1-ounce, 1⁄2-ounce, or 1⁄4-ounce coins, or the similar coins issued in silver.

You can, however, invest in a limited partnership or a rare coin fund that
issues shares in ownership. This is the only other way to invest in coins 
that we’re aware of.

When you invest in coins outside of a retirement account the only difference
is that you are using after-tax money, while retirement accounts always use
pretax dollars, which is a big consideration.

Like-kind exchanges
A like-kind exchange is a legal way to defer taxes on profits. Coin investors
who trade in U.S. coins as an investment for profit can use this section of the
law to their advantage.

Like-kind exchanges are covered under section 1031 of the U.S. tax code. You
can read more about the law at www.irs.gov/pub/irs-pdf/f8824.pdf
(or request Form 8824 from www.irs.gov). You can read the U.S. tax code
itself by going to www.irs.gov/taxpros/article/0,,id=98137,00.
html and searching on the section number (in this case, section 1031).

The intention of section 1031 is to encourage investors to reinvest the profits
in real property that they make investing. In order for an investment to qual-
ify as a nontaxable, like-kind exchange, the following conditions must be met:

� There must be an exchange of property.

� The property sold must qualify for a like-kind exchange.

� The property purchased must qualify for a like-kind exchange.

� The exchange must be held for use as an investment.

The basic concept works like this: You invest in a rare coin. The coin has to
be designated as investment property, and all the appropriate records must
be kept, preferably by a certified public accountant (CPA). When the value of
the coin has increased to the point where you feel you should take your
profit, you sell the coins and the proceeds are held by your accountant or
lawyer in escrow. You then have 45 days to identify the new coin(s) you’re
going to purchase and 180 days to complete the actual transaction. In this
way, you can sell the coins that have increased in value and spend the money
on other coins you feel would be a better investment.

Specifically, you cannot sell gold or silver bullion, and buy rare coins, or the
reverse, because gold bullion and gold rare coins do not qualify as a like-kind

316 Part V: Selling Coins and Minding the Law 

31_222751 ch23.qxp  11/15/07  3:16 PM  Page 316



property exchange. You can trade one kind of gold bullion for another kind of
gold bullion, or gold bullion and silver bullion. You can trade U.S. gold rare
coins for U.S. silver or copper rare coins.

In either case, the taxes are different from capital gains taxes (see “Income
taxes,” later in this chapter), but your profits are not exempt from all taxes.
This is an important point: When you sell your coins and convert them to cash,
if you don’t reinvest the cash in another like-kind exchange, the accumulated
profits from all the trading profits become capital gains and are taxable.

Sales taxes
In most states, rare coins are subject to sales taxes for purchase prices under
$1,000, and are free of all sales taxes in larger purchases. In New York State,
for example, rare coins are treated as a commodity and are, therefore, exempt
from the entire issue of local or state sales tax.

In Wisconsin, the sale of coins is treated like a pawn-shop transaction and
every sale is reported to the police. Clearly, you can’t buy or sell coins in 
any state with laws like that.

To find information on your own state’s sales tax and coins, contact the
Secretary of State in your state and ask for the appropriate tax unit.

Income taxes
Under current state and U.S. income tax laws, all profits on coins or bullion
sold that have been reduced to cash and not reinvested (see “Like-kind
exchanges,” earlier in this chapter) are taxable. Do not let anyone tell you 
different.

If you keep careful records of the cost of your coins and the cost of the acqui-
sition of the coins, you can reduce your taxes.

Capital gains taxes are the difference between an asset’s purchase price and
selling price if the difference is positive and the asset was owned for more
than six months. Capital gains tax can reach as high as 28 percent but is lower
than taxable income in the owner’s scheduled tax bracket for taxable income.

Although it may be difficult for the Internal Revenue Service to catch tax
cheats who invest in rare coins, somehow they manage to catch just enough
of them every year for us to strongly suggest that you declare and pay your
taxes. Several coin dealers are currently in jail for income tax evasion — and
we know you don’t want to meet them in the clink.

317Chapter 23: Coin Investments, Taxes, and the Law

31_222751 ch23.qxp  11/15/07  3:16 PM  Page 317



318 Part V: Selling Coins and Minding the Law 

31_222751 ch23.qxp  11/15/07  3:16 PM  Page 318



Part VI
The Part of Tens
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In this part . . .

Everyone has his favorite something or other, but in
this part, we get to tell you ours. Although short and

sweet, the three chapters in this section contain some of
the most fun material in this book.

We start off by introducing the ten most valuable U.S.
coins. You may be surprised at how valuable rare coins
have become in recent years! (Hint: The most valuable
U.S. coin is worth well over $7 million.)

Next, we list our ten favorite U.S. coin designs. These are
some of the prettiest and most intriguing designs ever to
appear on any coins ever made anywhere in the world.
That’s quite a statement, isn’t it? Check ’em out for your-
self and see whether you agree.

Finally, we end by giving you ten surefire ways to get your
kids involved in coin collecting. Every kid needs a hobby.
Why not give your kids one that will teach them some-
thing, provide hours of entertainment, and last a lifetime?
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Chapter 24

The Ten Most Valuable U.S. Coins
In This Chapter
� Introducing the coins that dreams are made of

� Looking at the ten most valuable U.S. coins — and recognizing that this list changes 
regularly

Back when we were youngsters, only a few coins sold for over $10,000,
and it was rare, indeed, for a coin to bring over $25,000 at auction. Not

so anymore! Million-dollar coins are almost common. Blame it on inflation, an
influx of investors, or plain-old excitement about coins, but prices for rare
coins have gone through the roof. Because the coin market is always in flux,
any really rare coin could come up for sale tomorrow and set a new record.

1933 Double Eagle ($7,590,020)
With the collapse of the economy in 1929, President Franklin Roosevelt was
forced to take drastic measures to save the economy. In 1933, he ordered the
nationalization of all gold reserves in the United States, which included all
gold in coin or bar form not licensed for use by jewelers and coins without
numismatic value. In 1934, Congress passed the Reserve Gold Act, demonetiz-
ing federal Gold Certificates and U.S. Treasury Notes payable in gold.

In late 1932 and early 1933, the U.S. Mint had manufactured 445,500 Double
Eagle coins dated 1933. Other than two coins transferred to the Smithsonian
Institution at the request of the Treasury Department, coin collectors assumed
that all 1933 dated Double Eagles had been melted along with the all the unis-
sued Double Eagles (including most 1920-S, 1921, 1927-D, 1927-S, 1929, 1930-S,
1931, 1931-D, and 1932 dated coins, and most of the 1933 Eagles). All told, the
U.S. Mint melted at least 12 million gold coins of various dates that it had on
hand or recovered unissued.

As many as 24 of the 1933 Double Eagles were removed from the mint without
the knowledge of mint officials, probably by U.S. Mint Cashier George McCann.
He replaced the coins he took with Double Eagles of other dates, because the
mint had both the correct count and weight of the coins when they were
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melted. McCann’s coins went to Philadelphia jeweler Israel Switt, who resold
more than ten of them to collectors. At least seven of these, and perhaps ten,
were recovered by the Secret Service in the 1940s. Another ten coins were
surrendered by Switt’s granddaughter just a few years ago, and the owner-
ship of those coins is currently being disputed in court (as of this writing).

One of the 1933 coins was acquired by King Farouk of Egypt, probably from
Switt through a well-known New York City dealer in 1944. To comply with the
law, Farouk’s agents received an export license from the U.S. Treasury with-
out the knowledge of the Secret Service. In 1952, Colonel Abdel Nasser over-
threw Farouk in an army coup, and all the king’s personal property, coin
collection included, was eventually sold at public auctions run by Sotheby’s.
The last time anyone saw the coin was before that auction.

That coin once owned by Farouk reappeared in New York in 2000 when a
British coin dealer was arrested by the Secret Service. He insisted that his
coin had come from Farouk, and because no one could disprove him, the
criminal charges were dropped. The issue of ownership went to civil court,
where the case was settled out of court, the ownership being split by the
British dealer and the U.S. government, so that the coin could then legally be
sold. The U.S. Treasury monetized the coin, thereby making it the only legal-
tender 1933 Double Eagle in the world. In July 2003, Stack’s, a New York coin
auction house, sold the 1933 Double Eagle to the agent of an unknown buyer
for $6,600,000, plus the 15 percent buyer’s premium. It has been said an addi-
tional $20 was needed to “monetize” the face value of the coin. The final cost
of the coin was $7,590,020.

1913 Liberty Nickel ($5,000,000)
The Eliasberg coin, one of only five known of this date, was sold by Superior
Galleries (Goldberg’s) on March 9, 2001, in its American Numismatic
Association 2001 National Money Show Auction for $1,600,000.

In 2007, this same coin was sold by Laura Sperber, the preeminent female
numismatist in the United States, for a reported price of $5,000,000 to an
anonymous West Coast buyer through his California agent.

1804 Bust Dollar ($4,140,000)
In 1999, a phenomenal coin known as the Childs 1804 silver dollar came on
the market. Up to that time, only three U.S. coins had ever sold for over
$1,000,000 at auction. Because the Childs example was the finest 1804 silver
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dollar in existence of the 12 known, there was considerable speculation as to
what it might bring. At the time, the Eliasberg 1804 silver dollar was the top-
priced coin at $1,800,000. In less than two minutes, the Childs coin sold for
$3,600,000. With the buyer’s fee of 15 percent, the total price came to
$4,140,000 — a new record that more than doubled the previous record.

1787 Brasher Doubloon EB 
on Breast ($2,990,000)

The Brasher Doubloon is the only American-made gold coinage made with
the intention of circulating it as currency and is, therefore, often considered
America’s first gold coin and among the rarest and most important of all colo-
nial coinage or Americana. This is a unique specimen with the EB punch on
the eagle’s breast, called the Bushnell specimen for its appearance in the 1882
Chapmen sale of the Bushnell collection. It was formerly in the Garrett collec-
tion at John Hopkins University and was sold by Heritage Galleries in the
Gold Rush collection.

1787 Brasher Doubloon EB 
on Wing ($2,990,000)

This coin is the famous Lorin Parmellee specimen of the Brasher Doubloon
with the EB stamp on the wing, one of six known of this variety. It traces its
history back to such famous coin dealers as Edward Cogen and was first
noted in the Elliot Woodward sale in October 1864. It was owned at one time
by Andrew Zabriskie, B. G. Johnson, F. C. C. Boyd, and Yale University, and
was sold by Heritage Galleries in the Gold Rush collection for $2,990,000.

1927-D Double Eagle ($1,897,000)
The 1927-D was generally considered the rarest and most valuable Saint-
Gaudens Double Eagle until the appearance of the sole 1933 a couple of years
ago. It still is the absolute rarest date of the series. Of the original mintage of
180,000, there are just seven coins currently certified, which is in line with
numismatist and author David Akers’s published estimate of maybe 10 to 12
known, or Low R-7 Extremely Rare. Rarely offered and always in demand, this
one was sold by Heritage Galleries for $1,897,000.

323Chapter 24: The Ten Most Valuable U.S. Coins

33_222751 ch24.qxp  11/15/07  3:25 PM  Page 323



1920-S Eagle ($1,725,000)
The finest known 1920-S Indian Eagle, designed by Augustus Saint-Gaudens,
was sold in March 2007 by Heritage Galleries (Charlotte, North Carolina) for
$1,500,000 plus the commission, for a total sale price of $1,725,000, the second
highest price for a regular-issue U.S. coin. The coin was originally purchased
by its former owner in 1979 for $85,000, a record at the time.

1885 Trade Dollar ($1,600,000)
One of only five known of the date, all struck in proof, this coin was sold at
auction by David Bowers (B&M) as part of the Louis Eliasberg collection in
1997. In late 1999, coin dealer Laura Sperber, of Legend Numismatics, report-
edly purchased this coin in a private transaction for $1,600,000.

1796 NS Quarter Eagle ($1,380,000)
This is the No Stars Quarter Eagle, with a mintage not likely to exceed 963,
according to numismatist and author John West Dannreuther, who estimates
in his book on this subject that up to 100 examples are known. (Akers put the
number around 30 to 40.) With 55 pieces certified, of which less than 6 are
uncirculated, the survivors seem to number between the two estimates. 
This uncirculated coin sold at David Bowers ANR Auction in June 2005 for
$1,380,000.

1907 Ultra High Relief Double 
Eagle ($1,200,000)

Judd Pattern 1778, the Ultra High Relief Double Eagle, was sold by Goldberg
Coins & Collectibles on May 31, 1999. In February 1907, when this coin was
produced, it took nine strikes to bring up the detail, so the coin clearly could
not be made for production, and this version of Saint-Gaudens’s famous
design was abandoned. The number struck is estimated at between 18 and
22, depending on the source. We go with David Akers estimate of 13 to 15
known.
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Chapter 25

Ten Favorite U.S. Coin Designs
In This Chapter
� Reviewing beautiful coins from the United States

� Discovering truly original coin designs

Beautiful designs can be found throughout the U.S. coin series. Although
we have trouble playing favorites, this chapter lists the ten designs that

we like the most today. Tomorrow we know we’ll change our minds again.
Like we did yesterday.

With so many coins to choose from, your favorites may be completely differ-
ent designs, and that’s okay with us. After all, beauty is in the eye of the
beholder. And there’s more than enough beauty to go around.

1792 Silver Center Cent Pattern
The silver center cent (see Figure 25-1), one the rarest and most famous of all
U.S. patterns, was one of four original prototypes of the first one-cent piece
that were made in copper. Technical difficulties in producing quantities of the
coin eliminated it as the first U.S. large cent. The large, pure copper piece
with a different design was favored instead, and in 1793 large cents that went
into production were of that type.

1849 Double Eagle Pattern
The $20 gold coin shown in Figure 25-2 is the only known specimen of its kind
and is among the rarest of U.S. pattern coins. It probably owes its existence
to the discovery of gold in California in 1848.

The California Gold Rush created a steady flow of new gold, much of which
made it to the U.S. Mint in Philadelphia. When the mint decided to add a
larger-denomination coin to production, in late 1849, Congress authorized the
striking of $20 gold coins, designed and created by chief engraver James
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Longacre. This coin is one of two trial patterns struck on March 12, 1850. The
second piece has long since disappeared into history. Just over a million pro-
duction coins dated 1850 followed.

1907 Ultra-High Relief Double Eagle
The Ultra-High Relief Double Eagle (shown in Figure 25-3) was designed by
the renowned American artist Augustus Saint-Gaudens at the personal
request of President Theodore Roosevelt. The Ultra-High was the world’s 
first gold coin to sell for more than $1 million.

This coin was originally owned by its designer, Augustus Saint-Gaudens. Ohio
philanthropist Albert Fairchild Holden obtained the coin in 1907, directly
from the Saint-Gaudens family. Holden’s daughter, Emery May, inherited it in

Figure 25-2:
The 1849

Double
Eagle

pattern.

Figure 25-1:
The 1792

silver center
cent pattern.
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1913, and it became a centerpiece of the legendary collection she and her
husband, U.S. Ambassador R. Henry Norweb, assembled over the decades.
Today, less than two dozen Ultra-High Relief specimens are known to exist.

1822 Half Eagle
Designed by John Reich in 1811 or 1812, this coin (shown in Figure 25-4) was
last sold at public auction in October 1982 for $687,500 by David Bowers as
part of the Louis E. Eliasberg collection. That was the last time Neil saw it, in
Stanley Kesselman’s hand. This $5 gold coin, or Half Eagle as the denomina-
tion is often called, is the only one still owned by a collector. A total of three
1822 Half Eagles are known from an original mintage of 17,796, which may or
may not have been made with this date. The other two reside in the National
Numismatic Collection at the Smithsonian Institution. The 1822 would sell for
perhaps $10 million were it to come up for sale today. This coin is Neil’s per-
sonal choice for the rarest, most desirable, business-strike coin.

Figure 25-4:
The 1822

Half Eagle.

Figure 25-3:
The 1907

Ultra-High
Relief

Double
Eagle.
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1785 Immune Columbia 
Constelatio in Gold

No one quite knows who made this coin or why. You can call us old coin col-
lecting fools, but we like this colonial coin in gold.

1776 Continental Dollar Pattern
In 1776, the Continental Congress considered the idea of issuing coins and
currency. One idea was to issue a silver-dollar-size coin, which the Congress
authorized. Except for a handful of brass or silver pieces, most Continental
dollars were struck in pewter. The obverse has a sundial design; the reverse
has a chain of linked rings, each with the name of one of the 13 states. The
coin was never issued for circulation and is Rare in all metals. (You can see
the Continental dollar in Chapter 9.)

1793 Wreath Cent
Designed by Henry Voigt, the wreath cent was the replacement for the much-
maligned chain cents issued earlier in 1793. Approximately 63,353 wreath
cents were struck. Early specimens featured a stylized vine and bars design
on the edges of the planchet (the metal disk the coin is made of), which was
identical to that of the earlier chain cent. Later on, this was changed to a let-
tered edge reading “ONE HUNDRED FOR A DOLLAR.” (You can see the wreath
cent in Chapter 10.)

Figure 25-5:
The 1785
Immune

Columbia
Constelatio

in gold.
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1809–1836 Capped Bust 
Half Dollar, Second Style

This coin was designed by the master die cutter and engraver John Reich,
whose design was used for over 30 years. A German immigrant who started
as a bonded servant, Reich rose to the rank of chief engraver at the U.S. Mint.
We like his graceful lines. (You can see the 1826 Capped Bust Half Dollar in
Chapter 11.)

1794 Flowing Hair Dollar
This coin, designed by Robert Scot, was the first American silver dollar. The
size and weight were copied directly from the Spanish eight reales, the pre-
mier trade coin of the world at the time. This denomination was officially
adopted by Congress in 1785, possibly to replace the Continental dollar,
which never went into production. This new dollar would not be struck until
nine years later. (You can see this particularly fine design in Chapter 11.)

1808 Quarter Eagle
The 1808 Quarter Eagle is another fabulous coin designed by engraver John
Reich. A one-year-type coin, Neil has seen only two Uncirculated 1808
Quarter Eagles in 40 years. The 1808 Quarter Eagle is in Neil’s logo because
he likes it so much. (You can see this coin in Chapter 12.)
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Chapter 26

Ten Ways to Get Your Kids
Involved in Coin Collecting

In This Chapter
� Knowing why coin collecting is a great activity for kids

� Sharing your love of coins with a young person

You’re into coin collecting, and you’ve got a kid in your life — maybe a
son or daughter, a niece or nephew, or a grandchild. The logical next

step, as far as you’re concerned, is sharing your love of coins and coin col-
lecting with your young pal, and this, we must admit, is a brilliant idea. Why?
Because unlike so many hobbies and pastimes that kids can participate in,
coin collecting is one that’ll last a lifetime. Odds are, your niece who’s an avid
skateboarder isn’t going to be doing a kickflip when she’s 50. And your son
who’s totally into video games isn’t going to be staring at that TV screen for
the next 30 years (despite what all signs point to today).

With so many activities grabbing for your kid’s time and attention, how are
you possibly going to break through all that noise with some coins? In this
chapter, we show you how.

Show Him Some of Your Favorite Coins
Practically every collector has a favorite coin design, and most collectors
have more than one. Introduce your kid to some of the more eye-catching
designs, in denominations that he’s never seen before.

Neil never fails to get people’s attention when he shows the silver double
Thaler that he carries in a leather case in his pocket. The coin was made in
1688 and shows Leopold I, Holy Roman Emperor — it’s an attention grabber
for people young and old.
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You don’t have to have this same coin to get the same result. Your kid proba-
bly has never seen a large cent, a two-cent or three-cent piece, or even a
common silver dollar recently. Go through your pocket change and show him
the different 50 State Quarters, the different Jefferson nickels, and so forth.

As you talk about when, how, and why the coins were made, where they were
made, and the history of the time, you’ll probably be surprised by how curi-
ous your kid is.

Don’t forget: You can make a group activity out of it. Neil does this with his
daughter and her cousins whenever they come over with his brother for
dinner.

Show Her a Book That Illustrates 
the Coins You Own

After you pique your kid’s curiosity by showing her a few of your coins, take
out a coin book and show her the same coins you’ve been talking about.
She’ll be able to see a drawing or photograph of the very coins that she held
in her hands just a few minutes ago.

For example, when Neil showed his daughter the Thaler with Leopold I on it,
he showed her the same coin in a book. There she saw not just a photo of the
coin, but the history of the emperor, his empire, the royal house, and other
meaningful information that Neil had just talked about with her.

Kids are often excited to make that connection between “real life” and what
they read in books, and you can capitalize on that with the coins and coin
books you own.

Show Him Interesting Coin Web Sites
Your kid is probably already online more than you are, so why not show him
cool coin Web sites that he can go to instead of spending all his time on
MySpace? On the Cheat Sheet at the front of this book, you’ll find a list of
Web sites that make a good starting point — they provide information about
all sorts of coins. Check out the sites ahead of time and pick the ones you like
best, or the ones you think will interest your own kid the most. Neil’s daugh-
ter was into the sites with full-color pictures.
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A great site to start with if you have an elementary-school-age kid is www.
usmint.gov/kids/. Here your kids can play interactive games and travel in
a “time machine” to learn about different coins and what was happening
when those coins were made. There’s even a section of the site for teachers,
which you can use to help you talk with your kid about coins and answer his
questions.

Start Her on Collecting the 50 State
Quarters or the Presidential $1 Coins

Next time you’re in a store buying something with your kid and you notice that
she’s gotten one of the 50 State Quarters back in change, point out to her
what that is, and ask her if she thinks she could possibly collect the entire
series. “That’s a lot of coins . . . do you think you could find them all?” If your
kid is up for the challenge, she’ll probably start emptying out her piggybank
and asking for change for a dollar bill whenever she’s in a store.

You could also tell her about the Presidential $1 Coins and the First Spouse
Program, maybe show her a few that are available today, and see whether
that interests her.

To make it more official, you can buy folders or albums for the 50 State
Quarters or the new Presidential $1 Coins. Each holder has a space for 
one of every coin in the set.

You can find folders or albums at your local coin dealer’s store. Or you can
shop online: Amazon.com sells several folders and albums by different pub-
lishers, some geared toward younger kids and some geared toward more 
serious collectors. Browse around and find one you think will work best for
your kid. Or just search the Web for 50 State Quarters folder or album or
Presidential $1 Coins folder or album and see what you come up with.

Neil’s daughter put together pretty much the entire set of state quarters by
date on her own. You may need to help your child at first, particularly if the
set includes all the mint-marked coins.

Use Coins in a School Project
When Neil’s daughter was a freshman in high school, she did a project on
World War II. As part of that project, she assembled a set of U.S. coins from
the war, as well as a set from the overrun countries, from the Allies, and a set
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from the enemy. It was a large display, with the coins attached to a map
showing all the military, political, and economic information that her project
required. She not only aced the project, but she also got extra credit for her
clever presentation.

She came up with the project, and then she had to look up the coins she
needed on the Internet and tell Neil what she wanted. All Neil did was supply
the coins. You never want to do your kid’s school project for her, but you can
suggest different ways that coins could be used in a school project, and then
help your child put it together.

Some schools have a coin collectors’ club, along with the other after-school
activities. See if your kid’s school has one. If it doesn’t, and if your kid gets
fascinated by coins, talk to the school principal about starting such a club.
You could even offer to be the club’s advisor for the first year.

Take Her to a Museum
One of the finest coin collections in the world is at the American Numismatic
Society in New York City. If you make an appointment, you can see coins that
you could only dream about, and in some cases, coins that are not even pub-
lished in books. Both the librarian and the curator of the collection are very
thoughtful and helpful when they’re asked to work with kids.

But you don’t have to live near New York to find coins on display. The
Smithsonian Institution in Washington, D.C., has an impressive display of
coins. And libraries and museums all over the United States have coins on
display.

If you can’t get to a museum with coins, check out http://american
history.si.edu/coins/index.shtml, a wonderful Web resource pro-
vided by the Smithsonian Institution, where you can explore all different
kinds of coins and learn about their history.

Take Him to a Coin Dealer
You’re probably already on good terms with a local coin dealer. (If you aren’t,
what are you waiting for?) Your coin dealer has access to just about anything
that a young or inexperienced collector would want to know or see. Most
kids are thrilled to meet an adult who shares their interest in coins and takes
them seriously.
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Talk to your dealer ahead of time and ask when would be a good time to come
by with your kid. Most dealers love the opportunity to talk with young people
about coins.

Take Her to a Coin Show
Going to a coin show will take a little planning, but it’s worth your time. Start
by going to a show that’s as close to home as you can. Later, if the small show
is a hit with your kid, you can take her on a trip to a national show or even to
the American Numismatic Association show.

Take Him to a Coin Auction
At every major coin show there is a coin auction. Going to a coin auction is a
two-part affair. First, there’s the chance to look at the coin lots. You may want
to get an appointment to look at the lots so you don’t inconvenience the auc-
tion house or the other collectors and dealers who are on a strict schedule.
Plus, at the auction session itself, you can follow the auction in the catalog
and watch as one of the coins that you’ve previously seen is sold.

No matter how old you are, a public auction is quite an experience, and it’s a
genuine kid pleaser for sure.

Take Her to a U.S. Mint
The only working mints that offer tours are

� Denver, Colorado: The Denver mint opened in 1906 and is still in opera-
tion. You can take a tour of the Denver mint. Reservations are required
and can be made online at www.usmint.gov/mint_tours/index.
cfm?action=Reservation, or in person at the U.S. Mint Visitor Center
on Cherokee Street between Colfax Avenue and West 14th Avenue. For
more information on taking a tour, contact the U.S. Mint at Denver, 320
W. Colfax Ave., Denver, CO 80204 (phone: 303-405-4761; Web: www.
usmint.gov/mint_tours).

� Philadelphia, Pennsylvania: The Philadelphia mint opened in 1793 and
is still in operation. You can take a tour of the Philadelphia mint, and
reservations are not necessary. For more information on taking a tour,
contact the U.S. Mint at Philadelphia, 151 N. Independence Mall East,
Philadelphia, PA 19106 (phone: 215-408-0110; Web: www.usmint.gov/
mint_tours).
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If you can’t make it to Denver or Philadelphia, you can always check out the
virtual tour at www.usmint.gov/mint_tours. Also, several former mint
facilities now operate as museums:

� Carson City, Nevada: The Carson City mint opened in 1870 and closed
for good in 1893. It is now the site of the Nevada State Museum, which
has Carson City Mint’s Coin Press #1 on display. For more information
on visiting the museum, contact the Nevada State Museum, 600 N.
Carson St., Carson City, NV 89701 (phone: 775-687-4810; Web: http://
dmla.clan.lib.nv.us/docs/museums/cc/carson.htm).

� Charlotte, North Carolina: The Charlotte mint opened in 1837 and closed
in 1861. Since 1936 it has been the Mint Museum of Art, with a complete
set of C mint gold on display. For more information on visiting the
museum, contact the Mint Museum of Art, 2730 Randolph Rd., Charlotte,
NC 28207 (phone: 704-337-2000; Web: www.themintmuseums.org).

� Dahlonega, Georgia: The Dahlonega mint opened in 1838 and closed in
1861. The original mint burned down, but the Dahlonega Gold Museum
was opened in the nearby Lumpkin County Courthouse, which was built
during the same period as the original mint. For more information on
visiting the museum, contact the Dahlonega Gold Museum Historic Site,
#1, Public Square, Dahlonega, GA 30533 (phone: 706-864-2257; Web:
www.gastateparks.org/info/dahlonega/).

� New Orleans, Louisiana: The New Orleans mint opened in 1838 and
closed in 1909. In 1981, it became a branch of the Louisiana State
Museum, featuring both coin exhibits and an art gallery. The building
was damaged in Hurricane Katrina and, as of this writing, the museum is
still closed for repairs, though it is scheduled to reopen. For more infor-
mation on the museum, contact the Louisiana State Museum Old U.S.
Mint, 400 Esplanade Ave., New Orleans, LA 70116 (phone: 800-568-6968
or 504-568-6968; Web: http://lsm.crt.state.la.us/Mintex.htm).
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Glossary

Numismatics has a specialized language all its own — this glossary helps 
you understand the basic jargon.

About Good (AG): A grading term used to describe a coin that is so badly
worn that you can barely recognize the type and date.

About Uncirculated (AU): A grading term used to describe a coin that is
nearly new. Also referred to as Almost Uncirculated.

AG: See About Good (AG).

Almost Uncirculated: See About Uncirculated.

ancient: A coin struck before medieval times.

artificial toning: Fake colors on a coin that usually hide flaws. See also
original toning.

AU: See About Uncirculated (AU).

bag marks: The nicks and dings caused when coins smack into each other,
most commonly when carried in large containers or bags from mints to
banks, for example.

blank: The disk of metal that is stamped to make a coin.

blemish: Any defect on the surface of a coin.

bourse: A coin show where dealers buy and sell among themselves and with
the general public.

branch mint: Any U.S. Mint other than the Philadelphia mint.

Brilliant Uncirculated (BU): A grading term used to describe a coin that is
bright, shiny, and new, and not used in commerce. Usually the lowest grade
of Uncirculated.

BU: See Brilliant Uncirculated (BU).
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BU rolls: Quantities of coins that are Brilliant Uncirculated. For example, a BU
roll of Morgan dollars has 20 coins, none of which has been circulated, usually
put together at the bank from an original bag.

business strike: A coin that was made to be used and spent in commerce.
The opposite of a proof. See also proof.

C: The mintmark of the U.S. Mint at Charlotte, North Carolina, used from 1838
until 1861.

cameo proof: A coin that has frosty devices and brilliant fields. See device
and field.

catalog: The printed listing offered by a coin dealer at an auction or showing
fixed prices. Catalogs are often great sources of information and illustrations.

CC: The mintmark of the U.S. Mint at Carson City, Nevada, used from 1870
until 1893.

certified: Authenticated and graded by any of the independent, third-party
grading services.

Choice: A nice coin. Usually used with other grading terms (for example,
Choice Very Fine or Choice Uncirculated).

Choice Uncirculated: Equal to Mint State 63 on a scale of 1 to 70. Never
abbreviated CU, except in U.S. paper money.

circulated: A coin that is worn through use in commerce.

circulation strike: See business strike.

clad: Coins made of layers of metal. Examples include modern U.S. dimes,
quarters, half dollars, and dollars, which have centers of copper and outer
layers of a copper-nickel alloy.

cleaned: A coin that has had dirt or toning removed with a cleaning agent.
Cleaning ranges from light to severe, depending on what is used to clean the
coin. Cleaning may disqualify a coin from being certified.

coin doctor: Someone who deceptively attempts to improve the appearance
of a coin through cleaning, repairing, plugging, and/or any other deliberate
alteration. Done properly and disclosed, this is called conservation and is
considered ethical.
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coin show: A gathering of coin dealers in a public place for the purpose of
meeting and trading with collectors and other dealers.

collar die: The die used to strike the edge of a coin. See also die.

colonial: A coin issued by, or used in, any of the American colonies. Includes
some foreign coins.

commemorative: A coin struck specifically to honor a place, event, or
person. Commemorative coins are generally sold at a premium and are not
meant to circulate.

common: A coin that is readily available and inexpensive.

condition: The grade of a coin.

Condition Census: A listing of the top examples known of a given coin. For
example, the Condition Census for large cents includes the best examples
known of a particular variety.

consignment: The coins that are given to an auction house or dealer to sell.

contact marks: Any marks on a coin that occur from contact with another
coin or foreign object.

D: The mintmark of the U.S. mints at Denver, Colorado (from 1906 until the
present), and Dahlonega, Georgia (on gold from 1838 until 1861).

design type: The name given to the design on a particular U.S. coin.

device: Any of the raised design elements on a coin. See also field.

die: The steel cylinder with a design on it used to strike two of the three
sides of a coin. See also collar die.

die variety: A unique combination of obverse and reverse dies. Every die is
unique, especially early U.S. dies engraved by hand. Some die varieties can
be extremely rare.

dip: To clean a coin in a chemical bath to remove toning.

doctored: A coin that has been cleaned, altered, repaired, or otherwise
“improved” to make it appear more valuable. See also coin doctor.

double-struck: A coin that has been struck twice by the dies.
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edge: Known as the third side of a coin, the edge is the surface that encircles
a coin, added by the collar die. See also collar die.

EF: See Extremely Fine (EF or XF).

elements: The various designs, lettering, and markings on a coin.

encapsulated: Placed in a sealed plastic holder by any of the independent,
third-party grading services.

error: A coin that results from a mistake in the coining process.

estimate: An educated guess as to what a coin will sell for at auction, usually
based on price guides and comparable sales.

Extra Fine: See Extremely Fine.

Extremely Fine (EF or XF): A grading term used to describe a well-preserved
coin with a grade range from 40 to 49 on a grading scale of 1 to 70. Sometimes
called Extra Fine.

eye appeal: The visual aspects of a coin. Coins with nice eye appeal are
worth a premium.

face value: The value that is stated on a coin. For example, the face value of 
a dime is 10¢. The collector value of the same coins may be substantially
higher.

Fair: A grading term used to describe a coin that is so worn that the type is
barely identifiable.

field: Any of the flat areas of a coin with no design. See also device.

Fine: A grading term used to describe a coin with a grade range from 11 to 19
on a grading scale of 1 to 70.

Finest Known: The coin ranked as the best example known of a denomina-
tion, type, date, or variety.

first strike: The first coin, or one of the earliest coins, struck from a pair of
dies. These are usually prooflike, well struck, and nearly perfect.

full strike: A coin that has complete details thanks to a crisp, bold strike or
stamp from the dies.
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Gem Uncirculated: A grading term used to describe a coin with a grade
range of 65 to 66 on a scale of 1 to 70.

Good: A grading term used to describe a coin that is very worn but has most
of the devices outlined.

grade: The determination of the degree of wear (or lack thereof) on a coin.

grading: The art or skill of determining the condition of a coin.

incomplete strike: A coin in which parts of the design are missing or weak.
This can be caused by poor pressure, misaligned dies, or foreign matter on
the dies.

intrinsic value: The metal or bullion value of a coin, regardless of the face or
collector value.

legend: Any of the wording or lettering on a coin. A motto such as In God We
Trust can be a legend.

For purists, the term legend refers to wording around the circumference of a
coin; for wording that runs straight across a coin’s face, the term inscription
is preferred.

luster: The shiny quality of new metal. Luster decreases as wear increases.

mintage: The quantity of a particular coin struck by the U.S. Mint.

mint set: A specially packaged set of Uncirculated coins produced and sold
by the U.S. Mint.

Mint State (MS): A grading term used to describe Uncirculated coins that
range from 60 to 70 on a grading scale of 1 to 70.

mintmark: The small letter (or letters) on a coin that identify the mint where
the coin was struck.

MS: See Mint State (MS).

multiple-struck: A coin that was struck more than once.

numismatics: The study of coins and related materials.

O: The mintmark of the U.S. Mint at New Orleans, Louisiana, which struck
coins from 1838 to 1909.
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obverse: The front of a coin, usually the side with the date or head. When
you flip a coin and call “heads,” this is the side you want.

off-center: A coin that was not perfectly centered when it was struck. Off-
center strikes can range from minor to extreme.

original: A coin that has never been cleaned or impaired in any way.

original roll: A roll of coins that remains as fresh as the day the coins were
first struck.

original toning: The natural color on a coin. See also artificial toning.

overdipped: A coin that has received one too many chemical baths in a 
misguided attempt to clean it and has had the surface etched by the dip.

overdate: A coin with two dates (or parts of dates), one on top of the other.
Overdates usually result from the reuse of an earlier die, updated to the 
correct year.

overgrading: The intentional or unintentional grading of a coin above its true
grade. This practice is sometimes used to sell coins for more than they are
worth, and it is — whether intentional or unintentional — fraudulent.

P: The mintmark of the U.S. Mint at Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, the mother of
all U.S. mints. Early coins from Philadelphia had no mintmark; more modern
issues — the year 1945, and from 1980 and after — bear the letter P.

pattern: A coin that tests a design to see how it appears in coin form and to
determine whether it strikes properly. By definition, a pattern is a design type
that was never accepted for regular use.

pioneer gold: Privately issued gold coins struck by a variety of minters any-
where in the United States where gold was discovered.

Poor: A grading term used to describe a coin that is so badly worn that you
can barely recognize the type and date.

plugged: A coin that once had a hole drilled through it, but has had the hole
filled to bring the coin back closer to its original appearance and full value.

prestige set: A special set of proof U.S. coins that includes the normal denom-
inations, plus one or more of the proof commemorative coins issued that
year.
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price guide: Any number of publications that list wholesale and/or resale
prices for coins, often in a number of different grades or categories.

price list: A published listing of a dealer’s inventory, priced for sale.

proof: A special process for producing coins of exceptional quality and 
brilliance. Proof coins exhibit a full strike, mirrored surfaces, and sometimes
a cameo effect. They’re made specially for collectors and are not meant for
circulation. See also business strike.

proof set: The specially packaged set of proof coins produced and sold by
the U.S. Mint each year.

prooflike: A circulation strike that mimics the deeply reflective appearance
of a proof coin.

restrike: A coin from genuine dies, struck later than the year indicated on the
coin, usually to satisfy collectors.

reverse: The back of a coin, usually the side without a date or a head. When
you flip a coin and call “tails,” this is the side you want.

S: The mintmark of the U.S. Mint at San Francisco, California, from 1854 until
the present.

seller’s fee: The commission charged to the consignors in an auction.

series: The complete listing of all dates and mints of a denomination or
design type that were struck.

set: A complete collection of all the dates and mints of a denomination or
design type that were struck.

Sheldon-Breen grading scale: The grading scale developed by Dr. William
Sheldon and numismatist Walter Breen, which ranks coins on a scale of 1 to 70,
with 70 representing perfection.

strike: The degree to which metal flows into the recesses of the dies when 
a coin is struck. The strike of a coin is usually referred to as weak, soft, bold,
or full.

struck: A coin created in a press by stamping a blank piece of metal with a
pair of dies.

successful bidder: The winner in an auction.
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surface: The outer layers of metal on all sides of a coin.

token: A small coinlike object with no “official” value. In the United States,
tokens are usually made for commemorative or advertising purposes.

toning: The color changes that occur on coins as a result of oxidation or 
contamination. Sometimes toning can be ugly; often it can be quite beautiful.
See also original toning and artificial toning.

type: Any particular design or denomination.

undergrading: The grading of a coin below its true grade. This practice is
sometimes used to purchase coins below what they are really worth, and it 
is fraudulent if done intentionally.

Very Fine (VF): A grading term used to describe a coin with a grade range 
of 20 to 39 on a grading scale of 1 to 70.

Very Good (VG): A grading term used to describe a coin with a grade range 
of 7 to 11 on a grading scale of 1 to 70.

VF: See Very Fine (VF).

VG: See Very Good (VG).

wear: Friction on the surface of a coin.

world coin: Any coin issued by a country other than the United States.

XF: See Extremely Fine (EF or XF).

year set: A collection of all denominations produced in a given year.
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• Numerics •
$1 gold piece

Indian princess, 165–166
Liberty-head, 164–165
overview, 164

$1 presidential coin, 191–192, 333
$2.50 gold piece (Quarter Eagle)

1796 NS Quarter Eagle, 324
1808 Quarter Eagle, 329
Capped Bust, 167–168
Classic Head, 168
Indian-head, 169–170
Liberty-head, 168–169
overview, 166
Turban Head, 167, 172

$3 gold piece, 170
$4 gold piece, 170
$5 gold piece (Half Eagle)

1822 Half Eagle, 327
Capped Bust, 172–173
Classic Head, 173
Indian-head, 174–175
Liberty-head, 173–174
overview, 171
Turban Head, 171–172

$10 gold piece (Eagle)
defined, 166
First Spouse series, 193
Indian-head, 177
Turban Head, 175–176

20/50/30 rule, 298–299
20-cent pieces, U.S., 142–143
20-dollar gold piece, 32, 34–35
$20 gold piece (Double Eagle)

1907 Ultra High Relief Double Eagle, 324,
326–327

1927-D Double Eagle, 34–35, 180, 209, 323
1933 Double Eagle, 180, 321–322
defined, 166, 175

Liberty-head, 178
overview, 177
Saint-Gaudens, 179–180
shipwreck recoveries, 34

50 State Quarters program
as circulatiang commemoratives, 189–191
Delaware Quarter, 23, 24
error coin, 244
getting children interested in, 333
overview, 23–24
popularity, 23, 190
timetable, 190

1757 Maximilian III Bavarian Thaler, 38, 331,
332

1776 Continental dollar pattern, 328
1785 Immune Columbia Constelatio, 328
1787 Brasher doubloon, 101, 323
1791 Washington large eagle cent, 105
1792 silver-center cent pattern, 196
1793 ship halfpenny, 106
1793 wreath cent, 328
1794 Flowing Hair dollar, 155–156, 329
1795 grate halfpenny, 106
1796 NS Quarter Eagle, 324
1804 Childs silver dollar, 322–323
1808 Quarter Eagle, 329
1822 Half Eagle, 327
1836 Gobrecht silver dollar pattern, 196
1856 Flying Eagle cent, 120, 196–197
1857-S $20 gold piece, 34
1873-CC dime, 137
1882 Liberty-head nickel pattern, 197
1885 trade dollar. See trade dollars
1894-S dime, 137
1903-O silver dollar, 34
1905 $20 gold piece, 305
1907 Ultra High Relief Double Eagle, 324,

326–327
1913 Liberty nickel, 322
1913-S $20 gold piece, 35
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1914-D Lincoln cent
auction potential, 304–305

1920-S Indian Eagle, 324
1927-D Double Eagle, 34–35, 180, 209, 323
1933 Double Eagle, 180, 321–322
1943 bronze cent, 203
1950-D nickel roll, 20–21
1951 Washington-Carver commemorative

half dollar, 36
1953-S Franklin half dollar, 33

auction potential, 305
1970-S Washington-head quarter, 204

• A •
About Good (grade), 261, 263, 337
About Uncirculated (AU), 211, 214, 263, 337
About Uncirculated (grade), 261
absentee bidding, 250–251
Africa, 77
AG. See About Good (grade)
airplanes, carrying coins on, 58–59
Akers, David, 251, 323, 324
Alabama half dollars, 184
alarm systems, home, 57
albums, coin, 45–46
Almost Uncirculated. See About

Uncirculated (AU)
American Numismatic Association (ANA),

Colorado Springs
ANACS grading service, 279, 280–281
grading seminars, 272
Summer Seminar, 31, 272

American Numismatic Society (ANS), New
York, 334

ANACS grading service, 279, 280–281
Anastasius, 68
ancient coins

collecting, 66–69
defined, 337
Greek, 34, 66–67
history, 65–66
overview, 65–66
Roman, 34, 67–68

Anthony dollar, 25, 160
art bars, 22–23

artificial toning, 215, 258, 274, 337
ask price, 226
AU. See About Uncirculated (grade)
auction catalogs

obtaining, 245–246
reading Terms and Conditions of Sale,

246–247
studying, 247–248

auction fever, 244–245
auction houses

choosing, 306–308
fees, 308–310
list, 306–308
signing contract with, 311

auctions. See coin auctions; online
auctions

Australia, 77–78
authentication, and grading services, 281

• B •
bag marks, 259, 337
Barber, Charles, 139, 145, 152
Barber dime, 139
Barber half dollar, 152
Barber quarter, 145–146
bartering, 10
Bavarian Thalers, 38
Bechtler family, 198
Berman, Neil S., 242, 314
Biblical coins, 68
bid price, 226
blanks

defined, 337
and dies, 88, 256–257
error coins, 202, 203
in proof process, 200, 264, 265
TAL tokens as, 95

blemishes, defined, 337
books, about numismatics, 29–30
bourses, defined, 337
Bowers, David, 307, 324, 327
Bowers & Merena Auctions, 306
Boyd, F.C.C., 323
Braided Hair half cent, 112–113
Braided Hair large cent, 118
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branch mints, 165, 198, 337
Brasher, Ephraim, 101
Brasher doubloon, 101, 323
Brilliant Uncirculated (BU), 20, 337. See

also BU rolls
British coins

1791 Washington large eagle cent token,
105

1793 ship halfpenny token, 106
1795 grate halfpenny token, 106
as colonial coins, 95–96
in early U.S., 109
Liberty and Security penny token, 107
tokens for U.S. market, 105–107

brockages, 203
Brother Jonathan (ship), 34
Brown, Dr. Robert, 313–314
BU. See Brilliant Uncirculated (BU)
BU rolls, 20–21, 338
buffalo nickels, 127
business strikes

1822 Half Eagle, 327
defined, 28, 338

Bust Half Nut Club, 31, 294
buy/sell spreads, 38
buyback fees, 309–310
buyer’s remorse, 245
Byzantine coins, 68–69

• C •
C (mintmark), 21, 338. See also Charlotte,

North Carolina mint
California fractional hold coins, 198
California Gold Rush, 165, 197, 198, 325
California half dollar, 185
cameo proofs, 265, 338
Canadian coins, 78
capital gains taxes, 317
Capped Bust $2.50 gold piece, 167–168
Capped Bust $5 gold piece, 172–173
Capped Bust dime, 138
Capped Bust half cent, 112
Capped Bust half dime, 135
Capped Bust half dollar, 150–151, 329
Capped Bust quarter dollar, 144–145

capped dies, 203
car break-ins, 58
Carson City, Nevada mint, 21, 161, 163, 336
catalogs

defined, 338
obtaining, 245–246
reading Terms and Conditions of Sale,

246–247
studying, 247–248

CC (mintmark), 21, 338. See also Carson
City, Nevada mint

Central America (ship), 34
cents. See half cents, U.S.; large cents, U.S.;

small cents, U.S.
certification services, 235
Certified Coin Dealer Newsletter, 226, 228
certified coins, 211, 226, 227, 253, 338
charitable donations, 299
Charlotte, North Carolina mint, 21, 163,

165, 168, 173, 176, 198, 199, 289, 336
cherry-picking, 297–298
children, sharing coin collecting with,

331–336
Childs 1804 silver dollar, 322–323
Chinese coins, 78
Choice, defined, 338
Choice Uncirculated (grade), 82, 262, 338
circulated coins, 45, 260, 261, 273, 338
circulation strikes. See business strikes
Civil War tokens, 86–87
clad, 23, 121, 140, 147, 159, 338
Clark, Gruber & Co., 198
Classic Head $2.50 gold piece, 168
Classic Head $5 gold piece, 173
classified ads, as coin selling vehicle, 295
cleaned coins, 210–211, 213, 338
cleaning coins, 46–51
Cogen, Edward, 323
Coin & Currency Institute, 229
coin albums, 45–46
coin auctions. See also auction houses;

online auctions
bidding, 250–251
buyer’s fee, 246
catalogs for, 245–248
and children, 335
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coin auctions (continued)
choosing auction house, 306–308
as coin-selling choice, 304–306
guarantees, 246–247
hidden fees, 310
how bidding works by mail or phone,

250–251
how bidding works in person, 250
how bidding works via agents, 251
negotiating terms, 308–310
overview, 243–245
preparing to buy, 245–251
publicizing, 311
realizing prices, 230–231
registering to bid, 247

coin auctions
setting limits, 249
setting priorities, 248–249
typical time line, 305–306
warranties, 246–247

coin clubs, 31
coin collecting. See also coin auctions; coin

dealers; coin shows; coins
as after-school activity, 334
ancient coins, 66–69
cheap offers, 217–218
vs. coin accumulating, 16–18
completion concept, 18
deciding what to collect, 36–39
developing long-term view, 39
die variety, 88–89
finest known coins, 82–83
focusing on plan, 37–39
grading guides, 30
grading standards, 79–80, 266–267
history, 9, 10–11
impact of age on value, 32–33, 69
impact of condition on value, 33
impact of demand on value, 33–34
impact of rarity on value, 34–35
impact of supply on value, 35
as investment, 313–315
liquidity issue, 73–74
overview, 15–25
reading about, 28–30
realizing auction prices, 230–231

scams, 216, 221–222
security issues, 55–60
specialty clubs, 294
storing collections, 41–61
tax aspects, 315–317
tips for collecting commemorative coins,

192–193
trade papers, 29
types of coins, 18–23
U.S. dimes, 140–142
U.S. dollar coins, 161–162
U.S. five-cent pieces, 128–129
U.S. half cents, 113–114
U.S. half dimes, 136–137
U.S. half dollars, 154–155
U.S. large cents, 118–119
U.S. quarter dollars, 147–149
U.S. small cents, 122–123
U.S. three-cent silver coins, 133
ways to buy, 13
what to choose, 11–12

coin collectors vs. numismatists, 17
coin consignments, 301–302
Coin Dealer Newsletter, 74, 226, 228, 281
coin dealers. See also coin selling

and certification services, 235
cheap offers, 217–218
and children, 334–335
consignment selling, 301–304
and counteroffers, 297
feedback ratings on online auction sites,

236
finding, 233–235
guarantees, 220–221
as information resource, 31–32
list, 242
local, 236
national, 237–238
no return privileges, 219
online presence, 241–242
outside U.S., 238–241
overview, 233
as potential buyers, 291–292
questions for, 234–235
return privileges, 218–220
selling your entire collection to, 291
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coin doctors, 209, 210, 215, 338
coin market

bidding, 226, 227
as dealer feeder system, 236–237
haggling, 224–227
history, 314
outside U.S., 238–241
retail aspect, 226, 228
sight-unseen bidders, 227
two-tiered, 227
wholesale prices, 225

coin selling. See also coin dealers
online auctions for selling coins, 295–296
selling as art form, 296–299
selling coins on consignment, 301–302
selling your coins yourself, 281–299
selling your collection one coin at a time,

292
selling your entire collection, 291
ways to sell, 14

coin shops. See coin dealers
coin shows

and children, 31, 335
commonsense rules, 293–294
dealer setup, 225
dealers at, 235
defined, 339
as information resource, 31, 32
lighting at, 272
local, 236
national, 237–238
practicing grading, 276, 277
security issues, 58–60
selling coins at, 292–294

coin tubes, 46
Coin World, 29, 30, 228, 229, 295
coins. See also coin collecting; U.S. coins

ancient, 65–70
cleaned, 210–211, 213
cleaning, 46–51
damaged, grading, 265–266
earliest, 9
erasered, 213
error, 25, 202–204
finest known, 82–83
first, 9

gold, 18–19, 73
handling, 51–54
history, 9–10, 69
holdering, 41–46
insurance for, 60–61
liquidity, 298
misrepresentation, 216
modern-clad, 23
moisture effects, 53, 54–55
odd and curious, 84
overgrading, 216
overview, 28
reading about, 28–30
recolored, 214–215
repaired, 214
scrubbed, 213
security issues, 55–60
silver, 18, 19
storage options, 41–46
stripping, 214–215
as thief magnets, 56–60
undergrading, 217
whizzed, 213

collar dies, 28, 339
collecting base, 77
Colonial Coin Collectors Club, 31, 294
colonial coins

1785 Immune Columbia Constelatio, 328
British coins as, 95–96
Connecticut coins, 98–99
Continental dollars, 102, 103
defined, 339
die variety collection, 89
foreign coins as, 94–97
French coins, 94
Fugio cents, 102–103
Irish coins, 95
Massachusetts coins, 97, 98
Mott token, 101
New Jersey coins, 97–98
New York coins, 100
overview, 93
quasi-official, 102–104
recognizing, 94
Spanish coins, 96
Vermont coins, 99
Virginia coins, 100
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commemorative coins. See also 50 State
Quarters program

200th Anniversary of U.S. Constitution,
188

400th Anniversary of Founding of
Jamestown Colony, 189

1892-1934, 182–185
1915 Panama-Pacific Exposition coins, 183
1934-1954, 186–188
1951 Washington-Carver half dollar, 36
about sports, 188
about war, 188
Alabama half dollar, 184
California half dollar, 185
characteristics, 182
Christopher Columbus, 188
circulating, 189–192
defined, 339
Dwight D. Eisenhower, 188
Fort Vancouver half dollar, 185
Grant Memorial coins, 184
Hawaiian half dollar, 185
history, 20, 25
Huguenot-Walloon half dollar, 184

commemorative coins
Isabella quarter dollar, 182, 183
Jefferson and McKinley gold dollar, 183
Lafayette dollar, 183
Lewis and Clark Exposition gold dollars,

183
Lexington-Concord half dollar, 184
Lincoln/Illinois half dollar, 183
Little Rock Central High School

Desegregation, 189
Maine half dollar, 183
Maryland half dollar, 185
McKinley gold dollar, 183
Missouri half dollar, 184
modern, 25, 188–189, 188–192
Monroe Doctrine half dollar, 184
Oregon Trail half dollar, 185
overview, 181
Pilgrim half dollar, 183
presidential $1 coins, 191–192, 333
Sesquicentennial half dollar, 185

Statue of Liberty, 188
Stone Mountain half dollar, 184
tips for collecting, 192–193
Vermont half dollar, 185

commission rate, 302–303
commissions. See transaction costs
common coins, 33, 84, 289, 339
compact fluorescent bulbs, 271
condition, 13, 32, 33, 82–83, 339. See also

grades
Condition Census, 83–84, 339
condition rarity, 32
Confederate coins, 199–200
Connecticut coppers, 98–99
consignment

choosing dealer, 303–304
commission aspects, 302–303
defined, 339
overview, 301–302
selling coins on, 301–302
typical commission, 302–303

contact marks, 259, 339
Continental dollars, 102, 103, 328
copper coins

British, 95–96
in Connecticut, 98–99
dipping, 212
in early U.S. history, 109–124
Fugio cents, 102–103
Higley coppers, 102
Irish, 95
in Massachusetts, 97
in New Jersey, 97–98
in New York, 100
recoloring, 214–215
U.S. half cents, 110–114
in Vermont, 99
in Virginia, 100

costs. See also price guides
auction house fees, 308–310
long-term price trends, 39
transaction costs, 37–39

curated coins, 211
currency, foreign, 240. See also world coins
Customs, 240
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• D •
D (mintmark), 21, 339. See also Denver

mint
Dahlonega, Georgia mint, 21, 163, 165, 166,

168, 173, 174, 176, 198, 199, 336
Dannreuther, John West, 324
dates, collecting by, 36–37
daylight, 271
dealer setup, 225
decadrachm, 66
Deeds, Steve, 306
Delaware Quarter, 23, 24
denarius, 67, 68
denominations, collecting, 36, 163
Denver mint, 21, 129, 163, 186, 335
desiccants, 55
design types, defined, 339
devices, defined, 339
didrachm, 67
die varieties, 88–89, 163, 339
dies, 28, 339
DiGenova, Silvano, 242, 307, 314
dimes, U.S.

Barber dime, 139
Capped Bust, 138
change from silver to low-value clad

metal, 140
collecting, 140–142
Draped Bust, 137–138
major types, 137–140
Mercury head, 139–140
overview, 137
rare, 137
Roosevelt head, 140, 141
Seated Liberty, 138–139

dipped coins, 211–212
dipping, 49, 50, 339
direct marketing, 294–296
doctored coins, 207, 339
dollar coins, U.S. See also gold coins

Anthony dollar, 25, 160
collecting, 161–162
Flowing Hair, 155–156, 329

gold, 164–166
Indian princess gold dollar, 165–166
Liberty-head gold dollar, 164–165
major types, 155–161
Sacajawea dollar, 24–25, 160–161
silver, 155–160

donations, charitable, 299
Double Eagle ($20 gold piece)

1907 Ultra High Relief Double Eagle, 324,
326–327

1927-D Double Eagle, 34–35, 180, 209, 323
1933 Double Eagle, 180, 321–322
defined, 166, 175
Liberty-head, 178
overview, 177
Saint-Gaudens, 179–180
shipwreck recoveries, 34

double-struck, defined, 339
doubloons, 101, 323
drachma, 66
Draped Bust dime, 137–138
Draped Bust half cent, 111–112
Draped Bust half dollar, 150
Draped Bust large cent, 116
Draped Bust silver dollar, 156

• E •
Eagle ($10 gold piece)

defined, 166
First Spouse series, 193
Indian-head, 177
Turban Head, 175–176

Early American Coppers Club, 31, 294
early dates large cents, 114
eBay, 70, 236, 253–254
edge, 28, 340
educational seminars, 31
EF. See Extremely Fine (grade)
Eight Reales coin, 96, 155
Eisenhower dollar, 159–160
electronic exchanges, 235
elements, defined, 340
elephant tokens, 97
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Eliasberg coins, 322, 323, 324, 327
encapsulated coins, 44, 59, 215, 265, 277,

281, 340
England. See British coins
engravers, 28
erasered coins, 213
error coins, 25, 202–204, 340
estimates, defined, 340
Extra Fine. See Extremely Fine (EF or XF)
Extremely Fine (grade), 80, 82, 261, 263, 340
eye appeal, 257, 273–274, 340
eyesight, 269–270

• F •
face value, 20, 61, 186, 188, 189–190, 340
Fair (grade), 261, 263, 340
fake coins, 207–222
Farouk, king of Egypt, 248, 322
farthings, Irish, 95
fasces, 140
fields, defined, 340
50 State Quarters program

as circulatiang commemoratives, 189–191
Delaware Quarter, 23, 24
error coin, 244
overview, 23–24
popularity, 23, 190
timetable, 190

Fine (grade), 261, 263, 340
Finest Known, 82–83, 340
First Spouse $10 gold coins, 193
first strike, defined, 340
five-cent pieces, U.S.

buffalo nickel, 127
collecting, 128–129
Indian-head nickel, 127
Jefferson nickel, 127–128
Liberty-head nickel, 126–127
major types, 126–128
overview, 125–126
shield nickel, 126

flips, 43, 44, 52
Flowing Hair half dime, 134

Flowing Hair half dollar, 149–150
Flowing Hair large cent, 115
Flowing Hair silver dollar, 155–156, 329
fluorescent lighting, 271
Flying Eagle small cent, 120, 196–197
folders, coin, 45–46
follis, 68
foreign currency, 240. See also world coins
foreign languages, 239
Fort Knox, Kentucky, 21
Fort Vancouver half dollar, 185
Frankenfield, J.R., 251
Franklin, Benjamin. See Franklin half dollar
Franklin half dollar, 33, 82–83, 153
Franquinet, Guy, 239
French coins

collecting, 78
as colonial coins, 94
in early U.S., 109
shopping abroad, 238–241

Friedberg, Arthur, 229
Fugio cents, 102–103
full bell lines, Liberty Bell, 82
full strike, defined, 340

• G •
Garrett collection, 39
Gasparro, Frank, 153
Gem Superb Uncirculated (grade), 262
Gem Uncirculated (grade), 262, 341
German coins

collecting, 78
shopping abroad, 238–241
Thalers, 38, 331, 332

Gobrecht, Christian, 118
Gobrecht dollars, 196
gold coins

$2.50 gold pieces, 166–170
$3 gold pieces, 170
$4 gold pieces, 170
$5 gold pieces, 171–175
$10 gold pieces, 175–177
$20 gold pieces, 177–180
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1785 Immune Columbia Constelatio, 328
1822 Half Eagle, 327
1907 Ultra High Relief Double Eagle, 324,

326–327
Brasher doubloon, 101, 323
dipping, 212
Eagle basis, 155, 166
First Spouse series, 193
modern commemoratives, 188–189
overview, 163–164
popularity, 18–19
U.S., 73, 163–180

Gold Coins of the World, 229
gold (metal), 10, 197–198
Gold Rush, California, 165, 197, 198, 325
Goldberg Auctioneers, 306
Goldberg Coins & Collectibles, 324
Goldsmith, Stephen, 307
Good For tokens, 85–86
Good (grade), 261, 263, 341
grades

circulated, 261
defined, 255, 341
eye appeal factor, 257, 273–274
luster factor, 258–259, 274
strike factor, 202, 256–257, 274, 275
technical vs. market grading, 260, 266
uncirculated, 262
wear factor, 259, 275

grading
70-point U.S. scale, 260–264
art vs. science, 255–256
attending seminars, 272
condition vs. value, 266
damaged coins, 265–266
defined, 341
final judgments, 275–276
four factors, 256–260
in future, 266–267
and grading guides, 30
how-to guide, 269–283
market, 260, 266
need for practice, 275–276
net, 265–266

obtaining guides, 270
practicing at coin shows, 276, 277
role of guides in teaching yourself, 273
standards, 79–80, 266–267
technical, 260, 266
third-party, 276–282

grading guides
defined, 30
obtaining, 270
teaching yourself, 273

grading services
and authentication, 281
Coin Dealer Newsletter rankings, 281
evaluating, 280–281
fees for, 281
learning from, 282–283
overview, 276–278
published condition reports, 83–84
top two, 278–279
using prior to selling coins, 290
when to use, 281–282

Grant Memorial coins, 184
Great Britain, 78. See also British coins;

Irish coins
Greek coins, ancient, 66–67
Greysheet, 74, 225
guarantees

by auction companies, 246–247
and authenticity, 220
buyback, 221
and grade, 221
overview, 220–221
unconditional, 220

Guide Book of United States Coins, 229

• H •
haggling, 224–227
half cents, U.S.

Braided Hair, 112–113
Capped Bust, 112
collecting, 89, 113–114
die variety collecting, 89
Draped Bust, 111–112

353Index

37_222751 bindex.qxp  11/15/07  3:26 PM  Page 353



half cents, U.S. (continued)
Liberty cap, 110–111
major types, 110–113
Massachusetts, 97, 98
overview, 110

half dimes, U.S. See also five-cent pieces,
U.S.

Capped Bust, 135
collecting, 136–137
Draped Bust, 134–135
Flowing Hair, 134
major types, 134–136
overview, 134
Seated Liberty, 135–136

half dollars, U.S.
Capped Bust, 150–151, 329
collecting, 154–155
Confederate, 199
die variety collecting, 89
Draped Bust, 150
Flowing Hair, 149–150
Franklin, 153
Kennedy, 153
overview, 149
Seated Liberty, 151
Walking Liberty, 152

Half Eagle ($5 gold piece)
1822 Half Eagle, 327
Capped Bust, 172–173
Classic Head, 173
defined, 166
Indian-head, 174–175
Liberty-head, 173–174
overview, 171
Turban Head, 171–172

halfpennies
1793 ship halfpenny, 106
1795 grate halfpenny, 106
Irish, 95
Virginia, 200

halogen lighting, 271
Halperin, James, 242, 273, 306
Hard Times tokens, 85
Hawaiian coins, 185, 201–202

Heritage Auction Galleries, 242, 306, 323,
324

Hibernia farthings, 95
Higley, Dr. Sam, 102
Higley coppers, 102
historical figures, adding to U.S. coins, 128
hoards, 34, 69
Holden, Albert Fairchild, 326
Holden, Emery May, 326–327
holdering, 41–46, 52
home alarm systems, 57
home safes, 56–57
hotel security, 59
How to Grade U.S. Coins, 273
Huguenot-Walloon half dollar, 184

• I •
ICG (Independent Coin Grading) Company,

279–280
In God We Trust inscription, 123
incandescent lighting, 271
income taxes, 317
incomplete strike, defined, 341
Independent Coin Grading (ICG) Company,

279–280
Indian-head $2.50 gold piece, 169–170
Indian-head $5 gold piece, 174–175
Indian-head nickels, 127
Indian-head small cent, 120, 121
Indian princess gold dollar, 165–166
insurance

as auction house question, 308
in consignment selling, 303
overview, 60
questions to ask agent, 60–61

Internet
coin auctions, 252–254
finding coin dealers, 236, 241–242
selling coins online, 295–296
U.S. Mint coin sales, 240

intrinsic value, 163, 341
investments

coin market history, 314
coins as, 313–315
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like-kind exchanges, 316–317
retirement accounts, 315–316

Irish coins
collecting, 78
as colonial coins, 95

Isabella quarter dollar, 182, 183
Ivy, Steve, 242, 306

• J •
Jackson, Andrew, 85
Japanese coins, 78
Jarvis, James, 102–103
Jefferson nickel, 127–128
John Reich Collectors Society, 294
Johnson, B.G., 323

• K •
Kellogg & Company, 198
Kennedy, John F. See Kennedy half dollar
Kennedy half dollar, 153
Kesselman, Stanley, 327
Knight Currency Auctions, 306
Kosoff, Abe, 248
Krause Publications, 228, 229
Kreisberg, Abner, 248

• L •
lacquer, removing, 50–51
Lafayette dollar, 183
language barrier, 239
large cents, U.S.

Braided Hair, 118
chain cent, 115
collecting, 89, 118–119
Draped Bust, 116
early dates, 114
Flowing Hair, 115
late dates, 114, 118
Liberty cap, 116
major types, 114–118
matron head, 117
middle dates, 114, 117

overview, 114
wreath cent, 115, 328

late dates large cents, 114, 118
legends, 28, 341
Leopold I, Holy Roman Emperor, 331, 332
Lewis and Clark Exposition gold dollars,

183
Lexington-Concord half dollar, 184
Liberty and Security penny, 107
Liberty Bell, full bell lines, 82
Liberty image

$1 gold piece, 164–166
$2.50 gold piece, 167–170
$3 gold piece, 170
$4 gold piece, 170–171
$5 gold piece, 171–174
$10 gold piece, 175–177
$20 gold piece, 178
Barber dime, 139
Barber half dollar, 152
Barber quarter, 145–146
Braided Hair half cent, 112–113
Braided Hair large cent, 118
Capped Bust $2.50 gold piece, 167–168
Capped Bust $5 gold piece, 172–173
Capped Bust dime, 138
Capped Bust half cent, 112
Capped Bust half dime, 135
Capped Bust half dollar, 150–151
Capped Bust quarter dollar, 144–145
Classic Head $2.50 gold piece, 168
Classic Head $5 gold piece, 173
Draped Bust dime, 137–138
Draped Bust half cent, 111–112
Draped Bust half dime, 134–135
Draped Bust half dollar, 150
Draped Bust large cent, 116
Draped Bust quarter, 144
Draped Bust silver dollar, 156
Flowing Hair half dime, 134
Flowing Hair half dollar, 149–150
Flowing Hair large cent, 115
Flowing Hair silver dollar, 155–156, 329
on half cent, 110–114
on half dime, 134–136
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Liberty image (continued)
as Indian-head, 177
Indian princess gold dollar, 165–166
on large cent, 114–118
Liberty cap half cent, 110–111
Liberty cap large cent, 116
Liberty-head nickel, 126–127, 322
matron head large cent, 117
Mercury head dime, 139–140
Morgan silver dollar, 158
on nickel, 126–127
peace dollar, 159
Saint-Gaudens $20 gold pieces, 179–180
Seated Liberty dime, 138–139
Seated Liberty half dime, 135–136
Seated Liberty half dollar, 151
Seated Liberty quarter, 145
Seated Liberty silver dollar, 156–157
on silver dollar, 155–159
Standing Liberty quarter, 146–147
trade dollar, 157–158
Turban Head $2.50 gold piece, 167
Turban Head $10 gold piece, 175–176
Walking Liberty half dollar, 152

Liberty Seated Collectors Club, 294
light sources, 270–272
like-kind exchanges, 316–317
Lincoln/Illinois half dollar, 183
Long Beach lighting, 272
Longacre, James, 165–166
Lovett, Robert, Jr., 200
luster, 258–259, 274, 341

• M •
magnifying glasses, 270
Maine half dollar, 183
market grading, 260, 266
Maryland half dollar, 185
Massachusetts

colonial coins, 97, 98
early U.S. coins, 109

mated pair coins, 202
matron-head large cent, 117
McCann, George, 321–322

McKinley gold dollar, 183
Mercury head dime, 139–140
metals, for coins, 10, 12
Mexican coins, 78
middle dates large cents, 114, 117
mint sets, defined, 341
Mint State (MS), 263, 341
mintage, 28, 341
mintmarks

defined, 21, 341
fake, 209
on gold coins, 163
list, 21
from past and present mints, 21
Philadelphia, 37

mints, 28. See also U.S. Mint
Missouri half dollars, 184
Mitchelson, Joseph C., 39
Moffat & Co., 198
moisture, 53, 54–55
Monroe Doctrine half dollar, 184
Morgan, George T., 158
Morgan silver dollar, 158, 227
Mormons, 198
Morris, Gouverneur, 103
Mott token, 101
mottos, 28
MS. See Mint State (MS)
mules, 203
multiple-struck coins, 202, 341
museums

American Numismatic Society, 334
former mint facilities, 336
Smithsonian, 327, 334

• N •
National Numismatic Collection,

Smithsonian Institution, 327, 334
Neil S. Berman, Inc., 242
net grading, 265–266
Netherlands coins, 78
New Jersey

colonial coins, 97–98
early U.S. coins, 109
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New Orleans mint, 21, 34, 151, 163, 199,
257, 336

New York
American Numismatic Society, 334
colonial coins, 100
West Point mint, 21

NGC (Numismatic Guaranty Corporation),
278–279

nickels, U.S.
buffalo nickel, 127
collecting, 128–129
in early U.S. history, 124–129
Indian-head nickel, 127
Jefferson nickel, 127–128
Liberty-head nickel, 126–127, 322
major types, 126–128
overview, 125–126
shield nickel, 126

no return privileges, 219
No Stars Quarter Eagle, 324
Norweb, R. Henry, 327
Nova Constellatio coppers, 103–104
Novas (copper coin), 103–104
Numismatic Bibliomania Society, 294
Numismatic Guaranty Corporation (NGC),

253, 278–279
Numismatic News, 29, 30, 228, 295
numismatics

clubs for numismatists, 31
coin collectors vs. numismatists, 17
defined, 16, 341
meeting numismatists, 31–32
overview, 15–17
reading about, 28–30
role of U.S. Mint, 25

Numismedia Web site, 231–232

• O •
O (mintmark), 21, 341. See also New

Orleans mint
obverse

in 50 State Quarters program, 23
defined, 28, 342

off-center, 202, 342

one-cent coins. See also large cents, U.S.;
small cents, U.S.

Confederate, 199, 200
Massachusetts, 97

online auctions
advantages and disadvantages, 241–242
auction catalogs, 252–253
dealer feedback ratings, 236
eBay, 253–254
overview, 252
for selling coins, 295–296

online price guides, 231–232
Oregon Trail half dollar, 185, 192
original, defined, 342
original rolls, 20–21, 342
original toning, 212, 258, 342
overdates, 122, 129, 133, 163, 342
overdipped coins, defined, 342
overgrading, 216, 342

• P •
P (mintmark), 21, 37, 342. See also

Philadelphia mint
Parmellee, Lorin, 323
patterns

1792 silver center cent, 196, 325, 326
1822 Half Eagle, 327
1849 Double Eagle, 325–326
1882 Liberty-head nickel, 197
1907 Ultra-High Relief double Eagle, 324,

326–327
defined, 342
overview, 195–197

PCGS (Professional Coin Grading Service),
278, 280–281

PCGS Set Registry, 83
PCI Coin Grading Service, 280
peace dollar, 159
Perfect Uncirculated (grade), 262
Perry, Dr. Jason, 314
Philadelphia mint. See also U.S. Mint

commemorative coins, 186
gold coins, 163, 166, 169, 178, 325–326
and mintmarks, 21, 37, 163
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Philadelphia mint (continued)
oddball coins, 197
silver coins, 149
visiting, 335

Photograde (grading guide), 273
Piece of Eight coin, 96, 155
Pilgrim half dollars, 183
pioneer gold, 197–198, 342
pioneer gold coins, 197–198
Pitman, John Jay, 251
planchets, 203, 212, 265, 328
planes, carrying coins on, 58–59
plugged coins, defined, 342
Poor (grade), 261, 263, 342
precious metals, as investment, 316
presidential $1 coins, 191–192, 333
prestige sets, defined, 342
price guides

annual, 228–229
defined, 343
monthly, 228
online, 231–232
overview, 30, 227–228
purposes, 223–224
weekly, 228

price lists, 294, 298, 343
pricing coins, 290, 297
Professional Coin Grading Service (PCGS),

74, 82, 83, 253, 278, 280–281
Daily Price Guide, 232

Professional Numismatists Guild (PNG),
242

proof sets, 35, 37, 200, 343
prooflike coins, 212, 343
proofs

Braided Hair half cent as, 112–113
cautions, 264–265
defined, 343
grading issues, 276
handling, 51
luster of, 258
overview, 200–201, 264–265
quality, 28

PVC film, removing, 48, 49

• Q •
quarter dollar, U.S.

50 State Quarters program, 23–24,
189–191, 244, 314

Barber quarter, 145–146
Capped Bust, 144–145
collecting, 147–149
Draped Bust, 144
major types, 144–147
overview, 143–144
Seated Liberty, 145
Standing Liberty, 146–147
Washington head, 147

Quarter Eagle ($2.50 gold piece)
1796 NS Quarter Eagle, 324
1808 Quarter Eagle, 329
Capped Bust, 167–168
Classic Head, 168
defined, 166
Indian-head, 169–170
Liberty-head, 168–169
Turban Head, 167, 172

• R •
recordkeeping, 59–60, 299
Red Book, 225, 229
Redfield, LaVere, 34
Reed, Byron, 39
Reich, John, 144, 294, 327, 329
Reid, Templeton, 198
repaired coins, 214
reserve bids, 309–310
reserve price, 252
restrikes, 199, 200, 343
retail market, 226, 228
retirement accounts, 315–316
return privileges, 218–220, 281
reverse

in 50 State Quarters program, 23
defined, 28, 343

robberies, 59–60
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Roberts, Gilroy, 153
Roman coins, ancient, 67–68
Roman denarius, 32
Roosevelt, Theodore, 326
Roosevelt-Franklin Delano, 140, 141
Ruddy, James F., 273
Russian coins, 78

• S •
S (mintmark), 21, 343. See also San

Francisco mint
Sacajawea dollar

illustrated, 24, 161
metal composition, 24, 191
mistakenly combined with Washington 50

State Quarter, 244
overview, 24–25
popularity, 25, 160–161

safe-deposit boxes, 56–57
safes, home, 56–57
Saint-Gaudens, Augustus, 177, 323, 324, 326
sales taxes, 317
San Francisco mint, 21, 82, 163, 165, 178,

185, 186, 197, 257
scams, 216, 221–222
Scot, Robert, 155, 329
Scotland. See British coins
scrubbed coins, 213
Seated Liberty dime, 138–139
Seated Liberty half dollar, 151
Seated Liberty quarter, 145
Seated Liberty silver dollar, 156–157
SEGS (Sovereign Entities Grading Service),

280
Select Uncirculated (grade), 262
seller’s fees, 309, 343
seller’s remorse, 288
selling, as art form, 296–299
series, defined, 343
Sesquicentennial half dollar, 185
Set Registry, 83
sets

deciding what to collect, 36–37
defined, 343

denomination, 163
type, 163

Sheldon, Dr. William, 33
Sheldon-Breen grading scale, 33, 82,

262–264, 343
shield nickels, 126
shipwrecks, 34
Silver Certificates, 21–22
silver coins. See also dimes, U.S.; silver

dollars, U.S.
half dime, 125
modern commemoratives, 188–189
overview, 131
popularity, 18, 19
three-cent piece, 124, 131–133
toning, 211, 215

silver dollars, U.S. See also dollar coins,
U.S.

1804 Childs silver dollar, 322–323
Anthony dollar, 25, 160
collecting, 161–162
die variety collecting, 89
Draped Bust, 156
Eisenhower dollar, 159–160
Flowing Hair, 155–156, 329
Hawaiian, 201–202
history, 155
Morgan design, 158
paper vs. metal, 23
peace dollar, 159
Redfield hoard, 34
Seated Liberty, 156–157
and Silver Certificates, 21
trade dollar, 157–158, 324

silver (metal)
art bars, 22–23
for coins, 10
and Silver Certificates, 21
in Spanish coins, 96

Sinnock, John, 140
slabs, 44, 45, 266, 278
slidemarks, 46
small cents, U.S.

collecting, 122–123
Flying Eagle, 120, 196–197
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small cents, U.S. (continued)
Indian-head, 120, 121
Lincoln type, Memorial reverse, 121
Lincoln type, wheat ears reverse, 120–121
major types, 120–121
overview, 119

Smithsonian Institution, National
Numismatic Collection, 327, 334

Smythe (numismatic auction house), 307
Sovereign Entities Grading Service (SEGS),

280
Spanish coins

collecting, 78
as colonial coins, 96
in early U.S., 109
shopping abroad, 238–241

Sperber, Laura, 322, 324
S.S. Brother Jonathan, 34
S.S. Central America, 34
St. Patrick farthings, 95
Stacks (numismatic auction house), 307
Standard Catalog of World Coins, 80
standards, 10, 79–80, 266–267
Standing Liberty quarter, 146–147
Stone Mountain half dollar, 184
strikes

characteristics, 274–275
defined, 343
double, 202
fragmentary, 202
off-center, 202
overview, 256–257

stripped coins, 214–215
struck coins, 28, 343
successful bidders, 250, 343
Superb Uncirculated, 82
Superior Galleries (numismatic auction

house), 307, 322
surface

cleaning, 46–51
defined, 344
doctoring issues, 210–215
eye appeal, 257, 273–274
handling, 51–54
luster, 258–259, 274
wear, 259, 275

Susan B. Anthony dollar. See Anthony
dollar

Swiss America Trading Corp., 242
Swiss coins, 78
Switt, Israel, 322

• T •
Talbot, Allum & Lee (TAL) tokens, 95–96
Tangible Investments, Inc., 242
tarnish, 48, 49, 50
taxes, 315–317
technical grading, 260, 266
tensor lamps, 271
tetradrachms, 66, 67
Thalers (German coin), 38, 331, 332
third-party grading. See grading services
three-cent nickels, 124–125
three-cent silver coins

collecting, 133
major types, 132
overview, 131–132

tokens
British coins, 105–107
Civil War, 86–87
defined, 344
elephant, 97
Good For, 85–86
Hard Times, 85
Mott, 101
TAL, 95–96

toning
artificial, 215, 258, 274
defined, 19, 344
by dipping, 211
and eye appeal, 257, 274
as matter of taste, 258

toning
natural, 212, 258
removing, 48–50
in silver coins, 211, 215
and wear, 259

tours
Denver mint, 335
former mint facilities, 336
Philadelphia mint, 335
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trade dollars, 157–158, 324
trade papers, about numismatics, 29, 30,

228, 229, 295
transaction costs, 37–39
tubes, coin, 46
Turban Head $2.50 gold piece, 167
Turban Head $5 gold piece, 171–172
Turban Head $10 gold piece, 175–176
20/50/30 rule, 298–299
20-cent pieces, U.S., 142–143
20-dollar gold piece, 32, 34–35
two-cent pieces, U.S., 123–124
type, defined, 344
type sets, 163

• U •
Ultra High Relief Double Eagle, 324,

326–327
Uncirculated (grade), 80, 82, 260, 262, 263,

276
unconditional guarantees, 220
undergrading, 217, 344
Unity States cent, 104–105
U.S. coins

colonial, 93–107
Confederate, 199–200
dime, 137–142
half-cent, 110–114
half dime, 134–137
history, 12–13, 109–110
large-cent, 114–118
market overview, 71–72
nickel, 125–129
patterns, 195–197
popularity, 72–73
quarter dollar, 143–149
small-cent, 119–123
ten most valuable, 321–324
three-cent nickel, 124–125
three-cent silver, 131–133
20-cent piece, 142–143
two-cent piece, 123–124

U.S. Mint. See also Philadelphia mint
50 State Quarters program, 23–24,

189–191, 244, 314
and 1933 Double Eagle coin, 180, 321–322

chief engraver, 329
commemorative coins, 20, 23–24, 25,

189–191, 314
Denver mint, 335
error coins, 25
facilities, 21, 335
former mint facilities, 336
headquarters, 21
history, 105, 109
and mintmarks, 21, 163
modern commemorative coins, 188–189
and numismatics, 25
online coin sales, 240
pattern coins, 195–197
proof coins, 200–201
Sacajawea dollar, 24–25
taking children to, 335–336
virtual tour, 336
Web site, 333, 336

• V •
Vermont

colonial coins, 99
early U.S. coins, 109
half dollar, 185

Very Fine (grade), 80, 261, 263, 344
Very Good (grade), 261, 263, 344
VF. See Very Fine (grade)
VG. See Very Good (grade)
Virginia, colonial coins, 100
Voigt, Henry, 328

• W •
W (mintmark), 21
Wal-Mart, 24
Walking Liberty half dollar, 152
Wallis, Frank, 244
warranties, 246–247. See also guarantees
Washington, George

commemorative coins, 104–107
medals, 87–88
presidential $1 coin, 191–192
Washington-head large eagle cent, 105
Washington-head quarter, 147, 204
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Washington-Carver commemorative 
half dollar, 36

Wass, Molitor & Co., 198
wear, 259, 275, 344
Web sites

Numismedia, 231–232
price guides, 231–232
Smithsonian, 334
starting places, 332–333
U.S. Mint, 333, 336

Weinman, Adolph, 139–140
West Point, New York mint, 21
Wheaties (coin), 23
whizzed coins, 213
wholesale prices, 225
Wood, William, 95
Woodward, Elliiot, 323
world coins

collecting by country, 75–76
collecting by date, 77
collecting by denomination, 76
collecting crowns, 76

collecting topically, 77
defined, 344
grading standards, 79–80
overview, 75–79
pricing, 229

wreath cents, 115, 328

• X •
XF. See Extremely Fine (grade)

• Y •
Yahoo! Auctions

dealer feedback ratings, 236
year sets, defined, 344
Yeoman, R.S., 229
Young, Brigham, 198

• Z •
Zabriskie, Andrew, 323
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Economics For Dummies 
0-7645-5726-2
Grant Writing For Dummies
0-7645-8416-2
Home Buying For Dummies 
0-7645-5331-3
Managing For Dummies 
0-7645-1771-6
Marketing For Dummies 
0-7645-5600-2

Personal Finance For Dummies 
0-7645-2590-5*
Resumes For Dummies 
0-7645-5471-9
Selling For Dummies 
0-7645-5363-1
Six Sigma For Dummies 
0-7645-6798-5
Small Business Kit For Dummies 
0-7645-5984-2
Starting an eBay Business For Dummies 
0-7645-6924-4
Your Dream Career For Dummies 
0-7645-9795-7

0-7645-9847-3 0-7645-2431-3

Also available:
Candy Making For Dummies
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Excel 2007 For Dummies
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MacBook For Dummies 
0-470-04859-X
Macs For Dummies 
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PCs For Dummies 
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Digital SLR Cameras and Photography 
For Dummies
0-7645-9803-1
eBay Business All-in-One Desk 
Reference For Dummies
0-7645-8438-3
HDTV For Dummies 
0-470-09673-X

Home Entertainment PCs For Dummies 
0-470-05523-5
MySpace For Dummies 
0-470-09529-6
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Dummies
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Also available:
3D Game Animation For Dummies 
0-7645-8789-7
AutoCAD 2006 For Dummies 
0-7645-8925-3
Building a Web Site For Dummies 
0-7645-7144-3
Creating Web Pages For Dummies 
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