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Foreword  
 

Collector interest in all the Liberty Seated denominations, especially collecting by die variety, has 

intensified during the past 10 years.  No doubt, this is partially due to the proliferation of books and 

articles on the series as well as the increasing cost of collecting the older and very popular bust series. 

 It took a number of years but since the publication of Randy Wileyôs and my book, The 

Complete Guide to Liberty Seated Half Dollars in 1993, Iôve noticed that these half dollars have 

increased in popularity.  These mid-sized coins are large enough to study die diagnostics without 

excessively straining your eyesight and their individual costs were reasonable when compared to their 

rarity.  Many collectors are attracted to collecting the half dollars and, depending on personal budget, 

patience, and level of interest, try to complete various sets such as complete date/mint, date, mint, and/or 

type. 

The Complete Guide to Liberty Seated Half Dollars listed a finite and pre-determined number of 

the most easily identifiable die varieties of the series.  Many other die varieties were known at the time 

of publication but were not included for various reasons best discussed elsewhere.  This Register is 

different and individually documents the Liberty Seated Half Dollar die marriages of obverse, reverse, 

and collar dies currently known.  It is commonly misunderstood by many collectors and dealers that the 

Liberty Seated denominations have been studied as extensively as the older copper and bust series, 

where the discovery of new die marriages is rare.  This is far from reality.  The older copper and bust 

series have been extensively collected and exhaustively studied for many decades.  The Liberty Seated 

series are far behind in that respect and have a lot of catching up to do.  I hope to help that along for the 

half dollars. 

This Register does not include everything everyone wants to know about San Francisco Branch 

Mint Liberty Seated half dollars.  Specifically, little information is included on condition census 

(generally, I have little interest in that) and there is no pricing information (pricing information has 

limited value because it is too volatile and including it would quickly outdate this reference).  

Alternatively, Iôve included estimated rarity ratings and will leave condition census and valuations for 

others to study and to report. 

This publication is the first in a series of planned volumes of information on the die marriages on 

Liberty Seated Half Dollars.  It is no coincidence that the name of this Register is similar to ML 

Beistleôs 1929 reference on half dollar die varieties.  He provided me with my initial impetus to collect 

half dollars by die marriage.  Iôve studied and written about ML Beistle extensively and have an 

admiration for his personal and professional accomplishments. 

Lastly, this publication could not have been possible without the cooperative efforts of Randy 

Wiley.  He knows more about Liberty Seated Half Dollars than anyone I know.  He and I have been 

studying the die marriages of these coins for decades and much of the information we derived together is 

contained herein. 

Thanks for taking the time to read this and I hope this Register finds its way into your 

numismatic library. 

 

Bill Bugert 

Gettysburg, PA 

May 2009 
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Introduction  
 

The purpose of this Register is four-fold:  

¶ To document all the currently known Liberty Seated half dollars die marriages produced at 

the San Francisco Branch Mint 

¶ To assist the beginning or advanced Liberty Seated half dollar collector into expanding beyond 

type, date, or date/mint collecting into die marriage collecting 

¶ To aid the casual collector or dealer with proper variety identification and other pertinent 

information  

¶ To establish a standard nomenclature for the Liberty Seated half dollar die marriages. 
 

At the time of publication, all known Liberty Seated San Francisco Branch Mint die marriages 

are documented in this Register.  For 1875, 1876, and 1877, more die marriages will be discovered - the 

mintages and number of dies known are exceptionally high and it will take many years of collective 

effort to discover and document all the various possible combinations.  For those dates, this Register is 

an excellent starting point.  For all other dates, any new die marriage discoveries are less likely and 

probably scarce or rare. 

In this Register, I included the key characteristics of obverse and reverse die marriages so that 

you could readily identify your half dollar.  It is important to note that the mid-1800 minting technology 

had advanced to a state that, in contrast to the pre-1836 bust style designs, the date, with the exception of 

1853-1855 Arrows half dollars, and mintmarks were the only design elements emplaced into the 

working dies used to mint coins.  The other design elements such as dentils, Liberty, stars, 

denomination, legend, motto, and eagle were all in the hub and, consequently, have no variations when 

transferred to the working dies.  These advancements, however convenient for the minting process, 

vastly compound the difficulty in identifying characteristics of the individual working dies and 

consequently, the die marriages.  We must rely on variations in the placements of a date, mintmarks, and 

die imperfections for proper variety identification. 

For ease of the readersô use, I desired to depict one obverse and reverse die marriage per page; 

this space limitation forced me to be selective on the die characteristics that I specified and 

photographed.  Consequently, I picked the die lines and cracks that I thought were most prevalent for 

that variety and that could be easily identified using a quality hand held 10-power magnifier and, for 

date grid measurements, a 10-power hand held optical comparator.  Make no mistake about it, a good 

10-power stereomicroscope with a reticle is a worthwhile investment when studying and attributing 

varieties of all denominations. 

Excluding the Beistle number system which is not used today, the current standard Liberty 

Seated Half Dollar variety nomenclature is the WB-100 series system. This WB number, for Wiley-

Bugert, is derived from the 1993 book, The Complete Guide to Liberty Seated Half Dollars.  

Unfortunately and a point of some confusion, many WB-100 numbers by design include more than one 

die marriage per number because that book lists major varieties only.  For example, the 1865-S WB-102 

Small thin S half dollar includes 5 reverse dies.  This system is unsatisfactory for the serious half dollar 

variety collector where a single number represents a single die marriage.  This Register starts anew with 

separate die marriages with WB-X series numbers. 

It is very important to note that the die characteristics photographed and/or described herein may 

or may not be visible on your coin.  Die states, coin wear, toning, damage, etc. may affect the visibility 

of these characteristics and, for those reasons, you may find some diagnostics on your half dollar that are 

not listed in my descriptions.  In many cases, Iôve included photographs of the latest die state and may 

include comments of other die states.  Coins grading below VG will not show most of the die 

characteristics Iôve depicted simply because the key die diagnostics are worn away. 
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 In discussing my plans with others before this reference was published, some collectors and 

dealers wanted an online version while others wanted a useful physical media.  I chose the later in a 

workbook style three-ring binder and plastic spiral binding formats for easy desktop reference work and 

for portable operations at a coin show.  I wanted a user to be able to quickly and easily pluck useful 

attribution information from this Register.  I believe this format accomplishes that.  All too often, the 

hardbound books in my numismatic library are too tightly bound, making page turning awkward and 

potentially loosening the binding glue or breaking the bindingôs back.  I did not want my readers to 

suffer this inconvenience especially when I wish my Register to be used often. 

It is my desire that this reference creates sufficient interest in collecting by die marriage and 

someday the ñSeated Half Nut Clubò (i.e., similar to the ñBust Half Nut Clubò where a requirement for 

membership is owning at least 100 different varieties of the bust half dollar series) is a well known and 

popular club. 

I know it will be a disappointment to many, but I did not include pricing information, 

availability, or valuations of the die varieties in this Register.  In my experience, that type of information 

is very quickly outdated and useless after a few months if not updated.  Collector interest and the market 

will drive most valuations.  The financial complexities of the rare coin market are best left to the 

economists.  As an alternative, I included initial rarity estimates.  Almost all the rarity numbers are my 

estimates based primarily on years of observation and by discussions with other knowledgeable 

individuals.  I have a varying comfort level with many of the dates; for the extremes, the later high 

mintage dates are rough guesses because there are so many out there and it will take years to properly 

associate a correct rarity number with a specific die marriage.  Conversely, estimating the 1878-S rarity 

is rather easy because it is a very well known key to the series.  I have a moderate comfort level with the 

rarity estimates for the varieties of the other dates in between.   

This book does not include a tutorial on basic coin collecting, grading half dollars, or a lengthy 

history behind the Liberty Seated series.  I assume the reader has a basic understanding of these 

numismatic topics; besides, many other references cover them in great detail and I will not duplicate the 

efforts of others here.  The following introductory sections contain a lot of background information 

required to understand the variety attributions of the Liberty Seated Half Dollar series.  Please take 

sufficient time to read and understand them before attempting to use this Register.  

At this point, I think it appropriate to provide some advice and encouragement to collectors of 

die marriages of Liberty Seated Half Dollars.  But first, if you are looking to complete a die marriage set 

in a few short years, look elsewhere.  It will literally take many years of aggressive searching to fill all 

or most of the holes.  Even with the benefit of a thick wallet, many die marriages seldom appear on the 

market and when they do, are quickly snatched up by other serious collectors with similar goals.  If you 

bound your goal to collecting a few years, mints, or types, then the target becomes easier to attain.  

Otherwise, collecting all the die marriages of all the dates is an expensive lifetime commitment.  I know 

of only a few collectors, including myself, with the stamina to attempt this and, I can attest, Iôve spent 

over three decades collecting die marriages of these halves.  However, it is a wonderful pastime that has 

kept my interest for many years and provided many hours of enjoyment; it also helps to have a 

supportive spouse or partner.  I wish you the same. 

Lastly, as I mentioned in the Foreword, this Register would not have been possible without the 

efforts of my numismatic friend and colleague, Randy Wiley.  He and I have been studying these half 

dollars together since the early 1980ôs and weôve spent many hours together engrossed in determining 

die diagnostics, counting reeds, taking notes, and discussing new finds.  His astute analytical collecting 

techniques, motivation, and sheer determination are in a large part responsible for what is being 

published herein.  For that and for his friendship, I thank him. 
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Abbreviations, Conventions, and Def initions of 
Terms Used in this Book  

 
It is very important to understand the terms used throughout this text so that my 
written descriptions convey the proper meaning to you, the reader.   
 
Liberty and LIBERTY .  òLibertyó in lower case letters refers to the figure of Miss Liberty 
on the obverse.  òLIBERTYó in upper case letters refers to the words LIBERTY found on 
the scroll of the obverse design.  
 
Viewing a coin .  Often confusing if not clarified, the terms òrightó and òleftó are used 
when viewing a coin an d referencing features from the viewpoint of the observerõs 
right and left respectfully.  For example, when referring to the eagleõs left claw, the 
claw referred to is that on the viewerõs left and NOT the eagleõs left claw (which would 
be on the observerõs right).  
 
Olive leaf numbering .  For ease of reference, olive leaves on the reverse design are 
numbered counter -clockwise 1 thru 5 starting with the lowest leaf.  
 
Star numbering .  Obverse stars are counted clockwise starting with the first star on 
the lower left to the thirteenth start at the lower right.  
 
Measuring units .  I opted for the U.S. standard of inches to measure date height, 
mintmark size, and diameters of coins.  
 
Photographs.   Almost all images are not actual size but scaled to annotate var ious 
desired features.  I chose to establish a common arbitrary reference point for the 
mintmark on each die marriage; mintmark positions are depicted relative to the flat 
topped upper edge of the letter F in HALF.  Additionally, some collectors may want t o 
reference date positions to the dentils below the date instead of the date grid 
technique.  Conseque ntly, date position images include the lower dentils.   
 
Date Grid measurements.   See the detailed explanation elsewhere in this Register . 
 
Device and device naming.  A device is the primary motif on the obverse and reverse 
die.  For the obverse, the primary device is the figure of Liberty while on the reverse, it 
is the eagle.  Supporting devices are also on the observe and reverse.  See the 
supplemental diagrams and descriptions.  
 
Die Variety versus Die Marriage.  These terms, although different, are used almost 
interchangeably.  Die variety refers to a coin struck from dies and, irrespective of die 
states, all pieces from those dies have the  same characteristics.  Die marriage refers 
to a coin struck from a combination of three dies; the obverse, reverse, and collar 
dies.  The differences are subtle but they, as mentioned, are almost used 
interchangeably.  It is important to note that a die c rack may help to identify a die 
variety but is a die state and not a separate die variety or marriage.  
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EDS, MDS, LDS, VLDS.   These acronyms are short for early dies state, middle die 
state, late die state, very late die state and refer to a subjective  progress of die 
deterioration.   
 
K-1 thru K -12.  The abbreviation for a clockõs hour hand position (i.e., 1 oõclock thru 12 
oõclock) specifically around the outer diameter of a coin. 
 
Lines, Lumps, and Gouges.   These terms are utilized when describing t he various die 
diagnostics for each variety.  A line  on the coin is raised and results from a scratch, 
stray mark, slip of the engraverõs tool, or polishing of the dies.  A lump  is a raised piece 
of metal on the coin that resulted from die damage, rust, cl ashing of the dies.  Gouges  
are also raised metal on a coin resulting from oddly shaped heavier damage to the die.  
These three items are critical to differentiating dies and identifying the key die 
characteristics.  
  
Reverse shield line numbering system.   Reverse vertical shield lines are designated 
alpha -numerically with a letter designating a group of shield lines and a number 
referencing an individual vertical shield line within that group.  For example, B -3 refers 
to the third (3) vertical line (counti ng from the left) in the second grouping of shield 
lines (group B).  C -2 refers to the second shield line in the third grouping.  Possibilities 
include A thru F ð 1 thru 3.  
 
WB-#.  Die marriages are designated with a WB -#; WB is an acronym for Wiley -Bugert .  
I gave much thought to what numbering system to use in this reference.  Randy Wiley 
and I used a WB -100 series numbering system in our 1993 book, The Complete Guide 
to Liberty Seated Half Dollars .  Although seemingly ideal, I couldnõt use that same 
syst em because some WB -100 series numbers used in our 1993 book include many die 
marriages lumped under a single WB variety number.  I wanted to have a compact, 
easily remembered and referenced system that, for inventory and display purposes, 
could be readily sorted on a computer.  The WB -# format was the next best option and 
is used herein.  To aid the reader and long -time collectors, cross references to our 
first bookõs WB-100 series numbers are included for each die marriage.  

 
Cross references.   References of a spe cific die marriage to other publications are  
provided with each varietiesõ description.   
 WB = Randy Wiley and Bill Bugertõs The Complete Guide to Liberty Seated Half 
Dollars  
 MPD = Kevin Flynnõs Two Dates are Better than One: A Collectorõs Guide to 
Misplaced Dates . 
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Design Types  
 

Liberty Seated Half Dollars were minted at the San Francisco Branch Mint from 1855 to 1878.  There 

were four major design types on San Francisco Half Dollars during this period and they are detailed in 

the following table. 

 

Major Design 

Type 

Dates of 

Design Type 
Design Characteristics 

1850ôs With Arrows 1855 

 
Outfacing arrowheads were added at each side of the date 

signifying a reduction of the planchet weight from 

206.25 grains to 192 grains.  These arrowheads were 

added to temporary master dies to avoid the potential use 

of an unmarked die; therefore, all 1855-S half dollars 

have the arrows but they, and the date, have no position 

variations. 

No Motto 1856 ï 1866 

The arrowheads were removed and the major design 

returned to that as on pre-1853 half dollars without a 

motto on the reverse above the eagleôs head.  Some 

1866-S half dollars have no motto while most are 

included in the next category. 

With Motto  1866 - 1878 

 

 
The horrors of the American Civil War from 1861 to 

1865 precipitated a major design change with the 

addition of the motto IN GOD WE TRUST on a scroll on 

the reverse field above the eagle.  One 1866-S reverse die 

has no motto while the remaining dies include the motto. 

1870ôs With Arrows 1873 - 1874 

 
In 1873, outfacing arrowheads were added at each side of 

the date signifying an increase of the planchet weight 

from 192 grains to 192.9 grains.  These arrowheads were 

not added to temporary master dies as in 1855 and, 

therefore, 1873-1874 Arrows half dollars have date and 

arrows position variations.  Since this design change 

occurred after the January 1, 1873, some 1873 no arrows 

half dollars were minted before the change. 
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Reverse Hubs  
 

Subtle alterations were made to the reverse hubs and used at the San Francisco Branch Mint during this 

timeframe.  Identified as ñTypes,ò they are not specifically a major design change (as on the previous 

page) but minor adjustments to the characteristics of the reverse hubs that eventually transfer to the 

working dies and then to the coins themselves.  These types are differentiated here. 

 

Type 1 Type 2 

1855 to 1860 1858 to 1865 

Short lower base of the (HA)L(F) 
Elongated lower base of the (HA)L(F) 

Lump on the eagleôs left leg 

  

Type 1 Type 1/2 Type 2 

1866 to 1877 1877 only 1876 to 1878 

Open lower bud 

Closed talons on claw 

Thick olive leaf stems 

Open lower bud 

Closed talons on claw 

Thick olive leaf stems 

Closed lower bud 

Open talons on claw 

Thin olive leaf stems 
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Naming conventions:  Obverse  
 
 
 
 

 
 

 

 

The obverse design includes the figure of 

the Goddess Liberty seated on a rock 

looking over her right (observerôs left) 

shoulder.  Liberty is wearing a Greek 

chiton, or loose fitting gown, with a clasp 

at her shoulder.  Her neck, upper chest, 

and arms are exposed.  Libertyôs hand 

supports the Shield of the United States, 

a sign of national preparedness, which is 

wrapped in a scroll inscribed with 

LIBERTY; her other hand grasps a pole 

surmounted by a pileus, a liberty cap 

emblematic of freedom.  Thirteen stars, 

representing the thirteen original states, 

are spaced around the outer design from 

K-8 to K-4.  As with all early silver 

coinage, the outermost design has 

equally spaced design elements called 

dentils. 

 

Rock

Star 1

R ock S upport Foot Support

Drapery

Cap and Pole

Star 13

R
ib

b
o
n

Date
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Naming conventions:  Rev erse  

 
The reverse design portrays an eagle with 

wings displayed bearing the Shield of the 

United States on its chest.  The eagle is 

clutching an olive branch, which 

symbolizes peace, in its right (observerôs 

left) claw and three arrows, symbolizing 

preparedness for war, in its left 

(observerôs right) claw.  The 

denomination abbreviated HALF DOL. 

is below the eagle and the legend 

UNITED STATES OF AMERICA is 

above the eagle.  Like the obverse, the 

outermost design has equally spaced 

design elements called dentils.  For half 

dollars dating 1866 to 1891, the motto IN 

GOD WE TRUST is on a scroll in the 

field above the eagle. 
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Date Grid Measurements  
 
 Unlike bust coinage, all Liberty Seated Half Dollars were struck from dies with most of the 

designs (e.g., Liberty and stars) impressed initially from a hub.  Consequently, differentiating dies is 

difficult at best and the die marriage collector must rely on non-hubbed die diagnostics.  For the obverse 

die, these diagnostics include die lines and cracks, die gouges, die maintenance remnants, and most 

importantly, date placement.  Dates were emplaced into the working die with multi-figure and 

sometimes single digit logotypes and, therefore, obverse dies may have noticeable die placement 

variations.  Mastering a technique to define a date placement will facilitate a quick method of 

identifying possible die varieties for a given date placement, especially when no other diagnostics are 

evident.  Here is such a method:  the date grid measurement (e.g., M3.5, .030ò). 

 The date grid is based on the position of the dateôs 1 and consists of two components:  the 

position of the right vertical edge of the 1 with relation to Libertyôs shield lines and, secondly, the 

distance between the top of the 1 and the rock support.  A stereomicroscope with a linear scale on a 

reticule or an optical comparator is ideal for viewing and measuring the date placement.  The 

photograph below symbolically depicts a microscopeôs reticle (vertical line) aligned in the correct 

measuring position.  The shield lines are assigned an alphanumeric system whereby, the three center sets 

of shield lines are L (left), M, (middle), and R (right) and the individual shield lines are 1, 2, 3 (4, 5 are 

virtual shield lines equidistant in the large space between the shield line sets).  The date placement is the 

real or virtual shield line (including a decimal increment between shield lines) where the reticle (aligned 

adjacent to the right edge of the 1) intersects the bottom outside shield edge.  Increments of .5 signify an 

interpolation between two lines or virtual lines such that M2.5 is the seam between vertical stripes 2 and 

3 while M3.5 is the right edge of vertical stripe 3, as below.  Furthermore, the distance in inches 

between the top of the 1 and the bottom edge of the rock support is the second component of the date 

grid.  The example below is of an 1840 half dollar with a date grid of M3.5, .030ò. 
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Be aware that date grid is not and is not meant to be an absolute identifier for a specific obverse 

die.  It is merely a tool for identifying a numeric date position for possible obverse die identification.  In 

my experience, two experienced numismatists with the same equipment on the same coin may come up 

with two different date grids.  Measuring a date grid is not absolute and I, therefore, do not use it to 

positively identify a specific obverse die.  Many half dollars of different dies have the same date grid 

and, additionally, die states affect a date grid's measurement. 

Identifying known die marriages by the date grid allows comparison of an unknown die varietyôs 

date placement, thereby narrowing down an unidentified obverse die to a limited number of known 

varieties.  In my experience, many date placements are similar for a given date but different enough to 

allow minute differentiation.  The list below represents the date grid measurements for hypothetical half 

dollars of a certain date: 

Obverse Date grid  

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

M3, .008ò 

M3, .025ò 

M3.5, .028ò 

M4, .022ò 

M4.5, .027ò 

 

When encountering an unidentified half dollar, measure the date grid and compare it to the list of known 

obverse dies for the same date.  You should be able to identify it to one or two of the obverse dies.  In 

my photo example, the obverse die is closest to obverse 3.  Further study of other die diagnostics may 

confirm the identification. 

 Die states affect date grid measurements.  Late die states with heavily polished or worn dies will 

have different measurements than the same die of an earlier dies state.  For example, the distance 

between the top of the 1 and the rock may be greater on the polished die than the non-polished die.  

Consider this effect when comparing date grid measurements. 

 The date grid is a useful measurement to aid in identifying Liberty Seated half dollar obverse 

dies.  Collectors of other Liberty Seated denominations utilize date placements in relation to dentils but I 

believe this method is more accurate and useful for half dollars. 
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Edge Reeding and Collars  
 

Often overlooked, the edge of a coin contains reeds.  Reeds were implanted with a collar, the coinôs 

third die, and were meant to deter nefarious efforts to clandestinely remove silver from the edges of 

coins for profit.  All non-error Liberty Seated Half Dollars have reeds. 

 Reeded collars were heavy steel plates with a bore the size of the minted coin.  A blank planchet 

was placed in the bore and reeds were raised on the edge of the coin at the same time the coinôs designs 

were raised by the obverse and reverse dies.   

 Reeding on a coin was not standardized.  Collars were obtained by the Branch Mints through 

various efforts including in-house manufacturing, local procurement, and from the Philadelphia Mint 

and these practices resulted in variances in numbers and sizes of reeds on half dollar edges. 

 Reed counts are useful information in counterfeit detection, authentication, and determining die 

emission sequences.  For example, all 1878-S half dollars, a key to the series, have 147 reeds.  The 

1878-P half dollars have reed counts in the 150ôs; notwithstanding other die diagnostics, an 1878-S half 

dollar without the correct reed count would be suspect for an added mintmark. 

 The following table itemizes reed counts for all San Francisco half dollars. 

Edge Reed Count 

 138 139 140 141 142 143 144 145 146 147 148 149 150 

Date              

1855-S   ã           

1856-S   ã           

1857-S ã  ã           

1858-S ã             

1859-S ã ã ã           

1860-S   ã           

1861-S  ã ã           

1862-S  ã ã           

1863-S   ã ã          

1864-S    ã          

1865-S  ã ã           

1866-S ã ã ã           

1867-S ã ã ã           

1868-S   ã           

1869-S  ã ã           

1870-S  ã ã           

1871-S  ã ã   ã ã       

1872-S      ã  ã      

1873-S        ã      

1874-S       ã ã      

1875-S          ã ã   

1876-S          ã ã ã ã 

1877-S          ã ã ã  

1878-S          ã    
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San Francisco Mintmark Sizes  
 

Of the four mints (Philadelphia, New Orleans, Carson City, and San Francisco) that produced Liberty 

Seated Half Dollars, the dies for the San Francisco Branch Mint had the largest number of different 

mintmark sizes and styles.  Mintmarks were added to the working dies at Philadelphia most likely just 

before shipment to the Branch Mints; in this situation, all dies for one specific shipment were probably 

lined up and the mintmark emplaced by the same punch one after the other.  A punch with the letter ñSò 

was hammered by hand into the working die(s); variances in the exact placement may vary from die to 

die and account for the differences we enjoy today.  In some instances, the punch broke and the 

mintmark on the die(s) would therefore have a broken appearance.  In others, multiple blows from a 

hammer were necessary to emplace the mintmark with a proper depth and appearance.  If the alignment 

of the punch varied between blows, recut mintmarks consequently appeared.  The different mintmark 

sizes and styles are depicted below. 

 

 

Mintmark 

Size 
Micro  Minute 

Very 

Small 

Small 

Thin  

Small 

wide 

Broken 

Small 

wide 

Perfect 

Medium-

small 
Medium Large 

Height of 

mintmark 

.029-

.031ò 

.032-

.034ò 

.035-

.037ò 

.038-

.040ò 

.041-

.042ò 

.042-

.043ò 

.044-

.048ò 

.054-

.056ò 

.060-

.067ò 

Sample 

photo 
         

1855-S 

1856-S 
        ã 

1857-S to 

1861-S 
       ã ã 

1862-S     ã   ã ã 
1863-S     ã ã    
1864-S    ã ã ã   ã 
1865-S    ã ã     
1866-S 

NM 
   ã      

1866-S 

WM  
  ã       

1867-S to 

1870-S 
  ã       

1871-S   ã   ã    
1872-S      ã ã   
1873-S  ã        
1874-S  ã    ã ã   
1875-S ã  ã   ã ã   
1876-S 

1877-S 

TY 1 
ã  ã       

1876-S 

1877-S 

1878-S 

TY 2 

  ã       
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Counting Reeds  
 

Periodically Iôve been asked that if determining 

a reed count is so important, then how do you 

easily count reeds.  Randy Wiley and I have 

successfully been using a simple technique for 

years; with it, I have counted reeds on well over 

1,500 Liberty Seated Half dollars and many 

other smaller denominations. 

 Counting reeds is actually quick and 

simple if you understand the technique and have 

a few tools.  Simply remove the reflector from 

an inexpensive flashlight, place the coin into the 

reflector under your stereo microscope, and 

slowly rotate the reflector with the coin while 

viewing the in-focus edge (i.e., reeds) through 

the microscope.  Start at an obvious flaw (all 

coins have them) and, count (out loud is best so 

that you can ignore distractions) the reeds using 

the reticule of your scope to keep track of your 

position; stop for breathers at easily referenced 

places (e.g., nicks, lint, cracks in the collar, etc).  

Continue until you get to the starting reed.  You 

may have to initially adjust the coin in the 

reflector to keep it in focus for the entire 

counting session.  With practice, you can easily 

and accurately count the reeds on a coin in 

about 2-3 minutes.  Careful with the reflector 

surfaces; they scratch easily and you may end 

up replacing it more often than you like.  One 

more thing, you can also photograph the edge of 

the coin with this technique. 

 

Half Dollar Diameters  
 

The standard size of a half dollar diameter has 

been since 1839, and still is, 1.205 inches.  In 

my experience, few half dollars have that exact 

diameter.  Since the diameter of a coin is 

dictated by the diameter of the opening in the 

collar and collars were procured through various 

methods (local, procured from the Philadelphia 

Mint, made in-house), there is no wonder that 

slight variations in half dollar sizes can be 

found.   

 The following graphic presents summary 

information for the diameters of over 230 

Liberty Seated Half Dollars struck at the San 

Francisco Branch Mint.  As you can see, values 

are all over the graph.  A few obvious 

conclusions can be ascertained: few half dollars 

are of the standard diameter and most pre-1865 

halves are over the 1.205 inch standard. 
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Rarity Ratings  
 

Included with the description of each die 

marriage is an estimated rarity rating.  These 

ratings are based on the Sheldon Rarity Scale as 

depicted in the following table.  All rarity 

estimates are my own and are based on my 

observations and, in some instances, educated 

guesses.  Few varieties are rated R-6 or above 

and few are rated R-2 and below.  I will be the 

first to admit that it will literally take years to 

establish more accurate rarity ratings for each 

variety but I believe most will range from R-5 to 

R-3. 

 The rarity rating I assigned to each die 

marriage is a single number which includes 

coins of all grades.  In my experience, listing 

by-grade rarity values can lead to 

misrepresenting the rarity of a die marriage by 

misquoting grade rarities rather than overall 

rarities.  Naturally, some grades are rarer than 

others, specifically Uncirculated coins, but I will 

leave that study and accompanying condition 

census listings to others. 

 Care must be exercised when trying to 

relate a die marriageôs worth to rarity.  There is 

no direct correlation between value and rarity 

and trying to correlate the two would produce 

misleading results.  Some die marriages are rare 

but not noteworthy enough to gain the 

prominence enjoyed by some more popular 

rarities.  Rarity is only one factor in determining 

market value. 

 

Rarity 

Rating 

Estimated number of 

known pieces 

R-8 1 - 3 

R-7 4 - 12 

R-6 13 - 30 

R-5 31 - 75 

R-4 76 - 200 

R-3 201 - 500 

R-2 501 - 1,250 

R-1 1,250 or more 

 

Emission Sequence  
 

The die marriages of most dates are listed in ascending WB-X order per an estimated die emission 

sequence order with the first number is the first minted die marriage to the highest number being the last 

(usually the transitional die with the preceding or subsequent years).  Factors considered to estimate this 

die emission sequence include die wear, die abrasions, die defects, collar groupings, and use of 

mintmark sizes. 

 1875-S, 1876-S, and 1877-S are listed in a preliminary emission sequence because Randy and I 

both believe there will be additional die marriages discovered which may negate any pre-established 

emission sequence.  The establishment of the final sequences for these dates will be left for later efforts. 
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Miscellaneous Information  
 

Early San Francisco Branch Mint History.  With John Marshallôs discovery of gold at Sutterôs Mill 

near Coloma, California in 1848, huge amounts of gold were mined in the surrounding areas.  With the 

Philadelphia Mint too distant to accommodate the demand for ore refining and coin minting and with an 

influx of population of prospectors driving demand for hard currency, coins of many different countries 

circulated in the West primarily because U.S. coins were in short supply.  Local non-government mints 

opened and produced gold coinage to temporarily meet the demand for a chaotic western coinage 

situation.  To remedy this situation, the San Francisco Branch Mint was authorized by Congress in 1852, 

opened for the receipt of gold and silver ore deposits in a very small ill-equipped building in April 1854, 

and immediately focused on the production gold eagles and double eagles.  Silver coinage began in 

small quantities in 1855 and both eventually replaced the foreign coinage in circulation with U.S. minted 

coinage.  Growing Mint operations outgrew this small facility and, in 1872-1873, a new suitable 

building in a favorable San Francisco location was completed and occupied in 1874. 

 Half dollars, the largest circulating silver coins, were produced in low numbers starting in 1855 

and minted in various quantities every year, for Liberty Seated Half Dollars, through 1878.  In 1878, 

with the passage of the Bland-Allison Act, silver dollar production was the emphasis and the minting of 

Liberty Seated half dollars at the San Francisco Branch Mint ceased. 

 

Chopmarked Half Dollars.  Chopmarks are small punched figures on a coin that were applied by Far 

Eastern bankers or merchants to certify weight and purity.  U.S. coins that reached the Far East were 

often treated as bullion because gold and silver coins infrequently circulated.  Hence, the desire to 

guarantee their precious metal content.   

 Chopmarks can be infrequently found stamped into Liberty Seated half dollars.  The dates most 

often seen are the early to mid-1860ôs from the San Francisco Branch Mint.  A few small hoards of 

chopmarked half dollar have surfaced and were dispersed over the years.  A few sporadic pieces can be 

infrequently found.  Chopmarked coins donôt necessarily command a premium because a chopmark is 

actually damage to the coin applied outside the Mint.  However, some collectors specialize in 

chopmarked coins for their historical perspective and desire them for their collections. 
 

Guatemala Hoard Coins.  In his Complete Encyclopedia of US and Colonial Coins, Walter Breen 

discusses a large cache of Liberty Seated Half Dollars, known as the Guatemala Hoard (for the location 

of the find), and it is worth repeating here:  ñéabout 1956 unidentified individuals discovered an 

immense hoard in Guatemala, reflecting mass wartime (i.e. Civil War) shipments of coins as bullion.  

The Guatemala Hoard coins are readily recognizable:  They are dated between 1859 and 1865 

Philadelphia, and between 1860 and 1865 S, most often between 1861-1862 from either mint, ranging in 

grade from VF to nearly mint state, all cleaned with baking soda or some abrasive.  There were many 

hundreds of each date, possibly a couple thousand 1861-1862.  As there were not later date coins in the 

part of the hoard I saw (at New Netherlands Coin Co., 1956), most likely the hoard was buried about 

1865 or early 1866.  Either there were no 1866 S No Motto coins, or they were fished out beforehand; 

but I have seen none matching the hoard coins.ò 

 Don Taxay, in his Comprehensive Catalogue and Encyclopedia of U.S. Coins, also mentions the 

Guatemala Hoard with minor differences in the included coinage dates:  ñNote:  ñPò mint half dollars 

ca. 1859-1865 and ñSò mint half dollars ca. 1861-1865 are now relatively common in scrubbed unc. 

due to a large Guatemala find.ò 

 Another source indicates 8-9 thousand XF to AU half dollars were found in 1948 in jars.  Dates 

were mostly 1853-O and 1861-1863-S.   

 Whatever the exact dates and mints of the coinage, high circulated and mint state grade cleaned 

S-Mint half dollars of the early to mid-1860ôs can be found today. 
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How To Attribute Your  
Liberty Seated Half Dollar  

 

Armed with the introductory and the die marriage information contained in this Register, most S-Mint 

Liberty Seated Halves can be readily attributed to a correct variety nomenclature and WBï number.  

Date and mintmark close up images are displayed at top of each die marriage page because they are 

position dependent.  Additional die diagnostic information and images are contained for the obverse and 

reverse dies.   

 At a coin show, you will most likely be able to scrutinize prospective purchases to determine a 

correct die marriage.  Additionally, with advances in the internet, high speed data downloads, and digital 

imaging technology, many auction houses depict excellent quality images on their website for upcoming 

auctions. 

  

With a half dollar of an unknown variety in hand, proceed through the following steps. 

Obtain or estimate the date-grid location.  Compare this measurement to the date grid table 

contained for the coinôs date.  This measurement will provide a few obverse die possibilities 

and you can then check the mintmark position.   

Match the mintmark position of your coin to the table contained for each date. 

Finally, refer your possibilities to each variety description and check the die diagnostics for your 

coin against those listed for each die marriage. 

 

With a close-up image of half dollar of an unknown variety on the computer screen (e.g., from an 

auction website), proceed through the following steps. 

Estimate the date position of the 1 by using a straight edge such as the edge of a piece of page.  

Compare this measurement to the date grid table contained for the coinôs date.  This 

measurement will provide a few obverse die possibilities and you can then check the 

mintmark position.   

Match the mintmark position of your coin to the table contained for each date. 

Finally, refer your possibilities to each variety description and check the die diagnostics for your 

coin against those listed for each die marriage. 

 

 Both techniques work well.  I have personally tested attribution techniques either with a coin in 

hand or over the internet with the digital archives of a few well known auctions houses.  In over 90 per 

cent of the coins or images checked, I was able to attribute the variety for a high grade (VF+) Liberty 

Seated Half Dollar.  I hope you have similar successes.   
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The San Francisco Branch Mint  
Liberty  Seated Half Dollar  

Die Marriages  



 

A Register of Liberty Seated Half Dollar Varieties, Volume I, San Francisco Branch Mint 20 

1855-S 
 

1855-S is the first year of mintage for Liberty Seated Half Dollars at the San Francisco Branch Mint and 

one of the low mintage key dates for the series. 

As required by the Mint Act of 1853, the standard weight of half dollar planchets was reduced 

from 206.25 to 192 grains to prevent hoarding and melting.  Arrows were placed at each side of the date 

in 1853-1855 to signify this weight change and all 1855-S halves have these arrows. 

There are no variations in the placement of the date or arrows as they were most likely punched 

into the temporary master dies in use in the 1853-1855 time frame.  Consequently, the usual date grid 

measurement technique of identifying an obverse die is useless and close-up photos of the date for each 

die marriage are not shown in this Register for 1855. 

Two reverse dies were used in 1855-S; both have a Large S mintmark with minor position 

variations and easily identifiable die diagnostics.  All 1855-S dies were heavily abraded and/or polished.  

Three of the four obverse dies have little or no drapery below the elbow and both reverse dies have weak 

or missing vertical shield lines.  Most mid-grade coins seen have a weak ñEò in LIBERTY. 

Randy Wiley examined the ñLouisiana Hoardò of 1855-S half dollars in April 1986.  This private 

collectorôs hoard was accumulated from 1976 to 1983 and consisted of 87 coins grading as follows:  

AG/G (15), VG (27), F (17), VF (14), XF (9), and AU (1 ï the ex-Ivy ñStanfordò 7/1976).  Almost half 

of this hoard graded VG or less; this supports evidence that this date did circulate heavily. 

Many 1855-S halves seen have been damaged, re-engraved, repaired, chopmarked, and/or 

heavily cleaned.  Choice, original, problem free 1855-S half dollars of any grade are scarce. 

Four die marriages are known as depicted in the tables below. 

Mintage 
Number 

of dies 

Number 

Marriages 

Obverse 

Dies 

Reverse 

Dies 

Reed Counts 

Known 

129,950 

Requested - Unknown Unknown 
1 

(140) 
Shipped - 5*  4*  

Known 4 4 2 

* = Two pairs of dies shipped for 1854 (no coinage) and two reverse dies reserved for 1855. 

 

1855-S 
Obverse and Reverse die 

identification keys 

Weak shield 

lines C1-3; die 

lines above 

(AM)ER(ICA)  

Weak shield 

lines A-C1-3; 

die lines above 

(AME)R(ICA)  

Large S 
A 

 

B 

 
No drapery; die line by Libertyôs left index finger 1 WB-1  

Nearly vertical die lines across Libertyôs lap 2 WB-2  

Two tiny die lines and heavy clash lines under 

Libertyôs drapery 
3  WB-3 

Large irregularly shaped lump above the shield in 

Libertyôs gown  
4  WB-4 

 

 

 


