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Mr. President, members of the board, distinguished collectors, ladies and gentlemen  ... and Bob.

My topic is Seated Liberty Half Dollars as part of a type set.  What constitutes a TYPE set?  One of the many positive aspects about our hobby is that there is no wrong answer to that question.  Some folders available on the market for a TYPE set have a single space for one each of half dollars representing a draped bust, a capped bust, a seated liberty, a Barber, a Walking Liberty, a Franklin and a Kennedy.  Others go further.  For that matter, folders aren’t even required.  In general a “TYPE” coin is classified every time there is a significant change to the design of a denomination.  Type, per se, differs from die varieties, overdates, restrikes and various other factors that may contribute to one coin appearing to be different than another of the same denomination.

I could go on reflecting about the popularity of neoclassical sculpture in the early and mid-1800’s and how the Seated Liberty Design drew its inspiration from depictions of Britannia on coins of Great Britain as well as similar designs dating back to ancient Rome, but I wouldn’t want all that excitement to pull the hustlers at the back tables away from their haggling. Much of that history is an interesting aspect of the hobby; but for tonight, I thought it might be a bit more fun just talking about the collecting of the various type designs of the Seated Liberty Half Dollar.

OK. What is the first rule you pass along to new an/or beginning coin collectors?  What’s the hobby’s number 1 cliché?

“Buy the book before the coin.”

The Red Book lists five “varieties,” its euphemism for “TYPE.”

I’m currently, among other areas, working on a type set of 19th Century silver coinage, although I still consider myself a half dollar man primarily.  For the more in-depth collector delving into Seated Liberty halves, the main reference book is The Complete Guide to Liberty Seated Half Dollars by Randy Wiley and Bill Bugert.

As with the Morgan “VAM” collectors, the Overton’s of the Bust Half Nut Club, the copper’s Sheldons, etc., Seated Liberty Halves’ die varieties are referred to by their “Wiley – Bugert” number, or “WB” number after the author’s name that I reverently refer to as the “Wooly-Booger.” Numbers. 

Wooly Booger’s euphemism for “TYPE” is “subtype” and they distinguish three more than the Red Book.  It is examples of these eight that I am here to share with you this evening, ones that I view as constituting the major varieties to qualify for the type coins of my collection.

First, however, I’d like to cover a few more resource and/or references that I’d recommend to anyone interested in pursuing Seated Liberty Halves in any aspect.

The most recent auction of significance regarding Seated Liberty Halves was held on October 15 – 17, 2002, when Stack’s of New York auctioned the Queller Family Collection of United States Half Dollars.

Other catalogs include three by Bowers and Merena.  The famous Eliasberg collection.  Many of you may know Louie’s claim to fame.  In January, 1996, the James B. Pryor collection was held in Los Angeles; and the Bowers and Merena Rarities Sale was held just prior to the F.U.N. show in Orlando, in January, 1999.

The Seated Liberty Collectors Club ($15 a year dues. Anyone interested, see me later.) puts out a quarterly “Gobrect Journal” with articles relating to things Seated Liberty in nature.  This Volume 29, Issue 86 is the latest from March of this year.  There are a couple articles that I’d like to read in part.

Here initially, Darrell Low submitted an article entitled “A Look at the Queller Family Collection of Seated Half Dollars.”  

“In recent years, we have seen the wonderful Seated half dollar collections of James Pryor, Louis Eliasberg and Douglas Noblet appear at auction….”

For those of you who may not be aware, James Pryor is dead.  Louis Eliasberg passed away in 1976 and I am Douglas Noblet, so, we are all very fortunate tonight!

Another article in which Mr. Low, along with Leonard Augsburger, put in an extreme amount of time and effort putting together is titled “Survey of Liberty Seated Auction Sales 1985 – 2002 Quarters and Half Dollars.”

They list the top 25 Seated Half Dollar Sets by Completion Percentage.  There are six that are listed as 100% complete.

Stack’s US Sale in March of 1987 is in 6th place.

The Goldberg Kardatzke Sale in February 2000 took 5th.

Forth place went to the world famous Eliasberg sale.

Mr. Queller grabbed 3rd with his 62.8 average grade with 88 uncs.

The aforementioned Pryor sale took the top spot with 104 uncs. and a 63.9 grade average.

The Bowers & Merena 1999 Rarities Sale, down 7/10th of one percent from Pryor’s in overall grade average, at 63.2, but with five more uncs with 109 held a close second.  Oh, the Bowers and Merena 1999 Rarities Sale … that was my collection!

OK, enough egomania, eh?  How about on to some coins?  The Seated Liberty design was used on ½ dimes, dimes, twenty-cent pieces, quarters, half dollars and dollars during most of the 19th century.  

Debates, arguments, politics swayed and dissuaded hagglers and historians over the years similar to the debates, arguments and politics that goes on today regarding the initials on the new State Quarters as to whose design is it anyway?  Basically, a portrait painter famous at the time by the name of Thomas Sully has been credited with designing the Seated Liberty obverse.  Christian Gobrecht however, put the design to the dies, was mint director from 1840 until his death in 1844; and is generally credited therefore as the “designer” of the Seated Liberty obverse.

Wooly-Booger’s Type I

Obverse:  No drapery/no arrows

Reverse:  No motto/Small Letters/No Rays

Like the initial years of the Standing Liberty Quarters ¾ of a century later, there was a public uproar regarding “indecent” aspects of Ms. Liberty’s gown.  A little adjustment brought us Type II

Sub type II from 1839 – 1842 varies from Type I only by the addition of the drapery.

Obverse:  With Drapery/No Arrows

Reverse:  No Motto/Small Letters/No Rays

Type III is a rather cool oddity.  It resulted from circumstance rather than change that MAY account for why the Red Book does not distinguish it as a separate TYPE.

Head dies of the Capped Bust Halves were sent to New Orleans in 1839 along with the companion tail dies with the Reich Eagle design that appears on the Capped Bust Halves.  As you may know, the Bust type halves had the “O” mintmark on the obverse of the coin.  In case you didn’t know it, they did it anyway; but I brought one of those, too, to show you.  Anyway, one of the reverse dies in New Orleans was saved for use in 1840. Not being ones to waste perfectly good dies, the old-style reverse dies were paired with the newly designed Seated Liberty obverses resulting with a new obverse that carries mint marks on the reverse; but an older reverse die that put the mint marks on the obverse.  The result is our type III, the 1840 (O) with no mintmark.

The noticeable difference of course is not that it doesn’t have a mintmark, neither do the Philadelphia halves!  It is the unique year that has halves with the reverse of coinage like that of 1838.  That is how it is usually referred to, “Reverse of 1838;” but now you’ll know what someone is talking about if he mentions the “1840 New Orleans” or “1840 no ‘O.’”

Sub Type III
Obverse:  Drapery/No Arrows




Reverse:  Original Reich Eagle/No Motto






Medium Letters/No Rays

Sub Type IV
Obverse:  Drapery/No Arrows




Reverse:  No Motto/Large Letters/No Rays

These coins were minted from 1842 – 1852 then were revised in 1856 for another 10-year stint until 1866.

After the Gold Rush of 1848 – 1849, President Franklin Pierce, whose portrait doesn’t appear on any denomination of anything that I’m aware of, got all excited with the surge in the balance of the Treasury … and probably tried to take credit for it I would imagine!  What he didn’t mention was that the value of silver had increased as a ratio to gold.  Half dollars then started getting shipped out to the Caribbean and Europe where they were being melted.  To remedy the situation, the Act of 1853 lowered the weight of the halves from approximately 206¼ grains to 192 grains.  To indicate the weight change, arrows were added by the date and rays were placed in the reverse field, giving us Wooly-Booger …

SubType V

Obverse:  Drapery/Arrows

Reverse:  No Motto/Large Letters/Rays

The rays were only used in 1853 making it a one-year type.  The arrows remained however for the halves of 1854 and 1855, creating Wooly—Booger Subtype VI for us numismatists a century later.

Subtype VI 
Obverse:  Drapery/Arrows

Reverse:  No Motto/Large Letters/No Rays

The most significant design modification to occur during the 53-year span of the series was the addition of the motto, “In God We Trust” on the reverse.  Some type collectors make note of just two types, the “no motto” and the “with motto” varieties.  This reverse remained from its first inclusion in 1866 through to the end of the series in 1891.  SubType VII therefore resulted.  

SubType VII
Obverse:  Drapery/No Arrows

Reverse:  Motto/Large Letters/No Rays

Another weight change brought us our last subtype, SubType VIII.  By omitting the standard silver dollar with the Act of 1873, the half dollar now became the largest coin in circulation.  This time, the weight was increased from 12.44 grams to a more metric 12.5 grams.  Arrows again were the indicator and appear again by the date.

SubType VIII
Obverse:  Drapery/Arrows




Reverse:  Motto/Large Letters/No Rays

So … there’s one way to collect Seated Liberty Half Dollars by type.  Now that half of us are becoming beginning currency collectors, maybe you want to consider looking to toss a Seated Liberty Half into your diversified collection.

