Coin Storage

By Robert Frye

When I was asked to give a presentation on coin storage I knew it would not be an easy subject to address.  In fact it would take much more than a half hour in order to properly explain even most of the facets of coin storage, so I have tried to hit the highlights.  Hopefully you will gain some basic knowledge so you can begin to assemble your own storage system.  I will briefly mention currency storage because I am not really familiar with its means and methods, though many of the same ideas do apply.  I will provide this material to Rick for inclusion on the website so that it can be downloaded anytime.

We have all asked ourselves about coin storage once our collection had enough size to be concerned with storage, or once we bought that “important” coin.  Whether it’s a mason jar under an old ladies porch in Nebraska as Carnac the magnificent would have done, or encapsulated in acrylic there are many different opinions.  Your task is to find what works for you. 

We will start with some basic questions first, in order to determine why you need/want safe storage, this includes both the location of the storage site and what you will use to encapsulate the coins.  Location is probably the most important issue to consider.  Will they be in a climate controlled environment?  Will they be in a basement?  Will they be in a safe or in the open?  Will they be in a safety deposit box at your local bank?  Will they need to be accessed frequently or even put on display?  Are they long-term investments that will not need to be accessed for many years/decades?  All of these storage locations will result in the need to take differing levels of precaution for moisture/bugs/light etc.

Once location is determined then you need to consider what you are doing with the collection, so you can figure out what type of storage is required.  You may want to display them, either privately, publicly or simply for your own ease of viewing.  Are you protecting an investment?  How important is this investment?  How much is the coin worth to you; a few dollars, a few hundred dollars or priceless? How long do you want to store/keep them? What are you trying to protect them from?  All of these questions will play a role in how you store/protect your coins and how much you are willing to spend in order to maintain their condition.

One final factor to consider is the composition of what you are storing, do you have primarily copper/gold/silver/paper?  Different materials require different levels of diligence and regular inspection.  If you are like many collectors you probably have several different types, but you probably have one area of the collection that is more prevalent than the others.  You will likely use a combination of storage methods and locations to suit the particular needs of your collection.  

Now that we have ground rules we can start to examine options.  As you can see there are many questions to answer before you start.  Unfortunately from there it does not get much easier.  You will end up experimenting a bit and probably buying some storage products that don’t work out quite the way you thought they would.  There are a myriad of products available for your consideration and to fit almost any budget.  When I use the phrase long-term I am talking about more than two years, again depending on storage conditions

Coins:

· Jars/Bottles (buried in the yard or not) – If sealed actually not a bad idea since glass is non reactive.  Even open to the elements depending on the storage conditions it may not be a bad thing. I have a jar that I put Lincoln cents into in 1993 and they still remain red, however they do show blemishes.  Not too practical to view coins and not recommended for valuable coins, but it was quite popular during the depression and remains useful today for loose change.

· Coin wrappers/Original Packaging – Consider original packaging if it is historically important, otherwise papers, inks and fabrics can contain acids, sulfur and chemicals that will tone coins over time.  Mint sewn bags will also tone coins if the environment is not stable, but the value of a mint-sewn bag can outweigh the risk.  Clear plastic wraps such as those used by Brinks are not a good idea for long term storage since they generally contain plasticizers (PVC)

· Basic “Thumb buster” coin folders – Tend to tone the coins strongly on the exposed side, but can yield attractive bull’s-eye toning.

· Other albums and premium coin folders with Mylar slides – Guardsman albums for Canadian Coins, the old Wayte Raymond albums and the newer albums are better than “Thumb busters” but still contain acids and sulfurs that tone coins over time.  Also the “hard” plastic slides on the obverse and reverse can result in damage to the coins surfaces.  (Fine scratches in luster)

· Cardboard flips – (can’t be reused) There are two major types: staple or glue in three common sizes: 1 ½, 2 & 2 ½ (crown) The staple type are very common and can be used fairly cheaply with good long-term results.  The drawbacks are that they are not airtight and you will need a good flat cinch stapler and there is a risk of damaging the coin by scratching it with a staple end if you don’t remove the coin carefully.  The glue type are air-tight and offer great long term storage options, the drawbacks are the price is double the price of staple (sometimes higher) and they can be difficult to get the coin back out without cutting the Mylar (risk of damage to the coin). 

· Soft plastic flips – Short-term storage/sale only.  I used these when I sold coins to allow me to put coins in quickly.  They are less expensive than Mylar/inert flips and allow me to re-use them if I need to re-label or repackage coins.  The drawback is obvious; they contain plasticizers and will result in damage to your coins over the long-term.

· Mylar flips – Long-term storage safe.  These flips will state one or more of the following: archival safe and contain no oils, no softeners and/or no plasticizers.  More expensive than soft flips and about three times the cost of cardboard staple flips but they allow re-use and re-labeling easily.  There are many companies that offer flip inserts that can be custom printed and cut or are pre-perforated.  You can even make your own template for a custom look.  The main drawback is that they are hard and brittle and may break if you open them frequently.  Also sliding coins into and out of them can result in surface scratches on the coin – especially if you are reusing flips from circulated coins that may have contained dirt on their surfaces.

· Paper envelopes with or without cotton inserts – This method is most commonly used by early copper collectors.  This is a method of storage that goes back almost to the roots of coin collecting itself.  They are re-usable and convenient.  It is considered safe although there are slight risks depending on the chemical content of the envelopes.  Most concern will stem from WHERE you store them rather than how you store them.   Only buy coin envelopes, these do not have a glued flap, any glue will contain chemicals that will be detrimental to your coins. Drawbacks are the expense depending on the number of coins you are wanting to store and you must remove the coin each time you wish to view it. 

· Coin tubes round hard plastic – Typically these are clear plastic with screw on type lids.  They are considered inert and safe for long-term storage.  You might consider packing them with an extra coin per roll to hold them tightly in the tube.  They are affordable but also breakable, drop one just once and you will find out why it can be an expensive problem.  They also do not store very conveniently as they want to roll when on their side and the lids are larger diameter than the tube.

· Coin tubes square soft plastic – Typically these tubes are white in color and have a snap on lid.  They have plasticizers and would be safe for short-term storage and use.  Since they flexible they will not scratch the coins.  These are not breakable, but the caps can and will come off if dropped.  They don’t roll when on their side and are uniform shape so they pack easily in to boxes.

· Plastic snap together holders – These holders are made for single coins or for coin sets.  They are inert and clear and offer decent protection for the coins. The problem is that they just snap together so they can come apart easily if dropped, hit or twisted.

· Cointain & Air-Tite coin holders – These are two different types of clear plastic holders that display the coin.  The Air-Tite holders are thick hard plastic with a cushioning ring for the coin edge.  The Cointain is a thin hard plastic holder that is sized to fit the coin diameter.  The Air-Tite holders are expensive but look nice for display cases etc, however you can’t see the coin edge.  The Cointains are difficult to install properly and easy to mix the obverse and reverse covers, they do show the coin edge and this allows for nice coin display with minimal interference from the holder. Stanton offers a similar holder that fits a standard 2x2 space and raises the coin to one side of the plastic insert to clearly see all three sides of the coin.

· Acrylic (capital plastics) – These are the ultimate in personally applied protection, hard plastic with a clear view of the obverse and reverse.  They are available in a myriad of combinations and even custom holders. They are very expensive relatively but offer a high level of protection.  There are also aftermarket slab like holders.

· Grading service encapsulation – If you have a coin that you want protected and sonically sealed you should consider a grading service. Other considerations include authentication and attribution that will allow for an easier sale in the future.  I will not discuss grades, preferences or values of services since this is an individual decision.  Cost prohibitive if you have a large number of coins that may not be particularly valuable.

Currency/paper:

· Wallet – Good for current currency with only face value.

· Pocket pages – A good option for low value currency or world bank notes.  Inexpensive but relatively high risk to their storage environment.

· Bill holders/wallets – Another good option to put a lot of currency in a small space. Inexpensive but high risk for storage environment and potentially difficult to remove from the holder.

· Mylar holders – Clear Mylar holders offer superior protection, especially when combined with a plastic pocket page for display.  About the best you can do without certification.   Still relatively affordable and available in many different sizes.  The drawback is that there is always one open side to the holder.

· Certification encapsulation – This will allow the ultimate in protection and authentication.  Similar to coins, if you have valuable notes the cost can be worth it but for lest valuable collections it typically will not pay to spend the money on this type of service unless you really want a note sealed and protected.

Storage Considerations:

· Desiccant/Silica Gel – if you are storing the coins in a potentially damp area such as a basement you should acquire desiccant bags to reduce the humidity.  About one pound for every 20 cubic feet should be used. These bags should also be used in any safe and even in safe deposit boxes.  You can recharge desiccant either by drying in the oven or in the sun.  Recharge your desiccant every three to six months depending on the environment. 

· Metal Safe – This is a corrosion inhibitor and prevents toning on coins within a safe or enclosed environment such as a safety deposit box.  One bar protects 33 cubic feet for 1 year.  I am not sure it is working or not but I have not ever had any corrosion while using them.

· Humidifiers – Use in the winter if the humidity level falls too low (usually under 30%) especially important with paper products.

· Dehumidifiers – Use to take excess humidity out of the air if the rate of humidity gets too high (usually over 70%) This can happen in the summer if you are not using air conditioning.

· Light control – Florescent light and sunlight are the two worst offenders when considering light sources.  Incandescent lighting is the most gentle for paper product fading.  Any item that you wish to preserve should be kept from sunlight or fluorescent lights for extended periods of time if possible.  Remove any item from direct sunlight sources.  If it must be under fluorescent lights then putting the items in a picture frame or barrister bookcase with UV protecting film on the inside of the glass will work.  If it is really important you may want to store it in a dark environment for safety’s sake if display is not required.

Display considerations:

Did you know that baseball card plastic sheets hold most slabs almost perfectly, but they are flimsy?  Slabs are the hardest item to display well since they are most easily stored in a slab row box.  There are some products out there to display mint sets, proof sets and slabs in a notebook style.  Rolls and tubes are actually most easily stored in coin boxes from brinks. You should be able to obtain these from a local bank branch if you just ask.  There is no reason to buy expensive roll boxes unless you just like them.  

Flips and 2x2’s are by far the most common method for coin storage.  The easiest way to handle these coins for viewing is to put them into pocket pages and in three-ring notebooks.  This will allow the viewing of both sides of the coin without much inconvenience.  The combination of different pocket page types allows for flexibility in how you assemble your coin books.  By choosing notebooks that allow you to personalize them you can also enjoy the fruits of your own labor, so enjoy the possibilities.

Flips and 2x2’s can also be stored in row boxes for items that don’t need regular display or referencing.  These boxes offer a compact way to store many coins.  You can purchase many different sizes, colors and configurations of row boxes to compliment your collection and make finding certain coins easier.

Coin trays are the last way to display and store flips and 2x2’s.  These are less practical for the collector and more practical for the dealer, however it may be a consideration if your storage needs require frequent access to the coins and you don’t want to constantly open notebooks and push flips into and out of pocket pages.  The trays store flat and take up more room than the other methods.  There are several styles of trays from open designs, full cover designs and hinged lid designs.

A little research will go a long way.  Nothing will happen to your coins overnight that hasn’t already happened to them, so don’t panic and think you have to do something right now.  Think about it, answer the questions posed and carefully consider your options and do research at coin shows for storage methods.
FAQ

Q:  I protected my coins in inert materials but they still toned, why?

A:  What you encapsulate the coin in is only half of the equation; you must also consider where they are stored.  Are you on the coast where salt laden air is a problem; are you in the Southwest where it is hot and dry?  What else is stored with the coins?  All of these factors can influence what happens inside your safe, safe deposit box or storage cabinet.  Remember unless your coins are sealed airtight anything floating in the air, or in direct contact has the possibility to affect the coins surfaces.

Q:  What about Intercept shield albums?

A:  While I have not used them myself, I am not convinced that any album that contains inks and paper products can completely protect your coins from toning or damage.  Again, unless the coins are absolutely sealed from outside air the possibility always exists that they may turn.

Q:  I have my coins encapsulated by a third party grading company are they safe?

A:  You need to check with that company and see what their policy states.  Some companies will guarantee grades and/or condition of coins once they are encapsulated.  This depends on the material of the coin, when it was encapsulated and the policy of the company regarding limits of liability and will vary greatly from one company to another.

Q: Proof and Mint sets, how to store them long term?

A:  We go back to the beginning of coin storage consideration on this point.  In some instances the set will be worth much more if it is intact and original.  In other cases when the mint changed packaging materials there is some doubt whether or not these materials are completely inert.  As always any paper or cardboard will almost certainly affect them over the long-term.

Q:  Will my coins be safe at my bank safe deposit box?

A:  The coins will be as safe there from corrosion and environmental concerns as they are anywhere else.  From theft and fire they are probably more secure than anywhere else.  On this point, you will again need to monitor them frequently and make sure that there are no adverse changes taking place.  Verify that the vault area is climate controlled and take precautions with desiccant for moisture.

Q: What can happen if I don’t take precautions, how bad could it be and can I stop the spread if I find a problem?

A:  You can halt the progression of damage if you find the problem early enough.  If you have a damaged coin you may need the services of a restorative company.  Always check your collection and find storage issues before they become a problem.  Damage can be very simple from light toning to extensive such as corrosion, pitting, black toning etc…  Some of these can be corrected through conservation services only if the surface was not penetrated.  Mold is easily stopped by removal from that environment and placing the item in the sun to dry it.

· PVC – green slime and corrosive pitting

· Physical damage (scratches, dings etc)

· Toning – gold, blue, black, red, orange, green and purple

· Corrosion – pitting from PVC, rust or verdigris

· Mildew – mold growth on paper products due to improper humidity levels.

Questions?
You can e-mail me at bob@taxtoken.org 

