Mint State 1842 Small Letters Half Dollar Sold

by

John McCloskey
During the spring of 1998 Brian Greer sent me pictures of an 1842 Small Date half dollar with an old Small Letters reverse that represented a major new discovery in the Seated half dollar series. Prior to the appearance of this specimen all known 1842 half dollars struck at the Philadelphia mint had the new Large Letters reverse that was introduced during this year. I described the characteristics of this new discovery in Issue #72 of the journal that was published in July 1998. Large obverse and reverse pictures of the discovery coin were presented with the article and show a nice VF coin with five small reverse digs between the A in STATES and the eagle’s head that serve to identify this particular specimen.

This same coin appeared at auction in The Rarities Sale by Bowers and Merena in January 1999. In Lot #1139 of the catalogue it was listed as an 1842 Small Date, Small Letters half dollar that had been certified as PCGS VF-20. The coin was described as having light gray surfaces with a few minor hairlines and surface abrasions that were very typical for a Liberty Seated half dollar in its grade range. It was also stated in the catalogue that the coin had been purchased by Bowers and Merena Galleries for $37,500 and that bidding would commence at that figure. The coin did not sell in the auction! The coin also appeared as Lot #205 in The Rarities Sale by Bowers and Merena in January 2001. This time it was described as being medium gray with touches of pale gold and having some scattered marks. Again, the coin did not sell. 

In the Wiley-Bugert guide to the Seated half dollar series the authors speculated that the 1842 Small Date, Small Letters half dollar might exist. In their 1993 reference text they state that it was entirely possible that an 1842 Small Date obverse could have been paired with a Small Letters Philadelphia reverse, resulting in a die combination that was presently unknown. The new discovery coin confirmed their suspicions that a Small Letters reverse die might have been used to strike some 1842 half dollars at the Philadelphia mint.

Following the discovery of the 1842 Small Date, Small Letters half dollar in the spring of 1998, I contacted Randy Wiley and discussed the new variety with him. He indicated that a few years earlier Jim O’Donnell told him that a collector had found a picture of this variety in a Stack’s catalogue from the 1980s. After a literature search Wiley told me that he had identified pictures of a mint state example in Lot #1279 of a Stack’s sale at the Greater New York Numismatic Convention in April 1988. Pictures of the lot show an 1842 Small Date half dollar with a Small Letters reverse and the coin is described as Brilliant Uncirculated and prooflike with exquisite orange and iridescent toning. But this information could not be used to document the existence of a new variety! Pictures can sometimes be misplaced in catalogues and this was a distinct possibility since they presented a variety that was not known to exist at the time of the sale.

The existence of a mint state example of this rarity can now be verified with another auction appearance of the coin from the Stack’s sale of April 1988. This time the coin appears as Lot #285 in the Stack’s sale of November 2005. The coin is described in the catalogue as Brilliant Uncirculated with exquisite orange and iridescent violet toning over boldly prooflike fields and meticulous devices. We know that this is the same coin because pictures from the two catalogues match and a reference is given in the November 2005 catalogue stating that the coin had previously appeared in the April 1988 sale. However, this time numismatic scholars examined the coin and verified that it was indeed a mint state example of the 1842 Small Date, Small Letters half dollar. Fierce bidding for the coin brought a price of $57,500 for the second verified example of this rarity. 

I would like to thank Stack’s for permission to present their pictures of the mint state 1842 Small Date, Small Letters half dollar from their auction catalogue of November 2005. 

