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Recently I read The Mint on Carson Street by Rusty Goe that pays tribute to the Carson City Mint and the many wonderful coins that were produced there. The author provides documentation for coinage operations at the Mint, describes mining activities in Nevada during the 19th century, discusses economics and politics on the western frontier, and explains how these events affected the mintages of Carson City coins. He also describes events in other parts of the United States and Europe that affected coinage production at the Carson City Mint. I found that I thoroughly enjoyed reading this book and comparing the mintages of Carson City coins to the historical events described by the author.

I have been building a date set of circulated Seated quarters in Fine condition for many years, purchasing one coin of each date regardless of mintmark or variety. After reading Rusty Goe’s book I began to wonder how historical events affected the total mintage of Seated quarters during the years in which they were struck. I was interested in knowing if patterns could be observed in total quarter production from 1838 to 1891 that related to historical events of the period. I began by making a chart listing the total mintage for each date over this period of 54 years. After a little study I found that the dates could be placed into groups in terms of rarity, availability and price. A summary of these groupings is given in Table 1. This table shows that Seated quarter production often changed dramatically over the years. The table also provides strong evidence to indicate that outside events had a dramatic impact on mint operations. This article has been prepared in an effort to describe some of the historical events and policies from the 19th century that influenced quarter production at the mint.

Table 1

Total Quarter Production, 1838 to 1891


Period                    Total Mintage        Percentage   Average Total Mintage

1838 – 1849           8,810,273                    5.67                734,189

1850 – 1852           1,107,860                    0.71                369,287

1853 – 1862         70,196,170                  45.13             7,019,617

1863 – 1872           1,284,670                    0.83                128,467

1873 – 1878         66,487,822                  42.75           11,081,304

1879 – 1887              114,370                    0.07                  12,708

1888 – 1891           7,524,734                    4.84             1,881,184

Total             
   155,525,899        


        100.00

1838 – 1849

Average Total Mintage: 734,189

Liberty Seated quarters were first struck in 1838 but the policies that affected their production were established during the previous four years. The Coinage Act of 1834 lowered the value of silver relative to gold and the coinage laws of 1837 authorized a bullion fund. The Treasury could now buy silver bullion on the open market instead of waiting for depositors to bring in bullion to be made into coins. These policies would allow for higher mintages of silver coins than in previous years.

Quarters were minted in sufficient numbers during this period so that examples are not difficult to find today. Coins from eleven of the twelve years in this group can be purchased for about $50 in Fine condition and are generally available to the interested collector. The 1848 quarter has the lowest mintage of this period and is a little more difficult to obtain. It would have a value of about $82 in Fine.

1850 – 1852

Average Total Mintage: 369,287

Gold was discovered in large quantities in California in 1849. As large amounts

of gold entered the marketplace its value began to decrease relative to silver. It reached a point where $100 in gold coins could purchase $100 in silver coins that could then be sold for $103 as bullion. Quarters quickly left the marketplace and many were melted in exchange for a quick profit. In addition, many Seated quarters made their way to other markets in Latin America, the West Indies and Canada where their higher silver value made them attractive for use in commerce in these countries.

For the next three years quarter mintages fell. Since the price of silver was rising, the Mint was forced to pay more for silver bullion and any coins struck during these years did not circulate. The years 1850, 1851 and 1852 have lower mintages and examples are scarce today. Coins from these three years are more difficult to find but they can be obtained for $100 to $150 in Fine condition. 

1853 – 1862

Average Total Mintage: 7,019,617

The silver content of Seated quarters was reduced in 1853 to solve the problem of high silver value in the quarters. Arrows were added on both sides of the date and rays added to the reverse field in 1853 to signify the lower silver content of the coins. The arrows were retained in 1854 and 1855 but the rays were removed from the reverse after only one year.  Large numbers of quarters were struck for several years to replace the coins that had disappeared from circulation before the reduction in silver content. Over 16 million quarters were struck in 1853 and nearly 14 million more were produced in 1854. Mintages remained high for several more years but production had fallen to about one million pieces by 1862. There was now a glut of quarters in the marketplace but silver was legal tender only up to the amount of $5 making it difficult to dispose of large quantities of silver coinage.

Foreign coins were legal tender in the United States until 1857. The huge number of Seated quarters now available made it easier to replace the foreign coins that were withdrawn at this time. In 1858 Canada switched to the decimal system of coinage but it lacked sufficient quantities of silver coins for daily commerce. Some of the Seated quarters produced at this time were sent to Canada to make up for this shortage while many more were shipped to markets in the West Indies and Latin America.

Coins from these years are common today and available to the collector. With arrows coins from the years 1853, 1854 and 1855 can be obtained for about $50 in Fine condition while examples from the years 1856 to 1862 are available for about $35 in Fine.  

1863 – 1872

Average Total Mintage: 128,467

The Civil War started in 1861 and banks stopped trading coins for paper currency in 1862. The public began to hoard silver coins and use paper money that included fractional currency. The government needed precious metals, especially gold, to pay for war expenses so that paper currencies and silver declined in value relative to gold. Silver was still on par with gold in Canada so bankers sold America’s cheap silver to Canada for gold, making a nice profit in the exchange.

Mintages for Seated quarters plummeted during this period. From a high of almost one million pieces in 1862, the numbers fell to about 200,000 in 1863 and to 100,000 by 1865. When the war ended quarter mintages did not recover. The government wanted to return to specie payment as quickly as possible but the war debt prevented it. The Treasury’s reserves of precious metals were so low that it was decided to slowly replenish the gold stocks and slowly repay the war debt. Congress passed an Act in 1869 to reassure the public that it would eventually exchange paper money for coins. 

The smallest mintage of this period was 45,525 in 1866. While some of the dates in the early 1860s are often referred to as the hard to find Civil War dates, it is the dates in the late 1860s that took me the longest to find. In fact the only date that I lack in my set is 1866. This year has the eleventh lowest mintage but I have found that it is the least available of all the dates in the series.

Many of the dates in this group are rare and seldom available to the collector. An example from the year 1866 is the most difficult to obtain and would sell for about $600 in Fine condition. Coins from 1867 are also rare with an example worth about $500 in Fine. Coins from 1868 and 1869 are considered to be scarce but they can be obtained for about $250 in Fine. Examples from the years of 1864, 1865, 1870 and 1872 would sell for prices from $100 to $150 in Fine while coins from 1863 and 1871 would be worth about $75 in Fine.

1873 – 1878

Average Total Mintage: 11,081,304

By 1875 the economy had recovered and Congress passed the Specie Payment Act. The coins produced during this period were used to redeem the fractional currency in circulation that was estimated to be about $40 million. Production of quarters increased dramatically when over 31 million were struck in 1876 and another 24 million were struck in 1877. This huge increase in Seated quarter mintages was fueled by increased output at the silver mines of the American west. Silver from the Comstock Lode reached its peak output in 1877 when $21 million was produced. The Consolidated Virginia Mine reached its peak output in 1875 when $9.6 million was produced. The silver mines in Colorado also increased their output during this period. The mine owners recognized that they needed a buyer for their increasing output of silver bullion. With the help of their congressmen legislation was passed to make the United States Treasury a buyer for the silver produced in the mines.

Events in Europe also had an impact on the silver market. The Franco-Prussian War ended in 1871 with Prussia the winner. France was forced to pay $965 million in reparations, much of it in silver. The various German states united to form one united country. The silver coins of these states were recalled and replaced with Germany exporting two thirds of its excess silver bullion from 1873 to 1879.

There was plenty of silver available at this time and this helped fuel quarter production. But the over abundance of a given product will result in a drop in its value. The value of the silver in the quarter as bullion had dropped. By 1874 some banks refused to accept deposits of silver coins. Merchants would only accept silver coins at a discount, which ranged from 3% to 8%. This meant that a dollar in silver coins was accepted at 92 to 97 cents. In 1876 the money situation deteriorated even further. While a gold dollar would buy $1 worth of goods, a paper dollar would buy only 78 to 90 cents worth, and a dollar in silver coins would buy only 80 to 95 cents worth. With silver being this cheap, many of the quarters that had been exported to Canada, the West Indies and Latin America years before were traded back to the United States. Even though merchants would not trade a dollar in silver coins for a dollar in goods, in large amounts the Treasury would honor the face value of the coins. A dollar in silver bought a dollar in gold at the Treasury. On the open market this gold dollar could buy a dollar in silver coins for 80 to 90 cents resulting in a profit of 10 to 20 cents for the trader. So many quarters were returned to the Treasury in these transactions that Treasury Secretary John Sherman suspended production of quarters in 1878.

Coins from this period are common and available to collectors. With arrows coins from 1873 and 1874 can be obtained for about $50 in Fine condition while coins for the years from 1875 to 1878 can be obtained for about $40 in Fine. 

1879 – 1887

Average Total Mintage: 12,708

Even though quarter production had been suspended in 1878 the mint continued to strike small numbers of quarters each year to sell to collectors. This string of low mintage dates makes up the rarest group of quarters in the series. Mintages ranged from a low of 5886 in 1886 to a high of 16,300 in 1882. While all of these dates have very low mintages, they are not necessarily difficult to obtain. Nearly every price list of Seated quarters contains several of these dates for sale. Some of these pieces did reach circulation but most are seen today in mint state and proof condition. Coins in all grades, even those in circulated grades, are rather expensive and the price does not differ very much by grade. Examples for the years 1884, 1886 and 1887 would be worth from $500 to $750 in Fine condition while the other six dates would have a value of about $300 in this grade.

1888 – 1891

Average Total Mintage: 1,881,184

The western economy ran on coins made of precious metals and a short supply of small change in California led to the striking of over one million quarters at the San Francisco mint in 1888. Items were expensive to buy at this time and an extra supply of quarters was needed to meet the demands of the local economy. By 1891 the national economy was booming and the Treasury stockpile of silver quarters had been absorbed. There were over 6 million quarters struck during 1891 making this last year of Seated quarter production the eighth largest in the series.

Examples from the years 1888 and 1891 are common and can be obtained for about $40 in Fine condition. Coins for the year 1889 are rare and would be worth about $350 in Fine while pieces from 1890 are scarce and worth about $125 in this grade.

This article shows that an examination of the yearly mintages for Seated quarters establishes a relationship between the production of coins and the historical events of the period. Activities during the gold rush, the discovery of huge deposits of silver in Nevada, the effects of war, the economics of the 19th century and the use of money in foreign countries all had an effect on quarter production during the Seated era. Economic policies and the abundance of silver bullion tell a story that is reflected in the yearly output of Seated quarters.
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