
104 N U M I S M A T I S T •  M A R C H 2 0 0 5

G E T T I N G  S T A R T E D � M I T C H  S A N D E R S

A  Journalistic  Approach  to  Small  Cents

Though they may be little, these coins 

have newsworthy scope and history.

he American

cent needs no in-
troduction. Billions

are produced each
year, and the coin is part

and parcel of virtually every
cash transaction. But the 1-cent piece
is far more than a common, utilitarian
object; its changing designs and vary-
ing specifications convey a fascinating
numismatic tale. To elaborate on the
coin and its story, here are the an-
swers to the famous “5 W’s” of jour-
nalism—“who, what, when, where and
why,” as well as “how.”

WHO designed the coins? James
Longacre designed the Flying Eagle
and Indian Head cents, and his initial
“L” appeared on the latter’s obverse rib-
bon beginning in 1864. The Lincoln
cent’s designer, Victor David Brenner,
received credit for his work with his ini-
tials “V.D.B.” at the bottom of the re-
verse on the first issues of 1909, but the
letters were removed soon after the
coin’s release because of opposition
from the U.S. Treasury. The initials re-
turned in 1918, though in a less promi-
nent position below Lincoln’s bust.
There was no controversy for Frank
Gasparro, whose initials “FG” sit to the
right of the Lincoln Memorial. 

WHAT images have appeared on
small cents? The small cent’s obverse
has featured some quintessentially
American images. The Flying Eagle
motif lasted only until 1858, and the
classical image of Liberty wearing an 
Indian headdress was issued for a half
century beginning in 1859. In 1909 the
cent became the first American circu-
lating coin to portray a historical per-
son, with a bust of Lincoln introduced
upon the 100th anniversary of his birth.
Reverse images include agricultural

themes, with wreaths on Flying Eagle
and Indian Head cents, and wheat ears
on the Lincoln cent. The current re-
verse, featuring the Lincoln Memorial,
was introduced in 1959.

WHEN was the small cent intro-
duced? In 1857 the large cent, an in-
convenient copper coin about the size
of a quarter, was replaced by a much
smaller copper-nickel piece. The new
coin had the same diameter as today’s
cent (19mm) but was significantly
thicker and heavier. Initially, the Treas-
ury exchanged small cents for silver
coins of the Spanish Empire and its for-
mer colonies, but ended the circulation
of foreign coins in the United States in
the 1850s.

WHERE have small cents been
coined? For half  a century,  the
Philadelphia Mint was the only source
of small cents, with production ex-
panding to San Francisco in 1908 and
to Denver in 1911. A Mint facility 
at West Point also made cents from
1974 to 1985. Denver and San Fran-

cisco issues usually (but not always)
carry the mintmarks “D” and “S,” re-
spectively, while cents from Philadel-
phia and West Point have no mint-
mark. (Mintmarks are located below
the wreath on Indian Head cents and
below the date on Lincoln cents.) To-
day, Philadelphia and Denver make
cents for circulation, while San Fran-
cisco makes proofs for collectors.  

WHY has the metallic composi-
tion of the small cent changed? The
original 88-percent-copper and 
12-percent-nickel alloy was undone by
the Civil War’s economic tribulations.
In 1864, with small coins in great de-
mand and nickel in short supply, a
thinner bronze piece of 95-percent
copper debuted. The next major
change also was a wartime measure.
To conserve copper for military use
during World War II, 1943 cents were
made of zinc-plated steel. Subsequent
alterations primarily have been
driven by rising copper prices. The
Mint struck experimental aluminum

� The 1859 small cent (left) featured a classical image of Liberty wearing an 
Indian headdress. Fifty years later, the cent became the first U.S. circulating 
coin to depict a historical person, Abraham Lincoln.
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pieces dated 1974, but the bronze cent
persisted until the current copper-
coated-zinc composition was intro-
duced in 1982. 

HOW can one collect small cents?
A type set is a great way to learn about
the small cent. With several long-lived
designs and few metal changes, such a
set is pretty compact. Many numisma-
tists enjoy the challenge of collecting
the series by date and mintmark. Key
dates like the 1877 and the 1909-S
V.D.B., or major varieties like the 1955
doubled die, can be expensive. But
most date/mintmark combinations are
widely available, and many recent is-
sues can be found in circulation. 

To learn more, read A Buyer’s and
Enthusiast’s Guide to Flying Eagle and
Indian Cents by Q . David Bowers
(ANA Library Catalog No. GB30.B6f)
and The Complete Guide to Lincoln
Cents by David W. Lange (ANA Library
Catalog No. GB30.L2).

sanders@money.org
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A trusted name in the Numismatic industry for over 21 years.

www.myfavoritecoinstore.com
ebay: hallenbeckcoins and hallenbeckcg

We need to buy Colorado-related Numismatic material:
Territorial Gold Coins • Lesher Dollars

So-Called Dollars • Good for Tokens
Colorado National Bank Notes • Old Mining Stock Certificates

We also buy single collector coins, entire collections and hoards of U.S. Type coins, 

Silver Dollars, Mercury Dimes, Buffalo Nickels, Indian Head and Lincoln Cents.

HALLENBECK COIN GALLERY, INC.
711 NORTH NEVADA AVE. • COLORADO SPRINGS, CO 80903

866-70COINS OR 719-634-3313 • FAX: 719-634-3652

PCGS, NGC, ICG AND ANACS AUTHORIZED DEALER

Please contact Tom Hallenbeck for appraisal and consultation services.
ANA LIFE MEMBER 5555
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