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			En Memoriam

			Thoughts about Halden E (Hal) Birt, Jr. (1928–2008)

			I first met Halden Birt, Jr. at a very young age of 8. My mother wanted me to start a hobby which did not move or smell. As a young boy, I was bringing in stuff I found in the desert nearby. I remember we were shopping at a local market and there was a rack of books. My mother picked out a book called U.S. Coins of Value. While she was shopping, I was curious and started reading the book and was interested in learning about coin collecting.

			Lucky me, for there was a coin shop not far from where my mother and I lived. So we went to the coin shop called GLASS SHOPPE COINS on Broadway and Columbus (in Tucson). Inside the shop was Hal Birt, Jr., sitting at a table among huge cases of coins. Also there was a bid board where you could buy coins at auction—hopefully for less than catalog value.

			Hal Birt, Jr., did like talking to my mother as she also got into coin collecting to encourage me. My mother was a history student at the university and he enjoyed talking about history with her. Mr. Birt soon began to teach me more about coins—Ancient Coins, Mexican Coins, European Coins. I remember my mother bought an ancient coin on Mr. Birt’s Bid Board and I was impressed with a coin over 1500 years old. It was a simple coin—Constantine II Bronze—but it started a new collection. I added to the collection a coin of Gallienius and then the big coin—Drusus Jr.!—and finally a widow’s mite. These 4 coins represented my ancient coin collection.

			Mr. Birt mentioned that the Tucson Coin Show, which was then a destination stop for many of the country’s top coin dealers, was going to be at the Pioneer Hotel in January 1967. Also he mentioned that there were competitive exhibits for both seniors and juniors. So I entered to exhibit my ancient coins. Mr. Birt coached me on how to display my coins and what to write. I had to do a lot of research, and went to Mr. Birt’s shop to get weights of the coins and their diameters. Mr. Birt coached me on preparing file cards explaining what was on each coin, including their full legends.

			Though the whole process was exhausting, I put together a display called “4 Ancient Coins.” I had file cards typed out with all the information he had told me to include, and set these with the coins on blue construction paper. I went to the Coin Show, which was on the second floor of the hotel and was told where to put my display. I was very worried. My 4-coin ancient exhibit was dwarfed by a complete buffalo nickel collection, rare coins from China, and other coins in

			perfect condition. Anyway, I went into the show to find Mr. Birt.1 I went to his dealer table and told him that I had displayed my exhibit. He smiled.

			When entering my exhibit, I was introduced to “pappy” McCass and Del Worthington, who were both mentors for the Tucson Junior Coin Club. They, along with Mr. Birt as my sponsor, got me to join the Club. Well, the Show was a 4-day event, and on Sunday I returned to take down my display of 4 ancient coins. As I got near the room where my exhibit was, others were there taking down their displays. As I got near mine, I saw that there was a large object on my case, which I thought someone had left as they were taking down their own display. Pappy McCass came up to me and congratulated me saying that my display had won Best Junior Display of the Show. What I learned was that the 4 ancient coins I displayed were numismatically more important than other displays because of the information I provided—all due to the coaching from Mr. Birt!

			Well, being a young kid with a big(!) trophy, I then started a career of displaying coins. I would go see Mr. Birt, and he would come up with ideas. Coins of Pancho Villa, the 6 U. S. cents of 1909, Japanese-Type Crowns became displays along with ancient coin groups, such coins of the 4 Emperors of 69 A.D., the 5 good Emperors of Rome, and the Battle of 193 A.D. I put these on display in Phoenix, Yuma, and Mesa, all shows that Mr. Birt was a fixture. In 1968 the annual ANA Show was going to be in San Diego. My mother and I went. Mr. Birt was there as well, and sponsored me to become a member of the ANA. I did a display, again with his tutoring, and received a third place ribbon.

			I continued to go to Mr. Birt’s shop. I met many other collectors, and used to sit and watch Mr. Birt buy collections, go through the purchase, and separate them into different boxes. I once asked him as to when he got interested in coins, and he said that he was while he was a student at Southern Arizona School. He had a coin book inside his chemistry textbook and would look at the book during class. The name of Mr. Birt’s shop, GLASS SHOPPE COINS, was due to the fact that the whole building was his father’s—GLASS SHOPPE ANTIQUES—and he rented a small space in his father’s shop to sell coins.

			While most of the coin shops in Tucson were in the downtown, he felt the growth of the city would be along Broadway and to the east. His father eventually sold GLASS SHOPPE ANTIQUES, but the new owner let Mr. Birt rent out a spot for GLASS SHOPPE COINS, which he did for his lifetime.

			In the beginning, Mr. Birt would close his shop on Saturdays and drive into Mexico looking for coins. He did this successfully for years until he felt it was not
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			1Note that reference is always to “Mr. Birt,” as this was what I was always to call him. When I was about 40, I asked him if it was okay to call him “Hal.” He said, “No, I’m Mr. Birt,” and thus remained so until his passing.

			safe to do so. These trips resulted in many rare Mexican coins for collectors in Tucson and elsewhere in the country.

			In 1970, Mr. Birt wrote a book on Arizona tokens. I asked him about tokens and how he got interested in them. He said that he once got a call from a guy who mentioned that he had 8 buckets of coins that he had removed from his coin-operated machines that were not U. S. coins and was going to take them to a scrap dealer. Mr. Birt said he would pay more and the 8 buckets were purchased. In one of the buckets was a brass coin that said “THE ELKS/6 1/4c/TUCSON A. T.” This Arizona Territory token accordingly encouraged Mr. Birt in trying to find more. Slowly various clients began to bring in tokens that they had just to be able to see the piece, some of which he was able to buy. Mr. Birt very carefully took pictures of each token, cut out the images, and put them in books so that he had a reference of what was known.

			By 1970, Mr. Birt not only had a book on ARIZONA TERRITORY TOKENS, but also a catalog on INDIAN TRADER TOKENS, which he had begun with his cataloguing of Arizona Territory tokens. Over his lifetime, he wrote 6 more catalogs on Arizona and Sonora tokens, all of which made Arizona tokens one of the most desirable to own. In his cataloguing of tokens, Mr. Birt was a trailblazer, and his method of photographing, dating, full descriptions, and maverick indexing was copied by other state token catalogers.

			Perhaps needless to say, Mr. Birt also got me interested in Arizona tokens, and in an interesting way. At the time, I was collecting ancient Roman coins which he was not very interested in. He did have a nice collection of ancients that I wanted but could not afford. One day it was a quiet day at the shop and he asked me if I could find Roman coins hiking in the desert. I laughed and said of course not. Mr. Birt smiled and said well you can find Arizona tokens out in the desert. I enjoy them and could trade you my ancients for the ones that you find. I was working as a bartender and had weekends off, so I thought, okay, I will drive to a town and see if I can find Mr. Birt an Arizona token.

			I asked him what did I need to find a token, and the recommendation was a “Snook Book”—which was another crazy invention of his. The “Snook Book” contained a few worn out large cents (several 2-cent and 3-cent pieces), about 6 Morgan silver dollars, a 2½ dollar gold piece, and an example of what a token looks like.

			Mr. Birt put this together for me, and off I went. I remember driving to Arivaca which was not too far away and, since I was a bartender, I went into a bar and asked the bartender about tokens. He directed me to a small group of men sitting in a corner enjoying their beers. I asked each of them about tokens, and one told me his neighbor had found one. He told me where to go to find this individual which I did. I remember the fellow as being very nice and told him what I was looking for. He brought out the token and put it in front of me. I asked him if he

			wanted to sell it. He said, “I found it, but would trade it for 2 silver dollars that were stolen from me.” Well, I had 2 silver dollars, so we traded.

			I went back to Tucson and greeted Mr. Birt next morning as he was opening up. I told him this Arizona token thing is not that hard. He looked up at me and said, “What, did you find one?” I said I did. He stopped everything and looked at me—“Where is it?” I pulled out the token and placed it on the counter. He picked it up and his first words were “tut, tut!,” which I later learned were Mr. Birt’s way of expressing amazement. He asked if I knew what I had found, and I said “a token?”

			Now comes Mr. Birt, the teacher, as the token I had found he knew something about. It was an old mining camp token from the 1880s called ORO BLANCO, and I had found a 10c piece. Well of course, Mr. Birt wanted it. I had no interest it, so I asked what he would offer. He said $600. I was very impressed, and of course took the money, and soon was driving all over Arizona looking for tokens and soon became a token collector myself.

			What started off as no interest became lots of fun and, for Mr. Birt, I was finding many new Arizona tokens and bringing them to him to be photographed and catalogued. Mr. Birt had his own collection which he soon broke up and sold, but he was always cataloguing. He later turned over the cataloguing project to me, which I have continued, always remembering “Be a trailblazer, not a trail follower.”

			At one point, Mr. Birt sold me a coin from the Mexican War of Independence from Sombrete de Vargas. I showed it to a dealer who said that it was “not genuine.” Confused, I went back to Mr. Birt and told him what had happened. He recommended that we send it to a new company called ANACS and they would provide a certificate of authentication. Mr. Birt accordingly mailed off my Sombete de Vargas along with 35 pillar dollars of his own to ANACS for certification. They all came back as “NOT Genuine!”

			The thing about Halden Birt, Jr. was that he was driven to find an answer. How could 36 coins all be called “not genuine”? The odds were clearly against it. I remember asking him on a drive to Phoenix how one was to know a coin was real and he answered: “Look ahead. Is that a mountain? How do you know that?” I was familiar with seeing a mountain as Mr. Birt was seeing coins.

			Needless to say, Mr. Birt realized that a battle with was at hand, and proceeded to weigh each coin and to learn about specific gravity. He bought a machine to calculate specific gravity, and determined that the coins were made of silver and were within tolerance of weight. Yet there had to be something that could be used to prove that the coins were struck rather than cast.

			One day he gave me a call and said: “Peter, could you bring over some ancient coins?” I gathered up some various types and took them to his shop. He grabbed them up and looked closely under a microscope at the rim of each one, and then

			saw the answer—Die Stress: fine lines along the rim of a struck coin which could not exist on a cast coin because these are too fine to transfer. Mr. Birt then wrote an article (with the help of Lloyd Wagner) that was published in the Numismatist explaining Die Stress and its importance in detecting counterfeit coins. As a consequence, the 36 coins that had been rejected by ANACS as “not genuine” were then overturned as “genuine,” a feat subsequently noted by David Bowers as a great achievement in numismatics.

			Mr. Birt’s was never boring unlike other shops where you just look at coins in cases. He was always doing research on something and enjoyed sharing his finds with anyone who would listen. He was a Numismatist’s Numismatist. His shop was like an old barber shop with one two friends sitting around talking about anything. He enjoyed chess, and during the Bobby Fisher/Spasky battle had a chess board out and went over every move. Also, he enjoyed the Dallas Cowboys football team because of Roger Staubach’s 2-minute drill of being able to score with small sideline passes.

			You could take a coin to Mr. Birt, who would puzzle it out and give an answer as to what it was. He took great pride in helping to build collections by being able to go to shows and find coins that collectors wanted. I once asked him what made for a coin dealer to do well, and he replied: “Must be good in all aspects of coins; must know U. S. coins, foreign coins, paper money, exomunia, ancient coins.” In current world of specialization, it is difficult to find such a coin dealer.

			I remember when slabbing of coins became the new product. One of Mr. Birt’s clients said that “slabbing” will make dealers lazy, and how true that is. I once asked Mr. Birt when grading a coin how do you know what the grade is. He said the coin will tell you; do not let the price tell you. The coins that he graded were fair/honest grade sold at a fair/honest price. He did not have a fancy house or fancy car, and lived a modest lifestyle. But any dealer at any show should they have a coin concern, you would always hear: “Go ask Hal Birt. See what he says.”

			Peter Spooner

			Arizona Coin and Collectibles

			Tucson, AZ

			September 2021

			Preface

			The silver dollar collection which informs this volume had two starts, the first when my son became interested with the small collection of circulated coins that I had put together when I was his age, and the second when, at one of the coin shops in Tucson we had begun to frequent, I saw for the first time a beautiful black-on-white cameo prooflike uncirculated Morgan dollar. I was hooked. While I didn’t buy that dollar, it wasn’t long after that I did acquire one—namely, the gorgeous 1880 S shown in Figure 77 of Chapter 3—thus the start to a 40-year odyssey resulting in the prooflike Morgan silver dollar collection described in this book.

			However, my real education in Morgan prooflikes first took off in the early 1980s when I met Phil Fleming. Phil who, some 10 years younger than me, has a Ph.D. in the history of science and one of the world’s foremost experts on Spanish treasure coins, at the time owned one of the finest complete collections of Morgan dollars that had ever been assembled, and, among other things, was an expert on Morgan prooflikes. He immediately began providing advice and guidance, and has been a constant mentor since.2 As is to be seen, Phil is often present in the pages that follow, and, indeed, is the explicit author of Chapter 8.

			A second important contributor to the present effort has been the late Herb Elfvengren (1947-2022). As a major high-end coin dealer, Herb was responsible for locating a number of elusive members of the Morgan prooflike series, including the 1889 CC, 1893 P, 1894 S, and 1895 O and S in Figures 273, 330, 342, and 347 of Chapter 3 and the Zerbe and Chapman proofs in Figures 1 and 3 in Chapter 4. And, as a long-time student of the pattern coinage leading to the Morgan silver dollar, he assembled the finest and most complete private collection of Morgan patterns currently in existence. The intent for some time was for Herb to discuss this collection in a separate chapter, but, because of his passing in 2022, this unfortunately has not been possible.
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			2At some point during our first meeting, I took Phil to my bank to see my then small collection of Morgans, which, among others, included the 1880 S mentioned above, the 1890 CC in Figure 290 in Chapter 3, and the 1895 S in Figure 349. Among other things, I remember him remarking that the 1890 CC was the best Carson City 1890 he’d ever seen, and offering $325 to buy the San Francisco 1880. Although this was many multiples of what I had paid for the coin, I nevertheless just smiled and thanked him. Later, Phil told me that he had made this offer of outrageous price primarily to see how serious I was about really superb Morgan prooflikes!

			Equally important to my numismatic education has been hours spent with the late Halden (Hal) Birt, Jr. in Tucson, AZ, usually in form of early Saturday morning visits to his smoke-laden Glass Shoppe Coins on E. Broadway. This book is dedicated to his memory, with a memoriam to his life and numismatic contributions by a longtime friend (and protege) Peter Spooner. Among other things, Hal was the authority of Arizona Territorial tokens, and, so vast was his knowledge of Mexican coins, that he was often referred to as the “Walter Breen” of Mexican coinage. He also had deep knowledge of Morgan coinage, and many of the specimens in the pages that follow were obtained from him, the very first being the magnificent black-on-white cameo 1883 O in Figure 165 of Chapter 3.3

			In addition to these three individuals, others who have been instrumental, both in education and acquisition, to the present effort have been long-time coin-dealer friends Robert (Bob) Harlow of Townsend, MA, and John Taitt of Denver, CO. For years, Bob Harlow and his wife, Donna, would arrive at the annual Tucson Coin Show with a list that almost always contained items of desire and need, important examples including the 1893 O, 1894 P, and 1896 O in Figures 337, 339, and 360 of Chapter 3and the two 1901 Ps in Figures 414 and 415. Like Bob, John Taitt also had an excellent eye and was a dependable source of prooflikes, particularly of early P-mints and rarities of the 1890s. I am especially grateful to John for the 1894 P and 1896 0 in Figures 338 and 361 of Chapter 3. A final person to whom I owe thanks, for the many hours I spent in his Arizona Stamp and Coin Galleries on N. Oracle in Tucson in the mid- and late-1970s, is John Birkinbine. Among others, the superb 1881 CC in Figure 98 of Chapter 3 was acquired from him in 1977.4

			When in this book took root in the late 1970, there was no idea of arriving at the present circumstance, that is, of assembling a complete collection in prooflike of the 100 distinct examples (years, mint marks, and significant varieties) that are seen as comprising the coinage of the Morgan silver dollar. An idea of a monograph on prooflikes soon began to form, but the idea of completion didn’t become realistic until the 2004, when a very attractive (AU) 1889 CC was finally acquired. Left, however, was an 1893 S—the rarest Morgan silver dollar of all!—which unfortunately remains the case. Thus, of the 100 specimens mentioned, 
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			3This coin, which may have claim to being one an New Orleans branch-mint proof, was acquired from Hal Birt on December 6, 1980, on my very first visit to his shop. When told that I was interested in prooflike Morgans, Hal brought this specimen from his safe. When asked what he wanted for it, he said that I should first sit down, as the price was $500, which was about 10 times the then Grey Sheet bid. As with Phil Fleming and the 1880 S, my buying it for that amount evidently established me in his eyes as serious about Morgan dollars.

			4As was the 1895 S in Figure 349.

			at least one prooflike example is offered for 99, of which all but two, 1889 CC and 1892 S, are mint state. With completeness also comes depth, with multiple examples for all but the 1889 CC, and reaching upwards of 40 for the 1921 P. As more 500 coins are involved, and all accordingly with photographs, high-quality photography is obviously critical, and, for this, I am grateful to the professionals at Heritage Auctions, Inc., in Dallas, TX.* Finally, a book such this has almost certainly been a challenge to produce. Thanks, accordingly, are due to the editorial and production professionals at Austin Macauley in undertaking the task.

			Lester D. Taylor

			Tucson, AZ

			Heck-of-a-Hill

			Jackson Hole, WY

			August 2021

			• Added in Proof:

			However, in the event, close to 40 of the coins described in Chapters 3 and 4 failed to be photographed. Since this did not become apparent until very late in the production process, it has unfortunately been necessary to use just partial images from the author’s archives of the coins in question. Even so, in three instances—for Figures 92, 420, and 428 in Chapter 3—even such partial images are unavailable. All this is especially lamentable for the 1879-S and 1900-S in Figures 50 and 408 of Chapter 3, as these two dollars are two of the absolute jewels of the collection.

			Chapter 1
Introduction and Background

			For more than thirty-five years, a joy in the author’s life has been to walk the aisles of coin shows with the hope of seeing a flash, and then a wink, from a “Pretty Anna.” “Pretty Anna,” in this case, refers of course to Anna Williams, the Philadelphia school teacher used by George T. Morgan in 1877 as the model for Liberty in his design of the new silver dollar that was to be minted beginning in 1878. And the ‘flash and wink’ refers to light reflecting from the mirror fields of the first few strikes of this coin from new sets of dies. Such coins are known as prooflikes, and it is prooflike Morgan dollars that this book is about.5

			The Morgan silver dollar was minted from 1878 through 1904, and then again in 1921. Somewhat surprisingly given their intrinsic beauty, the collecting of Morgan prooflikes did not begin in earnest until the early 1970s when the Missoula, Montana, dealer Dean Tavenner first singled-out prooflike Morgans as a specific category of interest. (This was back in the days when beautiful cameo specimens sold at only a slight premium over their lustrous non-prooflike counterparts.) Wayne Miller, of Helena, Montana, then proceeded to acquire a complete collection of Morgan dollars, the majority of which were prooflike, a collection that remains one of the finest (if not the finest) collections of Morgan silver dollars that has ever been assembled. With publication of Miller’s book, The Morgan and Peace Dollar Textbook, in 1976, and then a second edition in 1982, a rush to prooflike Morgan dollars took flight that continues unabated to this day.

			1.	Purposes of the book.

			While there exists a number of excellent books and encyclopedias on the Morgan dollar and its history, none has a concentrated focus on prooflikes.6 The present effort, which is based on the experience of the author in assembling a collection of more than 500 prooflike specimens, plus important input from

			[image: ]

			5Prooflikes take their name from the fact that they have reflective fields similar to a proof. Proofs, however, are struck from specially prepared dies and planchets and are carefully handled to avoid contact with other coins. Prooflikes, in contrast, are business strikes from working dies and are in contact with their sisters virtually from the instant they are struck.

			6See Miller (1976, 1982), Van Allen and Mallis (1976, 2004), Osbon (1979), Highfill (1992), and Bowers (1993).

			Herb Elfvengren and Phil Fleming, is intended to fill this void. The book builds on the foundations laid by Miller, Osbon, Van Allen and Mallis, Highfill and collaborators, and Bowers, and has four primary purposes. The first is to develop language and a set of criteria for characterizing prooflike Morgan silver dollars, starting with the all-important question of “What constitutes a prooflike?”

			A simple test—the so-called Mr. Magoo test—is described that answers this question. Once the dividing line between prooflike and non-prooflike is obtained, four categories of prooflikeness are advanced that allow for prooflikes to be classified according to the reflectivity of a coin’s fields. While the first three of these categories correspond to existing characterizations of prooflikeness (namely, semi-prooflike, prooflike, and deep-mirror prooflike), the fourth category, Mirror Prooflike (MPL) is a new concept. Pursuant to the classification scheme, a great deal of attention is paid to the type and degree of contrast that a prooflike coin displays between the fields and the devices.

			A second primary purpose is, within the limits imposed by the author’s collection, to show the range and variability of the prooflikes of each date and mint-mark that dedicated collectors can in general aspire to find. In doing this, there will be an emphasis on what every prooflike connoisseur knows (but often fails to publicize), namely, that prooflikes vary greatly across dates and mint-marks. Most prooflike issues do not—repeat, do not!—have the look of early S- or CC-Mint prooflikes, with the upshot that prooflike specimens for each issue have to be judged on that issue’s own unique characteristics and beauty. Once the futility of ultimate perfection is accepted (which applies equally to early S- and CC-Mint prooflikes), the prooflikes for each date and mint can be appreciated on their own merits.

			A third purpose is to provide Morgan prooflike collectors with a facility for ‘looking through the plastic’ of coins that are in third-party grading and certification holders. Whether through ignorance, or simply incompetence, the major grading companies often fail to attribute a coin as prooflike when in fact it is. A number of instances of this failure will be seen in Chapters 3 and 4. A final purpose is (hopefully) to convey to Morgan prooflike collectors, even those on very limited budgets, how to have fun locating and then, even more, examining their finds.

			2.	A reader’s guide to the book.

			We begin in the next chapter with a discussion of the technical aspects of prooflike Morgan dollars, types and forms, how and why they were produced, assessing quality, grading, etc. This is followed by two chapters that discuss each of the Morgan issues (100 in all) produced between 1878 and 1904 (Chapter 3) and again in 1921 (Chapter 4). These two chapters form the real core of the

			book, and include photographs of more than 400 prooflikes from the author’s collection. The discussion in these chapters pay a great deal of attention to rarity (both relative and absolute), which, in turn, is the focus of Chapter 5.

			In Chapter 6, we turn from technical and rarity aspects of prooflike Morgans to sheer beauty by presenting a gallery of 28 “Pretty Annas” in color from the author’s collection. As noted, prices of beautiful prooflikes in the early 1970s were at only a slight premium over those of non-prooflike counterparts. In the late 1970s, this began to change in a major way, and for a number of years the price of a typical Morgan prooflike has been many multiples of that of a non-prooflike of the same grade.

			In Chapter 7, the economist in the author surfaces in the form of a detailed examination of the behavior of prooflike prices between 1978 and 2007, using data from the weekly Coin Dealer Newsletter. This is the only really non-numismatic technical chapter in the book, and can either be skimmed or skipped entirely by those uninterested in dry analysis of price statistics.7 Chapter 8 provides a series of reminiscences and anecdotes of prooflike dealing and collecting over the last 40 years by one of the pioneers in prooflike connoisseurship, Phil Fleming and then concludes in Chapter 9 with a listing of major proofflike Morgan dollar collections of the past.
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			7While the time-period covered in this examination (1977–2007) might seem dated, the important thing to take away is the impact on prices of the emergence of 3rd-party grading in the mid-1980s and the subsequent separation of prices between prooflike and non-prooflike and between common and non-common, all of which is covered in detail.

			Chapter 2
Prooflike Morgan Silver Dollars

			This chapter will focus on the technical aspects of prooflike Morgan dollars—types and forms, how and why they were produced, grading, assessing quality, etc. Silver is the only metal for which 100 percent of the light striking it is reflected. Since all Morgan silver dollars produced between 1878 and 1904, and then again in 1921, consist of 90 percent pure silver (the other 10 percent being copper), it follows that virtually all of the light that strikes the surfaces of a mint-state example will be reflected. This being the case, there will be two extremes, depending upon the smoothness of a coin’s fields.

			If the fields are microscopically smooth and regular, reflectivity will be nearly total, and the fields will be nearly perfect mirrors. The other extreme, of course, is when the fields are irregular, light is scattered in every direction, and reflectivity is completely absent. The first circumstance represents the extreme of mirror fields, while the second represents the much more common situation of lustrous fields that provide no reflection at all.

			1.	Classes of Prooflikes.

			A silver dollar’s fields, however, are not dichotomous in the way just described, for in between the extremes will be fields of almost continuously varying partial reflectivity. This being the case, two questions arise:

			(1).	At what point in the reflectivity continuum can prooflike fields be said to emerge?

			(2).	Given that fields are sufficiently reflective to be prooflike, how do we distinguish between different degrees of prooflikeness?

			However, before we attempt to answer these questions in a technical sense, readers are urged to take some time to consider and study the coins presented in Figures 1–5.

			The coin in Figure 1 is obviously a brilliant uncirculated piece, with highly lustrous, but totally non-reflective, fields. The coins in Figures 2–5, on the other hand, all have reflective fields that range from just barely reflective in Figure 2 to full dead-on mirrors in Figure 5. The fields in Figures 3 are more reflective than the ones in Figure 2, but less so than the ones in Figure 4, which, in turn, are less reflective than the mirror-fields in Figure 5. The coins in Figures 1 and 5 thus represent the two extremes of reflectivity, while the coins in Figures 2–4 represent intermediate stages.

			For present purposes, the fields of the coins in Figures 2–5 are to be taken as typifying four stages, or classes, of Morgan silver dollar prooflikes, to be called, respectively: Class 1, Satin PL (for satin prooflike), Class 2, PL (for prooflike), Class 3, VPL (for very prooflike), and Class 4, DOM (for dead-on mirrors). For the most part, the first three of these classes coincide with customary numismatic usage and practice, in that Satin PL corresponds to fields that are usually described as Semi-Prooflike, PL corresponds to Prooflike, and VPL corresponds to Deep Mirror Prooflike. The fourth class, however, is a completely new category, in that it applies only to coins with fields that possess near total reflectivity—i.e., fields that are mirrors when the coin is held perpendicular to the line of sight. The infrequent prooflike specimens that fall into this category have fields that are sometimes referred to as “across-the-room mirrors” (or alternatively as ones that “could be shaved in”).

			Over the years since prooflike Morgans as a collecting category was first articulated by Dean Tavenner in the early 1970s, a number of procedures have been advanced for measuring the depth of prooflike fields. Such procedures range from a finger or pencil held at various distances from a coin’s fields to the CDN-print test and the ‘Van Allen Meter’. The CDN-print test involves holding a coin at a right-angle to the printed prices in the Coin Dealer Newsletter, and then determining the number of inches at which the prices can be read. Two-to-four inches is taken as defining semi-prooflike, four-to-six inches as prooflike, and more than six inches as deep-mirror prooflike. The Van Allen Meter is a device developed by Leroy Van Allen that formalizes this procedure.
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			While all of these procedures have their merits, none of them really come to grips with the biggest question concerning a prooflike, namely, what constitutes the dividing line between prooflike and non-prooflike? Or, equivalently, does a test exist that can detect when a coin’s fields are sufficiently reflective to label them as Satin-PL? If ‘sufficiency’ is defined in terms of ‘resolution at a distance’, then such a test does in fact exist, and fortunately is one that, in principle, is very easy to perform. This is the so-called Mr. Magoo test.8 To perform this test, hold a coin at an angle close to an eye, and look with that eye into the coin’s field. If the field serves as a mirror, then it is prooflike. The only downside to this
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			8Mr. Quincy Magoo, it will be recalled by readers over the age of 60, is a lovable, short-statured, wealthy retiree cartoon character, who continually got into sticky situations because of his severe short-sightedness. The author first learned of this test from Phil Fleming.

			test, as is the case as well for the CDN-print and Van-Allen-Meter tests, is that it obviously requires that the coins being examined not be in holders. Nevertheless, it provides a definitive test for prooflikeness.

			As noted, because of interference from a layer of plastic, the test just described cannot be applied to coins encased in third-party grading holders. If the grading services knew of and applied the Mr. Magoo test (or some equivalent) properly, then there would not be a problem, for coins that are prooflike (if only Satin-PL) would be properly attributed. However, as will be seen in a number of instances in Chapters 3 and 4, this unfortunately is not the case, for prooflike surfaces are frequently overlooked by even the major grading services. The problem, obviously, is not with coins that are prooflike at a glance, but with coins that are described as non-PL but may in fact have Satin-PL fields. Unless one has already had a lot of experience with Satin-PL coins, the prudent course in this situation is simply to move-on to another coin, for the risk of error can be very high. Having said that, here are some things to do and look for:

			(i).	The first thing to do is to hold the coin, both obverse and reverse, at a variety of different angles to check whether there is ‘ice’ to be seen in the fields.9 The best places to look for this are in the obverse field just to right of Liberty’s cap and where the profile of Liberty joins the left obverse field.

			(ii).	Also, as one is twisting and turning the coin at different angles, be on the lookout for ‘flashes’ in which the color of fields shift abruptly from dark to bright, and vice versa.

			(iii). All this should be done in both bright direct light and subdued indirect light (as under a table). Also, examining a coin for prooflikeness under magnification is usually of little use. The naked eye is the best detector, with the coin held at various angles about a foot way.

			(iv).	Finally, never pay a prooflike premium for a coin that is in a third party holder that is graded non-prooflike.

			Next on the agenda is to develop some criteria for distinguishing between Class 2 and Class 3 prooflikes, that is, between VPL fields and just PL fields.10 The CDN-print and Van Allen Meter tests, as noted, pursue this in terms of whether the price data in the Coin Dealer Newsletter (or its equivalent) is readable in the fields of a coin at more than six inches. When a coin in question is not enclosed in plastic, the Mr. Magoo test will almost always be in accord with these two
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			9‘Ice’ in this context is taken to mean a field surface that has essentially the same appearance as a freshly resurfaced ice hockey rink.

			10The difference between Satin-PL and PL fields (i.e., Class 2 and Class 3 prooflikes) is usually immediately evident by naked eye

			other tests, in that VPL reflections will be noticeably sharper and brighter than PL reflections. In general, however, with PL and VPL fields, the naked eye is usually all that is needed to tell the difference, as VPL fields are much darker than PL fields when away from light and brighter than PL fields when in light. Also, while prooflikeness is usually evident at a glance for both classes, the ‘ice’ (as referred to above) on VPL fields is both ‘thicker’ and more ‘densely packed’ when the coin is held at a slight angle to the line of sight. What VPL fields lack is the effect of looking directly into a mirror when the coin is held perpendicular to the line of sight, which, of course, is what defines it as a Class 3 prooflike, rather than a Class 2.

			Before leaving this discussion of prooflike classes, it is to be emphasized that, like all grading and classification schemes, the one advanced here obviously involves arbitrariness. Since reflectivity is a continuum, a greater or lesser number of classes dividing this continuum could have been defined. Four, however, seems about the right number, for it only adds one category (mirror prooflike) to what has been long-established practice (i.e., semi-prooflike, prooflike, and deep-mirror prooflike) and allows for typical members of adjacent classes to be distinguished pretty much at a glance.

			Before turning to a discussion of different types of prooflike Morgan dollars, something should be said as to how and why they were produced to begin with.11 To get a prooflike fields on a coin, the fields of the producing dies had to be polished mirror surfaces. There are two routes for this to have happened with new dies: (1) The dies were produced from a working hub that had been produced from master dies that had mirror fields; (2) The dies were polished, or “basined,” before being placed into production.12 More will be said about this below.

			2.	Types of Prooflike Dollars.13

			While it is generally agreed among aficionados of Morgan prooflikes that amount of reflectivity of a coin’s fields is extremely important in assessing overall quality, this is obviously not the only aesthetic of beauty. The degree of contrast between a prooflike coin’s fields and devices is also very important. The extreme, 
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			11Miller (1982, Chapter III) provides the most comprehensive discussion in the literature of the production of prooflike Morgan dollars.

			12Basining is a numismatic term that refers to a die-polishing process that is meant to create a mirror surface. As described by Miller (1982, p. 64–65), the basining process for Morgan dollars consisted of holding a die face against a slowly revolving disk-shaped zinc lap. A fine lens-grinding compound and water on the lap did the actual polishing of the field of the die.

			13Much of the technical material in this section is taken from Miller (1982, Chapter III).

			of course, is for a coin to have snow-white fully-struck frosty devices floating on flawless inky-black mirror fields. Such specimens are often referred to as “black-and-white” cameos with “across-the-room mirrors.” However, quite apart from problems of bag marks, coins displaying this degree of cameo contrast are few and far between. Reasons for this will be discussed in a moment.

			Contrast on prooflike Morgan dollars can take a variety of forms, ranging from the white-frosty cameo just mentioned to instances in which there is no difference in color between the fields and devices at all. Generally speaking, white-frosty devices are associated with the first (i.e., very early) strikes from new dies. However, as the dies age, the white frost of the devices is transformed into silvery-frost, and, finally, into just silver (as a color). This is for a single pair of dies at a particular mint. Contrast can also vary among dies, depending upon how they were prepared, as well as between mints and between different years in time. Again, generally speaking, prooflikes with the frostiest devices and greatest cameo contrast were produced in the early years of the San Francisco and Carson City Mints, and prooflikes with least color in the devices and least contrast at the New Orleans Mint and at all of the mints after 1900.14

			As just noted, the progression from frosty-white, to silvery-white, to plain silvery devices occurs with the age of the dies. Since silver is totally reflective, the color of the devices accordingly depends upon the texture of the recessed parts of the dies. Newly produced dies from a working hub would almost certainly have a texture in these parts that would scatter light uniformly in all directions. With age, the flat parts of dies gradually lose smoothness, while the microscopic ridges and valleys in the recessed parts flatten, resulting in strikes in which the fields become more scattering of light (i.e., less reflective) and the devices less scattering, a process that jointly accounts for weakening field reflectivity and silvery (as opposed to white-frosty) devices.

			On the other hand, dies were also polished and basined at times other than when they were new. Reasons for doing so included removing sweat or condensation, cleaning-up dies that were rusted or pitted, or removing severe clash marks.15 Infra die-life polishing is usually evidenced by large numbers of tiny polishing lines in a coin’s fields, and sometimes on the devices as well. The removal of clash marks is especially consequential in the creation of prooflikes, for coins with some of the deepest reflective fields that the author has ever seen were struck from dies that had been strongly clashed. Several examples are given in Section 4 below.

			As noted, prooflikes with the strong cameo contrast were produced in

			[image: ]

			14The latter is thought to have been caused by a change in the process by which planchets were prepared after 1900.

			15‘Clash’ occurs when the hammer and anvil dies come together without a planchet.

			greatest numbers in the early years (especially at the San Francisco and Carson City Mints) of the Morgan series. According to Van Allen and Miller,16 the reason for this is that the master dies for the Morgan dollar had cameo surfaces, which were transferred to the working hubs and then to the dies actually used to strike coins. Van Allen estimates that the cameo effect would be transferred to the first 500–2000 coins struck from a given working die before it gradually weakened and eventually disappeared. The same deterioration would also apply to the working hubs, that is, as more and more working dies were produced by the hubs, their cameo surfaces weakened, and by 1900 had essentially disappeared. While this explanation may seem to conflict with the view that Morgan prooflikes arose primarily from basining of the working dies, this is not necessarily the case. For it could be that the exceptionally strong cameos produced in the early years at the San Francisco and Carson City Mints was due to the careful additional polishing of the new dies at those Mints, but not done at Philadelphia and New Orleans.

			Implicit in the discussion has been the assumption that the reflective fields on a coin are balanced, in the sense that the degree of reflectivity is the same on both the obverse and reverse.

			Sometimes, however, one field will be more reflective than the other (1878 S and 1886 S prooflikes are particularly susceptible in this regard), the extreme being where one field has no reflectivity at all. The coin in this case is a one-sided prooflike, and is usually viewed grade-wise as being non-prooflike. Although unbalanced fields could arise from differential preparation of the obverse and reverse dies, they more likely resulted from dies of different vintages being paired with one another. While some imbalance is tolerable with prooflike Morgans (particularly if the fields and the devices give good cameo contrast), too much is clearly not desirable. A number of examples of unbalanced fields (including at least one example of a one-sided prooflike) will be shown in Chapter 3.

			A final type of prooflike to be considered is the so-called “Gray-Brilliant” prooflike that is commonly said to typify Morgan prooflikes after 1900. As described by Miller (1982, p. 63):

			A gray-brilliant prooflike is distinguished by a subdued luster. Although reflective, such coins will not evidence the full brilliance of a cameo or brilliant prooflike dollar. There will be no contrast between field and devices. Gray brilliant prooflikes are not to be confused with impaired or dull prooflike pieces, since the subdued luster of the former is the result of mint processes, and not mistreatment after coins have left the mint.

			One can easily draw the conclusion that nearly all post-1900 prooflikes have this characteristic, but, as will be seen in Chapter 3, this is an unfounded charge.
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			16See Miller (1982, p. 64).

			3.	Color and contrast.

			In this section, Morgan prooflikes will be shown that illustrate the variations in color and contrast just discussed. To save space, only obverses will be shown. Figures 7–10 picture examples of white-frosty, silvery-frosty, and silvery devices for each of the four mints that produced Morgan dollars between 1878 and 1904. All of these coins are from the author’s collection of prooflikes, and are intended as typical, rather than extreme, examples. Also, to the extent possible, the coins for each mint are taken from the same year. The key thing to focus on in these figures is color, first, how it changes as one goes from white-frosty to silvery-white to plain silver devices for the same mint and, then, how it varies (holding type constant) across mints. Although photography is obviously deficient in depicting what the raw eye, with the actual coins in hand, can discern, the images nevertheless:

			(i).	Demonstrate how, for a given mint, color changes from white to white-silver and then to bright-silver as the figures for each mint change from left to right.

			(ii).	Show how differences in color, for a given category (e.g., white frosty), vary across mints. The differences between Philadelphia/New Orleans and San Francisco/Carson City are particularly noticeable. Prooflikes produced at the Philadelphia and New Orleans Mints are rarely as bright as those produced at Carson City and San Francisco, while P- and O-Mint frost (on the infrequent occasions when it is found) typically lacks the snowy whiteness of CC- and S-Mint frost.
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			4.	Clashed dies, halos, and convex fields.

			Earlier, it was mentioned that some of the most deeply reflective fields that the author has seen were on coins struck from dies that had been heavily polished in order to remove extensive clash damage. The 1882 CC in the panels of Figure 11 is a prime example. The clash marks on this coin—at Liberty’s throat, lips, and back of head (Figures 11a–11c) on the obverse and at the top of eagle’s right wing (Figure 11d) and in the right field between the eagle’s left wing and the top leaf cluster on the reverse (Figure 11e)—are distinct even to the naked eye. The mirror-prooflike fields from heavily polished dies and thick silvery white devices give this coin a much-coveted white-on-black appearance (Figure 11f).

			[image: ]

			For whatever reason, the most frequently encountered clashed-die prooflikes are for 1882 and 1883 CCs. Indeed, an 1883 CC prooflike is almost as likely to have been struck from clashed dies as not. Most 1882 and 1883  CC clashed prooflikes (and also for 1892 CC), clash marks are visible to the naked eye at the nape of Liberty’s neck on the obverse and between the N in IN of the motto and the top of the eagle’s right wing and in the field between the left wing and top right leaf cluster on the reverse. The marks at Liberty’s throat and lips on the obverse can also sometimes be seen by the naked eye (as in Figures 11a and 11b), but usually requires magnification. And occasionally, even faint traces of the nose of Liberty can be detected in the field between the left leaf clusters and the eagle’s right wing on the reverse, this, however, only under high magnification. These (excluding Liberty’s nose) are shown in the panels of Figure 12 for the 1883 CC in Figure 164 of Chapter 3.
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			While clashed-die prooflikes are most available on 1882–84 CC strikes, they also exist for many other issues. Clash marks, however, are usually not as visible to the naked eye. Die polishing is usually extremely heavy on these coins, and clash residue is often found (under high magnification) only at Liberty’s throat or nape of neck on the obverse and above the eagle’s right wing on the reverse. An example, for an 1885 O prooflike struck from VAM 5 dies, is given in Figure 13. Two examples, for an 1888 P prooflike and an 1890 O, in which clash marks are just faintly visible under high magnification attached to Liberty’s throat on the obverse and atop the eagle’s right wing on the reverse are shown in Figures 14 and 15. Finally, two examples in which clash marks are just faintly visible in a single place (again under high magnification) on 1904 O prooflikes are given in Figures 16 and 17. Clash marks are at Liberty’s lips in Figure 16 and in the field behind her head in Figure 17.
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			An 1878 P “seven-over-eight-feather” provides an interesting final example of a prooflike Morgan dollar struck from clashed dies. The clash marks on this coin, which are displayed in the five panels of Figure 18, are the strongest on a Morgan prooflike that the author has ever seen. Clashes at the throat, lips, and back of Liberty’s head on the obverse are in Figures 18a–18c and on in the right field and atop the eagle’s right wing on the reverse in Figures 18d and 18e.
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			Something not discussed to this point is the “halo” that is often found on Carson City prooflikes for the years 1882, 1883, and 1884 and occasionally on 1904 Os.17 On these pieces, which can be exceptionally beautiful, the white frost of the devices extends into the fields, creating a “halo” about Liberty’s head on the obverse and around the eagle on the reverse. Haloing on non-clashed CC prooflikes is usually on just the reverse, as on the 1884 CC in Figures 19a and 19b. On clashed-die CC prooflikes, haloing, if also present on the obverse, is almost always in the clash marks in the fields at Liberty’s lips, throat, and nape of neck. The 1884 CC in Figure 20 provides a good example. Finally, two examples of 1904 O prooflikes with haloing in the obverse field are given in Figures 21. Interestingly, both of these coins were struck from the same clashed dies.
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			17The cause of this phenomenon is not clear. One speculation is that it was the result of careless acid treatment of the dies.
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			One of the purposes of the basining process used in preparing new dies was to render the fields slightly concave so as to improve the quality of the strike at the peripheries. Sometimes this was pursued to such an extent that resulting fields are noticeably convex (or ‘dished’).18 More prooflikes with such fields were produced at the San Francisco Mint than at any of the other mints, and are frequently seen on 1881 Ss. Examples will be found in Figures 101, 103, and 104 in Chapter 3.

			5.	Excessive die polishing.

			Another casualty of over-zealous die preparation is die polishing that goes well-beyond the hairline swirls that can be seen under magnification on most
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			18Since ‘concave’ and ‘convex’ are easily confused, concave will refer to a die whose surface is hill-like, while convex will refer to a struck coin whose fields sag (or are ‘dished’).

			prooflike Morgan dollars. Again, the San Francisco Mint appears to have been the top offender. Most San Francisco prooflikes (irrespective of date) display die-polishing lines that are unidirectional through the center of the strike, usually on the reverse. Under magnification, these appear as minute parallel grooves, and are often extremely dense and deep. Interestingly, this form of extreme die polishing is especially prominent on the reverses of most 1880 S prooflikes, which causes reverse fields to be slightly weaker than on the obverse. An example of such excessive die polishing on the reverse of an 1880 S prooflike is shown in Figure 22. Examples of the same phenomenon on an 1881 S and 1882 S are given in Figures 23 and 24.

			[image: ]

			With regard to die polishing on San Francisco Mint prooflikes, however, nothing can quite compare with that found on some 1894, 1896, and 1904 S-Mint strikes. In these cases, the extraordinarily heavy die polishing lines are visible even to the naked eye. Examples for the three dates are given in Figures 25–27. On the other hand, the San Francisco Mint certainly did not have a monopoly on heavy die polishing, as the examples in Figures 28–30 show for the Philadelphia, Carson City, and New Orleans Mints.
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			6.	Grey craters in fields.

			In the fields of prooflike Morgan dollars one often finds areas of scattered microscopic grey craters (or crevasses). These likely arose from damp or rusted dies, and it is important that they be seen as part of the strike, rather than as post-strike damage from contact or cleaning. Two examples are shown in Figure 31, for an 1891 P prooflike in Figure 34a and an 1895 O in Figure 31b.
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			7.	An interesting strike anomaly.

			Clashed dies, halos, convex fields, extreme die polishing, grey craters in the fields are all generic features of the striking of prooflike Morgan dollars. However, a final die anomaly that the author feels it useful to present is unique (at least in the author’s experience) to a single coin, namely, on an 1888 prooflike struck at the Philadelphia Mint. This coin has numerous die breaks (or what appear to be metal flows) on the 1 in the date, at the back of Liberty’s neck, in the left field, and in and around the letters beginning with the right stars and continuing (counter-clockwise) through the R in PLURIBUS on the obverse and in the E of UNITED and at top of the eagle’s right wing on the reverse. At first glance, some of these die breaks (or die fills), which are grey in color, appear to be bag marks, but examination under high magnification shows that they are all raised and were in the strike. Highly magnified images of the die breaks/fills on this coin are presented in Figure 32.
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			8.	Assessing The Quality of Prooflike Dollars.

			Most connoisseurs of prooflike Morgan dollars will agree that an ultimate specimen would be fully struck with thick white-frosty devices that float on inky-black mirror fields, and of course devoid of bag marks. Of the legendary coins described in the literature, the one that would appear to come closest to this degree of perfection is the 1878 S wonder-coin that was in Wayne Miller’s collection pictured on the covers of his two books.19 When rarity is taken into account, the 1886 O prooflike that was also in Miller’s collection might be considered a close second. However, these two coins aside, what do we look for in terms of quality for a Morgan prooflike dollar?

			We begin with the conventional trilogy of quality for any coin: strike, luster, and cleanness (i.e., absence of bag marks).

			Strike.

			For a non-prooflike Morgan dollar, one of the criteria for reaching a grade of MS 65 is that the strike be full. For most prooflikes, this condition will almost automatically be satisfied
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