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A	  Brief	  Survey	  of	  the	  Monetary	  History	  of	  the	  United	  States	  
	  
	  
The United States are a conglomerate of the most different cultures: In the 16th century, Spaniards first 
encountered the indigenous inhabitants, the so-called Indians; people from African und Asian 
civilizations and other European nations soon followed. It is thus not amazing that multiple forms of 
currencies marked the beginning of the North American monetary history. 

When the first Europeans came ashore the American coasts, the indigenous population had been using 
differentiated currency systems for a long time. In North America, particular types of hides and shells 
were common. Beaver pelts for instance represented a unit of value from Alaska, across Canada and 
through much of the United States. Skins of other animals were traded as multiples and fractions of one 
"made beaver" (that was, a properly skinned and tanned pelt). The newcomers adopted these forms of 
money – in trade with the Indians but also among each other: In Canada in 1748, a beaver skin was 
worth two pounds of sugar, a brass kettle or a pound and a half of gunpowder. 

However: the opinion that only hard money is "real" money and the concept, that riches has to do with 
precious metal are deep-rooted in Europeans. Therefore coins were soon much sought-after also in the 
New World – all the more so as they were rather scarce until the second half of the 19th century.	  
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United	  States	  of	  America,	  7	  Dollars	  1775,	  Philadelphia	  
	  
	  

	  
	  

	  
	  

	  
Denomination:	   7	  Dollars	  
Mint	  Authority:	   United	  States	  of	  America	  
Mint:	   Philadelphia	  
Year	  of	  Issue:	   1775	  
Weight	  (g):	   	  
Diameter	  (mm):	   97.0	  
Material:	   Paper	  
Owner:	   Sunflower	  Intl	  
 
This bill belongs to the first issues of the Continental government. It is worth 7 dollars – the so-called 
Continental currency came in odd denominations, eventually ranging from a sixth of a dollar to 85 
dollars. These unusual denominations were necessary in an economy where no coin money was 
available and paper money had also to be used for change. 

The monetary history of the United States began with an economic catastrophe, by the way. As a result 
of the financial pressure caused by the war, far too many Continental bills were issued. The notes 
became virtually worthless in 1780 already, and in 1790, they were exchanged at a rate of 100 to 1.	  
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United	  States	  of	  America,	  Company	  for	  Coining	  Coppers	  on	  
Behalf	  of	  Connecticut,	  Token	  1787	  (Private	  Issue),	  New	  
Haven	  
	  
	  

	  
	  

	  
	  

	  
Denomination:	   Token	  
Mint	  Authority:	   Connecticut	  
Mint:	   New	  Haven	  
Year	  of	  Issue:	   1787	  
Weight	  (g):	   9.83	  
Diameter	  (mm):	   28.0	  
Material:	   Copper	  
Owner:	   Schweizerisches	  Landesmuseum	  
 
Throughout the American Revolutionary War (1775-1783), the citizens of the American colonies had to 
conduct day-to-day commerce either via barter or by means of a large assortment of rapidly 
depreciating bills issued by the Continental Congress and the states themselves. Connecticut was the 
first of the federate states trying to get the desolate monetary situation under control after the war. In 
1785 the private Company for Coining Coppers (CCC) got a license to mint tokens in the name of the 
state, in order to replace the debased British half-pence coins. The tokens were required to bear a man's 
head and the inscription AUCTORI. CONNEC. (by the authority of Connecticut) on the obverse. The 
reverse had to show the seated figure of Liberty and the inscription INDE. ET LIB. (independence and 
liberty). 

The earliest pieces struck by the CCC followed the letter of this law. However, the male bust on the 
early tokens of the independent state of Connecticut bore a striking resemblance to the portrait of the 
British King George III. And the Liberty looked very alike the old Britannia on the well-known half-
pence coins. This was done to increase the chance that people would accept the new issue.	  



	  

4	  von	  18	   	  www.sunflower.ch	  

Spanish	  Colonial	  Empire,	  Viceroyalty	  of	  Peru,	  Ferdinand	  VI	  
(1746-‐1759),	  Real	  de	  a	  ocho	  (Peso)	  1754,	  Lima	  
	  
	  

	  
	  

	  
	  

	  
Denomination:	   Real	  de	  a	  ocho	  (Peso)	  
Mint	  Authority:	   King	  Ferdinand	  VI	  of	  Spain	  
Mint:	   Lima	  
Year	  of	  Issue:	   1754	  
Weight	  (g):	   27.13	  
Diameter	  (mm):	   40.0	  
Material:	   Silver	  
Owner:	   Sunflower	  Foundation	  
 
The real de a ocho, the 8-reales coin, later known as peso, was minted in 1732 in Mexico for the first 
time. In Spanish colloquial it was known as "real fuerte culumnario," i.e. as pillar dollar, and in German 
as Säulenpiaster. These names all refer to the image on the reverse of the coin: the two pillars of 
Heracles rising out of the sea, flanked by the hemispheres of the Old and the New Worlds. 

The peso took the world economy by assault. For about 20 years it was minted only in Mexico. But in 
1754 it was reproduced in the mint of Lima, Peru, and some years later in that of Potosí. 
Geographically, both cities directed towards the Pacific Ocean. The peso was used in trade with Asia 
thus and became the forerunner of the Chinese yuan and the Japanese yen. In North America, the peso 
was a popular trading coin as well and hence became the forerunner of the modern US dollar.	  
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United	  States	  of	  America,	  1	  Cent	  (Large	  Cent)	  1794,	  
Philadelphia	  
	  
	  

	  
	  

	  
	  

	  
Denomination:	   1	  Cent	  
Mint	  Authority:	   United	  States	  of	  America	  
Mint:	   Philadelphia	  
Year	  of	  Issue:	   1794	  
Weight	  (g):	   13.08	  
Diameter	  (mm):	   28.0	  
Material:	   Copper	  
Owner:	   Schweizerisches	  Landesmuseum	  
 
After the American War of Independence, the United States Congress was confronted with the task of 
creating a national currency. Until then, people in North America had predominantly been trading with 
Spanish and Mexican pesos. So the Congress decided to adopt the peso under the name of dollar as a 
standard coin. 

The first coins struck at the US mint were cents. These large, clunky coins were issued from 1793 to 
1857, with the exception of 1815, when a fire forced the closing of the mint. This cent, bearing the 
Liberty with a liberty cap put over her lance, circulated from 1794 to 1796.	  
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United	  States	  of	  America,	  1/2	  Cent	  1832,	  Philadelphia	  
	  
	  

	  
	  

	  
	  

	  
Denomination:	   1/2	  Cent	  
Mint	  Authority:	   United	  States	  of	  America	  
Mint:	   Philadelphia	  
Year	  of	  Issue:	   1832	  
Weight	  (g):	   5.44	  
Diameter	  (mm):	   23.5	  
Material:	   Copper	  
Owner:	   Schweizerisches	  Landesmuseum	  
 
The economic wealth of a country becomes obvious by its coin denominations: the smaller the values of 
the circulating coins, the poorer is the population. When the United States began to issue their first 
national coins in 1793, the smallest denomination was the half cent. 

Half cents were minted from 1793 to 1857. They were rather unpopular, however, because even though 
half cents still had a relatively high purchasing power about 1800, they had the odor of poverty: half 
cents were associated with impecuniousness and considered as "paupers coins."	  
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United	  States	  of	  America,	  1	  Dollar	  1886,	  Philadelphia	  
	  
	  

	  
	  

	  
	  

	  
Denomination:	   1	  Dollar	  
Mint	  Authority:	   United	  States	  of	  America	  
Mint:	   Philadelphia	  
Year	  of	  Issue:	   1886	  
Weight	  (g):	   26.79	  
Diameter	  (mm):	   32.0	  
Material:	   Silver	  
Owner:	   Sunflower	  Foundation	  
 
In 1792, the American Congress officially introduced the dollar currency, and in 1794 the actual 
minting began. Already in 1804, however, the coinage of the dollar was ceased. The reason was that 
American silver coins had a grave problem: they were too good. They contained too much silver and 
thus vanished immediately from circulation. They were hoarded or migrated abroad, where they were 
melted down and their silver sold at higher prices. In the United States themselves, only the most 
attrited pesos continued to circulate. 

In 1853 the Congress decided to solve this problem by means of a coinage reform. The silver content of 
the US silver coins was cut down and these denominations thus became divisional coins – which meant, 
that the silver value of those coins was lower than their face value. Henceforth only gold coins 
circulated at full value in the United States.	  
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United	  States	  of	  America,	  1	  Dollar	  1853,	  Philadelphia	  
	  
	  

	  
	  

	  
	  

	  
Denomination:	   1	  Dollar	  
Mint	  Authority:	   United	  States	  of	  America	  
Mint:	   Philadelphia	  
Year	  of	  Issue:	   1853	  
Weight	  (g):	   1.66	  
Diameter	  (mm):	   13.0	  
Material:	   Gold	  
Owner:	   Sunflower	  Foundation	  
 
The first US dollar was minted in 1849 – a tiny little coin of only 13 millimeters in diameter and a 
weight of less than 2 grams: it was the smallest coin ever to be circulated in the United States. The 
American population much disliked the coin, as it was easy to lose – and a dollar was worth quite a lot 
at that time. For many workers it represented more than a day's wage.	  
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United	  States	  of	  America,	  I.	  Teller,	  Token	  1863	  (Private	  
Issue),	  Milwaukee	  
	  
	  

	  
	  

	  
	  

	  
Denomination:	   Token	  
Mint	  Authority:	   Private	  Issue	  by	  I.	  Teller	  
Mint:	   Milwaukee	  
Year	  of	  Issue:	   1863	  
Weight	  (g):	   3.62	  
Diameter	  (mm):	   20.0	  
Material:	   Copper	  
Owner:	   Schweizerisches	  Landesmuseum	  
 
In 1860 Abraham Lincoln, a declared opponent of slavery, was elected president of the United States. 
This election was the prelude to the American Civil War: during four long years, the Northern and the 
Southern states of America led an extremely grim and bloody fight. 

Gold and silver coins vanished quickly from circulation during the war. To bypass the resulting lack of 
money, merchants and communities began to issue emergency monies. Most of these currencies were 
made from paper, but some of them were composed of more durable materials such as copper, brass, 
zinc, wood or even hard rubber. In particular, these tokens were substitutes for the cent; in 1864, more 
than 8,500 of them were in circulation. This token is a private issue of a certain I. Teller from 
Milwaukee, Wisconsin. 

In mid-1864, the issue of private tokens became illegal. The circulating specimens were demonetized 
and replaced by regular US cents. In the following year the Union forced the Confederates to capitulate, 
which officially ended both the Civil War and slavery.	  
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United	  States	  of	  America,	  2	  Cents	  1864,	  Philadelphia	  
	  
	  

	  
	  

	  
	  

	  
Denomination:	   2	  Cents	  
Mint	  Authority:	   United	  States	  of	  America	  
Mint:	   Philadelphia	  
Year	  of	  Issue:	   1864	  
Weight	  (g):	   6.22	  
Diameter	  (mm):	   23.0	  
Material:	   Copper	  
Owner:	   Schenkung	  
 
The maxim IN GOD WE TRUST appeared for the first time in 1864 on an American coin. During that 
time, the nation was engaged in the bloody Civil War, and religious sentiments increased notably. The 
secretary of the federal treasury received many appeals from devout persons throughout the country 
then, urging that the United States recognize God on their coins. 

This widespread request was realized for the first time on the 2-cent coins. Unlike their maxim, this 
denomination did not endure. It was issued for only nine years with decreasing numbers. The motto IN 
GOD WE TRUST, on the other hand, can be read on United States coins until this day. In 1908, the 
Congress enacted that the slogan should henceforth appear on all newly designed coins. This 
requirement is realized since 1938. In 1956, the Congress passed a resolution that adopted the slogan as 
national motto of the United States.	  
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United	  States	  of	  America,	  5	  Dollars	  (Half	  Eagle)	  1885,	  San	  
Francisco	  
	  
	  

	  
	  

	  
	  

	  
Denomination:	   5	  Dollars	  (Half	  Eagle)	  
Mint	  Authority:	   United	  States	  of	  America	  
Mint:	   San	  Francisco	  
Year	  of	  Issue:	   1885	  
Weight	  (g):	   8.36	  
Diameter	  (mm):	   22.0	  
Material:	   Gold	  
Owner:	   Sunflower	  Foundation	  
 
The right of coinage was for a long time not a state monopoly in America. In addition to the official 
issuers there were private coiners at work, and everybody owning gold could have his own coins 
minted. In the year 1864 however, private coinage became illegal. 

At that time small change was still scarce in the United States – especially since the peso had been 
demonetized in 1857. The United States Mint in Philadelphia was not able to provide enough coins. 
Hence in the 1840s and 50s, private coiners started to issue their own money. Soon gold coins worth 25 
or 50 cent circulated in the United States in just the same way as golden 1-dollar coins, which were first 
minted during that time. 

The government as well made efforts to improve the monetary situation of the country: in the mid-19th 
century, the US Mint opened additional mints to supply the money needed. The first branch was opened 
in Charlotte, followed by Dahlonega, New Orleans, San Francisco, Carson City, Denver and West 
Point. Today, only the mints in Philadelphia (no mint mark or P), Denver (D), San Francisco (S) and 
West Point (W or P) are still operating.	  



	  

12	  von	  18	   	  www.sunflower.ch	  

United	  States	  of	  America,	  10	  Dollars	  (Eagle)	  1907,	  
Philadelphia	  
	  
	  

	  
	  

	  
	  

	  
Denomination:	   10	  Dollars	  (Eagle)	  
Mint	  Authority:	   United	  States	  of	  America	  
Mint:	   Philadelphia	  
Year	  of	  Issue:	   1907	  
Weight	  (g):	   16.73	  
Diameter	  (mm):	   27.0	  
Material:	   Gold	  
Owner:	   Sunflower	  Foundation	  
 
After a grave depression in the 1890s the American economy boomed at the beginning of the 20th 
century like never before. It was a golden age for large parts of the population – not only in the United 
States, the land of boundless possibilities. Europe flourished also; in France, this era was called "la belle 
époque." 

During that golden epoch the most beautiful American coins were minted. Two big gold coins took the 
center stage: the eagle at 10 and the double eagle at 20 dollars. The famous American sculptor Augustus 
Saint-Gaudens redesigned both coins in 1906.	  
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United	  States	  of	  America,	  20	  Dollar	  (Double	  Eagle,	  Saint-‐
Gaudens	  Type)	  1908,	  Philadelphia	  
	  
	  

	  
	  

	  
	  

	  
Denomination:	   20	  Dollars	  (Double	  Eagle)	  
Mint	  Authority:	   United	  States	  of	  America	  
Mint:	   Philadelphia	  
Year	  of	  Issue:	   1908	  
Weight	  (g):	   33.44	  
Diameter	  (mm):	   34.0	  
Material:	   Gold	  
Owner:	   Sunflower	  Foundation	  
 
This coin, first minted in 1907, made history under the name of "Double Eagle." It was designed by the 
sculptor Augustus Saint-Gaudens and is a genuine masterpiece – doubtless the most beautiful American 
coin of all times. 

The obverse shows Liberty striding along, a flambeau in her right hand and an olive branch as symbol 
of peace in her left. A radiant sun rises in the background, and in the left lower corner the United States 
Capitol is depicted. 46 stars surround the Liberty – each for every federal state of the time. On the 
reverse, an eagle ascends on power wings into the skies.	  



	  

14	  von	  18	   	  www.sunflower.ch	  

United	  States	  of	  America,	  10	  Cents	  (Mercury	  Dime)	  1924,	  
West	  Point	  
	  
	  

	  
	  

	  
	  

	  
Denomination:	   10	  Cent	  (Dime)	  
Mint	  Authority:	   United	  States	  of	  America	  
Mint:	   West	  Point	  
Year	  of	  Issue:	   1924	  
Weight	  (g):	   2.4	  
Diameter	  (mm):	   18.0	  
Material:	   Silver	  
Owner:	   Sunflower	  Foundation	  
 
In 1916 a whole new series of coins was put into circulation in the United States. One of them was a 
coin of 10 cent that became known under the name of "Mercury dime." In spite of this name, however, 
it does not show Mercury, the Roman god of trade and happiness. In fact the coin bears Liberty, the 
personification of freedom; instead of her usual hairdo, Liberty wears the winged helmet that is the 
trademark of Mercury. 

The reverse of the coin shows a fasces, a bundle that was carried ahead of high Roman republican 
executives as sign of their authority. Fasces were made of several rods tied around an axe. They had a 
twofold symbolism: every single rod was easy to break, but together they were strong – more so if they 
were grouped around a central office bearer, which was represented by the axe. On the other hand, the 
rods and the axe stood for the very concrete exertion of power, since rods were used for punishment and 
axes for executions.	  
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United	  States	  of	  America,	  1	  Dollar	  (Eisenhower	  Dollar)	  1974,	  
San	  Francisco	  
	  
	  

	  
	  

	  
	  

	  
Denomination:	   1	  Dollar	  
Mint	  Authority:	   United	  States	  of	  America	  
Mint:	   San	  Francisco	  
Year	  of	  Issue:	   1974	  
Weight	  (g):	   22.5	  
Diameter	  (mm):	   38.0	  
Material:	   Nickel	  Alloy	  
Owner:	   Sunflower	  Foundation	  
 
In 1935, the United States stopped the minting of dollar coins. Several attempts were made in the 
following decades to revive their issue, but they all failed. At the end of the 1960s, when America was 
torn as a nation by race riots and the war in Vietnam, the Congress came up with the idea of a new 
dollar coin once again. The new coin was to serve as a symbol of identification for the American 
people. 

The obverse of the new dollar depicted the former president Dwight D. Eisenhower, during whose term 
in office (1953-1961) the American space agency NASA had been founded. The reverse featured a 
rendition of America's pride: the space flight of Apollo XI and the first landing of humans on the moon. 
"The eagle has landed," had the astronaut Neil Armstrong reported then.	  
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United	  States	  of	  America,	  1	  Dollar	  (Greenback)	  1995,	  St	  
Louis	  
	  
	  

	  
	  

	  
	  

	  
Denomination:	   1	  Dollar	  
Mint	  Authority:	   United	  States	  of	  America	  
Mint:	   St	  Louis	  
Year	  of	  Issue:	   1995	  
Weight	  (g):	   1	  
Diameter	  (mm):	   16.0	  
Material:	   Paper	  
Owner:	   Sunflower	  Foundation	  
 
The Union issued so-called greenbacks for the first time during the American Civil War (1861-1865) to 
cover the enormous expenses of warfare. The name of the notes derived from the then forgery-proof 
green ink that was used for printing the reverse, while the obverse was printed in black. The South on 
the other hand chose a tint called China blue for the backs of the Confederate notes, which were 
accordingly called bluebacks. 

The greenbacks were the first real paper money circulated by the US government. Similar to the coins, 
their appearance changed in the course of time. During the second half of the 19th century for instance 
allegories were a major motif on banknotes. In the 20th century, however, allegories were not in 
demand any more. From 1929, politicians or official buildings thus were displayed on the American 
banknotes. The gentleman on this 1-dollar bill is George Washington, the first president of the United 
States (1789-1797).	  
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United	  States	  of	  America,	  1	  Dollar	  (Mini	  Dollar)	  2000,	  
Philadelphia	  
	  
	  

	  
	  

	  
	  

	  
Denomination:	   1	  Dollar	  
Mint	  Authority:	   United	  States	  of	  America	  
Mint:	   Philadelphia	  
Year	  of	  Issue:	   2000	  
Weight	  (g):	   7.99	  
Diameter	  (mm):	   21.0	  
Material:	   Nordic	  Gold	  
Owner:	   Sunflower	  Foundation	  
 
In 1971, after a break of almost 40 years, the United States reassumed the issue of coined dollars. The 
reasons were more political than economical, because for decades, 1-dollar bills had been circulating in 
the US. 

Compared to coins, however, paper money has one big disadvantage: it wears off quickly and then 
looks ragged and unattractive. Nevertheless the heavy and bulky dollar coin did not break into the 
market, so that toward the end of the 1970s a new coin was created. It was small and handy, weighed 8 
grams – which was about three times less than the old dollar had – and was 12 millimeters smaller than 
its predecessor. Accordingly, the new dollar was called mini dollar. 

This mini dollar circulates in the United States since January 2000. The obverse bears the Shoshone girl 
Sacajawea, who contributed greatly to the success of the historical Lewis and Clark expedition in the 
19th century.	  
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United	  States	  of	  America,	  5	  Cents	  (Jefferson-‐Nickel)	  2000,	  
Philadelphia	  
	  
	  

	  
	  

	  
	  

	  
Denomination:	   5	  Cents	  
Mint	  Authority:	   United	  States	  of	  America	  
Mint:	   Philadelphia	  
Year	  of	  Issue:	   2000	  
Weight	  (g):	   5	  
Diameter	  (mm):	   21.0	  
Material:	   Nickel	  Alloy	  
Owner:	   Sunflower	  Foundation	  
 
Generations of Americans grew up with this coin: the Jefferson nickel has been minted for more than 60 
years with only minor modifications. Moreover the nickel – the 5-cent piece thus – is the only American 
coin still produced in its original alloy. 

In 1938 the nickel got a new appearance that marked the deepening of the trend away from symbolic 
representations and toward real people. Until then the nickel bore an Indian and a buffalo. The new 
nickel, however, showed a portrait of Thomas Jefferson, a very talented man in many respects. Jefferson 
was famed as architect – his house Monticello is depicted as an example on the reverse of the coin. 
Furthermore, he was not only a politician and statesman, a scientist and philosopher but also the 
decisive editor of the Declaration of Independence (1776), the creator of the American currency system 
and the third president of the United States (1801-1809). 


