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The Gold Dollar

Introduction

Many materials have been used to mint currency throughout history. From iron, copper, aluminum, steel, silver, to gold, coins are available in a wide variety of metals. However, of all the metals available to humankind, it appears that some have gained prevalence over the years, as compared to others. Notably, silver is among the most used materials in the production of coins. However, in the US, this has not always been the case. Between the years 1849 and 1889, a certain type of coin was introduced in the American currency system, which gained significant popularity. This coin was known as the gold dollar or the gold one-dollar piece and featured as a regular issue in the US Bureau of the Mint for this particular period. One of the special things about this coin is that it featured a total of three forms over its lifespan. This paper presents the history of the gold dollar and factors that led it its popularity as well as decline. Although the gold dollar became a popular coin between 1849, and 1899, its convenience was derailed by the issue of being stamped with a face value that was far below that of its metal content, and, therefore, it is not lucrative to bring it back. 

Historical Background of the Gold Dollar

The first gold coin was designed by James B. Longacre, who was America’s Mint Chief Engraver (Ada 2). Although the first coin was made in the year 1849, the idea of a gold coin had long been conceived (Ada 12). Essentially, in the 1830s and early 1840s, various members of the Congress proposed the making of the golden dollar several times, but it was not initially adopted (Rothbard 22). After several negotiations and analyses, the Congress ratified the production of gold coins, and the process was finally galvanized into action. One of the main contributing factors was the increased supply of pieces of precious metals, especially gold and silver, which were available in the form bars, ingots, and coins (Rothbard 23). This rise abundance was driven by the California Gold Rush, which began in January 1848. Due to the increased availability of gold, the government had to find a way to regulate its usage, and one of it was minting the metal into coins, which could circulate in a manageable manner. As a result, in the year following the onset of the gold rush, the government authorized the production of gold coins. 

In its first years of existence, the gold coin faced competition from the silver bullions, which were being hoarded or exported. However, given that gold had a higher market value than silver; it did not take long for the gold dollar to dominate the market by outdoing its competitor. One of the factors that made the gold dollar so popular is that it emerged at a time when there was ready place in the market. However, despite the dominance of gold coins, silver coins kept up the pace, and in the year 1953, the latter grew in circulation after Congress ruled that new silver coins be made lighter (Friedman and Schwartz 22). In that period, there was a notable shift toward the silver coins, which meant that the gold dollar suffered a setback. In essence, people preferred to carry the light silver coins as opposed to the relatively heavier gold coins. This change in market trends necessitated the enhancement of the initial design of the gold dollar. Therefore, in the year 1854, a new model known as the Type 2 Gold Dollar was invented, followed by the Type 3 design in 1856 (Friedman and Schwartz 23). The need for newer designs also enhanced the fact that the initial coin was too small to handle. 

The gold coin experienced another downfall during the American Civil War (1861-1865) when it became a rarity in commerce due to the economic disruption triggered by the war. After the war, gold did not circulate efficiently again in most parts of the nation (Friedman and Schwartz 14). When the gold dollar eventually began to circulate again, around the year 1879, it experienced difficulties in regaining its place in the market due to the shift that the economy had faced (Friedman and Schwartz 24). In this last decade of its existence, it was produced in small numbers, which triggered speculation by the money hoarders. As a result of the fall in demand for this currency, the market turned its taste toward golden jewellery, which gained popularity in this period (Friedman and Schwartz 44). The gold dollar never recovered its reputation in the market, and this forced the Congress to end regular issue of the gold dollar in the year 1889. 

Description of the Features of the Gold Dollar 

The coin has a round shape, with a diameter of 12.7 mm for the Type 1, and 14.3 mm for Types 2 and Type 3. Notably, the Type 1 coin has the smallest diameter of any other coin ever produced in the United States to date (Ada 17). The average mass of the coin is 1.672 g, and it has reeded edges. Its composition includes 90% gold and 10% copper (Ada 18). The mint marks include the Charlotte Mint, Dahlonega Mint, New Orleans Mint, and San Francisco Mint (Ada 18). These engravings are found just below the wreath on the reverse. However, the Philadelphia Mint pieces do not have a recognizable mint mark (Ada 19). The face value of this coin is USD 1. However, the current price range for obtaining a gold coin is between USD 120 and 1875, depending on the type of the particular coin involved ("Gold Bullion Coins | Ebay"). This shows that it has a far less face value than its actual worth, which hinders the coin’s circulation. The Type 1 coins are the cheapest, while the Type 3 coins are the most expensive among the three forms. 
The design of the images varies depending on the type. The observe of the Type 1 coin features the head of Liberty oriented toward the left, with a diadem or tiara on her head, and is inscribed with her name. The hair is collected in a bun, and the image is surrounded by a total of 13 stars, which represent the original states of the nation. On the other hand, the reverse depicts the date of minting, the value of the denomination, and the name of the country near the rim, which are all contained within a wreath featuring an agricultural theme (Ada 44). The Type 2 and Type 3 coins have slight variations. These newer designs depict the Liberty as a Native American princess, adorned with a fanciful feathered headdress. This image is ha much resemblance to that of the original design created by Longacre. For the reverse, the design maintains Longacre’s depiction the country’s agricultural wreath, which represents the cotton, tobacco, corn, wheat, and other agro products from the North and South. The images below illustrate both the obverse and reverse sides of the Type 1 coin ("Gold Bullion Coins | Ebay"): 
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The Historical Effects that the coin may have had in U.S. History

 The gold coin has been named as one of the fascinating coins ever minted on American soil. Essentially, the coin is exceptional due to its large composition of gold. Given that gold is one of the most precious metals on earth, the emergence of a gold coin was a remarkable event in history. After its invention, the Gold Rush specialists had found a new item of trade. Essentially, these coins propagated the Gold Rush by making gold more accessible and easily portable (Haruta 1098). The Gold Rush had a significant effect on American history, since it drove a massive increase in population, paved the way for California to join the Union in 1850, and helped to boost the growth of the agriculture and transportation sectors (Haruta 1099). The gold dollar was enormously popular during its era, given that its mintages dwarfed those of the silver, which had been hitherto the favorite among commercialists. Additionally, the gold dollar is an outstanding value due to its rarity and historical significance. To date, it enjoys massive demand from numerous commercialists and collectors groups. Moreover, the enthralling story behind its creation has popularized the practice of coin collection, and today, trading of traditional coins is a popular practice even on online sites such as e-bay. 

Conclusion

To sum it up, the gold dollar is one of the most remarkable coins that the United States has ever produced. Given that it coincided with various significant periods in history such as the Civil War and the Gold Rush, it had notable impacts on the development of these events. By propagating the Gold Rush, this coin played a big role in creating a defining period in California’s and American history. Moreover, it helped to establish a national dynamic that prevails to date, and its prestigious nature continues to fascinate collectors and merchants alike. However, the coin’s economic significance soon faded as it fell out of favor with commercialists. Considering the fact that it features a face value that is far less than its true worth at present, it would be unfeasible to circulate such a coin. Therefore, the coin should not be brought back to the market but should remain a relic that conveys the beautiful and creative American History.

Works Cited

Ada, Alma Flor. The gold coin. New York: Atheneum, 1991.
"Gold Bullion Coins | Ebay." Ebay, 2017, https://www.ebay.com/sch/Gold-Bullion-Coins/177652/bn_818536/i.html?_fsrp=1.

Friedman, Milton, and Anna Jacobson Schwartz. A monetary history of the United States, 1867-1960. Princeton University Press, 2008.

Haruta, Masatake. "Catalysis: gold rush." Nature 437.7062 (2005): 1098-1099.

Rothbard, Murray Newton. The case for a 100 percent gold dollar. Vol. 130. Libertarian Review Press, 1974.

