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A  Numismatic  Hail  to  the  Chiefs 

Coins and paper money bearing Presidential portraits

reflect our country’s rich numismatic history.

MERICAN PRESI-
dents have pro-

foundly affected the
nation’s money. Presi-

dential decisions have
guided the economic
policies behind coins

and currency, and Presidential im-
ages have graced a wide variety of nu-
mismatic items. This month, as citi-
zens choose a chief executive, let’s
look at the numismatic legacies of
some previous elections.

1789. George Washington was an
obvious choice for our first President.
He later was eulogized as “first in war,
first in peace, and first in the hearts of
his countrymen.” He’s also first in U.S.
numismatics, having appeared on
American money more often than any
other historical figure. In another
first, his portrait on the 1900 La-
fayette commemorative silver dollar
inaugurated the use of Presidential
images on coins. The quarter issued
for his 200th birthday in 1932 still is
used today, and he’s also on the con-

temporary $1 bill.  Besides paper
money, so many medals and tokens
bear Washington’s likeness that an en-
tire book is devoted to them—Medal-
lic Portraits of Washington by Russell
Rulau and George Fuld.

1800. Thomas Jefferson’s election
marked the first time in American his-
tory that power passed from one po-
litical party to another. During his
administration, a numismatic item
played an important diplomatic
role, as Lewis and Clark presented
Indian Peace medals to native lead-
ers during their expedition. Jeffer-
son appears on the medal’s obverse,
with an image of friendship symbolized
by clasped hands on the reverse. This
historic design is the basis for two cur-
rent U.S. Mint productions: Jefferson’s
Presidential medal, and the reverse of a
2004 nickel.

1860. Abraham Lincoln was elected
on the eve of the Civil War. That con-
flict’s economic chaos led to several
monetary innovations, including fed-
eral paper money, bronze small cents
and copper-nickel 5-cent pieces. Lin-
coln was the first president to appear

on a circulating coin—the 1-cent piece
issued in 1909 for the centennial of
his birth. Other numismatic tributes
include the contemporary $5 bill, and
a 1918 Illinois commemorative half
dollar with a pre-election image of a
beardless Lincoln.

1896. William McKinley defeated
William Jennings Bryan in a contest
dominated by the issue of monetary
standards.  Bryan, in his famous
“Cross of Gold” speech, advocated free
coinage of silver to mitigate the plight
of farmers and debtors. This means
that the Morgan silver dollar is far
more than a popular collectible—it
actually represents a political chasm
that once divided our nation. During
the 1896 campaign, satirical “Bryan
Money,” typically large silver discs
patterned after American coins,
mocked the pro-silver platform.
Bryan’s defeat led to the adoptionC
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President Abraham Lincoln first 
appeared on the cent in 1909.

The Washington Monument and
quarter, two of the many tributes
to our first President.
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of the gold standard in 1900, and
McKinley appeared on two early
20th-century commemorative gold
dol lars  af ter  his  assassination 
in 1901.

1904. Theodore Roosevelt became
our youngest President when he suc-
ceeded McKinley and was elected to
his own term three years later.  
Roosevelt took a personal interest in
coinage, enlisting noted sculptor Au-
gustus Saint-Gaudens to design the
acclaimed gold $10 and $20 pieces
coined from 1907-33. He also sup-
ported sculptor Victor David Bren-
ner’s idea for a Lincoln coin. Roo-
sevelt himself is on American coinage
as part of the 1991 Mount Rushmore
commemorative program.  

1924. Calvin Coolidge was the only
living President to appear on U.S.
money. Because his term coincided
with the 150th anniversary of Ameri-
can independence in 1926, Coolidge
appears beside George Washington

on the obverse of a commemorative
half dollar. (Ironically, Washington
opposed placing current Presidential
portraits on money.)

1932. Franklin D. Roosevelt was
elected during a severe economic de-
pression and banking crisis. Early in
his Presidency, he ended the produc-
tion and circulation of gold coins.
Since then, gold is coined only for
commemorative purposes—including,
ironically, a 1997 $5 piece honoring
FDR. He’s also on the current dime,
introduced after his death in office
and marking his involvement with
the March of Dimes to combat polio.    

Because money reflects society, it’s
not surprising that Presidents have
played such prominent roles in the
evolution of our coins and currency.
These connections enhance numis-
matics by linking today’s collectibles
to the individuals and issues that
shaped America’s past. 

sanders@money.org

Timothy E. Carroll LM-4574

Casey Noxon LM 2586
LM TNA,  FUN, CSNA
and most major 
numismatic organizations 
Member ICTA

Texas Numismatic 
Investments, Inc.

P.O. Box 26625
Austin, TX 78755

512/343-0343
FAX: 512/343-6923

It will pay you to contact
CASEY NOXON AT:

WE ARE BUYING:
Rare Date Gold, 

Silver dollar rolls and bags, 
Pioneer gold and 

Patterns.

BUYING
AMERICAN!

• Colonial & Continental Currency
• Pre-1800 Bonds & Fiscal Paper
• Colonial Newspapers & Lottery  Tickets
• Encased Postage Stamps
• Colonial Coins
• Regular Issue United States Coinage
• One piece or entire collections

Your Want List receives the prompt personal
attention of Mr. Dana Linett, LM 2955, President.

Early American Numismatics
P.O. Box 675390 • Rancho Santa Fe, CA 92067

858-759-3290
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