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Fraser and the Buffalo Nickel

B
EGINNING IN 190?, a senes of

designs was introduced that

would, over the next 15 years,

completely transform the face of

United States coinage. It was in that

year that new eagles and double eagles

bearing the masterful art of Augustus

Saint-Gaudens were placed in circula

tion. Americas preeminent sculptor,

Saint-Gaudens had been commcssioned

by President Theodore Roosevelt to

elevate the art of our coinage to the

levels attained by the ancient Greek

coiners of the 5th century B.C.

Such an ambitious undertaking was

rare in the history of the United States

Mint. Previous coin designs had been

prepared entirely within the insulated

environment of the Mint establish-

rnern, with the result that practicality

usuail?’ dominated aesthetic considera

tions. An enlightened leader, Roosevelt

was determined to change this monop

oly, and Saint-Gaudens would be his

instrument of revolution.

Alas, the great sculptor died just

as his golden masterworks were be-

ing prepared for circulation, and the

further projects that had been envi

sioned were seemingly lost. Even so,

as Roosevelt’s term was ending in

1909, the movement that he had con

ceived served as an mspiration to others

of like mind. The Lincoln cent, intro

duced later that year, was a radical de

parture from the allegorical goddesses

of previous U.S. coins and was hailed

by nurnismatists and the public alike.

Within the Treasury Department,

some thought was given to which coins

could be redesigned. The Law of 1 890

prohibited the introduction of new

designs for any denomination more

often than once in 25 years. This

meant that the only coins then eli

gible for redesign were the 5-cent piece
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arid the silver dollar. The latter hadn’t

been coined since 1904, and a resump

tion of striking didn’t seem likely

anytime soon. This left the 5-cent piece

as the focus of attention.

The Mint’s chief engraver, Charles

Barber, began preparing models for a

new nickel featuring a portrait of

Washington. These were dated 1910,

and a few pattern strikes were made.

It would be a feather in Barber’s cap

if Treasury Secretary Franklin vIac

Veigh were to select his design. The

past three years had witnessed the in

troduction of no less than five new

coins featuring the work of outside

artists. Although none of the super

seded designs had been Barber’s, that

of the current S-cent piece was his

work—the familiar Liberty Head nick

el of 1883.
News that the Treasury Department

was considering a replacement for this

coin attracted the attention of James

Earle Fraser, an accomplished sculp

tor who had been one of Saint

Gaudens’ star pupils. Fraser. then 35

years of age, took the initiative by pro

posing to Mint Director George E.

Roberts that he take, on the task

himself. Already renowned for his

sculptural works depicting native

Americans, Fraser envisioned a tribute

featuring a portrait bust on one side

and a bison on the other.

Despite a false start, in which Rob

erts asked Fraser to model what was

by then a redundant Lincoln head, the

artist began preparing sketches for his

proposed, “purely American” coin.

For a time, some thought apparently

was given to conducting an open com

petition for new designs. Fraser’s en

thusiasm and proven competence even

tually overruled this notion, and by the

end of 1911 it was all but certain that

he would receive the commission.

Confirmation of this was given on

January 13, 1912, when Secretary

MacVeigh asked Director Roberts to

inform Fraser of his approval. Given

the go-ahead to complete his work,

Fraser refined his models over the next

five months, producing several reduc

tions in differing reliefs. Viewing these

reductions, the Secretary asked Fraser

to further lower the relief of the

models, as the restrictions of high-speed

production required that the dies be

tilled by a single blow of the press.

Fraser’s revised work was accepted by

the Secretary, with further praise com

ing from the Commission of Fine Arts.

News of the intended redesign of the

5-cent piece had been reported by the

press for some months when a problem

arose. The manufacturers of vending

machines and other coin-operated de

vices were never proponents of such

change, but a redesign of the nickel was

even more certain to prompt a back

lash, as it was then the most widely

used coin for this purpose.

Among the parties most concerned

was the Hobbs Manufacturing Com

pany, which marketed a machine that

automatically detected counterfeit

coins. Fearing that its discrimination

mechanism would not function prop

erly with the new nickels, Mr. Hobbs

expressed his concern to Director

Roberts, who then arranged a meet

ing between Fraser, Hobbs and a Mr.

Portrait of the Artist
Jarncs Earle Fraser, the creator of the Buffalo nickel, was born in

\Vinona, Minnesota, in 1876. Raised on the northern prairies of the

Midwest, he witnessed the sorrowtul plight of both the Native

American and the bison.

He displayed a precocious talent for fashioning three-dimensional

hgures trorn materials at hand and was accepted as a student at the

Art Institute of Chicago when not yet 16. Despite a lifetime of

achievement, his tirst major work was destined to remain his best

known. The End of the Trail, which Fraser completed while still in

his teens, attracted the attention of the art community and earned

for its creator an invitation to study at the Ecole des Beaux Arts

in Paris.
After a memorable five years in the City of Light. Fraser returned

to America and continued his studies under the guidance of Augus

tus Saint-Gauden.s, who was hailed as the most brilliant sculptor of

his age. in turn, Samnt-Gaudens considered Fraser his most gifted

protg. During this period, Fraser completed numerous portrait

busts and other works, in addition to teaching at the Art Students

League in New York Cite from 1906-11.

In the same year that the Buffalo nickel entered circulation, Fraser

married Laura Gardirm, a fellow artist of renown and the future

sculptor of several commemorative half dollars. In the 40 years that

followed, until his death in 1953, Fraser completed dozens of com

missioned works in a variety of sculptural forms. His Theodore

Roosevelt Memorial at the American Museum of Natural History in

New York City included the full figure of an Indian chief. A smaller

work titled ‘Buffalo Herd” was completed in 1950. Cast in bronze,

it depicts a stampede of adult bison and calves.
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Reith, the machine’s invenior.

Any hope that the new nickels

would be ready in time for the com

ing year was dashed when the parties

failed to reach a compromise. Fraser

went so far as to furnish Hobbs with

electrotype shells of his models for

testing arid modification. The changes

demanded by Hobbs were unthinkable

to Fraser, who had carefully worked

out the proper balance and scale of his

models over the course of a year. His

stance that the Hobbs Manufacturing

Company was in a better position to

modify its machine than he was to

modify his designs was received with

sympathy by Roberts, w’ho neverthe

less wanted the artist to make as many

of the requested changes as he could

without impairing the ultimate work.

Sensing that the situation was at an

impasse, Secretary MacVeigh urged

Roberts to give Fraser final approval

for the existing reductions. This was

done, and the finished work was for

warded to Chief Enaraver Barber at the

Philadelphia Mirt for production of

hubs and dies. Trial strikes were suc

cessfully produced on January 7, 1913.

As the production run was about to

commence, Hobbs again intervened,

complaining to Roberts that further

changes still needed to be made. After

examining one of the trial strikes,

the manufacturer charged that modifi

cations originally agreed upon had

been overlooked.
Mac\Teigh and Roberts, aware of

their sensitive positions as political ap

pointees, did not wish to dismiss these

claims, and Fraser was again called

upon to make further refinements.

With each compromise h’ Fraser and

the Mint, Hobbs’ demands seemed in-

Au& Sze: 2L.2Imm

A ‘purely American” coin, James Earle

Fraser’s Buffalo nickel was modified

several times before it was released

into circulation.
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creasingly outrageous. A final meeting
on February 15 was attended by all
parties and their respective attorneys.

Roberts seemed to be on the verge
of paying Fraser for his work to date
and simply scrapping the entire project,
but MacVeigh was more determined
to see it through. In a long letter to
the Director following this meeting,
MacVeigh presented his arguments
against further changes to Fraser’s
work and concluded by saying, “You
will please, therefore, proceed with the
coinage of the new nickel.”

This, in fact, was done. The first In
diari Head/Buffalo nickels coined for
circulation were struck on February 1 7
and released on March 4. (By sheer
coincidence, this was one day before
President Woodrow Wilson’s first in
augural.) While the coins met with
almost unanimous praise, their intro-

duction in commerce quickly re
vealed another design problem that had
eluded even the nitpicky Mr. Hobbs.

It was evident from just the slightest
amount of wear that the coin’s
denomination FIVE CENTS would
wear off after only a few years’ use.
While the design was distinctive
enough to preclude any doubt as to the
coin’s face value, the Mint was overly
sensitive on this point, remembering
the fiasco of 1883.

The Liberty Head nickel, introduced
in 1883, had featured a large Roman
numeral “V’ as its sole indication of
value. Capitalizing on the nickel’s
similarity in size to the half eagle, a few
opportunists plated these coins and
passed them as gold $5 pieces before
the design became familiar to the
public. Addition of the word CENTS
to subsequent issues of this type solved

the problem, but the lesson learned
from that experience still persisted in
the collective memory of Mint officers.

Chief Engraver Barber strengthened
the denomination on one working die
by hand and struck an example for
comparison with the regular issues.
Fraser approved the revision, but re
frained from any additional involve
ment with the project. Seizing this op
portunity, Barber modified the reverse
hub by placing the words ‘FIVE
CENTS” within an exergue cut into
the grassy plain. While protecting the
denomination from excessive wear,
this change also diminished, to some
degree, the boldness of Fraser’s orig
inal rendition.

Further succumbing to his own
artistic prejudices, Barber was unable
to resist smoothing out the roughened
fields that characterized the original
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models. Fraser had employed this
treatment deliberately, as it was in
vogue among medalists at the time.

The result of these alterations was
a distinctive second type of Buffalo
nickel. Of interest to collectors is that
the transition occurred during 1913,
vieldmg two types in a single ‘ear from
all three mints. Although this change
over occurred shortly after the coin’s
initial circulation, the respective quan
tities coined at each mint of both types
are approximately equal. Type 1 coins
are more common today, as the first
specimens of a new’ design generally are
saved in large numbers by the public.
All Buffalo nickels coined in subse
quent years were Type 2, although
minor modifications made to the ob
verse hub in 1916 could be used to
argue for a third type.

The passage of time would prove

that Barber should have done some
thing to protect the coin’s date, as
well. This important feature was ex
posed to rapid wear, being among
the highest elements in Fraser’s design.
Knowledge of this fact came too late
to save thousands, perhaps millions
of nickels from eventual obscurity.
How different collecting these coins
would be if every key-date piece re
mained identifiable.

The attractiveness of the Buffalo
nickel would at times be overshadowed
by poor-quality examples struck with
inadequate pressure by overworked
dies. This is particularly true with
respect to nickels coined at the Den
ver and San Francisco Mints from
1917 through 1926. Some of the
scarcest dates are made more so in
higher grades by having been indis
tinct from their inception. Nickels

having much of their original luster,
vet only the detail of a low-grade
coin, are plentiful from this period.
Assembling a complete set consisting
of well-struck, problem-free examples
is quite an achievement.

When its 25-year minimum life
span was reached in 1938, the Buffalo
nickel was unceremoniously discarded
in favor of the current design fea
turing President Thomas Jefferson
and his home. Monticello. The old
issues remained in circulation in ever-
diminishing numbers through the mid
I 960s. The occasional odd piece found
after that time is almost certain to be
dateless. ‘vVith the growing demand for
such coins in jewelry manufacture,
even these are rarely seen. The Buffalo
nickel has become just a memory for
most, but its place among collectors
is secure.
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