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Welcome, fellow numismatists and collectors, to your ultimate cherrypickers guide to rare die varieties. This
comprehensive exploration delves into the fascinating world of mint errors, specifically focusing on the subtle
yet significant deviations that transform ordinary coins into highly sought-after treasures. From the thrill of
discovery to the meticulous art of identification, we will uncover what makes a die variety "rare," the common
types you might encounter, and the essential tools and techniques for successful cherrypicking. Whether you're
a seasoned collector looking to refine your skills or a curious newcomer eager to understand this niche within
coin collecting, this guide will equip you with the knowledge to spot these elusive numismatic gems. Prepare to
embark on a journey of detailed observation and rewarding finds.
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What Constitutes a Rare Die Variety?

The term "rare die variety" in numismatics refers to a coin that exhibits an identifiable error or anomaly created
during the coin minting process, specifically related to the dies used to strike the planchets. Rarity isn't solely
determined by the number of coins produced with the error, but rather by how many of those erroneous coins
have survived and are recognized by the collecting community. A die variety becomes significant when it's
consistently produced by a single die or a small group of dies that are subsequently removed from production.
The value is often linked to how aesthetically pleasing the error is, how easily it can be identified, and its
historical significance within the context of a particular coin series.



Understanding what makes a die variety truly rare requires a nuanced appreciation of the minting process and
the history of die usage. It's not just about a single coin being struck incorrectly; it's about a pattern of
error originating from a specific die. The more consistent the error from a particular die, and the fewer dies that
exhibit that specific error, the rarer the variety tends to be. Factors like the duration a faulty die was used,
the number of coins struck before its discovery, and the survival rate of those coins all contribute to the
perceived rarity and desirability of a die variety. This makes the pursuit of these errors a fascinating blend of
historical detective work and meticulous observation.

Understanding Coin Die Production

To truly appreciate rare die varieties, a foundational understanding of how coins are made is essential. The
process begins with the creation of a master die, from which working dies are then transferred. This transfer
process, particularly for creating the detailed relief of the coin's design, is where many die varieties originate.
The master die is engraved with the coin's design in intaglio (recessed). This master hub is then used to create a
working hub, which is also engraved in relief. The working hub is then used to strike a blank die multiple times,
creating the working die, which bears the design in intaglio, ready to strike the coin planchets.

The journey from master die to the millions of coins struck is complex and prone to various issues. The initial
engraving of the master die is a highly skilled art form. Once the master hub is created, it's used to create
working hubs, and then these working hubs are used to create the actual working dies that are put into the
minting presses. If the transfer of the design from the hub to the die isn't perfect, or if the die itself sustains
damage or wear during its service life, it can lead to the creation of die varieties. These imperfections, whether
from the initial transfer or subsequent wear and tear, are the genesis of most collectible die errors.

Hubbing and Die Transfer Errors

One of the primary sources of die varieties stems from the hubbing process. When the design is transferred from a
hub to a blank die, imperfections in the hub itself, or the force and alignment of the hubbing process, can result in
doubled images on the die. This doubling can manifest in various ways, affecting the lettering, numerals, or
design elements of the coin. The meticulousness required in this stage is immense, and even slight misalignments or
excessive pressure can leave a lasting, collectible mark on the working dies and, consequently, the coins they
strike.

Errors during hubbing can lead to some of the most sought-after varieties. For instance, if a hub is slightly
misaligned during the hubbing process, it can result in a doubled image being impressed onto the working die. The
intensity and clarity of this doubling can vary significantly, from faint "machine doubling" (which is not a true
die variety but often confused with them) to dramatic "strong doubled dies" that are highly prized by
collectors. Understanding the nuances of these hubbing-related errors is crucial for any aspiring cherrypicker.

Die Wear and Damage

As working dies are used to strike thousands, even millions, of coins, they inevitably wear down and can
sustain damage. This wear and tear can lead to a variety of collectible errors. A die can become cracked, break
at the rim, or develop chips where small pieces of metal break away. These damaged areas on the die will then be
imprinted onto the planchets, creating what we recognize as die chips, cud errors, or cracks. The progression of
die wear can also sometimes lead to a doubling effect as the die expands slightly under repeated strikes,
although this is less common than hubbing-related doubling.

The life cycle of a die is finite. When a die shows significant wear or damage, it is supposed to be replaced.
However, sometimes dies are kept in service longer than they should be, or damage occurs unexpectedly. This can



result in coins with clear die cracks, flowing metal errors where metal is pushed into the cracks, or larger
pieces breaking off the die to create cud errors. These are often visually dramatic and readily identifiable,
making them popular with collectors. The rarity of these errors depends on how long the damaged die remained in
service and how many coins were struck before it was discovered and removed.

Common Categories of Rare Die Varieties

The world of die varieties is vast and intricate, but several categories are more commonly encountered and
sought after by collectors. Understanding these categories is the first step in learning to identify them. These
categories are defined by the specific way the die was imperfect or damaged during its creation or use. Each type
of error requires a slightly different approach to identification, and the value associated with each can vary
dramatically based on the severity and rarity of the specific instance.

Doubled Dies

Doubled dies are perhaps the most famous and sought-after category of die varieties. They occur when a
working die is struck more than once by a hub, with a slight misalignment between the strikes. This results in a
characteristic "doubling" effect on the coin's design, lettering, and numerals. The degree of doubling can range
from faint, barely perceptible shifts to dramatic, easily visible doubling on all elements of the coin. Collectors
often distinguish between "machine doubling" (a flattening or spreading of the design caused by die strike
pressure, not a true die variety) and true "hub doubling."

The thrill of finding a doubled die lies in its often striking visual appeal and the knowledge that it was a result
of a specific error in the die-making process. For example, the 1955 doubled die obverse Lincoln cent is a
legendary rarity, famously featuring significant doubling on "MESS" of "MESSAGES" and "UNITED STATES OF
AMERICA." Identifying a doubled die requires careful comparison with a known unmarred coin, paying close
attention to the thickness and spread of the affected design elements. True doubled dies will exhibit depth and
thickness in the doubled areas, unlike the flattened appearance of machine doubling.

Repunched Mint Marks (RPMs)

Repunched mint marks, or RPMs, are a significant category of die varieties, particularly for coins produced
before mint marks were applied by single punches. In earlier minting operations, mint marks were often hand-punched
onto the working dies. If the punch was not placed precisely in the same location for a second strike, or if the
die was repositioned between strikes, a repunched mint mark would be created. This results in a visible secondary
impression of the mint mark, often offset from the primary mark.

The value of an RPM is highly dependent on the clarity and distinctness of the repunching, as well as the rarity
of the specific die used. Different mints and even different employees could punch mint marks, leading to a wide
array of RPM varieties for popular series. For instance, many early Lincoln cents and Jefferson nickels exhibit
various RPMs. To identify an RPM, one must closely examine the mint mark itself, looking for overlapping
impressions, different depths, and distinct shapes of the secondary punch. Numerous reference books and online
databases catalogue these varieties.

Overmint Marks (OMMs)

Overmint marks, or OMMs, are similar to RPMs in that they involve a mint mark being applied more than once to
a die. However, the distinction lies in the timing and context. OMMs typically occur when a die intended for one



mint was later sent to another mint and then had the new mint mark punched over the original. This is a rarer
occurrence than RPMs, as it involves a die being reused in a different mint location. The result is often a clear,
visible mint mark from the second minting superimposed over the original mint mark.

Finding an OMM can be a particularly exciting discovery for a collector. These varieties showcase a
historical anomaly in the minting process. The visibility and clarity of both the original and the overminted mark
will influence its rarity and value. For example, a coin with a clearly identifiable original mint mark and a
distinct second mint mark punched over it would be considered a significant find. As with RPMs, thorough
research and comparison with known examples are essential for accurate identification.

Die Chips and Die Cracks

Die chips are small fragments of metal that break away from the die surface during the striking process. These
imperfections on the die result in raised lumps or spots on the struck coin where the metal was missing from the
die. Die cracks, on the other hand, are fissures or breaks that form on the die surface. When a coin is struck with
a cracked die, the metal of the planchet is forced into the crack, creating a raised line on the coin’s surface. If a
larger piece of the die breaks off, it can result in a "cud" error.

Die chips are often small and can occur anywhere on the coin's surface. Their value depends on their size,
location (e.g., within a design element versus on the edge), and the number of coins struck before the die was
replaced. Die cracks are often more visually striking, appearing as lines that can extend across the coin. A
significant die crack that creates a dramatic visual effect, especially if it connects different design elements,
can increase a coin's desirability. "Cuds" are significant chips at the edge of the die, creating a raised, irregular
blob on the coin that often extends off the edge. These are usually quite noticeable and can be quite valuable.

Cud Errors

A "cud" error is a specific type of die break where a significant portion of the die's rim breaks off. This happens
when the die is under immense pressure during striking, causing a large chunk of the metal at the edge of the die to
fracture and detach. The resulting coin will have a raised lump of metal extending off one or more edges of its
surface, often obscuring part of the legend or design at the rim. Cuds can vary greatly in size, from small nicks
to massive portions of the rim breaking away.

The value of a cud error is generally proportional to its size and the extent to which it obliterates the coin's
design or lettering. Larger, more dramatic cuds are typically more valuable and sought after by collectors.
The presence of a cud indicates a severely damaged die that was likely removed from service relatively quickly,
contributing to the rarity of these errors. Identifying a cud is usually straightforward due to its prominent,
irregular shape on the coin's edge.

Off-Center Strikes

Off-center strikes occur when the planchet is not perfectly positioned between the obverse and reverse dies
during the striking process. This results in a coin that is only partially struck, with a portion of the design
missing and a blank or partially struck area visible. The degree of the off-center strike can vary from a slight
misalignment to a coin that is almost entirely blank on one or both sides, with the struck portion appearing on
the very edge.

The collectibility and value of an off-center strike depend on the percentage of the coin that is struck. Coins
that are approximately 50% or more struck are generally considered more desirable than those with minimal
design. The clarity of the visible design elements also plays a role. Off-center strikes are often visually



dramatic and demonstrate a clear error in the minting machinery's alignment, making them popular with
collectors who appreciate the more obvious mint errors.

Planchet Errors

Planchet errors are those that occur before the planchet is struck by the dies. These can include errors in the
composition of the metal, improper annealing (heat treatment), or damage to the planchet itself before it enters
the striking chamber. Examples include clipped planchets (where the metal strip from which the planchets are
punched has rounded or irregular edges), double-struck planchets (where a planchet is struck twice in the
striking chamber, resulting in a weaker second strike over the first), or planchets with laminations (where
layers of metal separate).

While not strictly "die" varieties in the sense of being caused by die imperfections, planchet errors are often
grouped with them by collectors because they represent deviations from the standard minting process. Clipped
planchets are particularly recognizable and are categorized by the shape and extent of the clip. Laminated
planchets show peeling or splitting of the metal layers. These errors highlight the variety of ways a coin can
deviate from perfection, offering a different avenue for collectors interested in mint errors.

Identifying Rare Die Varieties: The Cherrypicker's Toolkit

Becoming a successful cherrypicker requires more than just luck; it demands a systematic approach and the right
tools. A keen eye for detail is paramount, as many valuable die varieties are subtle. The process involves
meticulously examining coins, often in bulk, looking for those tell-tale anomalies that deviate from the
standard design. This requires patience, focus, and a systematic method for examining each coin.

Magnification and Lighting

High-quality magnification is indispensable for identifying subtle die varieties. A good loupe, typically 5x to
10x magnification, is essential for examining the fine details of a coin's surface, mint marks, and design elements.
For more in-depth study, a stereo microscope or a digital microscope with good resolution can reveal details
invisible to the naked eye, such as faint doubling, die breaks, or repunched mint marks. Proper lighting is also
crucial; a bright, diffused light source will help to reveal the relief and details of the coin without creating
harsh shadows that can obscure important features.

The right lighting can make all the difference in spotting a subtle doubled die or a faint repunched mint mark. A
lamp with an adjustable arm and a bright LED bulb is ideal. Some collectors prefer a "darkfield" illumination
setup, which can enhance the visibility of surface details and minor imperfections. Investing in quality
magnification and lighting is a foundational step for anyone serious about cherrypicking.

Reference Materials and Databases

Knowledge is power in the world of coin collecting, especially when it comes to die varieties. A comprehensive
library of reference books and access to reliable online databases are crucial. Books that catalogue specific
die varieties for popular coin series, such as "The Cherrypickers' Guide to Popular U.S. Coins," are invaluable
resources. These guides often include detailed descriptions, high-quality images, and grading standards for
various varieties. Online forums and dedicated websites also provide a wealth of information, allowing
collectors to share findings, ask questions, and stay updated on newly discovered varieties.



Keeping up with the latest discoveries and catalogued varieties is an ongoing process. Many collectors rely on
resources like Wexler's Die Varieties, CopperCoins.com, and VarietyPlus.com for detailed information and
images. These platforms often allow for comparison of a suspected variety with known examples, aiding in
identification. Building a personal reference library, whether physical or digital, is an investment that pays
dividends in successful cherrypicking.

Comparison Techniques

The most effective way to identify a die variety is through direct comparison with known examples or with a
certified, unmarred coin of the same date and mint mark. Many collectors develop a feel for what looks
"normal" versus what is an anomaly. When examining a coin, compare the suspect area – be it lettering, a mint
mark, or a design feature – to the same feature on a known good specimen. Look for the characteristic signs of
doubling, repunching, or damage. This comparison process helps to distinguish true die varieties from normal
minting variations or post-mint damage.

It's also important to learn the differences between true die varieties and what are often called "mint errors"
that are not die-related. For example, machine doubling is a common pitfall for new collectors. It’s caused by a
die slightly rocking or bouncing during the strike, which spreads the metal outward, creating a flattened, shelf-
like appearance on the affected design elements. True doubled dies, conversely, exhibit a depth and thickness in the
doubled areas, as if the design was struck twice with a slight offset. This distinction is critical for accurate
identification and valuation.

Researching and Verifying Die Varieties

Once a potential die variety is spotted, thorough research and verification are essential. This step ensures
that the discovery is genuine and that it hasn't been previously identified and catalogued. The numismatic
community has developed extensive systems for documenting and categorizing die varieties, so leveraging these
resources is key.

Consulting Experts and Forums

Engaging with the numismatic community can be incredibly beneficial. Online forums dedicated to coin collecting
and die varieties are excellent places to post clear, well-lit photos of your suspect coin and ask for opinions
from experienced collectors and experts. Many seasoned numismatists are willing to share their knowledge and
help verify potential finds. However, it's important to present your findings professionally, providing all
relevant information about the coin's date, mint mark, and the specific anomaly you've observed. This
collaborative approach can help confirm whether you've found a known variety or perhaps even a new
discovery.

When seeking opinions, be prepared for constructive criticism and different interpretations. Different lighting
conditions, magnification levels, and even personal observation can lead to varied conclusions. The goal is to
gather as much information and as many informed opinions as possible to build confidence in your identification.
Reputable grading services also offer authentication and grading for variety coins, which can provide a
definitive verification.

Cataloguing and Documentation

For serious cherrypickers, keeping detailed records of their finds is crucial. This includes noting the date, mint,



denomination, variety type, and where and when the coin was acquired. Clear, high-resolution photographs of
the anomaly are essential for documentation and for sharing with others. Many collectors maintain a personal
database or spreadsheet to track their discoveries, including information from reference books and expert
opinions. This organized approach not only helps in managing one's collection but also aids in learning and
refining identification skills over time.

Proper documentation is also vital if you ever decide to have a significant variety authenticated and graded by
a third-party grading service (TPGS) like PCGS or NGC. These services require thorough information and often
rely on established attribution numbers for known varieties. Having your own detailed records can streamline
this process and ensure your finds are properly recognized and valued.

Valuing and Trading Rare Die Varieties

The value of a rare die variety is influenced by several factors, including its rarity, the demand from
collectors, the overall condition of the coin, and the aesthetic appeal of the error. Understanding these
elements is key to determining fair market value and engaging in successful trades.

Factors Influencing Value

The rarity of a die variety is the primary driver of its value. Varieties that are known to have originated from
only one or a few dies, and from which a limited number of coins were struck, command higher prices. The "spread"
and "depth" of doubling in doubled dies, the clarity of repunching in RPMs, and the size and impact of cuds or die
cracks all contribute to desirability. Furthermore, the popularity of the coin series itself plays a significant
role; a rare variety on a highly sought-after coin will generally be worth more than the same variety on a
less popular denomination.

The grade of the coin is also paramount. A rare doubled die in uncirculated condition will be significantly more
valuable than the same variety in a heavily circulated grade. Eye appeal – how attractive the coin looks to a
potential buyer, considering factors like toning, luster, and the overall visual impact of the error – is also a
crucial component in determining value. A coin with a dramatic, well-centered error that looks appealing is
often worth more than one with a less impactful or off-center error, even if the latter might be technically
rarer.

Trading and Selling Your Finds

Once you've identified and verified a valuable die variety, you have several options for selling or trading it.
You can sell directly to other collectors, either online through auctions or marketplaces, or at coin shows.
Alternatively, you can sell to a coin dealer or consignment shop. For particularly rare and valuable finds,
submission to a third-party grading service can authenticate the variety and provide a professional grade,
potentially increasing the coin's marketability and value.

When trading, it’s important to have a clear understanding of your coin's value and to research the value of
the coins you are seeking in exchange. Building relationships with other collectors and dealers can open up more
opportunities for mutually beneficial trades. Remember that the market for die varieties can fluctuate, so
staying informed about current trends and prices is always a good practice.



The Thrill of the Hunt: Becoming a Successful Cherrypicker

The pursuit of rare die varieties is a journey that offers immense satisfaction. It combines the intellectual
challenge of research and identification with the tangible reward of discovering hidden treasures. The act of
cherrypicking encourages a deep engagement with numismatics, fostering a level of observational skill and
knowledge that is truly rewarding.

The continuous learning curve, the camaraderie within the collecting community, and the sheer excitement of
potentially uncovering a significant rarity make cherrypicking an engaging and fulfilling hobby. It’s a pursuit
that rewards patience, persistence, and a passion for the intricate details that make each coin a unique piece of
history. The satisfaction derived from identifying a rare die variety on a common coin is a feeling that many
collectors find irresistible.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the most sought-after rare die varieties in modern US coinage
(post-1960) and why?

Among modern US coins, the 1969-S Doubled Die Obverse (DDO) penny is highly prized due to its dramatic
doubling, making it easily identifiable and visually striking. Other popular varieties include the 1982-S
Roosevelt Dime 'No Mint Mark' variety and various repunched mint marks (RPMs) on Lincoln cents and other
denominations, which require careful examination and expertise to spot.

What are the key resources or guides that cherrypickers rely on for
identifying rare die varieties?

Essential resources include 'Cherrypickers' Guide to Rare Die Varieties' by J.T. Stanton and Brian Allen, which is
considered the definitive work. Numismatic hobby websites, online forums like Coin Community and PCGS
CoinFacts, and specialized dealer inventories also provide valuable information and images for identification.

How has the internet and digital photography impacted the practice of
cherrypicking rare die varieties?

The internet has democratized cherrypicking by providing widespread access to educational materials, high-
resolution images of known varieties, and community forums for discussion and verification. Digital
photography allows collectors to meticulously examine coins remotely and share findings, accelerating the
discovery and dissemination of new varieties.

What are some common mistakes beginners make when trying to cherrypick die
varieties?

Common mistakes include misidentifying minor die wear or strike characteristics as genuine doubling or errors,
overlooking the importance of coin condition and eye appeal, and investing in expensive grading services without
proper preliminary research. It's also crucial to understand the specific minting processes to differentiate true
varieties from natural occurrences.

Beyond visual inspection, what tools or techniques are useful for
confirming a rare die variety?

While visual inspection under magnification is primary, some collectors use specialized digital microscopes for



detailed imaging. Understanding die states (e.g., die breaks, die chips, Cud varieties) is also crucial, as these can
sometimes be mistaken for or accompany other die varieties. Comparing suspected varieties with known
authenticated examples is paramount.

What are the economic implications and potential profit margins for
cherrypickers who discover and sell rare die varieties?

The economic implications can be significant. Discovering and selling a highly sought-after die variety can yield
substantial profits, often several times the value of a non-variety specimen, depending on rarity, demand, and
condition. However, it requires significant knowledge, patience, and a discerning eye, as many potential finds are
not valuable or authentic varieties.

Are there any emerging trends or new areas of interest within the
cherrypicking community for die varieties?

There's a growing interest in 'minor' varieties that were previously overlooked, especially on less common
denominations or dates. Advances in imaging technology are also leading to the discovery of subtler, more
complex varieties that require advanced analytical skills. Additionally, some collectors focus on specific
mint facilities or time periods to build niche collections of die varieties.

Additional Resources
Here are 9 book titles related to cherrypickers' guides to rare die varieties, with descriptions:

1. The Intrepid Collector's Compendium of Scarce Strikes
This comprehensive volume delves into the world of obscure minting errors and their captivating appeal to the
dedicated numismatist. It offers detailed photographic evidence and comparative analyses of previously
uncatalogued die varieties across various coin series. For those seeking the thrill of discovery and the
satisfaction of owning truly unique pieces, this guide provides the foundational knowledge and visual
resources needed.

2. Unearthing the Obscure: A Guide to Anomalous Minting Artifacts
Focusing on the less-celebrated but equally fascinating anomalies in coinage, this book meticulously
documents die breaks, repunching, and other minting curiosities. It aims to equip collectors with the skills to
identify these rare attributes that might otherwise be overlooked. The text emphasizes the historical context
and the specific die states that contribute to a variety's rarity and value.

3. The Connoisseur's Codex of Curated Coin Rarities
This meticulously researched work presents a curated selection of exceptionally rare and desirable die
varieties, often overlooked by mainstream numismatic literature. It provides in-depth examinations of the
diagnostic features that confirm authenticity and rarity, complete with high-resolution imagery. The book is an
essential tool for advanced collectors looking to refine their portfolios with truly exceptional pieces.

4. Whispers of the Mint: Decoding Die Variety Secrets
This engaging guide serves as an accessible entry point into the intricate world of die varieties, demystifying
complex concepts for both novice and experienced collectors. It uses clear language and illustrative examples
to explain how die varieties are created and how to spot them. The book encourages a systematic approach to
examining coins, fostering the excitement of uncovering hidden treasures.

5. The Artisan's Archive: Preserving the Anomalies of the Mint Press
This unique publication celebrates the unintended artistry found in die varieties, presenting them as a testament
to the human element in coin production. It goes beyond mere identification, exploring the narrative behind each
anomaly and its impact on a coin's historical significance. The detailed analysis of die progression and failure
modes makes this an invaluable resource for serious scholars of minting.

6. Beyond the Obvious: A Field Guide to Elusive Minting Variations



Designed for the active coin hunter, this practical guide provides the essential tools and knowledge for
identifying subtle yet significant die variations in circulation and in collections. It focuses on readily available
coinage, highlighting the less obvious markers that distinguish rare varieties from common ones. The book's
emphasis on visual comparison and practical tips makes it an indispensable companion for any aspiring
cherrypicker.

7. The Numismatic Enigma: Solving the Mysteries of Die Strikes
This thought-provoking book delves into the often-complex reasoning behind the classification and grading of
die varieties, offering new perspectives on established knowledge. It explores the debate surrounding certain
varieties and provides a framework for critical evaluation of new discoveries. For collectors who enjoy
intellectual engagement and the pursuit of definitive knowledge, this volume is a compelling read.

8. From Die to Die: A Chronicle of Minting Aberrations
Tracing the life cycle of a coin die and the inevitable variations that occur, this chronicle offers a
chronological understanding of how die varieties come into being. It details the wear patterns, accidental
damage, and deliberate modifications that lead to unique strikes. The book's comprehensive approach to die
states and their implications for variety identification is a boon to serious collectors.

9. The Scarce & Singular: A Collector's Lexicon of Die Variety Excellence
This definitive lexicon serves as an authoritative reference for collectors seeking to understand and identify
the most sought-after die varieties across major coin denominations. It offers detailed descriptions, grading
standards, and market values for these exceptional pieces. The book is structured for easy navigation and is
considered an essential acquisition for anyone serious about building a world-class collection of rare die
varieties.
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