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Leading Up to the Nickel
• The silver half dime was issued from 1792-

1873 but they were tiny in size and 
difficult to handle

• The three cent silver was produced from 
1851 to 1873

• The production of the two cent piece began 
in 1864 and ended in 1873

• The three cent nickel was produced from 
1865 to 1889

• Due to coin shortages, fractional money 
was also printed for 3, 5, 10, 25, and 50 
cent notes

• The popularity of the two cent and three 
cent coins convinced the U.S. Mint to make 
a 5 cent coin

• A 5 cent coin made with nickel was a good 
alternative for the 5 cent paper notes

• The 5 cent coin was also a good 
replacement for the half dime

Three Cent Silver

Silver Half Dime

Three Cent Nickel

Two Cent Piece



• Multiple options for the coin were 
considered, including having the image of 
George Washington or Abraham Lincoln 
on the obverse

• Nickel was used because there was a 
shortage of gold and silver caused by 
the Civil War

• The word nickel dates back to the 1750’s 
in Sweden and Germany where “nickel” 
meant “rascal”

• While mining copper, German miners would 
think they had found copper but it would 
turn out to be nickel which is why they 
called it “rascal”

• There were 15 million nickels minted in 
the first year

Did you know: A bottle of coke cost a nickel for 73 years

Early History

Sample Designs Considered for 1st Nickel



• 5 cent Nickels were first minted in 1866

• The first nickels were called Shield nickels 
because they featured the Union Shield on 
the obverse
• This symbol was commonly used by the Union 

Army during the Civil War

• The reverse showed a “5” in the middle with 
stars circling it
• On the original reverse design, there were 

rays between each of the stars. It wasn’t 
long before designer James B. Longacre was 
accused of being a Confederate sympathizer 
for creating a reverse design with some 
similarities to the Confederate “Stars and 
Bars” flag. 

• 1866 mintages include rays, but in January of 
1867 Treasury Secretary Hugh McCulloch 
ordered that the Shield nickel be redesigned 
to omit the rays from the reverse

This is Considered One of the Most Patriotic U.S. Coin Designs

Shield Nickels

With Rays Between the Stars

Without Rays



• Liberty Heads nickels were first minted in 1883
• Mint Engraver Charles Barber created the design

• Liberty Head nickels are sometimes called V 
nickels because of the Roman numeral V for 5 on 
the reverse

• Some 1883 Mintages did not include “CENTS” 
which led to counterfeiting $5 gold coins which 
also had a V for 5
• The most famous Liberty Head nickel scammer was 

Josh Tatum who was caught but not convicted

• In later versions, “E Pluribus Unum” (Out of many, 
one) was removed to add “CENTS”

• In 1913, the mint transitioned to the Buffalo 
nickel design and there were no official strikings 
of the Liberty Head Nickel that year.  However, 
there are 5 known 1913 Liberty Head Nickels
• Many suspect that an individual, Samuel Brown, who 

worked at the mint may have created them himself or 
taken them from the mint

• The last 1913 Liberty Head Nickel auctioned went 
for 3 million dollars in 2004

WITHOUT 
“CENTS”

WITH 
“CENTS”

Many machines in the late 1800’s used Nickels

Liberty Head Nickels



• The Buffalo Nickel was released on March 4, 
1913

• The coin featured a Native American on the 
obverse and a bison on the reverse  
• This was the second animal ever featured on a U.S. 

coin (the first was an Eagle on a cent)

• The bison on the reverse of the buffalo nickel was 
named Black Diamond and lived in the Bronx Zoo 

• Another name for the Buffalo Nickel is the 
Indian Head Nickel

• 1913 Type I: The lettering of “Five Cents” is 
placed bold across the mound below the buffalo

• 1913-1938 Type II: The lettering is recessed 
within the mound to protect the denomination

• These coins can be difficult to read because of 
bad minting (from poor dyes) and many have dates 
that are worn off

Type I Type II

Buffalo Nickels

Though the Buffalo Nickel was not Originally Well Liked, that Opinion Changed Over Time



• Hobo Nickels present a coin altered purely for 
artistic purposes

• The practice was popular in the early 20th century 
especially during the Great Depression with the 
increased number of drifters (or hoboes)

• Nickels were cheap enough currency to alter without 
huge financial repercussions

• Buffalo nickels are the most popular host as they 
were cheap, plentiful, soft, small, and thick allowing 
for modification

• Tools included screwdrivers, nails, pocket knives, and 
small hammers

• The reverse was also altered sometimes with carvings 
such as a donkey, turtle, etc. but that was rarer

• There are several prominent artists of Hobo Nickels 
but the most famous is Bo Hughes. Two of his works 
are displayed here

Hobo Nickels

“What this country needs is a good five-cent nickel” - Franklin P. Adams



• Jefferson nickels were released in 1938

• The obverse shows Thomas Jefferson and the 
reverse shows Jefferson’s home “Monticello”

• A competition was held to select the new design 
and the winning design was by German immigrant 
and former General Motors automotive designer 
Felix Schlag
• after 1966 an “FS” was added at the base of 

Jefferson’s shoulder

• The Jefferson nickels were originally hoarded 
(due to individuals considering them collector’s 
items because of their newness) until ~1940 
when they became commonly circulated 

• During WWII, nickels were made with no nickel. 
Instead, their composition was 56% copper, 35% 
silver, and 9% manganese

• The Jefferson nickel went unchanged for 66 
years (until 2004)

FS

Jefferson Nickels

The First Jefferson Nickel was Presented to President Franklin Roosevelt



• From 2004-2005, the mint made 4 special 
nickels which were called the Westward 
Journey nickel series

• These commemorated Lewis & Clark’s 
expedition westward in 1804 and the 200-
year anniversary of the Louisiana Purchase

• Images include the Louisiana Purchase 
Peace Medal (two hands gripped in 
friendship), a Keelboat (utilized on the 
expedition), American Bison (representing 
animals found on the journey), and Ocean in 
View (based upon an entry in Clark’s 
journal from 1805 after viewing the Pacific 
Ocean)

• 2004 was the last year Felix Schlag’s 
original obverse design was used

• The obverse portrait of Jefferson is unique 
for 2005

Westward Journey Nickel Series

The “LIBERTY” on the 2005 Nickel is Based on Jefferson’s Own Handwriting



• The Jefferson Nickel was changed again in 
2006

• The obverse is a new rendition of Jefferson 
based on a painting by Rembrandt Peale 
done in 1800 with Jefferson now gazing out 
toward the viewer

• The nickel reverse returned to Monticello, 
Jefferson’s home

• The return to Monticello had sculptor and 
engraver John Mercanti restore the 
detailing of Felix Schlag’s original 
Monticello design
• The initials “FS” were moved to the reverse 

now that the obverse was no longer the 
original design

Jefferson Nickel Redesign

The Forward Facing Jefferson Image was Selected as a Tribute to His Vision 

“FS”



• Nickels have been in existence for 157 
years

• The Nickel is the only U.S. coin to be called 
by its metal composition

• In 2006, the U.S. Mint banned the melting 
and export of Cents and Nickels

• In 2010, Congress passed the CMOCA Act 
which directed the Mint to explore 
alternative metals to make coins

• Nickels today are made of 75% copper

• In 2012, it took 10.09¢ to mint a Nickel

• Many want to eliminate Nickels because the 
cost of making them is higher than their 
face value

• In 2020, over 1.5 billion nickels were 
produced in that year alone

Today

“A Nickel Ain’t Worth a Dime Anymore” - Yogi Berra


