
1880 Sydney Type 5/3 - One Die Only

As the next revision of Marsh's Gold Sovereign gets underway, a number of corrections and updates
are required for the Australian branch mint half sovereigns. One of the important date and type sets
is 1880 Sydney, with the new 5th head obverse while retaining the old type 3 reverse. Obverse 5
does NOT arrive in Australia in 1882 Sydney as per the present edition. 

It is my hypothesis that the significant and rapid changes in young head half sovereigns in the
1870's are a direct result of the Latin Monetary Union's abandonment of silver currency in favour of
a pure gold standard - an article on the period is forthcoming. From numismatic research conducted
by Dr David Briggs at Melbourne Mint, we have detailed records on the poor bar to good coinage
ratios experienced by Melbourne Mint personnel, who were using much more modern machinery
than  the  Royal  Mint  had  in  their  service  at  the  time.  

This led to the unique 1882 Melbourne Sixth Head die (see article published April) being sent to the
colonial branch mint as an ongoing attempt to improve coin production. A large number of those
coins were sent to the Royal Mint,  along with the normal 5th head, so as to provide technical
feedback on the alternative rim beading tacked on to an older 4th head obverse die via the trial of
the Pyx. 

However, as the Royal Mint moved to the type 5 obverse, accompanied by the type 4 reverse, it
appears that they offloaded numerous (and one would guess, superfluous) type 3 reverses on the
colonial branch mints. This is evidenced by the ongoing, outdated reverse being used in Sydney
until 1883 and Melbourne until 1887. The first year of change to the common type 4 reverse is in
1880 Sydney. However, it is the 1880 Sydney type 3 reverse that is scarce in overall numbers and
very rare in higher grades.

While I stock only 4 of these valuable types at present, I did at one point own most of the PCGS
graded population of 1880S type 5/3, so as to make a determination of die numbers by looking at
the coin marker. The easiest marker to determine die type in the colonial mints is the mint mark
itself  -  they  were  all  punched  in  by hand  just  prior  to  use  and  all  have  unique  placements.  

Irrespective of  the metal  wear  and spread in  the lower grade of  coins,  the placement  arguably
remains the same (see annotated image below). The "broken tooth" rim bead 2nd on the left of the
mint mark remains the same. The rim wire running between the denticles to the left of that "broken"
rim denticle  is  also consistent  to  this  particular  die.  Finally,  the  type  3 reverse  that  arrives  to
Australia displays two different types of F that also serves as a marker. The one here I label an icicle
tip, while the 1882M reverse attached has what I label a saw tooth F, with two small triangular
"teeth" emanating from the letter. 

However, access to Royal Mint archives would be the gold standard of surety. If anyone has access
to said records and would be gracious enough to email the delivery records for Sydney 1880 (that
no longer exist in Australia) I'd be most grateful and happy to work out some sort of arrangement
for ongoing access. Covid has put paid to my plans to visit the Royal Mint any time in the near
future.  

As always,  I  welcome constructive  feedback and can be contacted  at  topendcoins@gmail.com.
Cheers, Les 





          


