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Octagonal shaped 50 Dollars gold coin of 1852

N. Sundararajan
Curator
Government Museum

Government Museum Chennai acquired one rare octagonal shaped
gold coin from Government Museum, Pudukkottai. This coin has an image
of an eagle and legend on the obverse side, while the reverse is machined.
This type of reverse is called target reverse. Edge of the coin is having
reeded edge on all eight sides. Weight of this coin is 84.63 grams; diameter
is 4 centimeters.

Obverse:

The obverse features a stylised eagle and shield. Above the eagle is
a ribbon with the fineness of 887 THOUS. The country’s name is with in
a circle with the denomination FIFTY DOLLS at the bottom. Qutside the
circle, it reads AUGUSTUS HUMBERT UNITED STATES ASSAYER OF
GOLD CALIFORNIA 1852.

Reverse:

The reverse side of this coin remains blank, without any legend or
images. Machine ground designs are seen. This type of reverse is known
as machined reverse, and also called as ‘“target reverse”.

History of Octagonal shaped 50 Dollars coin

This coin contains was minted Augustus Humbert at the United
States Assay Office in San Francisco, known as “Territorial” pieces. They
were issued by private minting concerns during the Gold Rush. San
Francisco mint was opened in the year 1854. These “Territorial” coins
were demonitised by the American authorities afterwards.

This coin weighing almost 2':Troy ounces of gold was minted by
Augustus Humbert at the United States Assay Office in San Francisco
California and thesearecalled“Territorial” pieces because they were issued



20 &SGlen (B smamsRig gy - 50

by private minting concerns during the California Gold Rush. The
San Francisco Mint Opened in 1854 and these “territorial” coins
were no longer permitted by the American authorities. The $50
coins were the largest denomination issued. This example shows,
that these coins {(or “slugs” as these $50 coins were called) circulated
extensively. THe obverse features a stylised eagle and shield, Ribbon
with legend ’'LIBERTY’, the fineness of 887 THOUS and above it
the eagle is portrayed. The country’s name is within a circle with
the denomination FIFTY DOLLS embossed at the bottam. Outside
the circle, it reads "AUGUSTUS HUMBERT UNITED STATES
ASSAYER OF GOLD CALIFORNIA 1852". The reverse has a machined
reverse and that is called a “target reverse”. The unique $50
octagonal shape soon became a symbol of California coinage.

Fineness of this coin

“Humbert ingots continued to be struck in 1852 under the authority
of both the United States Assay Office and its successor, the United
States Assay Office of Gold. Variations in the ingots over that two year
period are found in the edges (lettered and reeded), reverse designs and/
or fineness of the gold content. Because they were technically ingots
and not coins, they were not required to be of the same 90% purity as
federal gold coins. Consequently, the Humbert ingots can be found in
finesses of.880, .884, .887 and .900. Some varieties required as many as
14 steps to produce a single coin. Early in 1852 Moffat & Co. was
dissolved and John L. Moffat severed all connections with his former
partners. They continued in the business under the name of Curtis, Perry
& Ward., The Treasury Department, as authorized by the 31st Congress
on September 30, 1850, transferred the Contract for Smelting and Assaying
Gold in California, to the new partnership. Augustus Humbert stayed on
as U.S. Assayer with the organization now called The United States
Assay Office of Gold . In spite of the slight change in title the firm
continued to work as a provisional mint operating under emergency
conditions. While the designs adopted for the issues included an
undeniably American Eagle, the coins deliberately avoided any close
resemblance to those of the regular U.S. mints. Nevertheless the fact
that they carried the legend UNITED STATES OF AMERICA gave them an
official status and guaranteed their weight and fineness”.

“The somewhat irregular nature of the U.S.A.0.G. was not only a
reflection of the crisis conditions then prevailing in the California gold
fields, but a deliberate, and necessary, attempt to evade the Mint Act of
January 18, 1837. The Act provided that U.S. Gold coins be .900 fine
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with no more than 50 parts of silver in an otherwise pure copper alloy. It
was virtually impossible to conform to this regulation. Copper was in
short supply in California and the parting acids required in the refining
process could not be shipped safely either by land or sea. Nevertheless
the coinage of the USAOG was accepted in payment of obligations to
the federal government thanks to the realistic attitude of the U.S. Collector
of Customs, T.Butler King, who managed in spite of conflicting instructions
from Washington”.

“The efforts of the Assay Office of Gold to conferm to the
law, meet the necessities of the time, and yet operate at a profit
were varied and complex. For a long time, the details were not
easy to penetrate in depth. In recent years they have, however,
begun to become less obscure. In the last decade positive evidence
was provided by a hoard of regular coins, patterns, trial pieces and
ingots. In addition, research in the National Archives has greatly
enlarged our knowledge of the firms operations and the means
taken to solve some of the many problems facing it. This information
is of great interest to collectors with whom the USAOG coinage
has long been popular”.

“Congress finally passed the Act On July 3, 1852 authorizing
the establishment of a United States Branch Mint in San Francisco.
Curtis was able to buy the contract for the new mint and the
following year the U.S.A.0.G. was transferred to the federal
government for $285,000. This sum included $425,000, for an
expansion of the original premises under Curtis supervision.
Meanwhile Perry undertook to acquire $50,000,00 worth of
machinery. The old provisional mint was finally able to go into
operation as the U.S. Branch Mint, San Francisco, on April 3, 1854“.

Design and Specialty of this coin

The Humbert coins are a unique example of territorial coinage
and represent what many would consider the most fascinating period
in the history of California. In addition to their place in history, the
subtle details of the Humbert coins also add to their desirability.

e There hadn’t been a need for such a large gold coin. Prior to the staggering
gold discoveries in California, along with the highly inflated Western
economy.

e Charles Cushing Wright, probably the most skillful medal engraver of the
era, artfully rendered the design of an eagle perched on a rock with a
scroll in its beak, clutching a shield, a group of arrows and an olive branch.
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e A handsome engine-turned spiral decorates the reverse (with either a target
in the center or the number “50”), a design that connects the coins in 2
very personal and unique way to Augustus Humbert, who was a watchmakar
in New York City prior to his position as assayer.

e The mass melting of early gold rush era coinage, a function of new U.S.
government issued coins being struck at the new San Francisco Mint,
contributed to making the Humbert ingots rare. According to The 700
Greatest U.S. Coins, “although thousands of United States double eagles
were found in the wreckage of the steamer SS Central America, very few
fifty-dollar ‘slugs’ were discovered(13), most of which were Augustus
Humbert issues”.

Conclusion

Numismatists praise this coin series as one among the 100 greatest U.S.
coins. Government Museum, Chennai is having one such rare coin in its collection.
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