The Amazing Scarface Progression – 1888-O VAM 1B

The 1888-O Morgan Dollar has an absolutely stunning group of varieties in the mix of coins that make up the population of surviving coins today.  In the group is the Hot Lips VAM 4, the Clashed E/Die Break Obverse VAM 1A, the Doubled Die Reverse/Date in Denticles VAM 9, the Doubled Die Reverse O/O VAM 15, all of the Oval O varieties, and the amazing Scarface VAM 1B.  These are coins that are in the Top 100 and Hot 50 VAMs.  That is a very interesting list of varieties for one date and mintmark.  
But the Scarface has a really neat feature—it started as a clashed die, and a tiny little crack emerged from the rim on the obverse at the dot between E and PLURIBUS.  It then began to grow.  And it grew, and grew, and grew.  Finally it made it all the way into the face of lady Liberty.  By the time the die was noticed, the crack had made it into the hair beyond the neck.  That is an AMAZING feat!!!!

The Scarface was first listed in or around 1963 in Francis Klaes book entitled Die Varieties of Morgan Silver Dollars. This was probably not long after the coins were actually introduced into “circulation”.  It is accepted that most, if not all Scarface coins were from a couple bags released in the Treasury hoard in the late 50’s and early 60’s.  I have personally seen a bag that contained somewhere in the neighborhood of 500 very Early Die Stage Scarface coins. The fact that there were many coins that were in the Early Die Stage indicates that the crack developed over thousands of coins, not hundreds.  At least for the EDS coins, it does.  Once the crack got large, it likely progressed faster.  
This progression of the cracks in this variety is the subject of this monograph.  We will study them from “stem to stern.”  The convention used in this paper is that if there is a measurable and visible development in the progress of the cracks, it is assigned a new stage.  I was able to assign 10 discernable stages and they are named H1 through H10.  I’m sure that as time goes by, someone will probably start calling a coin an EDS or LDS of one of the stages, but for now, let’s stick with finite numbers.  Below is a table of the stages, with annotations on the most important pickup points for the specific die stage.  If the coin you are attributing has more than what you see, go to the next stage.  
	1888-O VAM 1B-H1
This is Die Stage One.  The crack emanates from the rim on the very top edge of the 3rd denticle below the P.  It is a crack, not a break at this point.  In other words, there is not a blob of metal between the two denticles.  This will grow in later stages.  The crack actually appears to stop right before the dot.  As long as the die crack does not obviously go through the dot and the crack has not developed into a break, it is stage 1, or H1—which stands for Harrison 1.

This is one of the scarcest varieties in the series.  Currently R7, but with expectations for R5-R6.  Value: $400 in MS62, $700 in MS63, $1000 in MS64
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	1888-O VAM 1B-H2

Die Stage Two.  The crack has become a break between the denticles and has extended past the dot.  It curls down into the field and stops.  There is no additional breaking in the field.  

This is by far the most common variety with 500 or more available in grades from MS60 to MS64.  R4-R5.  Value:  $40-70 in MS60-62, $100 in MS63, $200 in MS64
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	1888-O VAM 1B-H3

The third stage.  Note that the break has extended into the field between the denticles and the dot.  It has also split into 2 cracks on the right side of the dot.  The first crack to the right has basically run its course. At this point the crack turns into a series of waves in the field.  This split in the crack is the addition of the first “wave”.  The red fingers show the beginning point and the end points of the new “wave”.
This is the 2nd most available variety.  It is available in grades from MS60-MS64.  R4-R5.  Value: $70 in MS60, $100 in MS62, $200 in MS63, $300 in MS64
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	1888-O VAM 1B-H4

Now, the break has split into 3 parts in the right field.  There is the V shaped wave and a new wave unattached to any other.  The lower red finger shows the end of the wave and the upper finger shows that there is a new die break to the right of the dot.  This is just a progression from a crack to a break and is common. This is the only 1B I’ve ever seen circulated. And that was ONE example. 

I would rate this coin R5.  It is available, but quite scarce.  I would estimate that maybe 100 examples survive.   Value: $150 in MS62, $250 in MS63, $350 in MS64
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	1888-O VAM 1B-H5

Stage 5.  Now we are entering the difficult stages.  This coin shows an obvious tilted field.  ANACS will call this 1B2. This coin has 4 or 5 waves in the field.  It is really very odd looking.  The key to this stage is that 4 or 5 cracks or waves are evident to the right of the dot; HOWEVER, they do not reach the nose. Anything short of the nose is fine (see the red hand).  
This coin is R5-R6.  It is worth about $200-$300 in MS62, $400 in MS63, $600 in MS64
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	1888-O VAM 1B-H6

This is Stage 6.  This is probably the easiest of all to attribute, because the cracks touch the bridge of the nose and there are no cracks in the face.  I would rate the coin at R6.  Note that the cracks about the dot are increasing in size.  The field is broken up into 5 or 6 ripples and is “tilted”.  If you look at the field from an angle, you can see that the die is terminal.  Yet they continue…

Value: $300-500 MS60-62, $600 in MS63 and $700-900 in MS64
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	1888-O VAM 1B-H7

This is the wonderful stage 7.  This, to me was the hardest of the stages to find.  I owe credit to Michael Ash for finding this coin, as it is a devil to find.  Even when you have it in your hand, you can miss the cracks in the face.  If you rotate the coin to a 90° angle, it is much easier to see.

This coin SHOULD be listed as SCARFACE.  The crack is indeed in the face.  This is the true EDS SCARFACE and should be treated like the EDS VAM 4 O/S 1882-O.  It is that difficult.  I would say R8.  

VALUE: For now, $2500 in MS60-62, $3000 in MS63 and $3500 in MS64.  I would expect this will increase as demand increases.  It would not surprise me if this coin becomes a giant.
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	1888-O VAM 1B-H8

OK, Here is the traditional Scarface.  Stage 8 shows the break extending across the face.  We will draw an imaginary line across the coin that intersects the top of the lips and the bottom of the lobe of the ear.  If the break goes below the line, then it is Stage 8; short of that, Stage 7.  If it extends beyond the jaw line, it is Stage 9. This coin is R6/7.  
VALUE: $3000 in MS60, $3200 in MS61, $4000 in MS62, $7000 in MS63, and $10,000 in MS64
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	1888-O VAM 1B-H9

The Stage 9 coin has a die break extending beyond the jaw line, but ends short of the hair.  It is one of the most available of the Scarface stages, if there is such a thing.  This coin has rarity of R6/7.

VALUE: MS60 is $3200, $4000 in MS61, $5000 in MS62, $7500 in MS63, none known in MS64.
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	1888-O VAM 1B-H10

Here is the Terminal Die Stage for the SCARFACE.  This is the 10th stage and final to our knowledge.  The die break extends into the hair and nearly crosses to the second lock.  I have seen examples where the crack ends in the valley where the red hand is pointed in the picture.  There is a very neat new addition to stage 10—there is a new die crack on the bridge of the nose.  It is visible to the naked eye if you are blessed with good eyes.  See the hand that is pointed downward.  Also note that the extra metal on the back of the nose where the hand pointed left is.  It has grown substantially in this stage. 
VALUE: $3400 in MS60, $4200 in MS61, $6000 in MS62, $8000 in MS63, Not known in MS64.
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	Reverse of the 1888-O VAM 1B

Here is the culprit for the die breaks in the Scarface.  This is the evidence of a die clash that was dead in the center of the coin.  This is called the “bearded eagle.” 
If you see this on the reverse of an 

1888-O, it is a 1B.  There are no other dies that look like this on the 88-O.  

If someone can find one with the bearded eagle and NO die break on the obverse, I would be excited to see it.
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I am very hopeful that this guide will be used by ANACs, PCGS, NGC, PCI, SEGS, and others.  I am more than willing to give additional photographs and information to clarify, if necessary.  I can be contacted at ash@ashmore.com or 336-337-8086.
Ash Harrison

President, Society of Silver Dollar Collectors
