
C O I N S C O L L X  ·  F I E L D  G U I D E

Coins

G R A D E  ·  V E R I F Y  ·  V A L U E  ·  P R O F I T

C O A S T A L  D I R E C T O R Y  L L C  ·  F R E E  E D I T I O N

T H E  S H A R P  C O L L E C T O R ’ S  P L A Y B O O K

K E Y  D A T E S  ·  G R A D E S  ·  V A L U E  ·  P R O F I T

The collector’s field manual for spotting key dates, grading right, and turning coins into cash

— with worked case studies, a full grading & authentication reference, variety and mintmark

decoding, a resource directory, and a live-research AI toolkit built on Perplexity. 

→ The 6 value drivers  ·  The Sheldon scale + what caps the grade  ·  Cleaning, altering & fake-slab defense

→ Mintmarks, varieties & proof vs. business strike  ·  The 7-play profit playbook  ·  3 worked case studies

→ The two-tool AI research system  ·  Buy/sell calendar  ·  Full resource directory 

CollectiblesFamous.com  ·  Find a coin shop near you at CoinsNearMe.co



W H A T ’ S  I N S I D E

The Playbook
01 Read the Market First — the U.S. series, key dates, and why the key date rules all

02 The 6 Value Drivers — the model that prices almost any coin

03 Grading Decoded — the Sheldon scale, what caps the grade, holders & the multiplier

04 Don’t Get Burned — cleaning, altering, counterfeits & fake slabs

05 Where & How to Buy Right — every channel, ranked

06 Sell for Top Dollar — channels, listings & timing

07 The Profit Playbook — 7 repeatable money plays

08 The Playbook in Action — 3 worked case studies

09 10 Mistakes That Cost You Money

10 Build a Collection That Appreciates — thesis, storage, the calendar

11 Varieties & Editions Decoded — mintmarks, doubled dies, VAMs, proof vs. strike

12 The AI Research Toolkit — the two-tool, Perplexity-first system

13 The Resource Directory — the links serious collectors use

14 Your Deal Scorecard — score every buy

15 Quick-Start & Glossary — your first 30 days

16 Sources & Documentation — where these facts come from

HOW TO USE THIS  GUIDE

Read it once for the mental model, then keep three things close: the AI Toolkit (Ch 12) when you research, the Deal

Scorecard (Ch 14) when you buy, and the Resource Directory (Ch 13) when you need a comp or a tool. You bring the

judgment; the system does the legwork. Nothing here is a promise — rare coins are a speculative alternative asset. Every

dollar figure you see in the wild should be checked against real, recent sold comps before you act. 

C H A P T E R  0 1

Read the Market Before You Spend a Dollar
One thing towers over everything else in coins: the key date. Before price, before grade, ask how many were made

and how many survive — scarcity and demand are what the market chases.

THE U.S. SERIES WORTH KNOWING

SERIES ERA WHAT TO KNOW

Early copper 1793–1857 Large & half cents — the birthplace of the Sheldon scale. Condition rarities;

even worn coins carry value.

Lincoln cents 1909–today

Educational use only — not financial, investment, or tax advice. AI can invent prices; always confirm against real sold comps. · © Coastal Directory LLC ·
CoinsNearMe.co / CollectiblesFamous.com 2



A huge series where value lives in key dates: 1909-S VDB, 1914-D, 1922 “No

D,” and the 1955 Doubled Die.

Nickels & dimes 1913–… Buffalo, Mercury, Jefferson. Keys like the 1916-D Mercury and 1937-D 3-

Legged Buffalo; strike tags (FB, FS) move price.

Morgan & Peace dollars 1878–1935 The collector favorite. Carson City (CC) dates and VAM varieties drive

premiums — 1893-S, 1889-CC, 1893-CC.

Gold ($2.50–$20) 1795–1933 Liberty & Saint-Gaudens. A bullion floor plus a numismatic premium; the 1933

Double Eagle is the legend.

Classic commems & type varies Early commemoratives and one-of-each type sets. Eye appeal and originality

lead the value.

WATCH OUT ·  THE BULLION TRAP

Most common-date silver and gold coins trade at melt value plus a small premium — they track the metal, not the hobby. A

shiny “investment” roll of common Morgans or a tube of generic bullion is mostly weight in silver, not a numismatic asset. A

famous design means nothing on its own; the date, mintmark, mintage, and survival do. Know whether you’re buying metal or

rarity before you pay. 

WHAT ACTUALLY CREATES DEMAND

The key date. Low mintage, a scarce mintmark (CC), a famous variety (1955 DDO), or a dramatic error. This is the engine.

Rarity in grade. A common date can be a four- or five-figure coin at the top of the scale if almost none survive that nice — a

“condition rarity.”

Series popularity & registry demand. Morgans, Lincolns, and type coins have deep, durable collector bases that don’t

depend on a headline.

Eye appeal, strike & original surfaces. Booming luster, a full strike, and attractive natural toning command real premiums

at the same grade.

Metal moves. Gold and silver spot set the floor under bullion-adjacent coins — sometimes the whole price.

Don’t buy metal. Buy the key date, the scarcity in grade, and the eye appeal — in that order.

C H A P T E R  0 2

The 6 Value Drivers
Every coin’s price is a blend of six forces. Score a coin across all six and you can value almost anything — and

spot when something’s mispriced.

DRIVER WHAT YOU’RE JUDGING

1 · Key date / rarity Low mintage, scarce mintmark, or a famous variety? The single biggest lever.

2 · Series & demand Deep fandom & registry demand (Morgan, Saint, Lincoln) or an orphan series?

3 · Mintage / scarcity / variety Original mintage, survival, mintmark, doubled dies, VAM / FS numbers, errors.

4 · Grade · strike · eye appeal The Sheldon grade and the quality within it — strike, luster, marks, toning.

5 · Population How many exist at that grade (PCGS Pop / NGC Census) — the driver everyone forgets.

6 · Demand & timing Where the cycle sits: metal moves, registry pushes, series heating or cooling.

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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Why population is the driver everyone forgets

A famous key in MS-65 can still be common if thousands have been graded that high. A lesser date with a tiny population at its

grade can carry a real premium. The PCGS Population Report and NGC Census tell you graded scarcity — not total coins

struck, but how many slabbed examples exist at each grade. Just remember the number can be inflated by resubmissions and

crossovers, so read it as a ceiling on scarcity, not gospel.

SHARP T IP ·  SCORE IT  1–10

Rate a coin 1–10 on each driver before you buy — that’s exactly what the printable Deal Scorecard (Ch 14) does. A 9 on key

date and series but a 3 on population is already priced in. Edge lives where one driver is underappreciated by the seller. 

The interaction that matters most

Key × Grade × Demand is where money is made. The same date in MS-67 vs. MS-64 isn’t a little more — it can be many

times more, because top-population is tiny and demand concentrates on the best coins. Chapter 3 unpacks exactly how that

multiplier works.

C H A P T E R  0 3

Grading Decoded
Grading turns a subjective, easily-damaged object into a trusted, liquid asset — and near the top of the scale, the

jump from one grade to the next can multiply value.

WHY GRADING EXISTS

Three reasons. Trust: an expert verified authenticity and condition and flagged any cleaning or damage. Liquidity: slabbed

coins sell faster to more buyers. The multiplier: a sealed, certified grade concentrates demand on the best coins, which is

where the money stacks up.

THE SHELDON SCALE, IN PLAIN ENGLISH

GRADE TIER WHAT IT MEANS

70 MS/PR Perfect. No flaws at 5× magnification. The absolute ceiling.

67 MS/PR Superb gem. Booming luster, minimal marks. Where premiums explode.

65 MS/PR Gem. Strong eye appeal, few marks. The key value tier.

63 MS/PR Select uncirculated. Moderate marks, decent luster.

60 MS/PR Uncirculated, no wear — but baggy / dull. Floor of Mint State.

58 AU About Unc. Slightest high-point friction; most luster intact.

40 XF/EF Extremely Fine. Sharp; light high-point wear, traces of luster.

20 VF Very Fine. Moderate even wear; design clear.

12 F Fine. All major detail readable. The affordable-key zone.

8 VG Very Good. Well-worn; outlines clear.

4 G Good. Heavy wear, rims worn but complete.

1 PO Poor. Barely identifiable — yet true rarities still hold value.
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1–58 = circulated · 60–70 = Mint State (there is no MS-59). Proof coins carry PR / PF, not MS. Half-steps and +/☆ refinements sit

between these.

WHAT SETS THE CEILING ON THE GRADE

A coin isn’t graded on one thing — graders weigh strike, luster, marks, and eye appeal together. Any one of these can cap it.

FACTOR EFFECT ON THE GRADE

Wear / friction Any high-point wear caps it below MS-60 — it becomes AU no matter how attractive.

Contact / bag marks Marks on the focal point (cheek, portrait, open fields) pull the grade down fastest.

Luster Impaired or dipped-out luster caps the ceiling; original booming luster lifts it.

Strike A soft strike limits eye appeal and can cost a full-strike designation (FB / FS / FBL / FT).

Cleaning / damage Triggers a “Details” no-grade — the hardest ceiling of all (Ch 4).

F IGURE 1  — THE SHELDON SCALE AND WHERE VALUE CONCENTRATES

1–8 12–35 40–58 63–65 66–70

Good–VG mid-grade the mint-state line gem superb-gem ceiling

HOLDERS, LABELS & CAC

PCGS Blue label — the grade as marked; a gold-shield label carries a TrueView image. One of the two liquid

majors.

NGC Brown/tan label — the grade as marked. The other liquid major.

“Details” Genuine, problem — cleaned, damaged, altered, or ex-jewelry. No number grade; a heavy discount.

CAC green Sticker — solid to high end (A/B) of the assigned grade.

CAC gold Sticker — undergraded; trades near the next grade up.

CACG Holder — CAC’s own graded slab (grading in-house since Oct 2023); known for tight standards.

PCGS VS. NGC VS. CAC

GRADER BEST FOR NOTES

PCGS Most classic U.S. series A market co-leader; strong resale, especially on classic U.S. coins. Its

Population Report is a key scarcity check.

NGC World, modern & U.S. The other co-leader; enormous census, dominant on world & modern issues.

Both PCGS and NGC are highly liquid.

CAC / CACG Quality verification Green = solid/high-end, gold = undergraded. CAC coins carry a premium;

CACG grades in its own holders. Gotcha: ANACS/ICG are legit but usually

resell below PCGS/NGC — and off-brand slabs should be priced as raw.

MONEY MOVE ·  THE GRADE MULTIPLIER

On a scarce date an MS-67 can sell for a large multiple of an MS-65 — because top-population is tiny and demand stacks on

the best coin. That gap, plus a successful upgrade or a gold-CAC bump, is the basis of grade arbitrage (Ch 7). Always check

the realized spread on live sold comps before you grade or resubmit — the multiplier is a concept, not a fixed number, and

a big population can collapse it. 
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C H A P T E R  0 4

Don’t Get Burned
The fastest way to lose money isn’t a bad bet — it’s cleaning you didn’t catch, an altered coin, or a fake slab.

Here’s how the pros avoid all three.

CLEANING & ALTERATION

Harsh cleaning (wiping, over-dipping), whizzing (wire-brushing to fake luster), tooling, and added or removed mintmarks and

altered dates can fool the eye but not a grader. A cleaned or altered coin gets a “Details” grade — or is rejected — and sells

for a fraction of a problem-free coin at the same detail level. The tells: fine parallel hairlines in one direction under angled

light, an unnatural too-bright shine, dull grey dipped-out surfaces, or color that’s simply too good to be true.

COUNTERFEITS

Fakes fail on the basics: wrong weight or diameter, mushy or soft details (cast rather than struck), wrong die diagnostics, and

seams on the edge. Key dates are the most faked — high-quality counterfeit 1893-S Morgans and added-mintmark pieces (a

genuine common coin with an “S” or “D” added) circulate widely. This is the #1 reason to buy expensive keys already slabbed

by PCGS or NGC — the holder is your insurance.

WATCH OUT ·  FAKE SLABS & SWAPPED COINS

Counterfeit holders exist. Always verify the certification number on the grader’s site and confirm the coin, date, grade, and

label all match the cert images. If a seller won’t show the cert number clearly, walk. A counterfeit or swapped slab returns a

different coin — or no record at all. Cert-lookup links are in the Resource Directory (Ch 13). 

ARTIFICIAL TONING

Naturally, beautifully toned coins carry big premiums — which is exactly why people cook them. Chemically or heat-induced

toning masquerades as rare rainbow color. Too-vivid, wrong-pattern, or “painted” color that doesn’t follow the coin’s flow lines is

the tell. When in doubt, treat it as a problem coin and let the grader decide.

SHARP T IP ·  YOUR 30-SECOND SAFETY CHECK

Verify the cert at pcgs.com/cert or ngccoin.com/verify · confirm it’s not a “Details” coin · demand real angled-light photos of

the fields (not stock images) · anchor price to sold comps, never asking prices · check the CAC status · use buyer-protected

payment on big buys. 

If the deal feels too good, it’s not a deal — it’s a lesson with a price tag.

C H A P T E R  0 5

Where & How to Buy Right
The channel you buy from quietly decides your cost basis. Match the channel to the coin — and always comp

before you commit.

CHANNEL BEST FOR WATCH THE…

Local coin shop (LCS) Relationships, junk-box finds, learning Markup vs. online comps

Coin shows Volume, negotiation, key hunting Hype pricing — bring comps on your

phone

Educational use only — not financial, investment, or tax advice. AI can invent prices; always confirm against real sold comps. · © Coastal Directory LLC ·
CoinsNearMe.co / CollectiblesFamous.com 6



eBay Selection, sold-comp transparency Cleaning/alteration disclosure; field

photos

Heritage / Stack’s Bowers High-end keys & rarities Buyer’s premium (build it into your max)

GreatCollections Certified coins, lower fees, weekly sales Auction fever; impulse bids

Legend Rare Coin Auctions High-end quality & CAC coins Premium market; bid with discipline

Estate sales / inherited groups Underpriced keys others miss Cleaning/damage; do your homework

first

FIVE BUYING RULES THAT PAY FOR THEMSELVES

Comp before you commit. Anchor to recent sold prices at that grade and holder, not the listing.

Buy the key date & grade, not the metal. Confirm why the coin matters and that the mintmark/variety is real.

Snipe, don’t bid early. Early bids only drive the price up and signal interest.

Grade-shop value. A clean, original mid-grade key often out-returns an overpriced gem.

Buy quality. Original surfaces and eye appeal (a green/gold CAC) beat a marginal coin in a higher number.

MONEY MOVE ·  ACCOUNT FOR TOTAL COST

Real cost = price + buyer’s premium + shipping + (if grading) grading + CAC + return shipping. Build the all-in number before

you bid — it’s the only number that decides profit. 

C H A P T E R  0 6

Sell for Top Dollar
Buying well gets you in. Selling well is where the profit lands. Match the channel to the price tier, then optimize the

listing and the timing.

COIN VALUE BEST CHANNEL WHY

Under ~$100 (bullion/common) eBay / local shop Volume and reach; low friction

~$100–$2,500 eBay (auction or BIN + Best Offer) /

GreatCollections

Deepest buyer pool, transparent comps

$2,500+ keys & rarities Heritage / Stack’s Bowers / Legend Reaches serious money; trades commission for

top results

THE LISTING THAT WINS (EBAY)

Title = keywords. Date, mint, type, grade + grader, and any variety / designation (FB, VAM, CAC). Buyers search exact

strings — the AI Title Optimizer (Ch 12) builds these.

Real photos. Obverse, reverse, and angled light on the fields — show luster and any marks honestly. Good photos cut

returns and build trust.

State the key & designation. Spell out why it matters — key date, variety, CAC sticker.

Best Offer with a floor. Auto-decline below your number; let buyers feel they negotiated.

Time it. Sunday-evening (US) auction ends historically catch the most eyeballs — and sell into metal strength or a series

catalyst, not after it fades.

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

5. 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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SHARP T IP ·  KEEP RECORDS FROM DAY ONE

Track cost basis, fees, and sale price on every coin — the bonus Collection Tracker does this automatically. Beyond knowing

real profit, marketplace sales can trigger tax reporting, and clean records make tax season painless. (Not tax advice — confirm

with a professional.)

C H A P T E R  0 7

The Profit Playbook
Seven repeatable plays. None require insider access — just discipline, comps, and the AI toolkit.

Play 1 — Grade & CAC arbitrage

Buy a problem-free, high-end coin raw or in a conservative holder, then grade it, submit it for an upgrade, or send it to CAC —

and capture the premium.

THE MATH

Current value ~$520 in the holder it’s in. Grade / CAC all-in ~$60. If MS-65 sells at ~$1,400 and MS-64 at ~$520, the upside is

the spread minus fees; if it grades or stickers flat, you’re near break-even. Only play this when a miss doesn’t lose much and

a hit pays big. The AI Grade-ROI prompt runs the expected value for you. 

Play 2 — Key-date lot flips

Buy raw lots, rolls, or estate groups, pull the key dates and varieties to grade, and sell the common/bullion coins to recover

your cost. Your “free” keys are the profit.

Play 3 — Metal & catalyst speculation

Buy a bullion-adjacent series ahead of a metal run or a registry push. Highest upside, highest risk — size positions small and

sell into the spike.

Play 4 — Affordable key dates in circulated grade

Can’t afford a gem 1916-D dime? Buy it in VG–F. Scarce key dates hold value even worn; the entry is affordable and the floor

is sturdier than common-date hype.

Play 5 — Cherrypick varieties

Learn a handful of high-value varieties (VAMs, doubled dies, RPMs, FS numbers) and buy them unattributed at ordinary type-

coin prices. The attribution is the profit.

Play 6 — Registry / set-completion premium

Collectors finishing a date set or chasing a top-pop grade overpay for the last coins. Owning the tough date or grade lets you

name the price.

Play 7 — Buy the dip

After a metal spike cools or hype fades, quality coins sag. If the long-term scarcity is intact, that’s your entry.

RISK RULES ·  READ BEFORE YOU DEPLOY CAPITAL

1) Set a bankroll and never exceed it. 2) Liquidity matters — a coin you can’t sell isn’t worth its comp. 3) Don’t chase a hot

series at the top. 4) Diversify across series and metals. 5) Rare coins are a speculative alternative asset, not a guaranteed

return. 

C H A P T E R  0 8

Educational use only — not financial, investment, or tax advice. AI can invent prices; always confirm against real sold comps. · © Coastal Directory LLC ·
CoinsNearMe.co / CollectiblesFamous.com 8



The Playbook in Action
Three worked examples showing the full workflow — research, decision, execution, outcome. Numbers are

illustrative round figures to show the method, not promises.

Case 1 — Grade & CAC a better-date Morgan (Play 1)

Setup A better-date Morgan sits raw at a show, original and choice, looks MS-64+. Asking $650.

Research Live sold comps: MS-65 ≈ $1,400, MS-64 ≈ $520, MS-63 ≈ $300. Grade + shipping all-in ≈ $60.

Decision Original surfaces, strong luster, few marks — a 64/65 is realistic. Verdict: BUY and grade. Negotiated to

$600.

Execute Submitted to PCGS, returned MS-65, then green CAC. Listed with a keyword title, honest angled-light

photos, Best Offer floor.

Outcome Sold ~$1,450. All-in ~$720. The edge came from quality the seller didn’t price — and a grade the seller

never pursued.

Case 2 — The underpriced key date (Play 4)

Setup A 1916-D Mercury dime listed raw, honest VG, generic title, weak photos. Asking $900.

Research Authentication (die diagnostics — 1916-D is heavily faked with an added D) clears it; PCGS VG-8 copies

comp $1,100–$1,300. The lazy listing buried it.

Decision Key-date floor is sturdy; downside limited. Verdict: BUY. The bad listing is the opportunity.

Execute Bought at $880, graded a straight VG-8, relisted with a proper keyword title and clear photos.

Outcome Sold ~$1,225. Not luck — a real key behind a careless listing, authenticated and presented right.

Case 3 — Selling into strength (Timing)

Setup You own a common-date Saint-Gaudens double eagle in MS-63, bought quietly near melt + a small

premium at $1,900.

Research Gold spot runs up; MS-63 Saints comp from ~$2,150 to ~$2,600 in weeks; volume spikes.

Decision Metal and premium are both peaking. Verdict: SELL into strength via a Sunday-night auction.

Execute Auctioned during the run; multiple bidders drove the close.

Outcome Sold ~$2,575. Weeks later gold eased and comps settled near $2,250. Buy in the quiet, sell in the noise.

C H A P T E R  0 9

10 Mistakes That Cost You Money
Every one has a price tag. Learn them here for free instead of paying tuition to the market.

Pricing off asking, not sold. Listings are wishes. Only sold comps at that grade tell you what the market pays.

Buying common-date bullion as if it’s rare. Most common silver and gold is metal plus a hair. Metal ≠ scarcity.

Ignoring originality & eye appeal. A cleaned or dipped-out coin sells far below an original one at the same grade.

1. 

2. 

3. 
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Grading cheap common coins. If graded value doesn’t clear grading + CAC + shipping with room to spare, you paid to

slab a loss.

Missing a “Details” coin. Cleaned / altered coins sell far below problem-free. Verify before you buy.

Forgetting fees in the math. Buyer’s premiums, shipping, grading, and CAC eat margin. Build the all-in number.

Chasing a hot series at the top. Buying right after a metal spike or headline is buying the peak. Wait for the dip.

Storing coins badly. Humidity, PVC flips, fingerprints, and sulfur cause spots and corrosion over months (Ch 10).

Skipping cert verification. Fake slabs exist. Thirty seconds on pcgs.com/cert or ngccoin.com/verify saves you from a

counterfeit.

Treating it as a guaranteed investment. Coins are speculative. Collect with conviction, size sensibly, never bet money you

need.

C H A P T E R  1 0

Build a Collection That Appreciates
A box of random coins is a hobby. A collection with a thesis is an asset. Decide what you’re building before you buy.

PICK A THESIS

Key dates only — the scarce dates and mintmarks; the most liquid corner of the hobby.

Series / type set — a Lincoln date set, a Carson City Morgan run, or a one-of-each type set; completion adds value.

Condition rarities — top-population, registry-grade coins (higher risk, higher reward).

Bullion + numismatic sleeve — a small metal allocation alongside collectible coins.

PROTECT WHAT YOU OWN

Storage is grade insurance. The difference between a coin that stays gem and one that spots and corrodes is usually just how

you stored it.

Holders: for keys, PCGS/NGC slabs or inert Air-Tite capsules. Never use soft PVC “flips” for long-term storage — they

leach green PVC slime onto coins.

Never clean a coin. Do not wipe, dip, or polish — it turns a collectible into a “Details” coin. If a coin genuinely needs help,

use professional conservation (NCS / PCGS Restoration), never a rag.

Handling: hold raw coins by the edges, over a soft surface; use cotton gloves; don’t breathe or talk directly over them

(that’s how carbon spots start).

Environment: stable low humidity (~35–45% RH) and no temperature swings. Keep silica gel and intercept-type anti-

tarnish material in the box.

Air & light: keep coins away from heat, sunlight, and sulfur sources (rubber bands, some paper and cardboard). Store

slabs upright in slab boxes.

High value: keep a simple photo inventory and consider insurance.

THE COLLECTOR’S CALENDAR — WHEN PRICES MOVE

WINDOW WHAT HAPPENS YOUR MOVE

Metal spikes (gold / silver) Bullion-adjacent coins jump Sell common-date metal into strength;

don’t buy the top

Major auctions (Heritage / Stack’s / GC) Fresh rarities set the market Watch results; bid with discipline

Registry competition Top-pop coins get bid up Sell condition rarities; hold core keys

4. 

5. 

6. 

7. 

8. 

9. 

10. 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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Post-spike lull Attention fades, prices soften Buy the dip on long-term keys

Anniversaries / new designs Renewed interest in classic series Ride the attention on affected coins

Hoard / collection dispersals Population jumps, price can dip Wait out the supply, then buy

Collect on purpose. The thesis is the asset; the coins are how you express it.

C H A P T E R  1 1

Varieties & Editions Decoded
Two coins of the same date can be worth wildly different money. Scarcity — a mintmark, a die variety, a proof finish

— is what creates value, not a shiny surface. Here’s how to read it.

BUSINESS STRIKE VS. PROOF

Every coin is one or the other, and the market treats them separately.

TYPE WHAT IT IS & WHAT DRIVES VALUE

Business strike (MS) Struck for circulation on standard presses. Graded on the MS scale; the vast majority of coins.

Proof (PR / PF) Specially struck for collectors with polished dies and planchets — mirrored fields, often frosted

devices (cameo / deep cameo). A separate market: modern proofs are common, early proofs are

rare.

MINTMARKS & THE KEY DATE

The tiny mintmark (P, D, S, O, CC, W) can be the entire value of a coin. A 1909-S VDB cent is a key; a 1909 VDB from

Philadelphia is common. Carson City (CC) dollars carry a premium across the board. When a common design has one scarce

mintmark, that coin is the key — and the most-faked, so confirm the mintmark is original (Ch 4).

THE VARIETY TAXONOMY

TYPE WHAT IT IS & WHAT DRIVES VALUE

Doubled die (DDO/DDR) Hub-doubling of the design itself — the 1955 Doubled Die and 1972 DDO Lincolns. Dramatic,

catalogued, and valuable.

Repunched mintmark (RPM) / OMM A mintmark punched twice or over another. A classic cherrypicker value.

VAM (Morgan / Peace) Die-marriage varieties tracked by VAM number — some (a “Hot 50” VAM) carry large

premiums.

FS number (Cherrypickers’) Catalogued die varieties across series; the FS reference the market prices to.

Overdate / over-mintmark A prior date or mint under the final one — e.g. 1918/7-D Buffalo, 1942/1 Mercury.

Mint error Off-center, wrong planchet, double strike, clipped. Value depends on being both dramatic and

rare.

Full-strike designation Not a variety, but a strike premium: FB / FBL / FS / FT / PL / DMPL / CAM (Ch 3).
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WATCH OUT ·  “VARIETY”  DOES NOT MEAN VALUABLE

Countless minor die chips and machine (strike) doubling exist that add nothing — machine doubling is not a doubled die and

carries no premium. What creates value is a catalogued, in-demand variety with real scarcity. Confirm the attribution against

PCGS/NGC, VAMWorld, or the Cherrypickers’ Guide before you pay the premium. 

C H A P T E R  1 2

The AI Research Toolkit
Two tools, one system. Perplexity pulls real, cited sold data; ChatGPT or Claude reasons over it and makes the

call. Fill in the [brackets] and go.

READ THIS  F IRST ·  HOW TO NOT GET FOOLED BY AI

Chat-only models (ChatGPT, Claude) are brilliant at reasoning but they don’t browse the live market — ask one for a coin price

and it can invent a number. Perplexity searches the web in real time and cites its sources, so it can pull actual recent sold

prices, population counts, and news. Use each for what it’s built for — and always click the citations to confirm the sale is real,

recent, and the same coin, grade, and holder. 

THE HANDOFF

Step 1 — Perplexity is the data engine. Run the live-research prompts; it returns comps, population data, and catalysts with

links. Copy that cited output. Step 2 — ChatGPT/Claude is the analyst. Paste the cited data in, then run the reasoning

prompts to grade the deal, model the ROI, write the listing, and make the buy/pass call.

☆ Perplexity research primer — paste once per session RUN IN PERPLEXITY

☆ ChatGPT / Claude analyst primer — paste once, then feed it the data RUN IN CHATGPT / CLAUDE

THE CORE PROMPTS

Pull sold comps at a grade RUN IN PERPLEXITY

Guardrail: If you can’t pull live comps, don’t estimate — tell me exactly what to look up and where, and cite the source and date for every number you do give.

You are my coin / numismatic market research assistant. For every answer: (1) prioritize recent SOLD

prices, not asking prices; (2) always cite the source URL and sale date; (3) match the exact type, date,

mintmark, variety, holder and grade I specify; (4) if data is thin, say so and give a range; (5) never

estimate a price without a citation. Confirm, then wait for my coin.

C O P Y  /  PA S T E  T H I S  ↓

You are a disciplined coin / numismatic investing analyst. I’ll paste live sold-comp and population data

from Perplexity. Analyze only the numbers I give you, never invent prices, flag thin data, and always end

with BUY / NEGOTIATE / PASS plus the single biggest risk. Bias toward caution — I’d rather miss a deal than

overpay.

C O P Y  /  PA S T E  T H I S  ↓

Find the most recent SOLD prices for [TYPE + DATE + MINT], [VARIETY], graded [GRADE + GRADER]. Use eBay

Sold, GreatCollections, Heritage, and Stack’s Bowers. Give price, date, and link for each, newest first,

then the average and high/low of the last 5.

C O P Y  /  PA S T E  T H I S  ↓

Educational use only — not financial, investment, or tax advice. AI can invent prices; always confirm against real sold comps. · © Coastal Directory LLC ·
CoinsNearMe.co / CollectiblesFamous.com 12



Defensible range + kill the outliers RUN IN PERPLEXITY

Guardrail: If you can’t pull live comps, don’t estimate — tell me exactly what to look up and where, and cite the source and date for every number you do give.

Grade-tier spread (the grade thesis) RUN IN PERPLEXITY

Guardrail: If you can’t pull live comps, don’t estimate — tell me exactly what to look up and where, and cite the source and date for every number you do give.

Grade & CAC ROI RUN IN CHATGPT / CLAUDE

Guardrail: If you can’t pull live comps, don’t estimate — tell me exactly what to look up and where, and cite the source and date for every number you do give.

The final buy/pass call RUN IN CHATGPT / CLAUDE

Guardrail: If you can’t pull live comps, don’t estimate — tell me exactly what to look up and where, and cite the source and date for every number you do give.

Metal & catalyst monitor RUN IN PERPLEXITY

Guardrail: If you can’t pull live comps, don’t estimate — tell me exactly what to look up and where, and cite the source and date for every number you do give.

SEO eBay title builder RUN IN CHATGPT / CLAUDE

Guardrail: If you can’t pull live comps, don’t estimate — tell me exactly what to look up and where, and cite the source and date for every number you do give.

GET THE FULL PACK ·  47  PROMPTS

This is the starter set. The complete AI Prompt Pack — 47 tagged prompts across valuation, grading, authentication, selling,

market timing, photo reads, population, and portfolio strategy — is a free referral reward. Refer three collectors from your

welcome email to earn it. Chain the prompts for a full deal in five copy-pastes: comps → range → ROI → verdict → listing. 

From the last 90 days of sold data for [DATE/MINT, TYPE, GRADE], give a low/typical/high range. Exclude

outliers (misfires, damaged, cleaned/“Details” sold as problem-free) and explain each exclusion. Cite every

sale.

C O P Y  /  PA S T E  T H I S  ↓

For [TYPE + DATE + MINT], compare recent sold prices at [GRADE−1 / GRADE / GRADE+1] (e.g. MS-64/65/66).

Show the dollar gap at each tier, cite the sales, and tell me if the spread beats a grade/CAC cost of about

[$EST].

C O P Y  /  PA S T E  T H I S  ↓

Current value [$]; grade + CAC + ship ~[$]. Using these tier comps [PASTE MS-65/66/67 + green/gold-CAC],

model profit at each outcome, my break-even, and expected value if my odds are [e.g. 30/40/30]. GRADE or

DON’T.

C O P Y  /  PA S T E  T H I S  ↓

Coin […], all-in cost [$], comp range [PASTE], condition/eye-appeal […], hold horizon […]. Give BUY /

NEGOTIATE / PASS with reasoning and the biggest risk. Be blunt — talk me out of it if the margin is thin.

C O P Y  /  PA S T E  T H I S  ↓

Give today’s gold and silver spot and the 30-day move, then explain how it’s affecting premiums on 

[SERIES]. Separate the bullion float from the numismatic premium. Note any upcoming registry or auction

catalyst. Cite everything.

C O P Y  /  PA S T E  T H I S  ↓

Write 3 keyword eBay titles (~80 chars) for [DATE + MINT + TYPE + GRADE + GRADER + VARIETY/DESIGNATION].

Front-load searched terms, include grade and any key variety. Then list 8 item-specifics to fill.

C O P Y  /  PA S T E  T H I S  ↓

Educational use only — not financial, investment, or tax advice. AI can invent prices; always confirm against real sold comps. · © Coastal Directory LLC ·
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C H A P T E R  1 3

The Resource Directory
The links serious collectors actually use — to check comps, verify slabs, identify key dates, and buy & sell.

Bookmark this. The hobby moves fast; confirm current fees before you transact.

① Price & comp tools

eBay — Sold/Completed · ebay.com — filter to Sold Items for the

deepest pool of real prices. Your #1 comp source.

PCGS Price Guide · pcgs.com/prices — reference values +

CoinFacts data.

NGC Price Guide · ngccoin.com/price-guide — the NGC reference

values.

Greysheet (CDN) · greysheet.com — dealer wholesale bid/ask;

the trade’s benchmark.

GreatCollections · greatcollections.com — searchable archive of

realized certified-coin prices.

② Grading companies

PCGS · pcgs.com — a market co-leader, deep resale demand.

NGC · ngccoin.com — the other co-leader; huge census.

CAC / CACG · cacgrading.com — quality verification & in-house

grading.

③ Population & slab verification

PCGS Cert & Pop · pcgs.com/cert — confirm any cert #, grade,

label; see the Population Report. Free.

NGC Verify & Census · ngccoin.com/verify — the coin and grade

must match the slab. Free.

CAC Verification · cacgrading.com — confirm a green/gold sticker

is real.

④ Auctions & marketplaces

eBay — deepest buyer pool for most coins.

Heritage · coins.ha.com — premier auction house for high-end

coins.

Stack’s Bowers · stacksbowers.com — major rarities & world

coins.

GreatCollections · greatcollections.com — certified coins, low

fees, weekly sales.

Legend · legendauctions.com — high-end quality & CAC coins.

⑤ Databases & varieties

PCGS CoinFacts · pcgs.com/coinfacts — the definitive free

reference; mintages, plates, auction records.

NGC Coin Explorer · ngccoin.com — specs, images & values.

VAMWorld · vamworld.com — the Morgan/Peace VAM variety

bible.

Variety Vista · varietyvista.com — doubled dies, RPMs & FS

numbers.

⑥ News & catalysts

CoinWeek · coinweek.com — market news & deep dives.

Numismatic News · numismaticnews.net — hobby coverage &

values.

⑦ Community

r/coins & r/coincollecting · reddit.com — value checks & ID help.

PCGS & NGC forums · deep grading and variety knowledge.

⑧ Supplies & your shop

Air-Tite / BCW — inert capsules, slab boxes, intercept anti-tarnish.

No PVC flips for long-term storage — use inert holders.

Find a coin shop near you · CoinsNearMe.co.

C H A P T E R  1 4

Your Deal Scorecard
Score the 6 drivers 1–10, do the all-in math, and let the verdict be a decision — not a feeling. One page stands

between you and most bad buys.

The standalone printable Deal Scorecard (a separate PDF in your download) turns this whole guide into a single sheet you fill

out at the table:

Score the 6 drivers 1–10 — Key date/rarity, Series & demand, Mintage/scarcity/variety, Grade·strike·eye appeal,

Population, Demand/timing.

Run the all-in math — price + buyer’s premium + shipping + grading + CAC + return shipping, against your best sold comp.

• 

• 
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Anchor a ceiling — the number you will not exceed, and clear the safety checklist (cert verified, not “Details,” CAC

checked, variety/mintmark confirmed, liquidity, bankroll).

Circle the verdict — BUY / NEGOTIATE / PASS.

RULE OF THUMB

Two or more drivers scoring low (≤4) + a thin margin to your ceiling = PASS. One weak driver you can price around = 

NEGOTIATE. Any failed safety box — especially a Details coin or an unverifiable cert — is an automatic PASS. Edge lives

where one driver is underpriced — not where you simply like the coin. 

C H A P T E R  1 5

Quick-Start & Glossary
Your first 30 days — and the vocabulary to sound like you’ve been doing this for years.

YOUR FIRST 30 DAYS

Pick one thesis (Ch 10) and write it down.

Set a bankroll you won’t exceed.

Paste both AI master-setup prompts (Ch 12) and make sold-comp-at-grade checks a reflex.

Buy one coin end-to-end using the comp, range, and verdict prompts plus the Deal Scorecard.

Verify a slab’s cert once, so you know the drill.

Set up storage — slabs or Air-Tites, never clean a coin — and start the Collection Tracker.

Bookmark the Resource Directory and find your local shop.

GLOSSARY

Key date — a scarce date/mintmark that carries the series’ value.

Mintmark — the letter (P/D/S/O/CC/W) marking which mint struck

the coin.

Business strike (MS) — struck for circulation; graded on the MS

scale.

Proof (PR/PF) — specially struck collector coin with mirrored

fields.

Mint State — uncirculated, no wear (grades 60–70).

Sheldon scale — the 1–70 grading scale (1–58 circulated, 60–70

MS).

“Details” grade — genuine but with a problem (cleaned/damaged/

altered); big discount.

Cleaned / whizzed — surfaces harmed by wiping/dipping or a wire

brush; a value killer.

Population / Census — how many graded coins exist at each

grade (graded scarcity, not total struck).

Strike — how fully the design transferred; full-strike tags (FB/FS/

FBL/FT) add value.

Luster — the mint “cartwheel” sheen; original luster lifts the grade.

Eye appeal — the overall look; ties or breaks the grade and price.

Toning — surface color; natural can add value, artificial kills it.

VAM — a Morgan/Peace dollar die variety, tracked by VAM

number.

Doubled die (DDO/DDR) — hub-doubling of the design (e.g. 1955

DDO).

RPM — repunched mintmark; a cherrypicker variety.

PL / DMPL — Prooflike / Deep Mirror Prooflike (reflective fields).

CAC (green/gold) — sticker verifying quality within the grade; gold

= undergraded.

CACG — CAC’s own grading holder.

Slab — the sealed holder a graded coin lives in.

Raw — ungraded.

Comp — a comparable recent sold price at the same grade.

Bullion vs. numismatic — metal value vs. the collectible premium

above melt.

• 

• 

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

5. 

6. 

7. 
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Greysheet — the dealer wholesale price benchmark (CDN).

KEEP THE EDGE COMING

This playbook is the starting line. Every week the CoinsCollx Dispatch sends sharp, no-fluff intel for collectors — market

moves, new AI research prompts, key-date breakdowns, and which coins are heating up or cooling off.

1 · Subscribe free — weekly collector intel + new prompts.   2 · Refer three collectors to earn the full 47-prompt AI Pack,

then five for the Grading Cheat Sheet.   3 · Find a coin shop near you at CoinsNearMe.co.

C H A P T E R  1 6

Sources & Documentation
Where the facts in this guide come from. Grading standards, fees, populations, and prices change constantly —

treat everything as a starting point and confirm current figures before you transact. Verified July 2026.

THE SHELDON SCALE & GRADING STANDARDS

1. The Sheldon 1–70 scale (created 1949; 1–58 circulated, 60–70 Mint State; PR/PF for proofs) — Wikipedia “Sheldon coin grading

scale,” NGC grading scale, and ANA grading standards.

2. PCGS — grading standards & cert verification (pcgs.com/grades · pcgs.com/cert).

3. NGC — grading scale & verification (ngccoin.com/verify).

4. Strike designations — PL/DMPL, CAM/DCAM, FB/FBL/FS/FT (NGC & PCGS grading references).

“DETAILS” GRADES & CAC

5. “Details” grading (genuine but cleaned/damaged/altered/ex-jewelry — no number grade) — PCGS, “From the Grading Room: The

Details Grade.”

6. CAC (founded 2007): green = solid/high-end of grade, gold = undergraded; CACG began grading in its own holders Oct 2023 — CAC

Grading (cacgrading.com) & GreatCollections.

7. The grade multiplier & “when to grade / CAC” economics — numismatic price-guide analyses; verify each coin’s spread on live

comps.

RECORD SALES (ILLUSTRATIVE ANCHORS)

8. 1933 Saint-Gaudens Double Eagle — $18,872,250 (Sotheby’s, June 2021); the most expensive coin ever sold. 9. 1794 Flowing Hair

Silver Dollar — $10,016,875 (2013). 10. 1913 Liberty Head Nickel (Eliasberg, PCGS PR-66) — $4.56M (Heritage, 2018). (Wikipedia

“List of most expensive coins,” Stack’s Bowers & Heritage records.)

COMP & POPULATION DATA

11. Population / scarcity — PCGS Population Report, NGC Census. 12. Price references — PCGS Price Guide, NGC Price Guide,

Greysheet (CDN). 13. Real sold results — eBay Sold, GreatCollections, Heritage (HA.com), Stack’s Bowers. 14. Key-date & variety

references — PCGS CoinFacts, VAMWorld, Cherrypickers’ / Variety Vista.

For educational purposes only — not financial, investment, or tax advice. Collectibles are speculative alternative assets and can lose value. Prices, fees, grading standards,

populations, and company ownership change constantly; verify current figures and sold comps before buying or selling. AI tools can produce inaccurate information; treat output

as a starting point and confirm every number. Third-party names and sites are property of their owners and listed for reference only. © Coastal Directory LLC ·

CollectiblesFamous.com · CoinsNearMe.co

FTC disclosure: some links in this guide and our emails may be affiliate links — we may earn a small commission at no extra cost to you. We only point to sources and tools we believe help

collectors.

Educational use only — not financial, investment, or tax advice. AI can invent prices; always confirm against real sold comps. · © Coastal Directory LLC ·
CoinsNearMe.co / CollectiblesFamous.com 16


	Coins
	The Playbook
	Read the Market Before You Spend a Dollar
	The U.S. series worth knowing
	What actually creates demand

	The 6 Value Drivers
	Why population is the driver everyone forgets
	The interaction that matters most

	Grading Decoded
	Why grading exists
	The Sheldon scale, in plain English
	What sets the ceiling on the grade
	Holders, labels & CAC
	PCGS vs. NGC vs. CAC

	Don’t Get Burned
	Cleaning & alteration
	Counterfeits
	Artificial toning

	Where & How to Buy Right
	Five buying rules that pay for themselves

	Sell for Top Dollar
	The listing that wins (eBay)

	The Profit Playbook
	Play 1 — Grade & CAC arbitrage
	Play 2 — Key-date lot flips
	Play 3 — Metal & catalyst speculation
	Play 4 — Affordable key dates in circulated grade
	Play 5 — Cherrypick varieties
	Play 6 — Registry / set-completion premium
	Play 7 — Buy the dip

	The Playbook in Action
	Case 1 — Grade & CAC a better-date Morgan (Play 1)
	Case 2 — The underpriced key date (Play 4)
	Case 3 — Selling into strength (Timing)

	10 Mistakes That Cost You Money
	Build a Collection That Appreciates
	Pick a thesis
	Protect what you own
	The collector’s calendar — when prices move

	Varieties & Editions Decoded
	Business strike vs. proof
	Mintmarks & the key date
	The variety taxonomy

	The AI Research Toolkit
	The handoff
	The core prompts

	The Resource Directory
	① Price & comp tools
	② Grading companies
	③ Population & slab verification
	④ Auctions & marketplaces
	⑤ Databases & varieties
	⑥ News & catalysts
	⑦ Community
	⑧ Supplies & your shop

	Your Deal Scorecard
	Quick-Start & Glossary
	Your first 30 days
	Glossary
	Keep the edge coming

	Sources & Documentation
	The Sheldon scale & grading standards
	“Details” grades & CAC
	Record sales (illustrative anchors)
	Comp & population data



