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IΩve had several requests for me to do a writeup on detecting modern Chinese counterfeits of Chinese 

coins, so here we go. 

 

In the past 2 decades, we have seen an influx of counterfeit US coins into the market to the scope of 

which we had never seen before. They are being mass-produced by Chinese counterfeiters in workshops 

dedicated to creating counterfeit coins of all types. Then these counterfeits are sold on wholesale sites 

(which I will not name so nefarious folks donΩt go there) and can be bought for $1-2 (up to around $100 

or more!) apiece from very reliable sellers. This is a low risk, high possible reward scenario for criminals 

and scammers. The price indicates the level of quality of the counterfeits, ranging from crappy obvious 

fakes (which still screw ignorant people out of hundreds of dollars) to high-quality fakes that can fool 

dealers and possibly even the leading third-party graders. The Chinese counterfeiters are no longer 

casting their counterfeits; the vast majority are die-struck on heavy-duty coin presses. In addition, the 

majority are not magnetic as they are being made of non-ferrous materials, such as brass. Of paramount 

importance to know is that the Chinese have determined that no US coin is too cheap or common to 

fake, so the logic that άa coin has to be real since it is not worth fakingέ should be thrown out the 

window. If you donΩt believe me, here is a fake 1958 wheat cent that I bought directly from the 

counterfeiters. The hair details are very mushy and indistinct, the letters have a softness to them 

inconsistent with genuine coins, and the reverse has the diagnostic die chip on the left wheat ear 

(directly NE from the U in UNITED) that is present on nearly all counterfeit wheat cent reverses. 

 

  
 

So what all is counterfeited? Well, here is a list: 

 

- Nearly every date and mintmark of US coins 



- Many different types of foreign coins 

- PCGS/NGC-Slabbed coins 

- Ancient Coins 

- Error coins (common coins struck off-center being by far the most prevalent) 

- άHoboέ coins (coins struck to look like they were engraved with artistic designs) 

- Fantsy coins (two heads, two tails, etc.) 

- Basically anything that can be sold for more than a few cents it costs to produce. 

 

Here are some recent pictures of a counterfeiterΩs workshop, published by the counterfeiters 

themselves! First is a couple pictures of a rack of fake dies of many different types, dates, and 

denominations. 

 

 
 



 
 

And here is a picture of one of the coin presses they use to strike their counterfeits. 

 



 
 

Here is a picture of a Castaing machine used to put edge lettering on the counterfeits. 

 



 
 

And there are showrooms full of bins of counterfeit coins so merchants can pic whatever 

types/dates/mintmarks they need to fulfill a customerΩs order. 

 



 
 



 
 

Are you worried? I hope so. That means I have hooked you and you will continue reading on! ṭ With 

the scope of the problem properly defined, we can delve into the άtellsέ I use to detect these fakes. 

 

The very first thing I look at when authenticating a coin is its style and fabric. The style refers to how the 

devices are formed, shaped, designed, etc., άstyled.έ The άfabricέ of a coin is rather difficult to describe, 

so I will use Forum Ancient CoinsΩ definition: άfabric refers to the flan characteristics:  metal 

composition, thickness, edges, concave or convex faces, etc.έ This can be done by carefully comparing a 

suspect coin to a known genuine one (say on PCGS CoinFacts) or by getting a άfeelέ for what a coin of a 

particular type is supposed to look like by handling hundreds or even thousands of genuine coins. This 

will make any fakes you come across really jump out. Here is a list of tells; every mass-produced Chinese 

fake I have seen has at least one of these tells (and often several or sometimes all). DonΩt worry, I will go 

into each and every one in great detail. 

 

- Errors in the design elements 

- Incorrect Style 

- Poorly-formed letters and numbers 

- Errors in how the coin was manufactured 

- Wrong metal alloy 

- Out-of-tolerance weight 

- Fake applied toning 

- Random bumps (άblemsέ) 



- άLake effectέ 

- άFuzzyέ design elements 

- Abrasive cleaning 

 

An important aspect to discuss is how the cheaper counterfeits are made. The main counterfeit dies are 

often created using either a genuine coin or a high-quality replica (like a Gallery Mint piece). This 

transfer is then used to create a hub where the date is erased so that new dies can be created and new 

dates stamped into them. However, the original transfer dies are still used and can create somewhat-

deceptive counterfeits that will match most (or all) of the diagnostics of genuine coins. However, the 

unaltered die transfers will likely be άextraέ or missing stuff (die chips, die cracks, details) inconsistent 

with genuine coins or will have some of the diagnostics listed above (and described below), and these 

should raise suspicions. Often, the άspin-offέ dies have a date that is of an obviously-incorrect style, 

which aids in detecting these counterfeits. 

 

One of the more well-known examples of this is the 1804 C-6 half cent. It features a strong spiked chin 

and has much of the die deterioration that is present on genuine coins. I actually bought one of these 

from less-than-optimal pictures, and it was a hassle to return because the sellerΩs dealer called it 

genuine. The obverse had the fuzzy look of Chinese counterfeits, the edge showed it was struck in a 

collar (when it should not have been), and the coin was underweight by over a gram. 

 

  
 

The C-6 dies were then used to create dies spanning the whole 1800-1808 date range. This produced 

some comical examples of non-1804 half cents with spiked chins. The spiked chins were eventually 

removed, even on the 1804, but there are still diagnostics of the 1804 C-6 that are transferred to the 

other dates. Knowing these diagnostics helps spot some of the die transfer fakes. Two examples, and 

1803 and 1802, are shown below. Look at the last digits of the dates. It is obvious that they were struck 

from dies altered from an 1804, and they do not have the correct font style. 

 



 
 

Another example is the 1818 B-10 quarter. In the pictures below, the left coin is a genuine 1818 B-10, 

while the right one is the counterfeit. Once again, the ά1818έ dies were used to create dies for all of the 

1815-1828 issues without correcting the diagnostics. In this case, the most-obvious diagnostics are the 

spine out of the right point of the second star and the clump of three dentils below the first 1. Large-

diameter capped bust quarters of any other date which have these characteristics can automatically be 

assumed to be fake. 

 

 


