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From Strategic Stockpile to Investment Icon:
The Untold Story of the American Silver Eagle

By David Morgan

When Americans think of the American Silver Eagle today, they see a trusted store of value—a
one-ounce coin backed by the full faith and credit of the United States. It is the world’'s most
recognized silver bullion coin, bought and sold by investors in every corner of the globe. But the
coin’s origins are far less glamorous. The program that was introduced in 1986 was not solely
driven by numismatic artistry or investor demand. It was born out of a pressing government
problem: what to do with a mountain of silver sitting idly in federal vaults, deemed no longer
necessary for national defense. The stockpile was over 139 million ounces of silver.

This is the untold story of how the U.S. government transformed unwanted strategic reserves
into one of the most successful bullion programs in history that continues to shape the silver
market four decades later.

During World War Il and the Cold War, silver was considered vital for defense and industry. It
was used in electrical systems, weaponry, and even in the Manhattan Project's electromagnetic
separation of uranium at Oak Ridge. In the postwar era, the Defense National Stockpile
(sometimes referred to as the Strategic and Critical Materials Stockpile) accumulated millions of
ounces of silver, alongside other materials such as chromium, cobalt, and manganese.

By the late 1970s, however, silver's strategic significance had diminished in the eyes of the
government. Advances in technology reduced its role in military systems, and alternatives were
increasingly available. At the same time, the federal government was under pressure to
rationalize its stockpiles, both to cut costs and to address mounting budgetary concerns. The
guestion became: how should the government dispose of a massive hoard of silver without
destabilizing the very market it wished to support?

Congress considered simply selling the silver into the open market. On paper, this seemed
straightforward: convert idle stock into dollars and deposit the proceeds into the Treasury. But
mining-state legislators, particularly those from the American West, bristled at the idea. They



warned that sudden, large-scale sales would flood the market, depress silver prices, and
devastate miners and their communities.

This concern was not theoretical. Silver had already proven volatile. The Hunt Brothers’ famous
attempt to corner the silver market in 1979-1980 had ended in spectacular collapse, leaving the
metal’s reputation battered. The last thing mining interests wanted was a government “fire sale”
that would further punish producers and investors.

Enter Senator James A. McClure of Idaho. Representing a state with deep ties to silver mining,
McClure understood both the political and economic stakes. Beginning in 1982, he proposed
legislation that would direct the government’s excess silver into coinage, rather than into the raw
market. By minting bullion coins, the Treasury could gradually monetize the stockpile while
providing investors with a tangible, standardized product.

The idea gained traction but faced obstacles. Some lawmakers balked at the notion of creating a
new bullion coin, arguing it was unnecessary or would compete with private mints. Others
worried about administrative complexity. Still, McClure persisted, introducing multiple bills over
several years to push the concept forward.

The Liberty Coin Act of 1985

The breakthrough came in 1985 with the passage of the Liberty Coin Act (Public Law 99-61). This
legislation authorized the minting of a new silver bullion coin to be produced exclusively from
the Defense National Stockpile. It mandated that each coin contain one troy ounce of 99.9%
pure silver, with legal tender status and a nominal face value of $1.

The law carried a crucial stipulation: no coins could be struck before September 1, 1986. This
gave the Mint time to prepare designs, tooling, and production facilities. The Treasury turned to
Adolph A. Weinman'’s classic “Walking Liberty” design, originally featured on the half dollar from
1916 to 1947, for the obverse, while the reverse carried a heraldic eagle designed by John
Mercanti. The choice tied the new bullion coin to America’s numismatic heritage, ensuring
instant recognition and trust.

1986: The First Silver Eagles

By October 1986, the first American Silver Eagles rolled off the presses of the San Francisco
Mint—public release followed in November. The response was overwhelming. Investors
embraced the coins not just as bullion, but as beautiful, government-backed assets in a
convenient one-ounce format.

That first year, the Mint sold over 5.3 million bullion coins—a remarkable success for a brand-
new product. Demand would continue to grow, with the program eventually expanding to
include proof and collectible editions. Yet the bullion issue remained the backbone, quietly
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serving its original purpose: channeling silver out of the government’s stockpile and into the
hands of the public.

Through the late 1980s and 1990s, the Mint drew on the Defense National Stockpile to supply
the Silver Eagle program. By releasing the metal in coin form, the Treasury avoided the political
fallout of dumping raw silver into the market. The coins also created a global benchmark for
retail investors, reinforcing the United States’ leadership in precious metals markets.

But the stockpile was finite. By the turn of the millennium, it became clear that reserves were
running low. Congress was once again faced with a decision: should the program end when the
stockpile was depleted, or should it continue with silver sourced from the open market?

Transition to Market Purchases

In July 2002, President George W. Bush signed the Support of American Eagle Silver Bullion
Program Act (Public Law 107-201). This law authorized the Treasury to purchase silver “from the
open market” to continue minting Silver Eagles, provided the price paid was at or below the
average world market price. With that, the coin program was freed from its stockpile roots and
set on a path of indefinite continuation.

The transition marked a turning point. What had begun as a policy workaround for unwanted
silver reserves had become a permanent fixture of the global bullion market. By the early 2000s,
annual Silver Eagle sales routinely surpassed ten million ounces, and in peak years like 2015,
sales exceeded 47 million coins.

The American Silver Eagle program achieved several objectives simultaneously.

« Stabilization of silver sales: By channeling government reserves into coins, the Treasury
avoided market disruptions and kept mining constituencies satisfied.

« Creation of a trusted investment vehicle: Investors gained a coin that combined bullion
purity with government backing and instant recognizability.

« Expansion of silver’'s appeal: The program broadened the market for physical silver,
introducing millions of Americans—and eventually global buyers—to precious metals
investing.

From a policy perspective, the program demonstrated a rare alignment between government
objectives and private demand. In recent years, the demand has exceeded supply by a wide
margin; however, the Treasury did not address the situation to the satisfaction of many in the
silver community. What began as a political compromise has blossomed into a global brand,
with the Silver Eagle now standing alongside the Canadian Maple Leaf and the Austrian
Philharmonic as one of the world's most recognizable silver coins.

The story of the American Silver Eagle is a story of transformation. In the early 1980s, the U.S.
government found itself with millions of ounces of silver it no longer deemed necessary for
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strategic defense. Direct sales threatened to destabilize markets and anger mining
constituencies.

From its launch in 1986, the Silver Eagle program not only depleted the stockpile but also gave
investors a product of enduring appeal. Over time, it became more than a bullion coin. It
became a symbol of stability, a gateway for countless investors into the world of precious
metals, and a case study in how policy can evolve into market-shaping tradition.

Nearly four decades later, the American Silver Eagle continues to fulfill roles far beyond what its

architects envisioned. No longer tethered to a strategic stockpile, it stands as both an artifact of

monetary history and a living instrument of investment, carrying forward the legacy of America’s
relationship with silver.
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