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On Amtrak, heading north – I am assuming that many of you have already been rounded up.  I am not talking about ICE crashing through your front door, manhandling you into a truck, and dumping you in a detention facility.  No, I am referring to your latest transaction at your neighborhood 7-11 when you handed the clerk a dollar for an 88 cent purchase and received a dime in return.  You, my friend, were just “rounded up.”   America, welcome to the demise of the penny.

Our one cent coin has a long history.  First minted in 1792, it was mandated by Congress to be valued at one hundredth of a dollar and to contain exactly eleven penny-weights of copper.  The current form featuring the iconic image of President Lincoln was first produced in 1909, the centennial of his birth.  The latest version of the penny (name comes from the British coin with the same name) is mostly zinc with a thin veneer of copper.  It weighs slightly less than the original copper coin.  

Early this century, the cost to the Treasury to produce a penny rose to over two cents a coin.  This negative “seigniorage,” combined with complaints from businesses tired of handing transactions with the coin, caused it to be viewed as a burden.  The general public was also not enamored with the penny – one survey showed that over 2% of us simply pitch the pennies into the trash. (not moi – I even pick up any penny I see on the ground). 

Many Americans are in favor of eliminating the penny, but to do such requires an act of Congress.  Recently Congress passed “The Common Cents Act” which allows businesses to round cash payments (not credit cards purchases) to the nearest five cents.  Six and seven become five; eight and nine become ten.  But pennies are still around and in circulation even though the U.S. Mint stopped production in November 2025 except for annual sets of uncirculated pennies (not sure where they go…collectors?) 

I am finding that many banks are running out of pennies to provide to businesses and are happy when customers come in with rolls of pennies to cash in.  Also many retailers I have visited recently have totally embraced rounding.  I have not attempted to pay for anything with pennies lately – I believe that businesses are still legally required by some states to take them for payment, but this is not federally mandated.

There were times in my youth when a penny was a big deal.   I still have fond memories of “penny candy” at a small neighborhood store in Kentucky.  Having found a penny on the ground or receiving one or two from an uncle, I would race to Mrs. Schnaubel’s candy store where there were jars of “penny candies” to choose from.  It was never an easy decision, and I often spent considerable time weighing this momentous choice.  Competing with the likes of a singly-wrapped Mary Janes (google it) was a jar of pretzel sticks – each one also a penny.  No matter my choice, I left the store a happy kid.

I am guessing that not too far in the future, Americans will find themselves rounding to dollars.  The government would love to eliminate all coins in favor of paper money.  Anything costing under a buck becomes a buck.   $4.01 becomes five bucks.  [The history of how a dollar became known as a “buck” goes back to the 1700’s and involves deerskins – long story!]   Cash itself may even disappear, being displaced by credit cards.  Banks and credit card companies will love this, happily taking their 3 to 4 %.

So, farewell, my friendly penny!  You had a long run, and I promise to keep each one of you I have.

I thought you might like to know.
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