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Abstract

The Coinage Bill of 1816 was a turning point in monetary history, establishing
Britain on the gold standard and making provision for a major recoinage and
exchange of silver. The intention in this thesis has been to examine why the reform
happened when it did, what its legacy was for the nineteenth century and what the
surviving records, particularly of the exchange, reveal about the nature of the

circulating medium.

In Chapters 1 and 2 the eighteenth-century background is explored in order to
clarify why government chose to allow the condition of the silver coinage to
decline. The argument is advanced that economic stability for many years lessened
the necessity for reform and the importance of gold in the economy made ministers
wary of damaging its position through change. An investigation into the wear of
silver coins has also been conducted which demonstrates that by the 1780s they
were likely to have lost virtually all trace of design details. The reasons why
reform was enacted in 1816 are discussed in Chapter 3, the explanation offered
being the importance of war with France having ended and the Bank of England’s
needing to prepare for the resumption of redeeming its notes in gold. In Chapter 4
the political reputation of William Wellesley Pole is assessed together with his
contribution to the recoinage, while in Chapters 5 and 6 the administration of the
reform is described and analysed in detail. The traditional view of its being a
success is confirmed by new research. The accounts from exchange stations set up
to effect the change-over, listed in Appendices 3 and 4, and discussed in Chapter 6,
reveal that although there were trading centres and manufacturing areas in which
the old silver currency was concentrated, it was nevertheless fairly well distributed
across Britain. I have attempted throughout to link the silver coinage to the other
elements of the money supply. This approach is particularly evident in Chapter 7 in
which the impact of the political and economic forces pressing for a resumption of

cash payments are seen to shape the survival of the settlement of 1816-17.
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Preface

My original purpose in writing this thesis was to study Class 11 of the Mint
records at the Public Record Office which consists of a detailed collection of
papers exclusively relating to the silver recoinage and exchange of 1816-17.
Not until the late 1960s, when Mint records were listed and transferred to the
Public Record Office, were these documents made readily accessible as a
coherent collection. There have been accounts written of the recoinage in, for
example, Sir John Craig’s The Mint as well as in A New History of the Royal
Mint edited by Christopher Challis. Monetary histories such as Sir Albert
Feavearyear’s The Pound Sterling have dealt with the theoretical and economic
background, but in the context of covering over 1,000 years of history, these

works have all necessarily summarised the events of 1816-17.

A purely administrative history of the recoinage and exchange might hope to
explain how a government, with relatively limited resources, effected the
national distribution of a coinage, but such an approach would be unlikely to
discover why the recoinage became necessary, why it happened when it did,
what it revealed about the relationship between money and an economy
beginning to come to grips with industrialisation, and having been enacted, what
the legacy of reform was for the nineteenth century. My secondary purpose was
to explore these themes. As well as describing how the change-over to a new
coinage was accomplished in 1816-17 and analysing the nature of the
distribution throughout Britain of the old silver that was withdrawn, this study
has therefore attempted to embrace broader monetary policy concerns of the
period and to see the reform in relation to the eighteenth- and early nineteenth-
century economy, especially its monetary aspects, in order to provide a narrative
that addresses the 130-year misadventure of the silver coinage from the 1690s to

the foundation in 1825 of the British imperial currency.

Where relevant, the gold and copper currencies together with developments

in the banking sector and trends in economic thought have been included. A

vi



detailed numismatic study has not been attempted because the balance of the
thesis would have been stretched in what seemed to be a contrary direction. But
where appropriate, numismatic research has been employed in support of
arguments. The use of money, as opposed to the conditions that determine its
supply centrally, has been touched on briefly with respect to how
compensations were made for a shortage of silver currency in the eighteenth
century. Throughout the thesis the behaviour and ideas of the politicians and
economists who shaped the course of events have been discussed. The intention
overall has been to provide a rounded view of a hitherto neglected corner of
monetary history in the hope that the social and political implications of the

currency reform can be revealed alongside its economic significance.
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CHAPTER 1

JOHN LOCKE AND MONETARY REFORM

Introduction

During the eighteenth century gold was unofficially adopted as the means of
regulating the value of the currency, but the favoured status that was
consequently afforded the gold coinage marginalised the place of silver in the
circulating medium. Very few silver coins were produced and the ones that
remained in use became worn to the point of being completely smooth discs of
metal. The government shirked its responsibility to provide the legislative
framework that would enable the issue of adequate quantities of silver coin and
not until the Coinage Bill of 1816 was passed by Parliament was the imbalance in
the system corrected; gold was confirmed as the standard of value for the
currency but provision was also made for a new coinage of silver, manufactured
to a lower weight standard that was intended to prevent any conflict between the
coinages of gold and silver. As part of the reforms of 1816-17 the old worn
silver pieces were to be withdrawn and exchanged for the new, the plan being to
regenerate completely this element of the currency. The answer to why change
took place in 1816 and not decades earlier, as had been the plea of many writers
on economic affairs, why tensions in the currency system were allowed to
emerge at all and why the position in the money supply especially of silver was
allowed to degenerate lies in an exposition of Britain’s monetary policy during
the eighteenth century. The foundations upon which this policy was based were
the currency debates that surrounded the Great Recoinage and specifically the
exchange of views that took place between the philosopher John Locke and

Secretary to the Treasury, William Lowndes.



Locke versus Lowndes

In the interests of clarity the terms employed to describe monetary changes
should be defined. A debasement of the coinage refers to a reduction in the
fineness of the metal used in the manufacture of coins. A deterioration means
the loss of weight coins suffer in circulation compared to the weight standard to
which they are struck. A depreciation refers to a fall in the purchasing power of
coins. A devaluation 1s a reduction in the standard weights of coins introduced

by government, or an official reduction in the face value ascribed to a coin.’

Prior to 1662 most coins produced in England had been manufactured by
striking a blank piece of metal with a hammer between a set of coinage dies.
After 1662 English coins were struck using a screw press, giving their
appearance a more regular outline and designs set in higher relief. The hammer-
struck coins produced before this date, however, remained in circulation for
more than thirty years alongside the machine-struck pieces, until, that is, the
Great Recoinage of 1696-99. The circumstances that guided the course of
monetary reform in the 1690s stemmed from rapid increases in the prices of
silver and gold combined with the deteriorating condition of the silver coinage,
which was the result of the common practice of clipping or filing silver from the
edges of coins. Since 1601 the Mint had coined from an ounce of silver 5s 2d,
the equivalent of 62s to the troy pound. Through most of the seventeenth
century the price of silver on the bullion market had fluctuated between Ss 2d
and 5s 4d an ounce, but towards the end of 1694 it began to rise, advancing
during 1695 to a peak in September of 6s 5d. Over this same period in the
1690s the value at which the gold coinage, in the shape of the guinea, changed
hands increased at an even faster pace; from having fluctuated for many years as
a coin that would pass at between 21s 2d and 21s 10d it rose in February 1695
to 25s and by the beginning of June to 30s. As far as clipping was concerned,

this had always been a difficulty for hammered coins, but the problem became

' J. K. Horsefield, British Monetary Experiments, 1650-1710 (London, 1960), p. 24.
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more noticeably acute during the late 1680s and especially severe from 1694
because of the currency inflation. According to one estimate, silver coins in

circulation had by 1695 lost just under 50 per cent of their original weight.

The traditional way of coping with increases in the price of precious metals,
and the one adopted when the silver coinage was last altered in 1601, was to
mint coins to a lighter standard; inflation in the price of silver could be
compensated for by reducing the amount of silver in a coin that retained the
same face value. In 1601 this resulted in a change in the weight of the shilling
from 96gr to 92.9gr. Over the course of 400 years, from the reign of Edward I
in the thirteenth century, resort to this expedient had been thought desirable on
several occasions, as is evident from the amount of standard silver coined from a
pound weight in 1279 being 20s 3d.> The same end could be achieved by re-
denominating coins at a higher value while maintaining the existing weight
standard. To address the problems that troubled the currency in the 1690s the
latter approach was suggested by William Lowndes in a report that he was
commissioned to write by the Privy Council. He proposed a devaluation of 20
per cent which would have meant enhancing the value of the crown from a Ss
piece to 6s 3d, and the other denominations in proportion. Having gone through
the indentures of the Mint he concluded that the policy in former years was ‘to
Raise the Value of the Coin in its Extrinsick Denomination, from time to time, as
any Exigence or Occasion required; and more especially to Encourage the

bringing of Bullion into the Realm to be Coined’.*

Given the weight of historical precedent in his favour, Lowndes should have

encountered few difficulties in having his proposals accepted, but he was not his

2 C. E. Challis, ‘Appendix 2. Mint Contracts, 1279-1817°, NHRM, p- 737, C. E. Challis,
‘Lord Hastings to the Great Silver Recoinage, 1464-1699°, NHRM, pp. 380-82. A. E.
Feavearyear, The Pound Sterling. A History of English Money, 2nd edition, E. V. Morgan,
(Oxford, 1963), pp. 129-31.

? Challis, ‘Mint Contracts’, NHRM, p. 736; N. J. Mayhew, ‘From Regional to Central

Minting, 1158-1464’, NHRM, p. 119.

W. Lowndes, 4 Report Containing an Essay for the Amendment of the Silver Coins

(London, 1695), pp. 3, 56, 61-62.
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own best advocate. The raised value of coins, he wrote, ‘may be Lowered again
by the Wisdom and Authority of Parliament, when the wealth of the Nation
should (by Gods Blessing) be Re-establisht’. The implication was the threat of
currency instability, a threat to property and money incomes that was made all
the more worrying by the extent of the devaluation that Lowndes was
suggesting. When the silver coinage was last altered in 1601 the weight of the
reduction was a little over 3 per cent. To support such a policy might have
involved signing up to a perpetual cycle of currency devaluation and
revaluation.” Those who opposed Lowndes argued that prices would be raised,
especially of imported goods, lenders and rentiers would suffer and wages as

well as the King’s revenue would be hit.

Having digested his report, the government in 1695 consulted a number of
other people, including the architect Christopher Wren, the former Governor of
the East India Company Josiah Child, John Locke and the foremost scientist of
the age Isaac Newton. Of this group, a majority favoured maintaining the
existing currency standard over devaluation, but the debate extended beyond
official advisers and beyond Parliament, capturing the attention of interested
parties, of financiers, merchants and economic theorists of varying degrees of
competence. The resulting flourish of economic publications stretched to

hundreds of titles.

The argument employed by Locke was not new. It was a restatement of the
political economist William Petty’s position on monetary policy, that to raise the
denominative value of coins or to lower the quantity of precious metal in

individual pieces was both futile and damaging. The accusation of futility

> Lowndes, Essay for the Amendment of the Silver Coins, pp.87-88. J. Locke, Some
Considerations of the Consequences of the Lowering of Interest and Raising the Value of
Money. In a Letter sent to a Member of Parliament, 2nd edition corrected, (London, 1696),
pp. 144-45. J. Locke, Further Considerations concerning Raising the Value of Money, etc,
2nd edition corrected, (London, 1696), pp. 69-70.

S Horsefield, British Monetary Experiments, pp. 51-52. Horsefield’s Bibliography provides
an extensive listing of the printed and manuscript titles of the 1690s. For Josiah Child see
DNB. J. O. Appleby, ‘Locke, Liberalism and the Natural Law of Money’, Past and Present,
71 (1976), p. 48.



stemmed from the idea that the amount of silver was the determinant of the
exchange value of coins, so that if new shillings were three-quarters of their
former weight, they would only purchase three-quarters as much; the level of
trade that such money could conduct would not therefore be raised. The status
of the silver coinage as a medium of exchange, he believed, was founded
exclusively on the intrinsic value of the metal out of which it was made, an idea
that denied money could have an extrinsic value determined by the hand of
legislators. The denomination or stamp under which a coin circulated could have
no influence on the value of the coin unless, he maintained, it could add to one
quantity of silver qualities which another quantity of silver lacked.” Locke
compared devaluation to the boy who ‘cut his Leather into five Quarters (as he
called them) to cover his Ball, when cut into four Quarters it fell short: But after
all his pains, as much of his Ball lay bare as before’. In a similar vein he
compared raising the face value of coins to measuring a standard yard one fifth
shorter in an effort to make a quantity of cloth cover a greater area. The
damaging aspects of devaluation had implications for private property, because a
government, in reducing the weight of coins, would have effectively taken away

a proportion of men’s goods or creditors’ money.®

The starting points for Locke and Lowndes in their approaches to the nature
of money were diametrically opposed. On the one hand was the belief that the
monetary standard should always be the same fixed weight of silver, and on the
other, that the standard should be allowed to fluctuate in relation to the wear of
coins or the price of bullion. The contrast between the two perspectives can
further be seen in the views of the merchant and writer Sir William hodges who
observed that bad as it was the old money did serve the needs of trade and that

even if it were made of leather it would perform the same function. Conversely,

7 W. Petty, Quantulumcunque Concerning Money (London, 1682), pp. 6-7. Locke, Some
Considerations, pp. 134-35, 137.

¥ Petty, Quantulumcunque Concerning Money, p. 7. Locke, Further Considerations, pp. 64-
65. Locke, Some Considerations, pp. 142-43. For earlier examples of opposition to
altering the currency see E. Roll, A History of Economic Thought (London, 1938), pp. 53-

54, 63, 82.



Locke wrote that ‘the Standard once thus settled, should be Inviolably and
Immutably kept to perpetuity’’ The debate was not new. Knowingly or not,
Hodges was echoing the views of the Knight in the sixteenth-century work, 4
Discourse of the Commonweal of This Realm of England. In response to the
opinion that all manner of troubles were attendant on debasing the coinage the
Knight responded that the coin was but a token to go from man to man, ‘and
since it is stricken with the King’s seal to be current, what makes it the matter
what metal it be of, yea, though it were but leather or paper?”."’

Locke’s perspective on money was an integral element of his political
philosophy. It was a view he had developed in his Two Treatises on
Government, written more than a decade before the currency debates of the
1690s, and it represented a crucial element in his explanation of how property
rights, a fundamental aspect of the formation of societies, were a part of a
natural law which operated beyond civil jurisdiction. Locke’s approach to the
reform of silver was an argument that saw the market system as being directed
by objective economic forces that were ingrained in the nature of man.
Interfering in the free rein to such forces by effecting a devaluation of silver
could therefore be interpreted as an act that would frustrate the operation of the
natural economic order.''  Against Lowndes’ presentation of historical
precedents for currency devaluation of the past, Locke therefore argued that
money and the rate of interest had a natural value which as such could not be
changed. The importance of this idea for him is evident from the sheer number
of times he refers in his writings to the nafural rate of interest or the natural
value of the currency. In the context in which he used them, natural laws might

be defined as human propensities that operate at a level beyond personal choice

? Appleby, ‘Locke’, Past and Present, 71 (1976), p. 54. Locke, Some Considerations, p. 171.
Locke, Further Considerations, p. 9.

1 M. Dewar (ed.), [Sir Thomas Smith], 4 Discourse of the Commonweal of This Realm of
England (Charlottesville, 1969), pp. 69-70.

Locke, Further Considerations, pp.3-5. Locke, Some Considerations, p. 1. Appleby,
‘Locke’, Past and Present, 71 (1976), pp. 43-45, 63-64. P. Laslett, John Locke, Two
Treatises on Government: A Critical Edition with an Introduction and Apparatus Criticus
(Cambridge, 1963), pp. 310-12, 318-19. Q. Skinner, The foundations of modern political
thought (Cambridge, 1978), II, 153, 174, 328.

1
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or the reach of regulations devised by society. The view that such laws
governed economics grew in favour during the eighteenth century and the
debates over the recoinage of the 1690s were a turning point in the advance of

this perspective.

The detail of Locke’s theory of money can be questioned in terms of his
deficient understanding of the significance of alterations in the value of the
currency over hundreds of years, but more than this, the soundness of his
reasoning was flawed. Despite repeatedly claiming that a coin obtained its value
from the amount of silver it contained, Locke nevertheless conceded in his work
on money and interest that clipped coin could be accepted at the same rate as
heavier pieces. He wrote, ‘clip'd and unclip'd Money will always buy an equal
quantity of anything else, as long as they will without scruple change for one
another’, and he went on to observe ‘but whilst c/ip'd and weighty Money will
equally change for one another, it is all one to him [a foreign merchant] whether
he receives his Money in clip’d Money or not, so be it but current’. In
explanation of this seeming contradiction of his basic theory he argued that the
acceptance of clipped money, at its full face value, was quite a different matter
from setting out purposely with the intention of altering the weight of the
standard coin. Moreover, he believed that there was a degree of weight loss that
would be reached beyond which clipped coins would no longer be accepted at

their face value.'

The use of clipped coin was not necessarily a straightforward matter.
Disagreements arose constantly in transactions, but this type of money did
change hands at face value, while full weight pieces were culled from the
circulation. His explanation does not prevent the solidity of his reasoning from
being undermined because he departs from the principles that underpinned his

arguments about the nature of the value of money. Although his initial work on

"2 Locke, Some Considerations, pp. 3, 8-9. Appleby, ‘Locke’, Past and Present, 71 (1976),
pp- 43, 48.
13 Locke, Some Considerations, pp. 156-58.



money and interest was first published in 1692, it was written in 1668. The
extent of clipping in the late 1660s had not reached the severe proportions
witnessed twenty-five years later and the nature of his views may have been a
reflection of the condition of the coins. In his published response to Lowndes’
report in 1695 he took a firmer position against the idea that clipped money
could circulate at face value, maintaining that its continued use had only been by
the intrinsic value of the silver it contained, which had consequently inflated the
price of bullion. He could not understand that Lowndes referred to clipped coin
as legitimate money. ‘We have now’, he argued, ‘no lawful Silver Money
current among us: And therefore cannot talk nor judge right, by our present
uncertain clip’d Money, of the value and price of things, in reference to our

lawful regular Coin, adjusted and kept to the unvarying Standard of the Mint’.**

If the debate had been a matter of presenting a case based on sound
reasoning and impressive evidence taken from a detailed knowledge of currency
history, Lowndes and his supporters would have won. The debate, however,
was not just a question of alternative monetary policies, it embraced discussion
of a philosophy that justified the freedom of the market over the regulatory
power of government. If the state had the right to change the currency
arrangements, logically it would have the right to take from a man his property.
Having an uncertain grasp of the details of monetary circumstances was not,
therefore, a deciding factor. Locke was inconsistent in his approach to the issue
of whether at the end of the seventeenth century people exchanged goods for the
specific amounts of precious metal coins contained and being overly theoretical
in his approach he ignored the ample precedent of monetary reform, employing
instead circular arguments to sustain his reasoning.’ How, in such

circumstances, could his position have possibly won through?

'*" Feavearyear, The Pound Sterling, p. 156. G. Parry, John Locke (London, 1978), p. 6.
Locke, Further Considerations, pp. 31, 33, 36. Horsefield, British Monetary Experiments,
p. 26.

15" Locke, Some Considerations, pp. 135-39. Appleby, ‘Locke’, Past and Present, 71 (1976),
pp. 43, 49.



Locke’s political philosophy of popular sovereignty and the right of
revolution was the one that had triumphed with the overthrow of James II and
the revolution of 1688. He was a respected figure and in the arena of currency
reform he presented a forceful case for a connection between economic and
political freedom that appealed to parliamentary leaders. Rather than seeing their
power to influence monetary matters circumscribed, some politicians saw in
Locke’s ideas a defence of their property rights and a clear demarcation of
government’s authority over a defining aspect of their ability to create wealth.
The political magnates felt that they had too much to lose materially by

devaluing.'®

There are other ways of looking at the resolution of monetary policy in the
mid 1690s. The economic historian J. K. Horsefield has argued that the coinage
standard of 62s to the pound was maintained because ‘in the end it was the fear
of change, the instinct of conservatism, which won the day for Restoration’."’
This is itself, however, too conservative a view. Towards the end of 1695 the
government won a hotly contested debate in Parliament to maintain the standard;
it was confronted and persuaded by the advice of eminent men who largely came
out against devaluation, and although it could not have imagined that the costs
of the recoinage would spiral upwards as they did, in taking the decision to
recoin and maintain the standard it did choose the more expensive option - at

® The decision may have been founded on a fear of an

least in the short term.'
ever-depreciating currency, but Locke’s solution, although on paper offering the
prospect of stability, was not guaranteed to be effective. Indeed, as Lowndes
demonstrated, Locke’s ideas flew in the face of a centuries-old tradition of
devaluation. The tried and tested method of responding to changes in the value

of precious metals was set aside in favour of something new - the idea, that is, of

the Mint weight standard having about it an air of sanctity. Rather than being

'S Appleby, ‘Locke’, Past and Present, 71 (1976), pp. 55-56. Skinner, Modern political
thought, 11, 348.

""" Horsefield, British Monetary Experiments, pp. 60, 68.

' Challis, ‘Lord Hastings’, NHRM, p. 397.



CHAPTER 2

SCARCITY OF SILVER COIN IN THE EIGHTEENTH
CENTURY

The impact of the Great Recoinage

The withdrawal of English hammered silver coins and their replacement by
machine-struck pieces was a major undertaking, but the success of the operation
was almost immediately marred by large quantities of the newly minted silver
being taken out of circulation and melted down for profit. The debate over
whether or not to devalue the currency, the outcome of which was the
acceptance of Locke’s theory of money, seemed to have been productive of a
flawed system in which there was advantage in exporting silver abroad rather
than importing it into the Mint to be coined. From the beginning of the
eighteenth century rather than the sound foundation of a regenerated circulating
medium, there existed the problems of an insufficient quantity of silver being
produced and a consequent deterioration in the quality of the currency that

remained in use.

The size of the silver circulation at the end of 1695, on the eve of the Great
Recoinage, has been estimated at £11 million. The vast majority, in the region of
£10 million, of the old currency was withdrawn over the course of several years
and what remained unaccounted for was in any case demonetised in January
1698." In the three years of the recoinage £6.8 million was produced to replace
the hammered money, which meant that the resulting silver circulation was
reduced by 38 per cent. The impact of this sizeable fall was almost certainly

exacerbated by the deflationary influence of the new coins being minted at the

' For the estimate of £11 million see Craig, The Mint, p.193. In Horsefield, British
Monetary Experiments, pp. 14, 258, a slightly higher estimate of £12 million has been
calculated. A more conservative estimate is given in R. E. Cameron, Banking in the Early
Stages of Industrialisation. A Study in Comparative Economic History (New York, 1967),
p- 42.
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established standard of 62s to the pound troy - a full 50 per cent appreciation

over the ardently clipped hammer-struck pieces that were withdrawn.?

As the eighteenth century progressed production of silver did not
compensate for this decline. During the seventeenth century £22.5 million of
silver coin was issued by the Mint, while in the eighteenth century the figure was
less than £1 million (7able 3). What would have constituted an adequate supply
of silver currency at any particular time is not easily determined. If, however,
the assumption is made that a reduction in the size of the circulation of almost 40
per cent cannot have failed to generate difficulties, then a supply deficiency of
some magnitude must have arisen in light of the large amounts of coin that were

melted down and exported over the course of the subsequent fifty years.

The terms of the silver trade in which the East India Company was engaged
during the eighteenth century were lucrative because of the relatively high price
that silver attracted in the East. Between 1699 and 1717 the guinea was rated at
21s 6d, which with the Mint price of silver reaffirmed by the recoinage
settlement at 62s to the pound resulted in a silver/gold ratio of 15.4 to 1. Isaac
Newton made clear in his report to the Treasury of 1717 that this compared with
ratios in China and Japan of 9 or 10 to 1, in India of about 12 to 1 and in several
European countries, including France, Denmark, Holland and Germany, of
roughly 14 to 1.* Silver’s value was, therefore, closer to that of gold in many
other parts of the world and the price it fetched being consequently higher meant
that there was a profit to be made on exporting silver from Britain and importing
gold. There were legal restraints on the trade in bullion in the shape of the
requirement to swear an oath that silver for export had not been derived from
melting down coin of the realm. The law was widely ignored and easily
circumvented and inevitably, therefore, large amounts of the newly-minted silver
disappeared. During the first half of the century the trade in silver varied
markedly. In 1705 £193,000 was shipped overseas, while in 1717 the scale had
increased to £1,151,000 and the following year to £1,894,000. Between the

? Challis, ‘Lord Hastings’, NHRM, p. 386. Lowndes, Amendment of the Silver Coins, p. 107.
¥ Journal of the House of Commons, XVIII, cols 664-66 (21 December 1717).
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years 1701 and 1760 the East India Company exported an annual average of

1,631,922 ounces of silver - the equivalent of over £400,000 of silver coin.*

A fairly drastic realignment of the weights of coins would have been
necessary to avert the business instincts of merchants from the potential gain
particularly in relation to India and the Far East. The solution would have been
to adjust the rates at which coins were struck so that the silver/gold ratio in
Britain would fall from over 15 to 1 to a rate closer to 14 to 1 and thereby
approximate more closely to the rest of Europe. The face value of existing gold
coins could have been lowered, new coins with the same face value but an
increased weight might have been released or the purity of the gold alloy used to
strike coins could have been enhanced. Any of these methods would have
narrowed the gap between the rate at which silver and gold were minted.
Alternatively, keeping gold at the same standard, the adjustment could have been
made to the silver coins (Chapter 1, p.3). Newton’s recommendation, and the
one adopted in 1717, was to operate on the face value of gold coins and reduce
the guinea from 21s 6d to 21s. From being rated at £47 17s to the pound, gold
was as a consequence of this change rated at £46 14s 6d, a shift in the silver/gold
ratio from 15.4 to 1 to just over 15 to 1. He acknowledged that further changes
in the same direction would be necessary in order to save the silver coinage from
the further ravages of the melter and the exporter. When writers on economics
in the eighteenth century referred to the Mint price of silver having been set too
low, the intention in mind was to establish a silver/gold ratio in Britain more in

keeping with other parts of the world.?

Britain’s being relieved of its new silver coins was an unwelcome
development and the quantities that were lost to Europe and the East failed to be
matched by a comparable scale of production. Even if a compensation in output
levels had not been required to accommodate the bullion trade, silver was still

not minted during any decade in the eighteenth century on a par with what had

* Horsefield, British Monetary Experiments, pp. 77-78. T. S. Ashton, An Economic History
of England: The 18th Century (London, 1955), p. 170. K. N. Chaudhuri, The Trading
World of Asia and the English East India Company, 1660-1760 (Cambridge, 1978), p. 177.

5 Journal of the House of Commons, XVIII, cols 664-66 (21 December 1717).
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come to be expected during most of the last two hundred years (7able 3).
Commentators at the time referred to the silver coinage being prodigiously
exhausted and there being an absolute necessity for a speedy supply. A cursory
glance suggests the paradoxical situation of there being insufficient silver in

circulation that was yet continually being withdrawn as if in response to a

surplus.®

In the standard works on the British coinage as well as in economic histories,
the tendency for the market price of silver in the eighteenth century to be above
the Mint price has been well documented. However willing people may have
been to maintain a healthy money supply they were not about to sustain
voluntarily a loss on importing silver into the Mint.” Writing in 1730 John
Conduitt, successor as Master of the Mint to Isaac Newton, remarked that the
only silver coined at the Mint since 1701 had been forced there. Amongst other
supplies he was referring to the proportion of the treasure seized at Vigo in

Spain that was brought to the Mint in 1703.°

The difference between the market price and the Mint price of silver, as is
apparent from Appendix 1, was not always large, but added to this difference
were costs that an importer of silver to the Mint would have to bear, such as the
loss of interest during the time taken to coin bullion, as well as fees to certain
Mint officers. A relatively small margin would therefore be increased by the
extent of practical minting costs. The higher market price was maintained
because of the outlet provided by the flow of silver to the East. Rather than
continuing its decline in value against gold, which had been taking place
gradually from the thirteenth century and more rapidly during the seventeenth
century, silver began to appreciate. In every decade of the first sixty years of the

eighteenth century the international silver/gold ratio moved in favour of silver

S [D. Clayton), A short but thorough Search into what may be the real Cause of the present

Scarcity of our Silver Coin, etc (London, 1717), p. 21.
7 Ruding, Annals of the Coinage, 1I, 67. Oman, The Coinage of England, p.356.
Feavearyear, The Pound Sterling, p. 158. Horsefield, British Monetary Experiments, p. 83.
# Conduitt, Observations upon our Gold and Silver Coins, in Shaw, Select Tracts, pp. 216-

17.
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and, while gold regained some ground in the 1760s, silver did not suffer a

marked fall until the last decade of the century.’

The reason why silver was not being minted was intimately connected with
the international bullion trade, through which Britain dealt in large quantities of
precious metals. The country was better placed than some other European
nations to acquire regular supplies of both gold and silver through its close
trading links with Portugal and Brazil. The large amounts of silver flowing
through British ports meant that in an important sense there was no shortage of
silver. Indeed a major reason why Britain was able to mint over £12 million
worth of gold coin in the first thirty years of the eighteenth century lay in this
relationship and in the constant trading surplus with Portugal and Brazil in
favour of Britain during this period. By the settlement of balance of trade

surpluses newly discovered Brazilian gold found its way to the Mint. "

The changing relationship between trading links and the money supply was
not lost on contemporaries. Thomas Prior, one of the founders of the Dublin
Society for the Promotion of Agriculture, Manufactures, Arts and Sciences,
remarked that the late discoveries of gold mines in Brazil were bringing in large
amounts of gold yearly and that as a result the ratio of gold to silver had dropped
slightly. Reflecting on the plight of silver Simon Clement, a London merchant,
observed that ‘the solid Wealth of the Kingdom is sinking into the Indian Seas’.
The Gentleman’s Magazine in 1754 remarked that most crowns and half-crowns
were thought to have been melted down or conveyed abroad and that many
shillings and most sixpences were greatly defective in weight.!! Trading

networks provided the flow of precious metals both in and out of Britain, while

® Feavearyear, The Pound Sterling, pp. 150-51. Lord Farrer, Studies in Currency, 1898; or
Inquiries into certain modern problems connected with the standard of value and the media
of exchange (London, 1898), Appendix II on the relative value of gold and silver since the
beginning of the sixteenth century.

10 P. Vilar, 4 History of Gold and Money, 1450-1920, Trans. J. White, (London, 1976),
p- 230.

"' [Prior], Observations on coin in general, pp. 12-13. [Clement], Remarks upon a late
Ingenious Pamphlet, p.19. For Thomas Prior see DNB; for Simon Clement sece
R. H. 1. Palgrave, Dictionary of Political Economy, (London, 1894-99). H. E. Manwville,
Numismatic Guide to British and Irish Periodicals ( London, 1993), II, pt I, 16.
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the silver/gold ratio played an important part in determining whether guineas or

shillings were minted.

The establishment of the currency balance that emerged from the reforms of
the 1690s combined with structural trading arrangements to generate a
preference for minting gold over silver, but this trend was, in addition, spurred
on by the greater utility that a gold coinage acquired towards the end of the
seventeenth century. Guineas had during the reign of Charles II taken on an
increasingly visible role in commerce and industry, and as well as bankers
choosing to base their reserves to a considerable extent on guineas, tax
collectors came to prefer them to the flagging substance of the silver coinage.'
Gold had become firmly entrenched as the chief metal of the circulating medium,
as can be seen from the concern that greeted the reduction of the guinea in 1717
to 21s. Such was the reaction that a resolution had to be passed declaring that

the value of the gold coin would not be altered again."

Deterioration of silver coins

In the absence of a large enough supply continuing to permeate the existing
stock, the silver coinage became exposed to longer bouts of active circulation.
With reference to Ireland Thomas Prior argued that because silver was in short
supply it passed swiftly and consequently wore at a faster rate. By the 1720s
complaints were aired regarding coins having lost worryingly high proportions of
their original weight. Some argued that part of the blame for this must rest with

the melting of heavy pieces and illegal diminution as well as with the legitimate

.- 14
conditions of wear.

The daily reality of poor quality money being experienced over several

12 Feavearyear, The Pound Sterling, p. 156.
3 Parliamentary History, VII, col. 530 (13 January 1718); Journal of the House of Lords,

XX, col. 586 (27 January 1718).
" [Prior), Observations on coin in general, p. 2. Conduitt, Observations upon our Gold and

Sitver Coins, in Shaw, Select Tracts, p. 237.

20



decades led the plight of the silver coinage to become part of the language of
eighteenth- and nineteenth-century literature. In A Sentimental Journey
Laurence Sterne wrote, ‘I had a few king William’s shillings as smooth as glass
in my pocket...See, Monsieur le Count, said I, rising up, and laying them before
him upon the table - by jingling and ribbing one against another for seventy years
together in one body’s pocket or another’s, they are become so much alike you
can scarcely distinguish one shilling from another.” Covering the period 1788 to
1794 in the Memoirs of Joseph Grimaldi, Charles Dickens related the story of
two young men who paid a landlord for refreshments with a piece of tin: ‘and
they hurried on, disputing all the way whether it was really a sixpence or not; a
discovery which could not be made at that time, when the currency was defaced

and worn nearly plain, with the ease with which it could be made at present’."’

During the second half of the eighteenth century the silver coinage had come
to the unhappy pass of having suffered rates of wear of over 20 per cent
(Table 2). At least two hoards back up the contemporary claims relating to the
condition of silver. A hoard published in the Proceedings of the Somersetshire
Archaeological & Natural History Society in 1908 contained a total of sixty-
three cut shillings and sixpences, as well as four complete shillings, all of which
were worn to the point of illegibility. About half a mile north of Moorhouse,
near Carlisle, a hoard was discovered which included shillings and sixpences of
William III and George II. The account of the find published in the Proceedings
of the Society of Antiquaries of Scotland, 1915-16, described twenty of the coins

: 16
as being worn smooth.

Laboratory experiments into the wear of coins cannot accurately replicate
and therefore predict what weight loss will be experienced by coins in daily

circulation.'” By gathering together worn examples of seventeenth- and

15 L. Sterne, A Sentimental Journey Through France & Italy by Mr Yorick (London, 1768), 11,
86-87. C. Dickens, Afemoirs of Joseph Grimaldi (London, 1838), pp. 29-30. For a
reference to the scarcity of money see O. Goldsmith, The Vicar of Wakefield: A Tale.
Supposed to be written by Himself (Salisbury, 1766), 1, 140.

' T am grateful to Stephen Minnitt of the Somerset County Museums Service for providing
me with details of the Somerset hoard. Manville, Numismatic Guide, 11, pt I, 370.

'” RM. Library. P. Hatherley, ‘Wear Testing of Coins’, Paper presented to the XVIIth Mint
Directors’ Conference, 1992.
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eighteenth-century silver that remain in museum collections and in the less
glamorous parts of coin dealers’ holdings an indication of the likely appearance
of worn coins can, however, be determined. Figure 2 illustrates eight coins at
varying stages of deterioration. Sir John Craig believed that a loss of 10 per cent
of the original bulk of a coin would be enough to remove all trace of design, but
this figure is almost certainly an underestimate.'® A coin that has lost up to 20
per cent of its standard weight, although having virtually no relief at all may still
show some evidence of the outline of a design (Figure 2 no. 5). Beyond this
level, virtually all remnants of design details will tend to have been lost and the
coins, such as Figure 2 no. 8, which approximates to the size of a sixpence and

on that basis has been diminished by 42.73 per cent, will be essentially blank

discs of metal.

According to contemporary observations and experiments conducted by the
Mint and presented in Table 2, shillings and sixpences might have approached
the stage of being worn smooth by the 1780s. An alternative way of arriving at
an estimate of likely deterioration is to make use of the aggregate figure for wear
of 26 per cent derived from the £2.6 million of old silver coin withdrawn from
circulation in 1817 (Chapter 6, p. 145). An annual rate of wear can be calculated
by using a compound interest formula covering a certain number of years. The
advantage of using the figure of 26 per cent is that all the coins withdrawn in
1817 had to be weighed and assayed prior to their being melted and the silver
being put back into production. It therefore represents a definite figure for the
extent of wear and is based on the largest sample of coins on which such weight
tests during this period were carried out. One of the main reservations,
however, is that in order to arrive at an annual rate of wear an assumption has to
made about how long the coins that were withdrawn in 1817 had been in
circulation. Implicit also in such a calculation is the assumption that weight loss

would be uniform both by year and by denomination, a claim that can definitely

be doubted.

"™ Craig, The Mint, p. xvi.
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In spite of these drawbacks the advantages suggest that there is a case for
determining the annual rate of wear and in taking 1700 as the initial date, the
justification being that a much larger number of silver coins was released at the
end of the seventeenth century than was issued during the subsequent 117 years.
During the Great Recoinage £6,840,719 was produced, while between 1699 and
1817 only a further £1,321,040 was minted, a figure which includes the £320,372
struck during the silver recoinage between 1707 and 1709 at Edinburgh. Almost
84 per cent, therefore, of the total stock of silver coins that relates to the period
was issued prior to 1700. The assumption that the recoinage issues of William
IIT probably accounted for a majority of the silver still in use in 1817 and that the
figure of 26 per cent should be taken to extend back as far as the beginning of the
eighteenth century is probably not unreasonable. Calculated over this time-scale
the annual rate of wear would be 0.257 per cent, and at that rate by the last
twenty-five years of the eighteenth century shillings and sixpences could have lost
over 20 per cent of their weight - enough, that is, to obliterate most design
details (Figures 3 and 4). The percentage rates of wear quoted in Table 2 would
therefore appear to be confirmed.”” Such obviously generalised observations
nevertheless offer an impression of the likely condition of the currency during the

course of over a century of use.

As is apparent from 7able 4, a crown wears at a much slower pace compared
with a shilling or a sixpence. The disparity is less obvious in the early stages of
initial wear but there is a marked distinction over time. Partly this can be
explained by the anticipated higher velocity of circulation of smaller
denominations, but it is also the result of shillings and sixpences having a larger
surface area in relation to their weight than is the case with crowns and half-
crowns. Even a comparison between shillings and sixpences (Figures 3 and 4)

reveals that sixpences wear more rapidly than the slightly bulkier shillings.

19 Challis, ‘Lord Hastings’, NHRM, p. 386. Ruding, Annals of the Coinage, II, 62-63.
M. Folkes, A Table of English Silver Coins (London, 1745), pp. 131, 154-55.
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The decline in the quality of the silver coinage in the eighteenth century was
certainly more gradual than in the years immediately preceding the Great
Recoinage. Silver falling, however gently, into its parlous condition cannot have
escaped the attention of ministers, but what might have required them to take
action, a crisis of confidence in the currency such as that of 1695 when the price
of gold coins in terms of silver rose by 35 per cent in six months, did not happen.
Despite the shortage of silver and the extent of wear, despite what may be
considered obligations to sustain a healthy supply of coin, the appearance was of

a government not inclined to act unless confronted by a financial panic.

Economic stability

Legislative enactments relating to the silver coinage in the eighteenth century
were few in number. While contemporary economic literature contains
clamorous expressions of dismay regarding the condition of the currency and the
havoc its scarcity was meting out to businesses, the thorough debate in
Parliament that should have been stimulated by the worn surfaces of silver coins
simply did not happen. Following the discussions that accompanied the
reduction of the guinea in 1717 and 1718 to 21s, there was no substantive
motion in Parliament relating to reform of the silver coinage until the act of 1774
to limit the legal tender status of silver to £25, a silence that in itself reveals the

perception there was in government of monetary stability.”

Support for such a perception can be drawn from price trends during the mid
eighteenth century. A level as high as that at which prices had been from 1696
to 1699 was not seen again for a hundred years (7able I and Figure I), and if
the market price of silver had varied somewhat in the century after the Great
Recoinage within a band of between 4s 11d and Ss 11%d (Appendix 1), the
market price of gold was yet fairly uniform (Appendix 2). From the beginning to
the end of the century the prices of wheat, malt and wool did advance but within

the variations there was evident no sustained escalation until the fourth quarter.

" Parliamentary History, volumes VII to XXXVI cover the years 1714 to 1803.
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Between 1700 and 1799 a bushel of malt increased from 3s 6d to 5s 5d, but in

1747 the price quoted was lower than it had stood some forty years earlier.”!

Wage rates during the first sixty years of the century similarly revealed no
signs of creating a destabilising pressure on the economy. The wages of
labourers in London were largely set on a gradual upward trend, but in the
period from 1710 to 1730 they remained reasonably static and through the
inching up of prices during the third quarter of the century they showed an even
stronger inclination to stability. Movements in wage rates in different parts of
the country varied, as a comparison of London and Lancashire reveals (7able 5
and Figure 5). In the north of England generally there was more upward
movement and to a decisive extent from the mid 1760s, but during the previous
thirty years wage levels stirred hardly at all. Adjusting the index of wage rates to
take into account increases in the cost of living offers a more accurate indication
of when there might have been placed on the money supply an added burden.
Including these revisions, however, reveals no trends that would have generated
serious alarm. In periods, for example, when money wages were increasing, as
in Lancashire from the mid 1760s, the advance was not matched by higher real
incomes. Moreover, at a time when real wages did outstrip money wages, as in
the twenty-five years from 1730, prices were subdued, thereby helping to

maintain conditions of stability.?

The pattern of economic growth in the eighteenth century was one of short
cycles of depression followed by prosperity. The financial crisis of 1720, for
example, centring on the collapse in the fortunes of the South Sea Company,
caused a contraction in many industries and in several areas of trading activity;
by contrast, in the three years from 1722 there was evidence of an expansion in
building activity and of a growth in exports especially between 1724 and 1725.
Increases in commodity prices and high rates of imports of cotton in 1761, as

well as exports reaching record levels in the previous two years, point to

2 T. S. Ashton, Economic Fluctuations in England, 1700-1800 (Oxford, 1959), pp. 181-82,
190.

2 E. W. Gilboy, Wages in Eighteenth Century England (Cambridge, [Massachusetts], 1934),
pp. 219-20, 222-23.
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flourishing conditions, which were followed, between 1764 and 1768, by poor
harvests and depression, a situation compounded by a slump in British export
markets in north America. The fluctuating pattern of growth in the economy,
therefore, exerted varying degrees of pressure on the supply of money. There is,
however, some reason to believe that added tension was brought to bear at the
end rather than the beginning of the century. In absolute terms a number of
economic indicators reveal marked advances: the total value of a range of
imported goods including corn, coffee and textiles increased over fourfold from
1700 to 1799, and exports exhibited a similar rise, with iron and steel
manufactures rising dramatically during the 1790s. The annual average
production of copper in Cornwall in 1730 was 7,500 tons; in the 1790s the figure
was 48,000 tons. The development of the textile industry was even more
pronounced with the number of pieces of broad cloth milled in Yorkshire

between 1731 and 1800 increasing by a factor of over six.”

Public revenue, including land and assessed taxes, customs and excise duties,
increased gradually up to the end of the 1770s, thereafter the total over the next
twenty years exceeded that for the previous forty years. The pattern of public
expenditure was more volatile. The totals for net public expenditure for the two
decades after 1720 fell and major fluctuations continued into the 1760s and
1780s, but spending from 1776 tended to be well above rates encountered earlier
in the century.”® Changes in population will have impacted on the demand for
coins, but for many years demographic shifts exerted no significant stress on
monetary conditions. Although not all the measures of population for the period

reveal the same pattern of development, evidence of a decline during the first

half of the century, notably after 1720, is confirmed by a number of separate

. 25
studies.

23 Ashton, Economic Fluctuations, pp. 143-44, 149-50, 152-54. Ashton, An Economic
History of England, p. 124. P. Mathias, The First Industrial Nation: An Economic History
of Britain, 2nd edition, (London, 1983), pp. 431-32.

24 Mitchell and Deane, British Historical Statistics, pp. 386-91.
25 Mitchell and Deane, British Historical Statistics, p. 5. A. J. Little, Deceleration in the

Eighteenth-Century British Economy (London, 1976), pp. 53-54.
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Taking these circumstances as a whole, there may have been a margin for the
overall stock of cash to grow very little in the years up to 1760 without marked
shortages being apparent, but as output from the Mint unfolded, the large
mintages of gold up to 1750 more than compensated for a decline in the
production of silver. Sharp economic shifts caused short-term peaks in demand
for money, but for many years official policy towards the silver coinage was
probably justifiable, if not on the grounds of offering the necessary range of
denominations, then probably in terms of the total money supply operating in

conditions free of especial duress.

The marked increases in prices, and in wages in some areas of Britain,
towards the end of the century were forces with which the monetary policy of
the previous ninety years had not been confronted. During this period, the
fourth quarter of the century, serious difficulties with the money supply began to
emerge. The tendency towards inflationary pressures was especially apparent in
the north of England, but throughout the country there was a more rapid pace of
advance. Economic change built up a momentum that helped to reshape the
circumstances in which money had to operate. By themselves, however, the
circumstances did not generate a crisis, the motive force for that lay rather in the
outbreak of war between Britain and France in the 1790s. In the changed
economic environment of the late eighteenth century there was much less
justification for the condition of silver to have been left in abeyance, and yet at

this time the flow of silver from the Mint slowed to an intermittent drip.

In the language of contemporary literature, of great obstructions being
caused to all sorts of businesses because of the want of small change,
compensation should be made for a certain amount of hyperbole. The periods of
prosperity enjoyed from 1781 to 1783, from 1789 to 1792 and on two other
occasions before the end of the century suggest that the economy could do well
enough without a plentiful amount of silver. The large mintages, however,
during the recoinage of 1816-17 and the sustained healthy levels of output in the
nineteenth century indicate that the population of Britain still required money in

relatively small denominations; while people coped in the eighteenth century
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without abundant numbers of shillings and sixpences, these coins remained useful
elements of the money supply. The number of transactions undertaken for
modest sums did not decline, if anything it will have increased especially in the
context of the shift to money wages in developing industrial areas. Some of the
burden had to be shifted to other forms of currency. In looking for an
explanation behind why the minting of silver was allowed to decline, as well as
macroeconomic forces the existence of efficient alternative means of exchange
may provide part of the answer, the smaller supply of silver being in such

circumstances an inconvenience rather than a crisis.?

Paper money

A number of writers in the eighteenth century referred to the advantages of the
note issues of various kinds and how they could help to bear the burden once
carried by a more extensive silver coinage. Some argued that but for the advent
of this type of credit rates of wear would have been much higher. The financier
and businessman John Law went further, seeing in paper money all the qualities
of conventional money, but without some of the disadvantages that beset metal
currencies, such as a liability to uncertain value at the hands of legislators. As far
as Scotland was concerned he thought the notable scarcity of silver made the
prospect of notes an attractive option.”’” Notes for small amounts found their
way into circulation but in England and Wales in the early eighteenth century this
did not mean for values as low as £1. The millions of pounds sterling that the
Bank of England issued for circulation (7able 6) tended to be employed in

substantial transactions, and the use of paper currency for daily retail purchases

. 8
was not evident .

6 Ashton, Economic Fluctuations, pp. 164-68, 173.
27 Anon., Observations on the state of the gold and silver in Great Britain, both coin and
bullion ([London], 1730), p. 1. J. Law, Money and Trade considered, with a proposal for

supplying the nation with money (Edinburgh, 1705), pp. 76, 78, 93, 97. For John Law sec

DNB.
*¥ Feavearyear, The Pound Sterling, p. 160. J. H. Clapham, The Bank of England. A History

(Cambridge, 1944), 1, 293-98.
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During the second half of the eighteenth century provincial banks began to
open for business, discounting bills of exchange, offering loans, taking deposits
and gradually coming to assume a range of banking functions, one of the most
important of which was the provision of money for tradesmen and farmers.
Estimates of the number of country banks before the first decade of the
nineteenth century are not reliable, but 150 are thought to have been in business
in England by 1776, and in the early 1790s something in the order of 280. By
1804 there were 596 throughout Great Britain: 473 in England and Wales, sixty-
nine in London and fifty-four in Scotland.”” Not every bank issued its own notes
and especially in the north of England the practice was not common. Of those
that did, accurate figures are sketchy, which is partly a reflection of often
precarious business conditions. The Chairman of the Board of Stamps estimated
the value of country banknotes annually in circulation over the six-year period
from 1812 to 1817 to be just under £16 million. He was reluctant to offer any
indication of the size of this form of currency prior to 1804 because the Stamp
Office records did not distinguish between banknotes and notes used in the
course of commercial dealing® The economic historian Sir John Clapham
judged that ‘Englishmen of the rank and file - wage-earners and small traders -
knew little of paper money, and in the early years of the suspension [of cash
payments 1797-1821] they had learnt of its use only gradually’. Although the
Whig politician Sir George Savile, when introducing a bill in 1775 forbidding
English bankers from issuing notes for less than £1, made reference to paper

money circulating in Yorkshire for as low as a shilling, such instances were

probably not widespread.”’

The experience that the population had of paper money included banknotes
being employed by factory owners to pay their workers, and in some instances

notes were actually being issued under the authority of the industrialists

¥ Clapham, The Bank of England, 1, 160-63. T. S. Ashton, ‘The Bill of Exchange and
Private Banks in Lancashire, 1790-1830°, in T. S. Ashton and R. S. Sayers (eds), Papers in
English Monetary History (Oxford, 1953), p. 40.

3 Report of the House of Lords on the affairs of the Bank and the resumption of cash
payments. Parliamentary Papers, 1819 (291), Appendix F. 4, pp. 404-05.

' Clapham, The Bank of England, 1, 162; 11, 2-3. Parliamentary History, XVIII, cols 574-75
(27 March 1775).
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themselves. Entrusting an employer with the creation of the currency with which
he paid his own employees was a system open to abuse and the acts restricting
the issue of promissory notes to sums over £1 in 1775 and over £5 in 1777 can
be viewed as attempts to prevent such practices. When the ban was lifted in
1797, small value notes soon found their way into circulation. The iron magnate
John Wilkinson printed cards for 1s 6d and even 3d, and paid them out in wages.
In March of the same year in a letter to the Birmingham industrialist Matthew
Boulton he wrote, ‘good notes will cure the evil of base metal better and more
effectually than the gallows’.*> However much such arrangements may have
benefited a specific locality they were not of general application. More
importantly, the arrival of country banking, combined with the note issues of the
Bank of England, was not an answer to the shortage of silver in England and

Wales even by the end of the eighteenth century.”

In Scotland, however, the question of paper money was viewed somewhat
differently. From the end of the seventeenth century a preference had emerged
in Scotland for the use of notes over coins. Partly this can be attributed to a loss
of trust in the coinage that was the legacy of a scandal involving the Scottish
Mint in 1682. Together with a series of other abuses, senior Mint officials were
prosecuted on charges of corruption arising out of debasing the silver coinage.
The Mint was as a consequence closed down for several years during the 1680s.
In addition, temporary shortages of coin could often result from fluctuations in
the rates of exchange between England and Scotland, an economic reality that
continued to present difficulties well into the eighteenth century. The exchanges,
for example, moved against Scotland in the early 1760s, which in practical terms
meant that a bill sent from Edinburgh to London would realise less than one
which was remitted in the other direction. In these circumstances transferring
funds to England in coin - specifically gold coin - held out advantages to
merchants, and as a consequence there was a major drain of gold south. In 1771
the author Tobias Smollett wrote ‘for you will find that the exchange between

the two kingdoms [England and Scotland] is always against Scotland; and that

32 Ashton, An Economic History of England, p. 187 note 4.
33 Feavearyear, The Pound Sterling, pp. 158-62.
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she retains neither gold nor silver sufficient for her own circulation’**  The
Royal Bank of Scotland sought to address the problem of the severe shortages of
silver in the 1740s by transporting considerable amounts of coin from London.
Notes, in contrast to coins, did not periodically leave the country in large
numbers with the result that more confidence arose in their long-term use. Once
an acceptable alternative was found, the sense was that gold was seldom to be

seen in use and silver likewise was not as readily encountered as in England.*’

The banking system in Scotland was founded on a more stable footing than
that in England because there were not the same restrictions on the size of firms.
The provisions of an act of 1708 limiting to six the number of partners of banks
that issued notes, did not apply in Scotland. Joint-stock banking was therefore
allowed to develop north of the border and a system more resilient to the
operation of the economic cycle emerged. The note issues of Scottish banks
were part of a financial system in which greater faith could be placed.*® The
system also accommodated the use of notes for small values from a much earlier
date than in England. The Bank of Scotland started its issues of £1 notes in
1704, and the Royal Bank of Scotland followed suit soon after its establishment
in 1727. Abuses were inflicted on the paper circulation especially in the 1750s
and 1760s when notes for 10s and even 1s were released by tradesmen as a
means of dealing with the shortage of silver. The spate of these issues was not
serious enough to be a major disruption to the system and paper continued to
play an extensive role in the circulating medium, displacing at the same time the

position of gold and silver.*’

Looked at from the point of view of government ministers, however, the
financial changes at the end of the seventeenth century, the establishment of the

Bank of England in 1694, the advent at the same time of the national debt, the

3 R. Saville, Bank of Scotland: A History, 1695-1995 (Edinburgh, 1996), pp. 71-72, 140-42.
J. D. Bateson, Coinage in Scotland (London, 1997), pp. 149-50. T. G. Smollett, The
Expeditions of Humphrey Clinker (Dublin, 1771), I, 140.

3 S, G. Checkland, Scottish Banking: A History, 1695-1973 (Glasgow and London, 1975),
p. 65.

% Feavearyear, The Pound Sterling, pp. 167-68.

3 Saville, Bank of Scotland, p. 48. Checkland, Scottish Banking, pp. 59, 104-06. Manville,
Numismatic Guide, 11, pt 1, 24, 141.
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emergence of large numbers of securities bearing fixed rates of interest -
including Exchequer Bills and Navy Bills - assisted in the creation of money.
Being able to discharge more of its obligations through the use of paper currency
than it ever could before freed government in the management of monetary
policy from being overly reliant on the metallic currencies. For ministers to sit
back and witness the decline of silver into a less than acceptable condition,
especially bearing in mind the stronger position gold had come to occupy within
the circulating medium and in the area of settling overseas debts, was not the
problem it would formerly have been. The transaction of business requiring
small payments suffered, but the total size of the money supply did not fall, and if
Bank of England as well as country banknote issues are included it may be
shown to have substantially increased (7ables 6 and 7, and Figure 6). A similar
process of the English economy weathering dramatic changes in the production
of gold or silver and yet being sustained by an overall healthy money supply was
apparent in the seventeenth century. From 1608 to 1621 while output of gold
coin remained strong that of silver collapsed, recovering somewhat in the mid
1620s but only regaining a consistently high proportion of total Mint production

in the 1630s after a further brief decline *®

The difference in the eighteenth century, however, was centred on a collapse
of much longer duration, and help in sustaining the economy through this
extended period of bimetallic imbalance between gold and silver came in the
form of a burgeoning paper credit system. After the controversy of the debate
surrounding the recoinage of the 1690s the attention of economists began to shift
away from coins and towards banknotes, which was itself an indication of the

diminishing degree of importance that attached to the coinage.

* Challis, *Mint Output’, NHRM, pp. 688-93. C. E. Challis, Currency and the Econoniy in
Tudor and early Stuart England (London, 1989), pp. 7-8, 14.

32



Copper tokens and alternative forms of payment

Production at the Mint of copper coins in the eighteenth century was a little over
£250,000 (Table 8) and, as with silver, their circulation was attended by a high
degree of wastage and adulteration - the result of coins being withdrawn and
melted down for private profit or for use in counterfeiting. Inadequate
distribution led to surpluses accumulating in the hands of London retailers, while
other areas of the country could be starved of small denominations. This is one
problem at least that troubled silver less. With transport costs being in relation
to value a much smaller proportion, and with a freer flow to meet local demand
through the banking system, distribution difficulties for silver were reduced.
Country banks tended not to deal in transfers of copper and the costs of meeting

its supply would therefore fall on the retailer or businessman.”

If the coins were not reaching areas of the country that were developing
rapidly and demanding small change, there would be difficulty in judging if the
supply of copper from the Mint, which by the end of the 1780s had amounted to
in the region of 170 million coins, could have satisfied demand. Estimates that
the number of counterfeit copper halfpennies and farthings had exceeded that of
genuine pieces by 1787 suggest there was a healthy demand that the Treasury
were failing to meet A further difficulty for the regal copper coinage was its not
being regarded as legitimate currency in the same way as gold and silver. Its
status was that of token money and its manufacture did not necessarily fall
automatically under the responsibility of the Mint. Within the circulating

medium it occupied something of a twilight zone.*’

The increased demands for wages that pressed upon industry towards the
end of the eighteenth century eventually led businessmen to take matters into
their own hands and arrange for the manufacture and release of copper tokens.

Throughout Britain large quantities of initially good weight pieces were issued

* P, Mathias, English Trade Tokens: The Industrial Revolution Illustrated (London, 1962),

pp. 12, 16, 26.
“ Mathias, English Trade Tokens, pp. 14, 16.
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from the 1787, beginning with the pennies and halfpennies of the Parys Mines
Company of Anglesey. The total produced extended to hundreds of tons and for
several years after their initial appearance they were welcomed as a means of
supplying the want of small change and tolerated by the authorities. Samuel
Fereday, a factory owner from Bilston, was by no means alone in having tokens
manufactured in his own name and using them to pay his workforce. He
arranged to have struck an estimated two million penny tokens. The high
standards to which they were produced made them attractive to use but also to
imitate, and with their popularity came also lighter and more unreliable copies.*'
The somewhat second class status that was conferred on copper money is
indicated by the omission of copper tokens from legislation in 1812 that

addressed the circulation of private silver tokens.*

The solace of an officially-sanctioned copper coinage came with the
production from 1797 of Matthew Boulton’s copper twopences and pennies, and
from 1799 of his halfpennies and farthings. He sought to overcome the problem
of imbalances in distribution by undertaking to deliver the coins throughout the
country directly to the people from whom orders had been received. As
industrialists found, the circulation of copper went some way to substituting for
silver  The likelihood is, however, that because of the weights involved,
copper’s use in paying wages will have been in association with other forms of

currency (Table 8) *

Wages varied across the country but throughout most of the eighteenth
century a London labourer could have expected to earn up to 2s a day, while in
Oxford a rate increasing to 1s 4d was common by the late 1770s. For skilled
workers in London over 2s 6d a day was typical in the seventy years after the

1720s, although most craftsmen at Westminster Abbey could earn 3s a day for a

‘' R. Dalton and S. H. Hamer, The Provincial Token-Coinage of the 18th Century (Cold
Springs, 1990), introduction. C. Pye, Provincial Coins and Tokens, issued from the Year
1787 to the Year 1801 (London, 1801), the index to the plates of illustrations contains
estimates by weight of the number of provincial tokens produced. Mathias, English Trade
Tokens, pp. 52-54.

a2 Ruding, Annals of the Coinage, 11, 110.

“ R. Doty, The Soho AMint & the Industrialization of Afoney (London, 1998), pp. 54-55, 315-
20. Dyer and Gaspar, ‘Tower Hill', NHRM, p. 448.
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large part of the eighteenth century. Even in rural areas of the country where
incomes were lower, payment solely in copper coins would have been an
unwieldy business. If paid, for example, in Boulton pennies an Oxford labourer
would have taken home a pound weight of copper for every day he worked. In
settling wages silver’s importance was probably greater than that of copper,

although the reverse was more likely true of retail transactions.**

Evidence of the shortage of silver being alleviated through the agency of the
gold coinage is not convincing, in spite of specific efforts being directed by the
Bank of England towards this end. The Bank lobbied the Treasury for the
striking of low denominations in gold, specifically for third-guineas or seven-
shilling pieces, in March 1758, April 1761 and November 1762. Issues of
quarter-guineas took place in 1718 and 1762, but the Bank had to wait until
1797 for third-guinea pieces to appear and when they did they were struck in
only modest quantities Their relatively small size made them unpopular at the
Mint and in exchange, which consequently meant that the advantages the Bank

saw in extending downwards gold’s denominational range were not widely

4
shared ¥’

The idea of a shortage was not a uniform problem because variations in the
demand for money took place over the course of a year. For a week or more
prior to the payment of taxes there would be a want of currency. In his evidence
to the parliamentary committee of inquiry into the high price of bullion in 1810,
the banker and gold refiner William Merle described the extent of the premium
on silver that towards the end of the eighteenth century bankers used to pay: ‘I
have given an hundred and one pounds for a quantity of coin worth sixty if it was
melted down, though passing for an hundred, but I have given that premium to
get it, bad as it is, particularly at harvest time; it is always very scarce then’.
Paying a premium especially afflicted those who had to find cash to pay wages.

In 1759 Sir John Bamard reported the practice of employers who were

4 Gilboy, Wages in Eighteenth Century England, pp. 12, 14, 23, 47, 220. Mathias, English

Trade Tokens, p. 26.
“ G. P. Dyer, ‘Quarter-Sovercigns and Other Small Gold Patterns of the Mid-Victorian

Period’, BN.J, 67 (1997), 73. BE. G16/3, index entry under gold and silver coin.
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responsible for large numbers of workmen being charged a fee of 10s on every
£100 of silver they acquired. The normal course of business conducted by the
Bank of England involved it in submitting to this type of additional expense. In
March 1798 the Governor of the Bank Thomas Raikes informed the Privy
Council Committee on Coin that in purchasing silver coin for public circulation
the Bank had over many years given a premium of from 10s to 1 per cent. Not
only, therefore, did the worn silver circulate at face value, it attracted a premium

at certain times which compounded the difference between the intrinsic and the

face value *°

Some factory owners found themselves having to search over wide areas for
sufficient coin, while to lessen the burden others might only settle employees’
wages at one-month or two-month intervals, thereby enabling the use of larger
denomination coins. Of course, interim payments might be required and if not in
cash then this would have been in goods, miners receiving coal, or a ship’s mate
having a right to the sweepings of sugar or coffee from the hold. The use of
coins was diminished by tradesmen regularly accepting the settlement of
household accounts over a period of months, and the practice was not
uncommon to extend the duration of credit to six months or beyond a year.*” A
sense emerges, therefore, in which as well as conventional money resort was
made to improvised forms of payment and exchange that had accompanied a

greater or lesser supply of currency for some hundreds of years.

% D. Ricardo, Proposals for an Economical and Secure Currency with Observations on the
Profits of the Bank of England, etc, (London, 1816), pp. 37-38. Barnard, Some Thoughts
on the Scarcity of Silver, p. 1. Report and Evidence on the high price of gold bullion.
Parliamentary Papers, 1810 (349), Minutes of Evidence, pp. 40, 231. PRO. BT 6/118,
Thomas Raikes to Sir Stephen Cottrell, 13 March 1798.

47 Massie, Observations relating to the Coin of Great Britain, p. 21. Ashton, An Economic
History of England, pp. 207-08. Gilboy, Wages in Eighteenth Century England, p. 197.
Ashton, ‘The Bill of Exchange’, in Ashton and Sayers, English Monetary History, pp. 38-
39 Suffolk Record Office, Bury St Edmunds, HA 541/1/45, Executors’ Accounts of
William Dyer, 1802-06. I am grateful to Graham Dyer for drawing these papers to my
attention.
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The restriction of cash payments, 1797

There were times during the eighteenth century when the possibility was
considered of addressing the deficiencies of silver. In 1777 buildings were
erected in the Mint to prepare for a silver coinage then supposed to be in
contemplation. The expectations of activity, however, did not translate into a
change of policy.* If what government required was a crisis to stimulate
decisive action over the coinage, it found one in the second half of the 1790s that
was driven by the financial strains of an over-extended system of paper currency
and by the war against France. The Bank of England in 1793 had to survive
damaging inroads into its bullion reserves immediately following France’s
declaration of war against Britain, a crisis that was sustained by the weakness of
many banking houses across the country. The extreme nervousness created by
the international situation resulted in a widespread loss of faith in the credit of
country banks and some folded under the pressure. Four years later similar
tensions, this time exacerbated by a failed invasion of Britain by French troops in
February 1797, led to a financial panic in which massive demands were made on
the Bank for the redemption of its notes. An Order in Council issued on 26
February proclaimed that for a limited period the Bank should be freed from its
obligation to pay its notes in gold on demand. The restriction period had started

and it was to continue for over twenty years, far beyond the Bank’s original view

of it as a temporary expedient.*

February 1797 was in many ways a watershed in British monetary history.
By helping to generate paper credit on an unprecedented scale, the restriction of
cash payments materially assisted in Britain’s ability to conduct the war against
France, and in addition, it forced attention to be directed to the copper and silver
coinages. On 3 March, within a matter of days of the decision to suspend cash
payments, Richard Sheridan proposed a motion in the House of Commons for a

new copper coinage, and later in the year Matthew Boulton received an official

“ PRO. Mint 1/17, p. 155.
9 Feavearyear, The Pound Sterling, pp. 177-78, 181-83. Clapham, The Bank of England, 1,

259-60, 262, 271-72. 38 Geo. IIL. cap. 59.
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order to proceed with his pennies and twopences. A temporary solution for

shortage of silver was also seized upon in terms of the Bank issuing Spanish
dollars countermarked with a bust of George III and denominated 4s 9d. On the
same day that Sheridan was introducing his motion on copper, the Mint received
an instruction from the Treasury to begin preparations for stamping dollars.
Within a week there were calls for more extensive reform. While acknowledging
that the issue of the Spanish dollars was worthwhile, the Chairman of the East
India Company William Devaynes urged the Secretary of War Henry Dundas,
Lord Melville, to press for an immediate coinage of shillings and sixpences that
as well as meeting demand for currency would, he thought, act as a safeguard

against banknotes becoming too heavily discounted. The appetite for change

went so far but did not embrace Devaynes’ proposals.*

Government approach towards the management of the currency in the
eighteenth century was characterised by a delegation of responsibility, either
intentionally sanctioned as in the case of the Bank of England issues from 1797,
or in the sense of for a time turning a blind eye to beneficial private initiatives as
with the major output of copper trade tokens of the 1780s and 1790s. This is an
explanation that reveals how the economy coped almost in spite of the
underlying monetary policy Against the charges of the pamphleteers is the
argument that there was evident an economic equilibrium. Added to this,
expressions of concern over the hole in the overall extent of the circulating
medium created by falling mintages of silver could have been countered by
drawing attention to the increased production of gold and the note issues of the
Bank of England But the disinclination to reform silver was not founded on the
presence of alternative forms of currency; these acted as palliatives. It was
rather founded on a policy of supporting the primacy of gold and the economic

circumstances through the mid eighteenth century of modest growth and price

stability assisted in maintaining this policy.

*" Doty, The Soho Mnt, pp. 315-17. Kelly, Spanish Dollars, p.22. BS. 20/32/83-84,
W. Devaynes to Lord Melville, 7 March 1797.
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By the third quarter of the eighteenth century the gold currency had assumed
such a position of dominance that altering its value with a view to addressing the
scarcity of silver could have created a damaging imbalance. Behind the
legislation of 1774 to limit silver’s legal tender status and prevent the import of
light silver, was the fear that Britain would continue to be flooded with
counterfeits from abroad which, if circulated in large enough quantities, could
have threatened the position of gold. Almost fifty years earlier the extent to
which gold had acquired an enhanced importance had already been recognised.
One writer observed that ‘if you raise your Crown Piece above a Penny, I
acknowledge you will soon have silver enough, but ‘twill be dear Bought’.*! A
policy of seeking to maintain stability did not of course mitigate the practical
difficulties of paying wages but it goes some way to explaining why authoritative
economic thinkers such as Adam Smith (Chapter 3, p. 47), who were promoting

devaluation of silver, were ignored or stalled on this subject for many years.

U [I. Jocelyn], An Essay on Afoney and Bullion, etc (London, 1718), p. 33. Farrer, Studies in
Currency, pp. 31-32
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CHAPTER 3

LORD LIVERPOOL AND THE ROAD TO THE RECOINAGE

Temporary expedients

One hundred years after the silver recoinage of William III’s reign, in the midst
of yet another continental war and the changed financial circumstances of Bank
restriction, there were grounds for believing an overhaul of monetary policy was
imminent. In the two years from the beginning of 1797 reform of silver was
discussed by ministers with a sense of urgency that had been absent for most of
the eighteenth century, and in the decade and a half that followed, efforts were
made to supply Britain with silver, none of which was the government’s direct
responsibility but all of which were given a greater or lesser degree of tacit
official approval One of the leading players in this changed environment was
Charles Jenkinson, first Earl of Liverpool. He had been a member of the Privy
Council Committee on Coin set up in 1787 to examine the problem of the copper
coinage and he took an even more prominent role in the reconstituted version of
that committee which was called together in February 1798. By this time he was
reaching the end of his political career but he was still very much at the heart of

events in the wake of the Bank restriction crisis.

The countermarked Spanish dollars that the Bank issued in 1797 only
survived for a matter of months in circulation before the pressure from large
numbers of counterfeits forced their withdrawal. The dollars did not have the
protection in law that the regal silver coinage had and as a consequence, when
the counterfeits began to proliferate, government’s disinclination to act meant
the Bank was forced to call in its dollars. But before it committed to
withdrawal, the Bank was concerned that there be a replacement and it lobbied
strongly in favour of sending silver to the Mint to be coined under the lighter

standard of 66s to the troy pound. The Governor of the Bank had a meeting
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with Liverpool on 31 August, but Liverpool then, and earlier in correspondence
with the President of the Royal Society, Sir Joseph Banks, judged that the time
was not right. One of his chief concerns was that change along the lines put
forward by the Bank should not be attempted until the Mint was reformed. Sir
Joseph Banks had taken an interest over many years in currency reform in his

capacity as a member of the Committee on Coin."

Six months after the Bank of England’s unsuccessful application to
government, Matthew Boulton, his success in securing the contract for copper
coins behind him, proposed a plan for striking silver. He suggested as part of his
scheme that shillings be struck at the rate of seventy to the pound weight, or that
dollar-standard silver should be used.? At 892 fine, dollar silver was lower than
the sterling standard of 925 by 3.6 per cent. On this occasion Boulton did not
succeed but he was putting his ideas forward at a time when the price of silver
was continuing a trend from the end of the previous year of being below the
Mint price Circumstances now obtained in which silver could be sent to the
Mint without sustaining a loss. A group of London bankers, the most outspoken
of whom was Magens Dorrien Magens, decided to avail themselves of this
opportunity and in April delivered silver to the Mint for the purpose of having it
coined At the beginning of May the Bank of England also expressed an interest
in sending a large quantity of silver to the Mint with the same aim in mind.
Learning of this activity, the government ordered a stop to be placed on the
proposed coinage of the London bankers that effectively came into force at the
Mint on 10 May The Committee on Coin had already intimated its sympathy for
altering the weight standard of silver, and it will accordingly have been
disinclined towards production taking place under the existing regulations. The

prohibition remained in place until the recoinage of 1816

' Second Report of the House of Commons, with Minutes of Evidence on the affairs of the
Bank and the resumption of cash payments. Parliamentary Papers, 1819 (282), Appendix
No. 2, p 269, reprint of Bank of England notice, 28 September 1797 indicating that the
Bank's stamped dollars were to be withdrawn. DTC X, pt II, 117-21, Liverpool to Banks,
21 August 1797 Kelly. Spanish Dollars, pp. 28-31.

2 PRO. BT 6/118, Matthew Boulton to William Fawkener, 12 February 1798, pp. 35-38.

* Dyer and Gaspar, ‘The Dornen & Magens Shilling’, BNJ, 52 (1982), 199-201. DTC X, pt
11, 271-72. Liverpool to Banks, 5 May 1798; 274-76, Banks to Liverpool, 6 May 1798.
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In the months prior to this activity the reconstituted Committee on Coin,
including in its membership the entire Cabinet, was called together for the
purpose of reviewing the operations of the Mint and establishing the principles
upon which a new coinage of silver should be introduced. The summary of
British monetary history that Liverpool presented at the opening session on 10
February contained all the fundamental arguments that he was later to elaborate

in his Treatise on the Coins of the Realm.*

Liverpool’s ideas included reducing silver to the status of a token coinage
and initially he received some support. The Bank of England in response to the
committee’s questions expressed the view that ‘Silver being only a Medium of
Change or Convenience among Ourselves and used in small payments we
conceive the reducing the intrinsic value thereof, so as to prevent its being
melted down or exported, could be attended with no Inconvenience whatever in
our domestic or foreign transactions’.* Even the failed efforts of the London
bankers and the Bank of England to have silver coined in the spring of 1798
could be interpreted as a positive sign. A year later, the writer on currency
Rogers Ruding thought a change to the coinage that would involve the abolition
of the present system was close at hand, partly because of the activities of

Liverpool’s committee but also because of the suspension of minting silver.®

After some months Liverpool had to acknowledge that the variety of opinion
amongst members respecting the principles of coinage, the defects with the
present system and what remedies might be applied ‘was so great, as to throw
the Business into an absolute state of Confusion’. But he remained undaunted
and three months after the first meeting of his committee he undertook to submit
a draft report detailing his firmly held views on how reform should be tackled.
While the Prime Minister, William Pitt, may have publicly signalled a recognition

* Craig, The Mint, pp 257, 267-68 Dyer and Gaspar, ‘Tower Hill’, NHRM, p. 451. PRO.
BT 6/126, letter from William Pitt, 2 November 1787, BT 6/127, 10 February 1797
% Kelly, Spamish Dollars, p 105.
¢ R Ruding, A Proposal for Restoring the Ancient Constitution of the Mint so far as relates
1o the Expence of Comnage, etc (London, 1799), p. 5.
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of the need to advance a new coinage, his response to the draft report was
somewhat tardy and Liverpool feared any kind of momentum for change was
likely to be the victim of an ossified political process. Liverpool waited for a
response from Pitt through to the end of the year. There was eventually no
decision in favour of his report and by July 1799 he was already contemplating
the unhappy prospect of its being shelved. He began to wonder, however, if he
might nevertheless air his views in a published letter to the king. Illness for a

number of years delayed the project, but in 1805 his Treatise eventually

appeared ’

Lord Liverpool''s Treatise

In his published recommendations Liverpool asserted that the principle upon
which his scheme was based was that of a single metallic standard. The
eighteenth century he recognised as having generated all the necessary evidence
to reveal the difficulties of arriving at a correct balance between two metals in a
bimetallic system He viewed bimetallism as causing perpetual conflict between
coins of gold and silver and that it ‘promoted the practice of melting down and
exporting one or other sort of Coin, whenever the metal, of which either of them

was made, happened to be under-rated at the Mint, and a profit could be

made thereby’ *

He outlined two sets of proposals. The first of these related to the standard
of value, for which role he thought the most suitable metal would be gold
because ‘in this kingdom the Gold Coins only have been for many years past, and

are now, in the practice and opinion of the people, the principal measure of

7 RM Library Liverpool to George Chalmers, 1 December 1798; letter from Liverpool, 12
July 1799 Dsyer and Gaspar, ‘The Dorrien & Magens Shilling’, BAJ, 52 (1982), 199.
DTC X, ptll, 225, Liverpool to Banks, 21 February 1798; 281-82, Liverpool to Banks, 21
May 1798, DTC XI, 57-59, Liverpool to Banks 1 September 1798; DTC XV, 142-44,
Liverpool to Banks, 2 October 1804.

¥ Earl of Liverpool, 4 Treatise on the Coins of the Realm, in a Letter to the King (Oxford,
1805), p 120.
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property and instrument of commerce’.” Gold, he said, was the measure of all
contracts and bargains, in reference to which prices were adjusted and
ascertained and, moreover, for the requirements of an affluent nation like Britain
coins of gold were best adapted. He did not support the idea of levying a
seigniorage for the manufacture of the standard coin because he judged that
coins occupying this position should be rated as close to their intrinsic value as

possible in order to simplify exchange arrangements with other countries.

The second set of proposals dealt with the provision of token coinages and
chiefly in this respect he had in mind silver. This subsidiary form of money, he
argued, should be accepted as legal tender only up to a certain amount, to which
end he proposed that the limit should be set no higher than the value of the
largest gold coin in circulation. Further, there ought to be a charge for
workmanship taken out of these inferior coins, ‘because there can be no doubt,
that they will pass in payment at their nominal rate or value, provided that their
intrinsic value in metal and workmanship is equal to such nominal rate or value’.
Given that foreign merchants were unlikely to receive balances in coins with an
appreciable disparity between their intrinsic and nominal values, he saw in this a
means of preventing silver coins from being exported and enabling them more
properly to serve the purposes of internal trade. The potential for conflict
between coins made of different metals that had plagued the eighteenth century
whenever the market price of gold or silver rose above the Mint price would, he
thought, thereby be removed Finally, he argued that the value of the metal in
silver coins should be estimated according to the average price of silver bullion
over a number of years, and from such figure could be resolved ‘a fair average of
what is likely to be its value in future at the market, with due attention to every

circumstance, which is likely to influence the price of it’. "’

The main problem Liverpool had to confront was how to make a convincing

case for a devaluation of silver and adopting a gold standard without seeming

® Liverpool, Coins of the Realm, p. 153.
19 Liverpool, Coins of the Realm, pp. 156-58, 168.
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too controversial. An influential body of opinion may have shared his views but
he sensed the potentially contentious nature of his ideas. The solution he settled
on was to emphasise the essentially conservative nature of his scheme. The
perambulatory historical survey of the British coinage that he embarked upon
can be seen as part of this process of reassurance, through which he hoped to
reveal that his suggestions were in large measure already in place and that any
thoughts of radical change to the currency system were far from his mind. As a
means of overcoming official reluctance to reform silver he did not resort to a
theoretical discussion of economics, rather, as Lowndes had done before, he
drew on monetary history to make his case and implied that giving the essence of

the prevailing system legal definition was a matter of common sense.

Liverpool also had to deal with the difficulty that his proposal to abandon
silver as the official standard and effect its devaluation was in opposition to
Locke’s theory of money. From the start of his Treatise he was aware of a
ghostly presence guarding the monetary tradition and was ‘conscious, that any
opinion I may deliver cannot derive any weight from my single judgement, in
opposition to the respectable authorities from which I am forced, on this
occasion, to differ’. His way of dealing with this was to work at diminishing the
reputation Locke had acquired during the eighteenth century and accordingly
criticisms of the political philosopher surface on a number of occasions. He
regarded Locke’s analysis of the currency crisis leading up to the recoinage of
the 1690s as too simplistic and he considered*unworkable Locke’s idea that the
subsidiary type of money be left to find its own value in relation to market prices.
Liverpool was politely savage in wondering if the time Locke spent on the
philosophical speculation of monetary matters might not have been more

productively occupied in dealing with the practical nature of the problem. "’

Given this dissonance between Liverpool and Locke, Liverpool’s system
being respectfully acknowledged by the future Prime Minister Robert Peel, who

was as firmly wedded as any nineteenth-century politician to Locke’s idea of the

n Liverpool, Coins of the Realm, pp. 6, 76-79.
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pound sterling being no more and no less than a specific quantity of precious

metal, may seem curious.’> How could Liverpool be included in the ranks of

sound money men when he was departing from traditional views and arguing for

a devaluation of silver? The composite legal tender system that Liverpool

promoted might be viewed as taking Locke’s idea of an unchanging monetary
standard, applying it to gold and combining this with the spirit of Lowndes’
belief in the need to adjust periodically the value of coins. In this way Peel’s

definition of the pound might be accommodated with Liverpool’s Treatise.

Reviews of Coins of the Realm that appeared in periodicals at the time did
not hail it as offering a panacea for the monetary ills of the country. Writing in
The Gentleman’s Magazine, Richard Gough acknowledged the substantial
amount of work that had gone into its preparation but he denounced the
conclusions as erroneous and if ever effected likely to result in considerable loss

to the public The reaction in The Edinburgh Review was a good deal more

complimentary It considered Liverpool had presented a concise and luminous
statement of the facts of British coinage history, commended him for having
stood apart from some established economic thinking and willingly admitted the
truth of a large proportion of his doctrines. There was, though, less enthusiasm
for his criticisms of the note-issuing activities of country bankers, the Review
feeling that the Bank of England should carry responsibility for the extent of the
paper currency Liverpool’s principal recommendations regarding the adoption
of gold as the standard of value and introducing a seigniorage on silver were
But the

judged to be theoretically questionable and practically unworkable.

clarity of the objections to his ideas on gold as the measure of value were

.. . . . . 3
dissipated in a somewhat semantic discussion.’

If not presenting their proposals for reform in the same detail as Liverpool,

* S D Horton, The Silver Pound and England’s Monetary Policy since the Restoration,
together with the History of the Guinea, illustrated by contemporary documents (London,

1887), pp 298-300
3 Manville, Nunusmatic Guide. 11, pt1, 77 The Edinburgh Review. VII January. 1806 . 265.

276, 289-95.
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several writers in the eighteenth century had nevertheless come to the same
conclusion about the necessity of lowering the weight of silver coins and
adopting a gold standard. There are, for example, strong echoes of Liverpool’s
work in Adam Smith’s views on the currency. Like Locke, Smith was a strong
opponent of state interference in the daily business of commerce and they shared
a belief in an inherent natural order to which man-made social order should
conform as nearly as possible. Writing in 1776, Smith did not devote much time
to developing a theory of money, but he did suggest that the only way to prevent
silver from being melted down was to effect a devaluation by rating it at a higher
level, and to enact that it be legal tender for no more than a guinea. For Smith
labour was the true measure of value, and so adjustment of a deteriorated silver
currency did not carry the same undesirable implications as it did for Locke.'*
The distinctive nature of Liverpool’s contribution lies less in the originality of his
ideas than it does in the structured manner in which he drew together the

prevailing realities of the currency and fashioned them into a new monetary

policy, detailing along the way how this policy should be implemented and how

it could be sustained.

Parliamentary committees on the currency

There were reports in The Gentleman’s Magazine in September 1803 that a new
and extensive coinage of shillings and sixpences was about to be issued from the
Mint, a development that was described as extremely desirable in view of the
difficulty of obtaining small change. The following year such reports were still
being aired. The writer on currency Roger Ruding, however, envisaged the
needless expense of coining silver that would soon find its way into the crucible,
and he was not alone in harbouring reservations.”® In the first five years of the

nineteenth century the price of silver had been showing signs of instability

" A. Smith, An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations, 4th edition,
(London, 1812), I, 65-66. Roll, A History of Economic Thought, pp. 145-46, 149, 162.
15 Manville, Numismatic Guide, 11, ptl, 73, 75.
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(Appendix 1), a trend which dissuaded Sir Joseph Banks from promoting the
idea of any imminent change to the position of the silver coinage, but the
conditions did not perturb Matthew Boulton. He believed that to wait for the
price to stop fluctuating would be to wait forever. In a letter to Banks in
February 1804 he outlined how he could contract to restore the silver currency
in one year, if necessary coining silver at as high a rate as 72s to the troy pound.
In May the Bank began to issue dollars as 5s pieces which had been completely
overstamped with a Bank of England design on one side and a bust of George III
on the other. These issues, the overstamping of which Boulton was responsible,

took the urgency out of striking silver in any other form.'®

The continued expedients of the Bank deflected attention away from
thoroughgoing reform of the currency. Added to this, the return to some order
of monetary stability was firmly anchored in the minds of politicians to a peace
settlement with France. Although the Peace of Amiens in 1802 brought a
cessation in the fighting, hostilities were renewed in 1803. At the same time the
Bank of England’s restriction on redeeming its notes in cash was prolonged, the

legislation enacting that it should continue until after the end of the war."’

Lord Liverpool’s plan may have been rejected but the Committee on Coin
continued to sit. Through its activities during the first decade of the nineteenth
century the Mint left the Tower of London and moved across the road to a
purpose-built site on Tower Hill, complete with eight steam-powered coining
presses of the type designed by Matthew Boulton. The new Mint, completed
and ready to begin work by 1810, was erected and equipped specifically with a
view to supplying the want of coinage."® The cost of relocation was over
£300,000, a level of investment that during a time of war clearly revealed

government’s rediscovered sense of its responsibility as the provider of the

16 DTC X1V, 209-16, for the paper by Banks, ‘Thoughts on the present state of our Silver
Money etc’, February 1804; 217-22, Boulton to Banks, February 1804.
17 D. Thomson, Europe Since Napoleon (London, 1985), pp. 59-60, 62. 44 Geo. III. cap. 1.
Feavearyear, The Pound Sterling, p. 185.
'* Dyer and Gaspar, ‘Tower Hill’, NHRM, pp. 455-59, 461.
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nation’s coinage. Abandoning the screw-press technology of the Tower was a

breakthrough that at least laid the physical foundations for change.

As the war against France progressed, an increasingly severe toll was being
registered on the financial ingenuity of the Treasury. Gold coins were exported
on a large scale at times when the exchanges moved against Britain as in the
period 1799-1800 and again in 1809-10. National expenditure increased from
£19.6 million in 1793 to £54.8 million in 1803, and ten years later it stood at
£94.8 million. Such an expansion was sustained on the back of higher national
income and a debt burden that more than doubled over the same twenty-year
period. As the Chancellor of the Exchequer, Spencer Perceval’s budgets of
1808 and 1809 reflected a sense of crisis management confronted by a national
debt that seemed to be on the verge of edging out of control. He responded by
making a point of looking for ways to cut public expenditure through the more
careful husbanding of resources and improved methods of collecting taxes."
From one point of view this expansion in credit, combined with periods of very
rapid increases in inflation between 1799 and 1809, was exerting pressure on the
currency that might have justified change. But laying plans to issue a new silver
coinage with all the attendant fears of coins being sacrificed to the export trade,

was not considered practicable.

Those who might have turned their attention to the question of the coinage
were distracted by other issues. During the first fifteen years of the nineteenth
century the subject of the standard of value and the relative merits of gold and
silver in this role was subsumed in larger issues concerning the suspension of
cash payments. Not until 1816, when the decision was taken to adopt gold as
the standard, did politicians and commentators become in any way animated

about the questions raised by Liverpool, a debate that he did not live to

'° Feavearyear, The Pound Sterling, pp.192, 194. D. Gray, Spencer Perceval: The
Evangelical Prime Minister, 1762-1812 (Manchester, 1963), pp. 320, 353, 356-58.
Mitchell and Deane, British Historical Statistics, pp. 388, 391-92, 396, 402.
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witness.” An instance which demonstrates this was the controversy over the
depreciation of the Irish pound in relation to the English in 1803-04. In the final
section of the committee’s report the question of finding a permanent solution to
the shortage of silver coin was discussed. The committee felt its hands were tied
on the issue by the need to resolve the larger question of stabilising exchange
rates between Britain and Ireland, but it did nevertheless venture to recommend
that the nominal value of the coinage should be retained at the existing level.
The focus of attention was the impact the expansion of note issues had exerted
on exchange rates and prices, the nature of coinage reform and possible

alterations to the monetary standard were passed over fleetingly.*’

Other indications of the trend in monetary debate were provided by The
Edinburgh Review. In the April 1803 issue a pamphlet that argued for the
perpetual continuance of restriction was severely criticised on the grounds of its
sloppy reasoning and hectoring tone, but also for adopting such a position on
managing the currency in the first place.”” The importance of paper currency in
terms of the value of transactions it sustained ensured that economic debate
became trained in this direction. Very broadly two schools of thought
marshalled arguments to explain the impact of restriction on the British
economy Such views as have come to be regarded anti-bullionist looked for an
explanation of the price rises of gold and silver, and of the depreciation of the
pound on foreign exchanges in wartime public expenditure and the general
disruptions afflicting trade The government and the Bank of England towards
the end of the first decade of the nineteenth century tended to support this
interpretation. They were reluctant to accept, at least temporarily, a return to
the active operation of a metallic standard based either on gold or silver. The

bullionist position, on the other hand, explained the same conditions in terms of

5]

F W Fetter, Development of British Monetary Orthodoxy 1797-1875 (Cambridge,
[Massachusetts], 1965), p. 58

Fetter British Monetary Orthodoxy, pp 27, 37-39. F. W. Fetter (intro.), The Irish Pound,
1797-1826 A Reprint of the Report of the Committee of 1804 of the British House of
Commons on the Condition of the Irish Currency, etc (London, 1955), pp. 31, 47, 86.

2 The Edinburgh Review, 11 (April, 1803), 107.
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the expansion of note issues, particularly by the Bank of England. Their ranks
included the economists Thomas Malthus, John Wheatley and David Ricardo,
but they were by no means unified in their beliefs. Malthus certainly did not
agree with all that Ricardo had to say on the influence currency instability could
exert on the balance of trade, and Francis Horner, a leading figure in the debate,
placed greater weight on the role of excessive note issues in causing depression
than his fellow bullionist William Huskisson. In general terms, though, as well as
supporting a return to cash payments at the earliest opportunity and a more
disciplined control of paper currency, re-establishing either gold or silver as the

active standard of value would have satisfied most of them.”

The main crisis of the restriction period came in 1810-11. Again the
opportunity for a fundamental examination of the whole currency system was not
taken and instead the debate centred on the element of the money supply created
by the banking sector A parliamentary committee was appointed in February
1810 charged with the task of looking into the causes of the abnormally high
price of gold During the course of its deliberations officials from the Bank of
England, traders in the London bullion market, merchants and bankers were
examined, and often in such a way as to convey the strong impression that some
committee members had already formulated fairly trenchant views as to what
they thought lay behind the increase in the price of gold. Horner had managed to
pack the committee with friends like Huskisson and Henry Thornton who had
previously adopted a bullionist stance. The ministerial presence was by contrast

4
weak 2

The report of the committee, a clear expression of the bullionist position,
concluded that the paper circulation had grown excessive and that the
unequivocal symptoms of this were the high price of bullion and the low state of

the British currency on the continental exchanges. In passing it recognised the

23

Fetter, British Afonetary Orthodoxy, pp. 47-48, 53, 58. Gray, Spencer Perceval, p. 372.
2 Bullion Committee, 1810, Report and Minutes of Evidence, passim. Feavearyear, The
Pound Sterling, p. 195. Gray, Spencer Perceval, p. 369.
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need to frame solutions to the existing instability which would embrace reform of
the coinage as well as reining in the issue of banknotes. On a number of
occasions the minutes of evidence revealed the difficulties under which the
currency was operating. Vincent Stuckey, a country banker, believed that
guineas did not circulate in the west of England to any considerable extent, while
fellow banker William Merle reported that he had seen no guineas recently and
that even seven-shilling pieces had disappeared. Bullion dealers referred in an
almost casual way to withdrawing huge numbers of gold coins from circulation.
There were also some indications of the fears surrounding the impact depreciated
paper might have on restoring the coinage. The report observed that there was
the temptation ‘to resort to a depreciation even of the value of the gold coin by
an alteration of the standard, to which Parliament itself might be subjected by a

great and long continued excess of paper’ %’

The debates in Parliament in May 1811 that followed the publication of the
report inevitably touched on discussion of the difficulties faced by the circulating
medium as a whole Worn and good weight silver seeming to have the same
legitimacy in law to pass at face value led the future Chancellor of the Exchequer
Nicholas Vansittart to question the nature of the currency standard. As part of
his response from the other side of the argument, Huskisson also commented on
the forlorn condition of silver, drawing attention to the imbalance in the
silver gold ratio and the unhealthy influence he felt it had exerted on the coinage.
Silver, he argued, had been exported on a large scale because of this imbalance
and that an essential reform for the future should therefore be to adjust the ratio.
The prominent politician George Canning viewed the disappearance of silver in
the eighteenth century in similar terms and, prompted by the necessity that the
silver coinage be restored to a proper condition, the Irish MP Henry Parnell

discussed the negative implications of producing coins to a lighter standard.®

* Bullion Committee, 1810, Report, pp. 41-42, 50, 73-74; Minutes of Evidence, pp. 28, 176-
77, 210-13.
% Parliamentary Debates, 1st ser., XIX, cols 924-26, 969-70 (7 May 1811); XIX, cols 1032-
34, 1103 (8 May 1811).
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As was true of the committee on Irish currency, the Bullion Committee’s
function was not to suggest proposals for a new silver coinage. Consequently
the debates in Parliament and the dozens of pamphlets that were written
addressing the issues raised by the report, while acknowledging the broad picture
of currency instability, wrestled ultimately with the question of whether or not
there should be a return to cash payments within two years irrespective of a
peace treaty with France.”’ The government succeeded in defeating the
committee’s proposals, the need to maintain a high degree of financial flexibility

in order to continue the war being one of the most important considerations.®

Including in his 7reatise a section on paper money was very much an
afterthought for Liverpool and consequently his influence over the course of
debate during the first decade of the nineteenth century was not telling. He did,
however, have strong feelings about the subject and his views reflect bullionist
fears of an ever-increasing and depreciating stock of paper currency.” As a
group, bullionists had more to say on the prospect of coinage reform but they
tended to believe that this could only be successful if it were preceded by a
reduction in the paper circulation and ideally by a return to cash payments. For
both sides in the debate the two key issues were, with differing degrees of
emphasis, war and restriction, and support for a new monetary settlement

outside a resolution of either one of these was not evident.

* Bullion Commuice, 1810, Report, p 75. For the extensive debates in the House of
Commons on the resolutions of Francis Horner to adopt the recommendations of the
Bullion Commuttee sce Parliamentary Debates, 1st ser., XIX, cols 798-919 (6 May 1811);
XIX. cols 919-1012 (7 May 1811), XIX, cols 1020-1128 (8 May 1811); XIX, cols 1151-69
(9 May 1811). XX. cols 1-128 (13 May 1811); XX, cols 134-46 (14 May 1811); XX,
cols 150-76 (15 May 1811)

“* Gray. Spcncer Perceval pp 376, 384 Parliamentary Debates, 1st ser., XIX, col. 1169 (9
May 1811). XX cols 73-74 (13 May 1811).

~ DTC XV. 259-61, Liverpool to Banks, 18 January 1805. Liverpool, Coms of the Realm,
pp 219-31
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Silver tokens

Lord Lauderdale and several others kept the debate on currency reform alive
over the next five years, but they had little influence over ministers.>® The Bank
once again, however, stepped into the breach. In the years 1810 to 1811 the
Mexican War of Independence led to a reduction in the supply of silver and to
the production of poor quality dollars that few would trust. The disruption in
the silver market and the consequent increases in price were part of the impetus
behind the Bank’s commissioning the production of silver tokens.>’ In 1811 it
re-denominated its overstamped dollars at the higher rate of 5s 6d and up to
1816 it supplied the new Mint at Tower Hill with dollar-standard silver which
was used to strike tokens of 3s and 1s 6d. In 1797 and 1804 £420,500 of the
countermarked dollars were issued to the public, between 1811 and July 1816,
production of Bank of England tokens amounted to £3,469,973, while the
overstriking of Bank dollars between 1804 and 1812 totalled £1,134,483. All
told, in the nineteen years from 1797 the efforts of the Bank increased the
quantity of silver in circulation by just over £5 million. With the total amount of
regal silver in circulation during that period estimated to be in the region of £2
million, this was a welcome contribution and one broadly within the

denominational range that had been neglected.*

The problem of counterfeits had continued to disrupt the silver currency of
the Bank but, unlike in 1797, the issues after 1804 were granted greater legal
protection, a feature shared by the similarly semi-official tokens released in
Ireland Counterfeiting Bank of England dollars of 1804 was made illegal and
this was extended to the Bank tokens for 3s and 18d. The same defence was

given to the Bank of Ireland 6s tokens of 1804, and the later additions to this

' G Booth. Obscrnations on Paper Currency, the Bank of England Notes and on the
Principles of Comnage and a Metallic Circulating Medium (Liverpool, 1815), pp. 20-22;
[R Foster). Thoughts on Peace, in the Present Situation of the Country with respect to its
Finances and Circulating Medium (London. 1814), [GL], pp. 4, 163. T. Smith, 4 letter to
the Earl of Lauderdale in reply to his Depreciation of Paper-Currency Proved (London,
1814), [GL]. pp 65-68

U Vilar. History of Gold and Money, p. 321.

¥ Crag, The Mint. p 213 Kelly, Spanish Dollars, pp. 25 note 30, 58, 74, 119-20.
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series, the 5d and 10d tokens first struck in 1805, and the 30d pieces of 1808.
Beyond this, the legislation giving the Irish tokens currency affirmed that in
order to promote their circulation they were to be received in payment of public
revenues, an added element of legitimacy that the Bank of England token money
acquired only in 1818 as a means of encouraging its withdrawal. Specifically,
the English dollars and tokens were permitted to be tendered in payment of
taxes, rates or duties from 5 July 1818 to 5 April 1819, after, that is, the period
allowed for their general circulation had come to an end.”> The problem of

counterfeiting did not go away and it did hamper the Bank’s otherwise helpful

intervention

The semi-official initiatives of the Bank of England helped to fill a gap in the
money supply, but there was yet further demand to be satisfied. From 1811 the
commercial sector in England and Wales attempted to address the continuing
want of money by releasing large quantities of their own token currency in silver.
Most of the issuers were merchants looking to ease the inconvenience suffered
by their respective communities Some advertised prosaically the purpose for
which the tokens were intended the inscription on a token of Shaftesbury read,
For the accommodation of the public, while messrs Ratcliffe, Elam and
Thurbon of March in Cambridgeshire proclaimed their tokens were To facilitate
trade The denomination favoured by many of the firms who arranged for the
production of these pieces was the shilling, but tokens for two-shillings and for
sixpence were available One issuer at least, Edward Butt of Stamford, followed
the Bank’s lead and opted for a value of eighteen pence. The importance of the
country banking system in the distribution of silver as currency was apparent
from the involvement of many hundreds of firms in the release of new coins in
1817 (Chapter 6, p 112) But their role in this respect also reveals itself in the
active part banking houses played in promoting the fashion for tokens James

Gomme of High Wycombe, Wakeford & Sons of Andover and King, Gosling &

' Ruding. 1nnals of the Comnage. 11, 103-10 44 Geo III cap 71. 45 Geo III. cap 42;
48 Geo 111 cap 31.51 Geo III cap 110, 58 Geo III cap. 14 Kelly, Spamsh Dollars,
pp 28-29 88-89 109
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Co. of Marlborough were all responsible for managing silver coin exchange
stations in 1817 and they all also issued silver shilling tokens in 1811

(Appendix 3).>*

Although the tokens contained an intrinsic silver content often 3d or more
below their face value, the official silver coin was by then deficient by at least the
same amount, tokens acquiring a fair level of acceptance should not therefore
have been surprising. After a degree of uncertainty attending their legal status,
legislation was brought in on 29 July 1812 forbidding their circulation, but to aid
in their withdrawal the ban was only to take effect from 25 March the following

year, a provision that says a good deal about their popularity.*®

The leading Whig politician the Earl of Lauderdale, who published several
works on trade and monetary matters, argued in a pamphlet of 1813 that
necessity alone had given rise to the local token issues and that although
Parliament was inclined to suppress them the public were indebted for their
accommodation Included in an appendix to this pamphlet are extracts from
letters written to Lauderdale celebrating the advent of the private silver token.
Several of these are instructive of the daily trial that could result from
conducting business in the context of a shortage of small change. An undated
letter from Scarborough referred to the familiar sight of a shopkeeper’s servant
trying every door in a street in an effort to obtain change for a guinea note, and
being unable to get any satisfaction the shopkeeper would be forced to give
credit or refuse goods A correspondent from York on 4 November 1812 wrote
of the common practice, before the tokens were issued, of giving a premium of
Is to procure a 20s note, and in Bath receiving change for a pound note could

sometimes involve taking up to 15sin copper. The estimated quantity of local

* The Earl of Lauderdale, Further Considerations on the state of the Currency efc

(Edinburgh and London, 1813), Appendix No. IX. J. O. Mays, Tokens of Those Trying
Times: A Social History of Britain’s 19th Century Silver Tokens (Burley, 1991), pp. 14, 36,
138.

¥ Kelly, Spanish Dollars, pp 89-91, 95, 99-100. G. R. Gilmore and G. Berry, ‘Chemical
analysis of some ninctcenth-century silver tokens from the north of England’, in D. M.
Metcalf and W A Oddy (eds), Afetallurgy in Numismatics (London, 1980), I, 187.
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tokens in Swansea was thought to be about five-sixths of the silver change in
circulation, while in Sheffield and Bridlington the judgement was that tokens
composed four-fifths of the silver money in use. The facility the tokens provided
was acknowledged in further legislation which prolonged their circulation into
July 1813, and additional extensions were subsequently introduced that ensured

these pieces remained in legitimate use well into the new year.*

Pressure for reform

The twenty years from the beginning of restriction were defined by conditions of
monetary instability The demand for silver was stronger than it had been at any
time during the eighteenth century, but ministers and their advisers remained
wary of the implications of restructuring the currency; their attitude throughout
the period was decidedly conservative and responsibility for supplying sufficient
coin was shuffled onto the shoulders of the Bank of England. In the summer of
1815 the war with France came to an end. Unlike a hundred years earlier, an
inflationary crisis had been survived without major reform of the coinage, but

post-war attitudes and economic conditions engendered other pressures for

change

Responding to a question during a sitting of the Bullion Committee on the
likely consequences of a scarcity of money, the merchant John Louis Greffulhe
considered that it would be but momentary because ‘other means would speedily
be devised to supply the wants of circulation’.>” The implications of this spirit of
improvisation were later to bring the businessman and politician Pascoe Grenfell
to his feet in the House of Commons on 22 March 1816 The scarcity of silver

coins, he observed, had been compensated for by the activities of Birmingham

Lauderdale. Further Considcrations on the state of the Currency, pp 23-29  Sce DNB for
reference to Lauderdale. towards the end of his career, shifting his political views from that
of leading Scottish Whig to firm supporter of Lord Liverpool's adnumstration  Kelly,
Spanish Dollars, pp 99-100 Mays, Tokens of Those Trying Times, p 20
Bullion Comnuticc, 1810, Minutes of Evidence, p 130
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counterfeiters and the import from France of twelve and twenty-four sous pieces.
With the price of silver at that time only marginally above the Mint price he
wondered whether ministers would consider making provision for a new
coinage. On this occasion Vansittart, now Chancellor of the Exchequer, held out
no hope for a restoration of the silver currency. In a subsequent debate in April,
by which time silver had been quoted in the bullion market at the Mint price and
gold was also falling towards its par, Grenfell estimated that in the last twelve
months £200,000 French of silver coins had been shipped across the English
Channel In a pointed - if grossly exaggerated - turn of phrase he indicated that

in change for a pound note people usually received one half in French coin and

the other half perhaps in counterfeits.*®

There was a certain amount of resentment that peace seemed to have
exacerbated economic conditions and as more and more evidence was presented
there arose a debate on the state of the country that embraced the question of the
currency  Agricultural prices fell from 1813 to 1816 by almost 30 per cent,
which was almost twice the rate of decline of other consumer goods, and the
monthly rate of bankruptcies increased markedly in the two years from the end
of 1814 Landowners blamed a reduction in the circulation of country banknotes
and a currency that after many years of depreciation was instead increasing in
value The opinion was voiced that outbreaks of violence in the spring of 1816
in some agricultural areas had been provoked by the adverse economic impact of
changes in the supply and value of the currency.” As well as pointing to the
abundant harvests of 1813 and 1814 as a cause of the fall in agricultural prices,
The Edinburgh Review supported the idea that restoration of the currency’s
value from 1815 and a reduction in the circulation of country banknotes had
contributed to the deflationary momentum. In the House of Commons Thomas

Frankland Lewis argued that a gradual re-issuing of the paper currency by the

¥ Parliamentary Dcbates, 1st ser., XXXIII, cols 535-36 (22 March 1816); XXXIII,
cols 1148-50 (10 Apnl 1816). By May 1816 gold had been quoted at £4. The standard

Mint price for gold was £3 17s 10'zd per ounce.
Y Parliamentary Dchates, 1st ser., XXXIII, cols 699-700 (28 March 1816). The Times, 10
May 1816. Mitchell and Deane, British Historical Statistics, p. 469. Fetter, British

Monetary Orthodoxv, p 74
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country banks would raise commodity prices and ease the economic distress that
deflation had caused. In pamphlets some went further by urging the continuation
of restriction, while on the other hand, the merchant Charles Prinsep proposed a
return to cash payments on the basis of a devalued silver standard. The London
banker Mathias Attwood thought a cut in the gold content of the pound was
required and he found a supporter in the controversial writer Edward Tatham,
who suggested that a reduction of the order of ten per cent would be

0
necessary.’

The fall in prices was also accompanied by a less dramatic decline in wages
evident from 1813 amongst agricultural workers throughout Britain. Wage rates
in the cotton industry slumped sharply in 1815 and continued to decline over the
course of the next three years. In such economic conditions the pressure being
brought to bear on the money supply was reduced and the prospects of currency

' Grenfell, a veteran from

reform could have been viewed as less encouraging.*
the Bullion Committee and decidedly bullionist in his sympathies, had
nevertheless assumed the mantle of chief lobbyist on behalf of the beleaguered
silver coinage, and once the press began to support him the government found
itself being criticised from inside and outside Parliament for its policy towards
the currency The Times proclaimed that in the wake of Bank restriction had
come ‘a miserable debased currency, the disgrace of our country in the eyes of
all foreigners’, and was concerned that even the religious education of children
had suffered A whole generation, the paper lamented, would probably fail to
understand the parable of tribute money because ‘the greater part of the counters
which pass among us for money have either no ‘‘image or superscription’ ’.

Like Grenfell The Times recognised in the fall in the price of silver an ideal

opportunity to take action *2

* Felter. British Monetary Orthodoxy, pp. 68, 74. The Edinburgh Review, XXVI (February,
1816), 144-45, 152 C. R. Prinsep, A Letter to the Earl of Liverpool on the Causes of the
Present Duistresses of the Country (London, 1816), [GL], pp. 22, 30. For Charles Prinscp
see F Boase, Modern English Biography (Truro, 1892-1921); for Edward Tatham sce
DNB

Mitchell and Deane, British Historical Statistics, pp. 348-49.

2 The Tumes. 13 and 30 Apnl 1816.
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With the current act covering Bank restriction due to end on 5 July 1816, a
bill was introduced in April postponing resumption for a further two years.
Reform of the coinage and the suspension of cash payments had become linked
and opinion inside and outside Cabinet on occasion treated of them in the same
breath. Ministers’ thoughts along these lines were expressed by Vansittart who
feared that an immediate resumption would soon exhaust the Bank of England’s
stocks and drive it once again to call for protection. This could be avoided, he
maintained, by waiting until a considerable quantity of coin had entered
circulation and public appetite had thereby been sated. For members of the
opposition in favour of coinage reform, additional opportunities to press
ministers were presented in the form of Bank restriction debates. Horner took
just such an opportunity on 1 May when he was able to inform the House that he
understood a new silver coinage was being considered, although there had been
no mention of such a measure in the Prince Regent’s speech in February at the
beginning of the parliamentary session. Horner urged caution in deciding the
standard at which it would be set given that simply re-establishing the old Mint
rate could be inconvenient and unjust for some. While Vansittart was giving
nothing away at this stage, suggesting the old currency could only be restored by
gradual change, plans were in the process of being laid. In the meantime the
government won its two-year reprieve from resuming cash payments without

. 4
much dissent

Grenfell was helped in his cause by a petition presented by retail traders from
a ward of the City of London praying for a new silver currency. Leading off a
debate on 3 May on the state of the coinage he was able to extract from William
Wellesley Pole, Master of the Mint, an assurance that the subject was indeed
under the consideration of ministers.** Members of Parliament might have been
forgiven for regarding this as just official prevarication of the type that had led

the silver coinage into its worn condition in the first place. There were certainly

" Parliamentary Debates, 1st ser., XXXIII, cols 1-4 (1 February 1816); XXXIV, cols 147-49,
152 (1 May 1816).
* Parhiamentary Debates, 1st ser., XXXIV, cols 239-43 (3 May 1816).
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considerations that might have led government to take a circumspect attitude.

The last time a major recoinage of silver had taken place, at the end of the
seventeenth century, the cost was some £2.7 million.*’ In the unfavourable post-
war economic circumstances of 1816 and with relentless demands for reductions
in public spending, the prospect of a potentially expensive recoinage might have
led ministers to think twice. Liverpool, Vansittart and the Foreign Secretary,
Lord Castlereagh, wrote a collective letter to the Prince Regent urging upon him
the absolute necessity for retrenchments in expenditure and in particular desiring
that no further alterations be carried out at the Royal residence at Brighton.*
There was also the question of the restlessness of the ‘lower orders’ and threats
of riotous behaviour on account of the difficult economic climate. Might not the
adoption of a new coinage and the prospect of losses that this could entail for the
holders of the old currency seem overly provocative at such a time? Moreover,
although silver was at par in 1816, at times in 1815 it had been as high as 6s 9%2d
(Appendix 1) What guarantee could there be that new full-weight pieces would
not fall victim to a rise in the price of silver and quickly disappear into melting

pots?

Government cannot have been blind to such reservations but there were
other factors to consider The need to prepare for an eventual end to restriction
had begun to occupy ministers’ thoughts and the provision of a new silver
coinage was seen as a necessary step towards resumption. The much improved
state of the foreign exchanges and the return of silver to its standard Mint price,
whatever the fluctuating nature of such indicators, made the conditions for a
recoinage in 1816 more suitable than they had been for some time A modest
amount of public and parliamentary pressure had also built up during the first
few months of the year, at the same time as the appearance in circulation of large

amounts of light foreign silver threatened a descent into even more instability

" Challis, *Lord Hastings', NHRM, p 397
“ A Aspinall (ed ), The Letters of King George 1V, 1812-1830 (Cambridge, 1938), 11, 158~
59, Liverpool, Vansittart and Castlercagh to the Prince Regent, 15 March 1816
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The political class had undergone an education in monetary affairs through the
restriction period, as a consequence of which such matters were more readily
debated. In post-Waterloo Britain there was less likelihood that an extended
period of time would be allowed to elapse without the question of the coinage

being aired

The circumstances, however, were not those of an administration caving-in
under pressure. Ministers earlier in the parliamentary session had persisted with
deeply unpopular property tax proposals, suffering in the process a barrage of
petitions and acrimonious parliamentary debates. The fiscal measures were
defeated by a triumphant opposition but the episode reveals a government
prepared to live with considerable public hostility in pursuit of its aims. In
referring to petitions against the tax Lord Castlereagh said, ‘no one would say
that the deliberative faculties of parliament ought to be so limited or paralysed by
them, that the legislature of the country was to look to the sentiments
entertained beyond the walls of that House for the rule and guide of the course it
had to pursue’ ¥ The administration might, therefore, have been expected to
withstand the comparatively slight lobbying for coinage reform, with its
negligible attendant petitions, had it not wanted change. The intervention of
Grenfell doubtless helped to prompt ministers to reflect that without the excuse
of wartime disruption to fall back on the chaotic condition of the currency, which
could only grow worse, had become indefensible. Once this realisation had

dawned there was little need for persuasion.

With a determination now to proceed with reform, proposals were drawn up
in some haste On 17 May, the Prime Minister, the second Earl of Liverpool,
and Vansittart had a meeting with Jeremiah Harman, the Governor of the Bank
of England, at which they put forward the scheme, clearly sent before its time,

like Shakespeare’s Richard III, ‘into this breathing world, scarce half made up’,

47 J E. Cookson, Lord Liverpool’s Administration: The Crucial Years, 1815-1822 (Edinburgh
and London. 1975), p 60. Parliamentary Debates, st scr, XXXIII, cols 421-55 (18
March 18106)
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that the Bank take upon itself the silver coinage. The Bank firmly declined. The
Prime Minister even conceiving of the Bank’s taking on this role is an indication
of the importance it had assumed as a supplier of the nation’s metallic as well as
paper currency. The approach was also, however, a demonstration of the extent

to which ministers had become divorced from their responsibility for the silver

3 48
coinage.

The Privy Council Committee on Coin met on 10 May and by the twenty-
first a series of recommendations had been decided upon setting forth the
principles of a new currency system. In the years that had elapsed since the
committee’s disagreements over the first Earl of Liverpool’s ideas, its
membership had changed, and it now outlined a set of resolutions occupying a
remarhably succinct four pages - one of those the title page - that was in essence

the plan originally advocated by Liverpool.*

Gold coins alone were proposed to be declared the standard, while those of
silver were to be considered merely as representative and not acceptable as legal
tender in sums exceeding two guineas. The fineness and the denomination of the
silver coins was to remain unchanged, but the report suggested that to prevent
their being melted down the weight of the pieces should be diminished to the
extent of 66s instead of 62s being struck from a pound of silver. The coinage of
gold was to remain unchanged in fineness, weight and denomination, and the
practice was to continue of exacting no charge for the expense of minting. The
committee, however, thought that for silver a charge for manufacture and a small
allowance for seigniorage ought to be levied to the extent of 4s out of each troy
pound of silver minted In settling on this figure the committee had
‘endeavoured to fix on such a Rate as will on the one hand be sufficiently high to
protect the new coins, by a small increase of their nominal Value, from the
danger of being melted down and converted into Bullion when the Market Price

of Silver rises, while on the other, it