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17th Century Tokens

X England had originally used cut pennies for 
halfpennies and farthings in the Middle Ages.

X Edward I introduced small silver halfpennies and 
farthings in his great recoinage of 1279.This coinage 
continued for 400 years.

X The English had an aversion to issuing copper 
coinage and imported Venetian soldini and French 
double tournois.

X The first experimentation with bronze token coinage 
occurred under Elizabeth in the 16th century.



17th Century Tokens – the 
Background

X James I (VI of Scotland) granted in 1613 the right to 
issue copper farthings in an effort to eliminate the 
various lead tokens in circulation.

X This was renewed by Charles I (Maltravers, 
Harrington farthings).

X These were hugely profitable to the issuers, 
counterfeiting became rife, and hence these tokens 
were greatly disliked by the English.

X They were eventually suppressed during the English 
Civil War.



The Cost of Living in the17th Century
X Comparisons are difficult as some things were 

much cheaper in the 17th century while others 
were much more expensive.

X English Government economists estimate that L1 
in 1650 is equivalent to L75 now.

X A maid could cost L4-5 per year, a labourer
maybe L15, and a horse L20.

X A cheap room in an inn cost 2d a night, a roast 
beef dinner 12d, a 2 lb loaf of bread 2d.

X A pint of ale might cost 1d yet a pint of wine or a 
cup of coffee would be 10 times that amount.



17th Century Tokens – When Issued

X Commenced striking in 1648, contemporaneous 
with the execution of Charles I, when royal 
authority ceased.

X Initially just farthings were issued, then halfpennies 
from 1656 and pennies from 1663.

X Principally struck in copper or brass, although lead, 
pewter and leather were sometimes used.

X The last issue was in 1672, when Charles II 
commenced his royal copper coinage of farthings 
and halfpennies.



17th Century Tokens – Where Issued

X Initially struck in London in 1649, then spreading 
to the rest of England, Wales and Ireland.

X Scotland, at that time a separate kingdom 
under the Stuarts, had been striking its own 
copper coinage since 1450 (only 1 issue known).

X Although small silver halfpennies were struck by 
Charles I and the Commonwealth in limited 
quantities, this was both insufficient and 
impractical for daily trade. 



17th Century Tokens - Issuers

X An estimated 20,000 types were struck, with 
4,000 alone for London.

X Primary issuers were tradesmen of all types, with 
tavern and inn owners predominating.

X There were a number of municipal issues as well, 
primarily for towns like Bristol, Southampton, Kings 
Lynn, Poole, Oxford, etc.

X A few noble families also issued tokens (ex. 
Sedley)



17th Century Tokens – Circulation as 
Currency

X These tokens had no official currency value and 
circulated in very limited areas, normally where 
the issuers were known to the people using 
them.

X Tokens were accepted for payment by the 
issuers (ex for ale in a tavern) as well as very 
often by other local issuers, who would 
accumulate them and exchange them with the 
original issuer.



17th Century Tokens – Design 
Elements

X The basic design was an inscription starting on one 
side and continuing to the other, surrounding a 
central device, or a group of initials (of the issuer 
and his wife) or a further inscription (normally of the 
value).

X The spelling of personal names and place-names 
was phonetic, and often varied from one token to 
another (Peterborough in Northamptonshire for 
instance was spelt 13 different ways). There was no 
one “correct” spelling in the 17th century.



17th Century Trade Tokens – Design 
Elements

X Certain capital letters did not exist in the 17th

century: “I” was used for “J”,  “V” for “U”, etc.
X Much of the population was illiterate, therefore 

punning devices were often used for names like Ball, 
Bull, Cox, Finch, Horne, Lambe, etc.

X Likewise, the central element of an inn’s sign was 
often used: the Crown, the King’s Arms, the Lion, the 
Saracen’s Head, etc.

X Tokens only rarely referred to the monarchy itself 
(reinstated in 1660), and then indirectly through Inn 
names and signs.



17th Century Tokens – the 
Merchants

X Most merchants belonged to medieval guilds or 
London Livery Companies. The arms of these guilds 
were usually displayed outside of the shops of the 
merchants and, as these were easily recognizable 
to the average citizen, often figured as the central 
device on the token. Most of these London livery 
companies continue to this day.

X Th most common issuers were the Grocers, Mercers, 
Bakers, Tallowchandlers and Ironmongers.

X Most issuers were male and included the first initial of 
their wives (their working partners!). Some tokens 
however were issued by widows.



17th Century Tokens – Imagery

X Sometimes an object associated with an issuer’s 
occupation was depicted.

X Examples include scissors or shears, tobacco 
pipes, a roll of cloth, two men carrying a barrel 
(for brewers), a woolpack, the head of a Turk 
(coffehouses), a sugar loaf (grocers), a bible 
(booksellers), a mortar and pestle, a stocking, a 
packhorse, etc.



17th Century Tokens – Sizes and 
Shapes

X Shapes of the tokens are normally round, but after 
1668 a variety of other shapes were used, such as 
heart, square and diamond shapes. These are highly 
sought after by collectors.

X Farthings are normally 14mm to 22mm, and do not 
specify the denomination.

X Halfpennies are usually 17mm to 20mm, and usually 
(but not always) mention the denomination.

X Pennies vary widely in size, from 14mm to 25mm.
X Weights of all denominations vary widely.



17th Century Tokens – Dies and 
Punches

X Punches and dies for the tokens were usually cut 
in London, while striking could be done either in 
London or locally.

X The most prolific cutter of punches and dies was 
David Ramage of the Tower Mint in London. He 
produced a number of patterns and 
commemorative medals for the 
Commonwealth.

X There are a handful of existing dies in museums, 
like the Ashmolean Museum in Oxford.



17th Century Tokens – Quantities 
Issued

X The largest issuers of tokens were Bristol and 
Oxford, with up to 100,000 tokens. These are the 
tokens most commonly encountered today.

X For many of the private tradesmen, issues were 
limited to L1 or less of face value (240 pence to 
the pound).

X When the issues were outlawed in 1672, some 
were redeemed by the issuers but most were 
melted down or discarded.



17th Century Tokens – Hoards & 
Finds

X Very few hoards of 17th century tokens have 
been found. The largest was found in 1936 and 
consisted of 170 farthings of George Robinson. 
Another hoard of 50 specimens of Robert Bell, 
Innkeeper in Thirsk, Yorkshire was found about 
1999 and quickly dispersed in the trade (I have 
one - they are in excellent shape).

X Most tokens are single finds by metal 
detectorists, often on the mud banks of the 
Thames.



17th Century Tokens – the Early 
Collectors

X 17th tokens were generally ignored by English 
collectors until the mid-19th century, as they 
were considered base issues not worthy of study 
by gentlemen!

X The famous collector J.Y.Ackerman popularized 
London tokens in his 1849 book “Tradesmen’s 
Tokens Current in London between the years 
1648 and 1672. This ignited a certain interest in 
the series.



17th Century Tokens – the Standard 
Catalogues

X In 1858, William Boyne published “Trade Tokens 
Issued in the Seventeenth Century”.

X This work was substantially revised, under the 
same name, by George C.Williamson between 
1889 and 1891. This remains the standard work to 
this day, and “BW” catalogue numbers refer to 
this work. It was last reprinted by B.A.Seaby of 
London in 3 volumes in 1967. This set is out of 
print and much in demand by collectors.



References - Williamson’s Trade 
Tokens – the Seaby 1967 Reprint



17th Century Tokens – the Standard 
Catalogues, cont’d

X Michael Dickinson, with Spink, published 
“Seventeenth Century Tokens of the British Isles and 
Their Values” in 1986, with a revision in 2004. This 
added hundreds of new specimens but fortunately 
kept the original BW numbering system. It was also 
the first real attempt to price many of the issues 
since the out-of-date 1970 Seaby catalogue.

X Unfortunately now also out of print but, coupled with 
Williamson, the Vade Mecum of the 21st century 
collector!



References - Dickinson’s 17th

Century Tokens



References - The Token Book –
published by Galata (2010)

X The current single best 
reference on British 17th, 
18th and 19th century 
tokens and their values

X While not as complete 
as Dickinson, it is the 
best guide for 
identifying and valuing 
British tokens

X ISBN 978-0-9543162-8-0



“The” Collection of 17th Century 
Tokens: the Norweb Collection

X Largest collection ever formed:  over 13,000 tokens!
X Published in the famed “Sylloge of Coins of the 

British Isles” series in a record 8 volumes.
X Started with 800 tokens from the famous Virgil Brand 

collection. 
X Acquired the 3,000 strong personal collection of 

A.H.F.Baldwin (ie Baldwins of London).
X In 1960 acquired the World’s hither-to best collection 

– the 8,000 piece Nott collection. 
X Bought extensively in London 1950’s to 1980’s.



References - The Sylloge series on 
the Norweb Collection



17th Century Tokens – Collecting 
Considerations

X Many different themes possible:

X 1)by geographic location (town, county, 
London, etc)

X 2) by merchant category (grocer, brewer, etc.)

X 3) by famous inn (ex taverns frequented by 
Samuel Pepys) or coffeehouses.

X 4) by surname.



17th Century Tokens – Collecting 
Considerations

X Modern North American standards of grading 
don’t really apply to this series – many 
specimens are poorly or unevenly struck, or have 
rough “find” patinas.

X In some cases, “Fine” coins are the best 
available, in the Irish series even lower.

X NA standards of rarity also don’t apply – there 
are many specimens where less than a dozen 
currently exist, and where only one example 
may come to market in a lifetime!



17th Century Tokens – Collecting 
Considerations

X Much of the pleasure of the series comes from 
the researching of the coins: the issuers and their 
wives, families and descendants, the professions 
and guilds, the inns, the geography, the social 
references, etc. The series is a veritable social 
history of mid-17th century Britain.

X There are a number of specialist websites that 
delve in depth into this area. See for example 
the excellent “Mr Pepys’ Small Change”-
https://c17thlondontokens.com/



17th Century Tokens – Valuation 
Considerations

X The commonest tokens in Fine (ex. municipal corporations) currently go for 
$15-25, and in-demand rarities up to $250-500.

X Very Fine pieces are 1.5 to 2.5 times the Fine price. The occasional EF piece 
will be 1.5 to 2.5 times the VF price.

X Unusual shapes command higher prices: heart shaped tokens start at $150 
in Fine.

X Certain locations are in higher demand (London, Home Counties, rare 
counties like Northumberland).

X The market is definitely UK based, for both buying and selling. Dealers are 
carrying fewer pieces in stock and more sales are occurring by auction. UK 
Ebay auctions are common.  High  catalogue valuations are only possible in 
the UK.

X These tokens do show up occasionally in the hands of Canadian dealers, or 
at shows like Nuphilex, although they are often mis-identified and 
incorrectly priced.



And now, a few coins..



17th Century Tokens

London Coffee Houses



Southwark – Anthony Blake, tapster, 
at the George Inn



London – William Adley in Bride 
Lane (Fleet Street)



London – Henry Forster, at the Dark 
House in Bow Lane (Cheapside)



Holborn Hill, Christopher Chapel 
(with a devil in stocks)



London – at the Black Boy, 
Cheapside



Richard Gorse, grocer, in Piccadilly



Jacob Vandebock, at Ste. 
Katherine’s Dock (Tower)



John Lovell, Vintner, at the King’s 
Arms, St Martin’s Lane



“WC” at the 3 ‘sqvrels” (squirrels) at 
Bishopsgate Within, London



John Hind and Thomas Gwilym, 
Brewers at the King’s Head, 
Peerpool (now Portpool) Lane 
Camden Camm



William Mart, at the King’s Head 
(Henry VIII) Tavern in Chancery 
Lane, London



17th Century Tokens – Photo 
Credits

All coin images, except the line drawings, are of 
coins in the John D. Ball collection. The images on 
pp 36 and 37 are from CNG of coins in the John 
D. Ball collection.

All visual images are by John D. Ball.


