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Numismatic Archaeology of North America is the first book to provide an archaeological overview of the coins and tokens found in a
wide range of North American archaeological sites. It begins with a comprehensive and well-illustrated review of the various coins
and tokens that circulated in North America with descriptions of the uses for, and human behavior associated with, each type. The
book contains practical sections on standardized nomenclature, photographing, cleaning, and curating coins, and discusses the
impacts of looting and of working with collectors. This is an important tool for archaeologists working with coins. For numismatists
and collectors, it explains the importance of archaeological context for complete analysis.

Marjorie H. Akin specializes in numismatics within historical archaeology, and her publications include contributions to Green-
wood’s Down by the Station: Los Angeles Chinatown 1890-1933, Costello’s The Luck of Third Street, and many articles and reports about
Asian coins recovered in North America.

James C. Bard has worked professionally as an archaeologist since 1977, and is currently Principal of Ancient Artifact LLC in Port-
land, Oregon. Recovery of Asian, as well as US and Canadian, coins in varied archaeological contexts focused his lifelong passion
for coin collecting into deeper concern for the treatment of numismatic materials by historical archaeologists.

Kevin AKkin, a retired steam engineer, has provided physical labor for Margie Akin's archaeological projects for forty-one years. He
is a longtime collector of coins and tokens, an active member of several numismatic organizations, and has designed medals for
coin clubs and community organizations.
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PREFACE

Back in 2008 the subject of a field guide to numismatic archae-
ology came up in conversation between Mark Warner and Jim
Bard. During 2011 Jim Bard consulted with Margie Akin on
some Chinese coins found at Sandpoint, Idaho, and he men-
tioned the idea to her. “Good idea,” she said. Jim Bard spoke
with Mark Warner again, who thought Left Coast Press, Inc.
might be able to fit such a book into their list. Recruiting
Margie’s husband Kevin Akin as an experienced numismatist to
help with details, the Akin/Bard/Akin team was complete, and
four years later this book is the result.

Thousands of books on numismatics have been published;
many of them deal with coins recovered archaeologically
in Europe, Asia, and Africa. But the field of North American
numismatic archaeology has been the subject of short articles,
small sections of reports, and very few theses and dissertations.
No books, until this one.

Jim Bard’s father Robert introduced him to coin collect-
ing when he was young. His work, most of his life has been
in archaeology of the practical kind, involving lots of digging
and the composition of a great many reports. Margie Akin
was involved in archaeological work from her late teens and
started collecting coins a little later. The two interests came
together when she returned to the university after a break to
have four children, and her work on the coins recovered at
Riverside Chinatown led to her choice of a dissertation topic.
Kevin Akin, now a retired steam engineer, got started as a coin
collector at the age of eight when his mother gave him a hand-
ful of old Chinese coins her brother had obtained in China in
1930. All three are interested in a broad range of subjects, and
see numismatics and archaeology as keys to understanding
the history of our continent, after the encounter of two worlds
in 1492, in details that cannot be extracted from other sources.

This book was a team effort from the beginning, and during
our initial discussions we determined that we wanted to accom-
plish four main things.

1) We wanted to provide a resource for archaeologists who
work with numismatic material but know little about
the subject and want to know more. We wanted to pro-
duce a volume that went beyond identification of coins
or tokens and put numismatic artifacts into a histori-
cal context in order to improve our understanding of
what the artifacts represent. We hoped to make estab-
lished numismatic vocabulary and taxonomies easy for
archaeologists to use—something that will increase the
usefulness of numismatic data, especially for regional
and multisite studies.

2) We wanted to provide numismatists with a deeper
understanding of the history of coins and tokens that
may be represented in their own or public collections.
Most serious coin collectors like to learn about their
holdings and also want to connect themselves to the
past by sharing information with professionals. We
are attempting to provide a window into the world of
archaeologists, into what they can learn from the arti-
facts, and how they are used in larger studies. We hope
that our efforts are both informative and interesting.

3) We know that there has been mistrust and misunder-
standing between many archaeologists and numisma-
tists, especially those who are collectors. By providing a
description of both fields and presenting them together
in the same volume we hope to help initiate new, col-
laborative work that can expand our understanding of
the North American past.

4) We wanted to contrast North America’s history of the
use of the many forms of currency with the situation
in other parts of the world. This is a necessary first step
in understanding the unique and special aspects of the
numismatic archaeological record of this continent.

As the work progressed, our understanding of what each field
had to offer, the other expanded, and so did the book. Then
we had to pare the voluminous text down again and match the
photos and other images with the manuscript. It took a team
to generate discussion about what we could learn from the
archaeological evidence and what was needed to help make
that happen. In addition to the authors, several others played
key roles in moving the work forward, and they are listed in the
acknowledgments.

We hope that readers will learn from and appreciate this
volume, even though there are many things it is not. It is not
a comprehensive review of all the thousands of archaeological
sites where coins have been recovered in North America. It is
not a catalog, and it cannot replace the many catalogs needed to
identify the many thousands of different coins, and hundreds
of thousands of different tokens and medals, that may turn up
in North American soil. We refer readers to works on the many
subfields that must be explored in identifying and interpreting
finds, and we hope this is a help. But this is a gateway book
that leads to the larger corpus of works, not a compilation of all
information you will need to master the field.

We hope this effort of ours will lead to many more publica-
tions in the field of North American numismatic archaeology.
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CHAPTER 1

What is Numismatics?

Introduction to Numismatics

Numismatics is the study of coins and related circulating
currency. Exonumismatics, a subfield of numismatics, is the
study of coin-like items, such as tokens and medals. The shell
and stone beads that were once used as money by some Native
Americans are also part of the broad field of numismatics and
are given some attention here but are not the focus of the book.
This book focuses on the coins, tokens, and medals that could
be encountered in the course of archaeological excavations in
North America.

This book is primarily intended to help archaeologists and
historians, as well as people working in the fields of material
culture and museum studies, understand just how much infor-
mation can be gleaned from the complex objects that are col-
lectively referred to as numismatic artifacts. Because they are
so complex, combining the economic, political, and aesthetic
values of their temporal context, it is not surprising that any
archaeologist working with such recovered items would need
numismatic resources to help understand their significance.
New archaeological methods of analysis and what they can
reveal will be of interest to more experienced numismatists who
want to deepen their understanding and appreciation of numis-
matic materials and who wish to learn about the relationship
between numismatics and archaeology.

Essential Vocabulary

The definitions of some basic terms listed here have changed
over the past two centuries, as have the additional terms that can
be found in the glossary. There are also differing definitions and
methods of classification used for coins and other circulating cur-
rency in the Old World and in the New World. The short review
of the history of numismatics presented here will help the reader
understand how these differences came about and how that has
influenced archaeological analysis in different places. We begin
here with some essential definitions as they are used throughout
the book.

Numismatics is the formal study of coins, tokens, and other
similar artifacts; it includes their production and circulation
and their uses and reuses. It also includes, but is not limited to,
the investigation of the functions of these items as economic
tools in the form of money. Coin and medal collecting is a com-
mon feature of numismatics. Although few coin collectors are
numismatists, almost all numismatists are coin collectors.

North American numismatic investigations include a high
proportion of material that was not issued by a government.
This is because the colonial powers usually neglected to pro-
vide sufficient small change for the economies of their colonies
and because “frontier” and developing areas often had severe
shortages of official currency, forcing people to depend on local
circulating media (usually tokens) that were not recognized by
governmental authorities. For that reason the term numismatics
as used in this book includes the subfield of exonumismatics, the
study of tokens, medals, and similar material not recognized by
any government or central authority.

Numismatics also includes the study of the appearance
and morphology of the coins and medals as items of aesthetic
value. There are differences in emphasis on particular aspects of
numismatics in various parts of the world. In Europe, for example,
there is a long tradition of studying the art of numismatics, with
a focus on design, the artistic rendering, and iconography. In the
United States the emphasis is more often on the function and
distribution of the coins and what that reveals about history
and how people behaved in relation to the material; although
it would be inaccurate to say that aesthetic values are not also
appreciated.

Numismatic archaeology is a subfield of archaeology that
focuses on the study of coins and related objects, especially
those found in formal archaeological investigations, to aid in
the interpretations of archaeologically derived information. It
uses archaeological methods and theories and applies prin-
ciples of analysis used on other artifact classes to expand our
understanding of the past. Although examining the materials
that are recovered is the way we add to existing knowledge of the
production, circulation, and other uses and reuses of numismatic
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Figure 1.1. Ethan White holds a Spanish maravedi recovered in Florida.
He is correctly grasping the coin by the edges. Photo credit Dr. Ashley
White.

material, it is the human activity, and the culture that drives it,
that is the ultimate subject of numismatic archaeology.

In Europe and China where coins have been used for more
than two thousand years longer than in the New World, numis-
matics is an established and widespread tool for archaeologi-
cal investigations. In the New World, especially North America,
numismatic studies are applicable only to the recent historical
past, a period not exceeding four hundred years in most areas.
As a result, numismatic archaeology is not as well known or
well used as a tool for the reconstruction of past human behav-
ior in North America as it is in other parts of the world.

Money is any item that is customarily used as a medium of
exchange of wealth and a measure of value within a society.
Before the development of coins, which occurred about 2,600
years ago in Asia Minor, and simultaneously and independently
in China, various bartered commodities fulfilled money’s func-
tion. In the past, items such as shells, ingots, and pelts served
some of the functions of money. In addition, there were a num-
ber of innovative methods of dealing with economic exchanges,
such as the potlatch that was a form of wealth redistribution
used by Pacific Northwest native peoples. Today we use paper
currency, paper and electronic checks, and electronically coded
plastic cards issued by banks and individual businesses to sup-
plement coins and paper notes as money.

Perhaps the most useful description of what money is, from
an anthropological perspective, can be found in Monies in Societies
(Neale 1976). According to Neale, money has a number of defin-
ing functions and traits. Money functions as: 1) a medium of
exchange; 2) a store of value; 3) a unit of account; and 4) a means of
payment. There are many ways to obtain money, but generally we
work for it so that we can get things that we cannot produce using
only our own labor. We go to stores and engage in exchanges, we
maintain bank accounts, we accrue and calculate wealth and debts,
and we pay debts, all with various forms of money. We recognize
that money has regular characteristics that allow us to differentiate
what will serve as money (the means to accomplish the activities
above), and what will not be accepted as money.

Additional traits of money are that it is durable, portable,
quantifiable in a system of small gradations (like a system of
weights and measures), and fungible ([any unit or units of a
money are substitutable for any other units of equal value in
the same system] Neale 1976:8).
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Figure 1.2. Fungible means that different coins may be substituted
for each other within a monetary system, in the right quantities.
Thirty-two quartilllos were worth the same as eight reales throughout
Spanish America.

The way to decide whether or not any given form of money
will pass (serve its anticipated function) is to determine if it
has the defining characteristics of circulating money. The
most important defining characteristic for this purpose is not,
as might be expected, simply the physical appearance of the
money (anything identified as a forgery will not pass even if it
looks similar to the original). It is because a social or political
authority guarantees the utility of the money for exchange and
that the user recognizes the authority of the body that issues the
money that makes it valid. In the case of coins, the authority may
be shown in an inscription of a government or issuing authority,
like a ruling sovereign. In the United States, we use coins and
bills issued by the United States Mint and the Federal Reserve
because we recognize the federal government as the political and
economic authority. We may also use money orders and checks
as forms of money because we recognize that the government has
given the bank the authority to exchange them for money issued
by the government. When checks are refused, it is because there
is a question about legitimacy of the authorization to exchange
them for money.

The authority that grants legitimacy to money is not always
a political entity. Some money, particularly money based on its
intrinsic value (bullion value), gains its legitimacy through com-
mon consent of the users. During the American colonial period,
when there was often a question of which government, if any,
was in control in any given area, people relied on the intrinsic
value of the metal to define the value of any particular piece of
money. In China, during different historic eras, the imperial con-
trol wavered, and in some regions imperial control was practi-
cally nonexistent. Under these circumstances the intrinsic value
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of the copper in the coins gave them their value. Because coin
sizes varied over the years, and even genuine coins often had less
copper or more zinc than the standards specified, the community
where the coins circulated came to a consensus about the value
of different coins depending on the coins’ actual composition
instead of what the composition was supposed to be.

When a piece of money has intrinsic value due to pre-
cious metal content, it may circulate more widely geographi-
cally or temporally, that is in areas outside the territory of the
issuing authority or after that authority ceases to exist. Circu-
lating currency refers to money that is recognized as a medium
for conducting economic exchanges within a society. However,
in colonial and frontier areas, especially where geographical
boundaries and political authority were uncertain, what passed
for money is not always so easy to understand. Because it is
imperative that archaeological artifacts be interpreted within
their appropriate cultural context, one of the goals of this book
is to help readers understand why certain coins and tokens are
found in particular locations and circumstances. Also, because
the reuse of various coins and tokens was a common occur-
rence in North America, we need to determine what happened
to the coins and tokens just before they entered the archaeolog-
ical record instead of making assumptions based on how those
materials circulated in other parts of the world.

Coins are a specific form of money. Coins normally con-
sist of a metal disk of a size relatively easy to transport on
one’s person, that has various inscriptions related to its value,
and that has its origin stamped or cast on both sides, although
there are some exceptions. The earliest coins were composed
of metals, such as silver, gold, electrum, and copper, which
gave them an intrinsic value, a value based on the market value
of the metal itself. As economies and political states became
more complex, coins came to represent a value that was based
to a greater or lesser degree on the authority of the govern-
ment that produced them rather than strictly on the amount
of precious metal they contained. Such coins, however, nor-
mally were only worth their metal value in areas outside the
borders of the issuing state.

Coins are initially created to be a form of money, but that
initial function can change over time as surrounding circum-
stances change. Sometimes a government issuing coins and
other forms of money, such as paper notes, can break down
causing the recognition of the money to fail. Such was the case
with Confederate banknotes at the end of the American Civil
War. They became noncurrency souvenirs and keepsakes that
had no monetary value but a high symbolic content, both as
reminders of the “lost cause” to the supporters of the slave own-
ers and to Union supporters as trophies of victory over the slave
power. Their historic or symbolic value can cause people to pay
a fluctuating market price for such items as collectibles, but they
are not recognized as money in that situation.

In other situations, coins are moved out of the geographic
or political region where they function as money, and people
find other things to do with them. It was a common practice in
many parts of the world to use coins as a decoration on cloth-
ing; some coins have medical uses; and some are used as game
pieces. There are actually many nonmonetary uses for coins,
and if coins end up in an archaeologist’s screen after their func-
tion has been changed, they can offer different and sometimes
greater insights than coins recovered from contexts where they
served as money. Although the function of such coins has been
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changed, they are still coins because they were originally cre-
ated as a form of money and originally had a different function
than tokens and medals.

Tokens look and function like coins but have a different
origin. Instead of being issued by a government as money, they
are made and issued by a local organization, or for a specific
and limited purpose. Tokens are often used as a substitute for
coins for a particular purpose, such as paying a trolley fare or a
bridge toll. Any organization, from a military unit, to a grocery
store, to a bus company can issue a token for use in a limited
area for a limited time. Tokens have a standard value set by the
organization that produces them, but in some areas they are
used by a broader community.

Figure 1.3. Token from Malad, Idaho, good for twelve and one-half
cents (one “bit") at Clark and Anderson Bar. Wright (1972): item
1364.

Tokens are sometimes produced and used as a substitute for
low-value coins. This was a common practice in early colonial
areas and rural borderlands where government-issued coins
were in short supply, or where it was a matter of personal opin-
ion as to which government was in control. Even in areas with
strong governments, a failure of the government to provide low-
value coins can lead to the use of tokens as substitutes.

In Mexico, there was a lack of official small change begin-
ning in the sixteenth century. This situation led to the wide-
spread creation of local tokens that lasted until production of
tokens was outlawed in 1915. In the sparsely populated areas
of the frontier, where there was little economic interaction with
the wider world, foreign coins and tokens were often accepted
in trade. When it became possible to do so, merchants often
created their own small change in the form of tokens. Gen-
eral stores could also use tokens as a coin-like coupon, to give
discounts for advertising purposes, and with the advantage of
being reusable. Tokens can linger in the nooks and corners of
occupied places long after they have become obsolete.

Medals have the same general appearance as coins but
have completely different functions. Medals are not used as
currency. While it is true that both coins and medals have their
value determined by an authority or agency that produced
them, the value of medals is not usually economic. Most
people are familiar with religious medals. These medals may
be made of precious or nonprecious metals, but their value is
primarily based on recognition and respect for the religious
tradition or organization that produced them, not the value
of their materials. The same thing can be said for medals
given to the participants and winners of sporting events.
While the medals might be made from the same material, the
winner of a gold medal at the Olympics has the recognition
and respect of many more people than a gold medal winner
at a local county fair. The social value is based on the prestige
of the contest and the authority of the issuing organization. In
addition to often being a symbol of winning a competition,
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medals can commemorate special events, inaugurations, exhi-
bitions, even weddings of private citizens. Many of the most
interesting medals are political and are especially useful in
analysis of the places where they were recovered.

Because they can be issued by any organization or individ-
ual, there is much greater variety among medals than there is
among coins. They are usually made in smaller numbers and
can provide information at a localized scale. Medals are almost
always noncurrency, even if they are made of precious metals;
however, the human behavior associated with medals made
from precious metal will be different than the behavior associ-
ated with medals made of lesser materials.

A Brief History of Numismatics and its
Relationship to Archaeology

While this book deals with the numismatic archaeology of
North America, specifically Mexico, the United States, and
Canada, it is necessary to include some history and features
of Old World numismatics in order to provide an outline of
the field. Numismatics had a long history in Europe and Asia
before sustained contact between the Americas and Old World
began in 1492. The organized study of numismatics in the
Americas dates back only about two centuries, and American
numismatics is built on a base of the much older numismatic
studies of Europe and Asia.

Archaeology and numismatic studies share a common ances-
try and have developed together. In exploring the development
of archaeology, we find that numismatics was often a strong
influence on the field of archaeology. For example, the fact that
Christian Thomsen was an experienced coin collector apparently
played an important role in his conception of the three-age system
when he organized the first Danish national museum in 1816.
The three-age system—Stone Age, Bronze age, and Iron Age—was
a basic classification system used to place prehistoric European
artifacts into chronological order and was used as the basis for
museum classifications for many years Thomsen (1848 [1836]).

Conversely when the formal study of numismatic items
becomes part of archaeology, the objects can be seen as more
than just pretty or interesting art, or part of obsolete ancient
economic systems. In recent years, coins and tokens have
become the objects of material culture studies and have been
investigated using other interpretive methods. As a result,
these small objects can tell us many new things about the peo-
ple and behaviors that produced, used, lost, and reused the
coins and tokens in different ways.

The relationship between the fields of numismatics and
archaeology is complex and dynamic; each field has had an
effect on the other, beginning with their shared origins. To fully
understand the history and current organization of each dis-
cipline, it is helpful to understand the rough outlines of their
shared history. Perhaps the best place to start would be with the
earliest known collectors in the Western world.

Ancient Forerunners of Numismatics

The systematic collection and study of coins appears to have
begun in the West by the time Alexander the Great united the
Greek city-states and led the Corinthian League (336-323 BCE),
some three hundred years after coins of early Greek city-states

were first struck. We know this because the artists who engraved
the dies of later Greek coins showed a wide knowledge of earlier
Greek coins whose types, designs, and other characteristics were
copied for centuries after their first use. Some designs were so per-
sistent for so long that it is clear that a great many examples of the
older coins must have been known to the die engravers. No for-
mal studies of coins have survived from ancient times, but many
early writers made comments about coins that have been of con-
siderable interest to modern students of history and archaeology.

Herodotus of Halicarnassus (ca. 484-425 BCE), writing
approximately two centuries after it happened, attributes the
striking of the first coin to the Lydians. The Lydians were the
first to use gold and silver coins as early as 700-600 BCE. By
the time Aristotle wrote the economics text Oeconomica about
330 BCE, so much manipulation of coins and coinage systems
had taken place that Aristotle was able to present a remarkable
array of examples of more or less unscrupulous ways for rulers
to extract profit from the production, circulation, and renewal
of the currency. In doing so he gave us a number of incidental
bits of information on coins themselves, most of which can be
verified by studying surviving examples of those coins.

By the middle of the third century CE, collecting coins
and medals was sufficiently widespread in the Roman Empire
to inspire the minting of special series of medals as separate,
nonmonetary items designed for sale to collectors. Some were
minted officially, and some were struck or cast by private work-
shops. From the subjects and designs of these medals we can
draw at least some limited conclusions about the interests and
ideas of those who minted them. Some showed athletes and
commemorated victory at sports events. Others showed particu-
larly respected former emperors, which was a source of confu-
sion to later numismatists, who often thought that these medals
were coins struck during an emperor’s lifetime. The most numer-
ous and widespread medals were those that we can easily recog-
nize as religiously significant. These showed temples, altars, and
scenes from mythology, reproductions of cult statues, and other
symbols of Roman, Greek, and even some Eastern religions.

About the time of Constantine I (307-337 CE) Christian reli-
gious medals began to appear, and Christian symbolism became
the rule on medals, and then on coins, until the Roman coin-
age morphed into the even more Christianizing Byzantine series.
There are strong similarities between many Roman medals and
coins and some Roman carved gems. The mythological scenes,
in particular, are often rendered with a style and skill suggest-
ing that the collectors of the medals considered themselves to be
connoisseurs of art, particularly the art of the ancient Greeks and
the first century of the Roman Empire.

We have no evidence of antiquarian collecting being at all
common during the Medieval period in Europe, although there
are some references to individuals with collections of old curiosi-
ties, and an occasional coin that imitated an ancient predecessor.
A specific interest in coins was shown by early Italian antiquarian
collectors like the poet Petrarch (1304-74), who had a renowned
collection. The widespread revival of interest in ancient art and
ancient coins was to wait, however, until the Renaissance.

Renaissance Collections and Studies

Coins and medals were studied as examples of ancient art by
Raphael, Correggio, and later artists, whose art was influenced
by the arts of the ancient world. In fact, Michelangelo was
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briefly imprisoned on a charge of receiving stolen ancient coins.
Although apparently innocent of receiving the particular coins
in question, he refused to discuss the sources of his coins, and
was only freed through the intervention of powerful patrons.
Many coins and medals may be seen in paintings of the later
Renaissance, and some of the biggest patrons of painters and
sculptors were also collectors of ancient coins and medals.

It was the medalists who truly brought ancient coins to
the attention of the wealthy dilettanti of Europe. Ancient coins
had received increased attention from Italian collectors of art
and relics during the 1300s, and by the end of the century
some artists and craftsmen had begun to produce forgeries.
By the middle 1400s many of the imitations were not seriously
intended as forgeries but were in the developing Renaissance
style and collected as medallic art in their own right.

Figure 1.4. Medal of Pisanello, 1438, showing the Byzantine ruler
John VIII Palaiologos. http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:John_
VIII_Palaeologos.jpg.

Antonio di Puccio Pisano (ca. 1395-1455), usually known
as Pisanello, began the first series of large Renaissance medals
in 1438. His first effort, clearly influenced by ancient examples,
was inspired by a very important Renaissance event, Byzantine
Emperor John VIII Palaiologos’s visit to Italy. The medal hon-
oring this visit bore Latin inscriptions on one side and Greek
wording on the other, an excellent example of the revived Italian
interest in Greek art and culture. It was reproduced extensively,
circulated to other European countries, and inspired other
sculptors to produce similar efforts. In line with the Renais-
sance emphasis on individualism, many of the best medals
were portraits, not merely of rulers, but of poets, painters,
heroes, and even the favorite servants of patrons.

Figure 1.5. Roman bronze follis of Maxentius showing a hexastyle
temple. Actual size is 23 mm. Photo by Johny Sysel, http://commons.
wikimedia.org/wiki/File:AE_follis_of_Maxentius.jpg.
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As the Renaissance rediscovered the past through literature
in the adventures of Alexander and Caesar, or the poetry of
Homer and Virgil, coins were used as illustrations to go with
the texts. It was soon noted in Italy that some of the great
buildings that had survived from antiquity were shown on
coins. Several statues excavated and placed in the collections
of dilettanti were discovered to be models from which the
types of some ancient coins had been taken.

With the rise of printing in the 1400s the Renaissance
spread quickly, not only geographically, but perhaps more
importantly into economic classes whose members previously
had not the means of buying a book when a book cost as much
as a farm. Suddenly even specialized books were snapped up
by literate small merchants, prosperous farmers, and priests.
Coins were mentioned more often, and more or less accurate
descriptions of their types and inscriptions accompanied the
descriptions and illustrations of other antiquities. The mass
production of these works helped lay the foundation for sci-
entific study of antiquities, as the number of ancient coins
that were recovered from the soil increased. For the increasing
numbers of literate collectors the circulation of many copies of
a book in a short period permitted readers to point out errors
and add information in correspondence with the author, or in
their own publications.

During this period errors in the descriptions of coins and
medals in catalogues and books were legion. Writers uncriti-
cally repeated absurd stories about coins and other antiquities,
and the illustrations (as in Camden’s Britannia of 1600, see
www.europeana.eu/portal/record/9200271/BibliographicRe-
source_3000058902245.html) were idealized, fanciful, or just
plain wrong. Some writers were little bothered by this, but seri-
ous antiquarians made the needed changes in successive edi-
tions, enabling students to identify with some accuracy many of
the coins found every year throughout Europe, and laying the
groundwork for scientific numismatics.

Scientific Antiquarianism

Learned societies were founded in several countries during
the late 1600s, and journals dealing with antiquarian stud-
ies soon began publication. Scientific antiquarianism, which
was the leading trend by 1700, would be exemplified in 1770
by the avowed purpose of the British journal Archaeologia “to
explode what rested upon only the vanity of the inventors and
propagators” of fantasies (Archaeologia 1770). The goal of verifi-
ability and accuracy was the key to the scientific approach.

It was during this period that some limited attention was
finally given to the basic archaeological principle of what we
might learn from the association of coins with other recovered
material by applying the law of superposition. An early exam-
ple of the use of a coin in dating a portion of an archaeological
site was Edward Lhwyd’s conclusion that a chambered tomb
found in Ireland in 1699 must be pre-Roman, as a Roman
coin was found near the top of the barrow (Lhwyd 1770). In
reports of excavations, particularly in Britain, specific reports
of coins became more frequent, though we are rarely told just
exactly which coin, or just exactly where it was found. Numis-
matic reports of specific coins acquired by collectors or placed
in public collections began to include mention of provenience,
often including at least the name of the village where the coin
was found. This information, scant and incomplete as it was,
has been helpful in modern studies of coin distribution.
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Scientific Numismatics

Scientific numismatics arose from historical studies of coins
in antiquarian collections. Instead of focusing on the singular
beauty of individual coins, numismatists started to give some
attention to how coins changed over time, and how people used
them. Patterns of distribution and the study of why some coins
were found far from where they were made and used suggested
relationships to human behavior.

During the 1700s it became popular to publish inventories of
collections, usually with illustrations, and these catalogues were
useful to numismatists. By this time there were dozens of major
collections, most of them forerunners of future museums, under
the control of various rulers, lesser nobility, and prosperous mer-
chants. Some religious orders also had collections, made up of
objects willed to the church after the death of a collector. It had
become fashionable to employ keepers to arrange collections in
some sort of order.

In 1772 a thirty-five-year-old Jesuit, Joseph Hilarius Eckhel,
was appointed keeper of the cabinet of coins at the Jesuits’
College in Vienna. In 1773 the Jesuit Order College was
dissolved, and Eckhel was appointed Professor of Antiquities
and Numismatics at the University of Vienna, a post he held
for the rest of his life. The job allowed him time to prepare
the first truly scientific studies of numismatics, beginning
with Numi veteres anecdoti in 1775, based on his studies of
Italian collections. His crowning achievement was the Doctrina
numorum veterum (1798), in which ancient coins were arranged
in geographical and chronological order.

In Eckhel’s work, numismatics was on the cutting edge of
the fledgling science of archaeology. He used hoard analysis,
artifact association, die comparisons, and careful epigraphic
analysis to completely revise the dating and geographical attri-
bution of Greek coins. Not content to keep antiquarian knowl-
edge confined to a narrow circle of dilettanti, Eckhel also wrote
a German-language illustrated textbook on coins for school-
children. This popular book was later translated into French
and was used in French schools as well.

MYSEVM.VINDOR:
3, MDCCCXX XV

Figure 1.6. Medal honoring Joseph Hilarius Eckhel. Reproduced from
The Numismatist, February 1906 (Frey 1906:39).

Thousands of new finds and corrections have made Eckhel’s
works technically obsolete today, but every catalogue of ancient
coins now in use is clearly based on the organizational prin-
ciples used in Eckhel’s books. Eckhel’s encyclopedic work also
pointed out the gaps in European numismatics, and later schol-
ars could direct their research accordingly. According to the
usual classification scheme for coins that Eckhel took over and
systematized, coins are first arranged in some sort of geographical
order and then into chronological order, usually by reign. Within

each reign, or sometimes within each geographical division, they
are further separated into either types or denominations. Coin
collectors quickly learn to separate coins into gold, silver, cop-
per alloys, and other base metals. This became the standard
arrangement for coins collected in the European tradition. Per-
sonal examination, by the author, of each coin before its publi-
cation in books and catalogues became the usual accepted rule
during the 1800s, as big catalogues were published describing
the numismatic collections held by major museums.

A Numismatist Organizes Prehistoric Artifacts

Christian Jurgensen Thomsen, son of a prosperous merchant,
was born in Copenhagen in 1788. At the age of fifteen he was
given a small collection of old coins by an influential older friend
who suggested that he take up numismatics. Thomsen took the
advice to heart, and within three years had built up a credible col-
lection and made the acquaintance of some of the leading collec-
tors in the capital. In 1807 Thomsen helped rescue the collection
of one of Copenhagen'’s leading numismatists during the British
bombardment of the city by taking it to the Royal Cabinet of
Antiquities. In so doing, Thomsen made the acquaintance of the
Royal Keeper of the Cabinet. By 1816 Thomsen had become
the secretary of the Royal Commission for the Preservation
of Danish Antiquities, and he undertook the organization and
arrangement of the thousands of historic and prehistoric antiqui-
ties in the keeping of the commission.

Thomsen had no model on which to base his arrangement,
so he put them in an order that seemed natural to him. His first
separation of the artifacts was by material. He divided the col-
lection first into stone, metal, and pottery. By 1819 the collec-
tion at the Royal Cabinet was opened to the public, with the first
three rooms containing first stone, then bronze, and then iron
artifacts. For many years it was believed that Thomsen's arrange-
ment was based on the techniques learned in the shipping
warehouses of his family business. This seems most unlikely. In
storage or wholesale warehouses articles are divided up mainly
by use, and in shipping warehouses they are mainly divided by
source or destination. It seems far more reasonable to suppose
that Thomsen, who never seems to have stated precisely how he
arrived at his arrangement of artifacts at the museum, drew on
his experience and training as a numismatist to arrange artifacts
by the materials from which they were made.

There is an old numismatic tradition of associating met-
als with age. Although recent research has revised formerly
accepted dates, and clarified that electrum (a natural alloy
of gold and silver) was used before either gold or silver, it is
accepted that early Greek gold coinage came before silver, and
that Greek bronze coinage came into use about two centuries
later. Associating with the leading numismatists of a major
capital, Thomsen could not have been ignorant of this tradi-
tional order of the first use of coin metals. Having arranged the
museum antiquities according to material, he began to suspect
that he had thereby arranged them chronologically as well. This
realization came gradually during the course of correspondence
with other scholars.

Thomsen's work in the museum led to his 1836 publication,
A Guide to Scandinavian Antiquities, in which he fully set out his
three-age system (Thomsen 1848). The numismatist Thomsen
was not only the first to organize prehistoric relics according
to the three-age system; he also presided over the arrangement
of the royal collection in Rosenborg Castle in Copenhagen.
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Figure 1.7. Thomsen showing cabinets of artifacts at Rosenborg
Castle, 1846. Drawing by Julius Magnus Petersen, the draftsmen who
illustrated Thomsen'’s publications.

The collection there was arranged in chronological order, each
room devoted to the reign of a particular monarch. This is
precisely the customary way in which numismatists arrange
European coins. It is from the Rosenborg Castle collections that
other museums are reported to have derived the idea of chrono-
logical arrangement of historical objects.

As archaeologists moved from exclusive interest in art trea-
sures to the realization that even more important and interest-
ing information could be gained from ordinary, everyday, and
even broken materials, the usefulness of numismatics increased
for the Old World archaeologist. It is primarily from this later
development of numismatics that the basic techniques and ter-
minology of recent research are derived.

Coins and Archaeology in the Nineteenth and
Twentieth Centuries

In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries numismatic studies
took hold in many parts of the world. Each area developed a
distinctive history and approach to the field.

Europe and Beyond

As the large national museums were put together in Europe,
nationalism was becoming an important factor in political and
cultural life. Country after country set up museums that were
“national” in more than just name. Typically, the displayed
artifacts were linked (rightly or wrongly) with the development
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of the nation and its rise to greatness. Prehistoric relics were
included, as in Denmark, but coins were of greater political
importance. They displayed portraits of early sovereigns, showed
development of national symbols, and demonstrated who had
the right to mint coins (mint right), a very powerful sign of sov-
ereignty in medieval Europe. Certain countries (including those
that the Greeks and Romans had considered the domains of
Northern “barbarians”) exhibited artifacts of the ancient world
to show that they were the legitimate inheritors of the glory that
was Greece and the grandeur that was Rome.

In 1808 French archaeologists under Napoleon excavated
the Basilica Ulpia in the Forum of Trajan. The Roman Emperor
Trajan ordered the production of many coins to commemorate
the buildings of the basilica at the time when they were
dedicated. The goal of Napoleon’s excavation was the correct
reconstruction, on paper, of that ancient building. Other
artifacts—although many were found and recorded—were of
distinctly secondary interest. The publications reporting on the
excavation, beginning in 1818, use coin designs in attempts
to fill in the many details of the construction and use of the
basilica buildings that were not revealed in the material remains.
Discussion continues to this day on the correct reconstruction
chronology of the Basilica Ulpia; the most satisfactory dating
of events are based on a thorough comparison and review of
the various commemorative coins minted beginning in 133 CE
under Trajan.

This is only one of many examples, though an early one,
of how coins aid archaeological analysis. Still to come were the
massive systematic excavations in which every artifact would be
saved for analysis; coins would be invaluable for dating features.
However, as more books and reports were published, the spec-
tacular coins still tended to be the ones chosen for illustrations.
Yet the actual interpretation depended increasingly on large
numbers of routine, corroded, and lackluster coins.

The Development of Dating Techniques

The development of radiocarbon dating and later chemical
and physical dating techniques makes it easy to forget just how
challenging it was for early archaeologists to date a site. This is
especially true for relative dating of different areas of a com-
plex site. Careful large-scale excavations, like those by Worsaae
in Denmark, and the meticulous and well-documented digs of
Pitt-Rivers and Wheeler, turned up large numbers of coins in
historic sites (Worsaae 1849; Bowden 1991). Wheeler's 1920
excavation of the Roman site of Segontium (in Wales) was an
early example of an excavation in which 114 coins found in one
large cellar were the key to dating most of the features and strata
(Wheeler 1923).

The 55,492 coins that were recovered from the Byzantine
site of the Athenian Agora was the largest number of coins
recovered from a European site at the time they were excavated
between 1931 and 1949. Initially, the recovered coins were sim-
ply used for establishing dates of strata and some features at
that location. But the enormous number of coins excavated in a
controlled dig presented an opportunity for dating using over-
strikes and die links. It was common in ancient Greece to strike
coins over older coins, a practice commonly found in later
years as well. If enough examples of overstruck coins exist in an
assemblage, the coins can be placed in chronological order by
careful examination of overstrikes. The assumption is that the
overstruck design is later than the design of the underlying coin.
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Figure 1.8. Early Islamic copper coin dating to approximately 700 CE
overstruck on a coin of Arados, a Phoenician island off the coast of
Syria, from 162 BCE. The triple ram on a Phoenician warship may be
seen facing left on the overstruck coin.

Careful examination of coins can also reveal which reverse and
obverse dies were used, and matching dies may allow placement
of a series of coins in chronological order.

The amazingly patient work of Margaret Thompson at
the Agora meant that the recovered coins were finally used to
develop a chronology for Byzantine bronze coins from 969-
1183 CE. Scholars had tried for more than two centuries to
develop a chronology for this period, a task made especially dif-
ficult because the coins have no dates or names on them. Once
established, Thompson’s chronology was used for absolute and
comparative dating throughout the former Byzantine Empire
(Thompson 1954).

Margaret Thompson’s work is an example of what is often
called classical numismatics. The focus is on developing a chro-
nology for this type of coin in order to identify (by matching
specimens in her study) and date the recovered coins, also by
matching coins in the chronology. Since the coins were found
in an area that served as a market for hundreds of years, there
was no concern for finding out what the coins were used for.
The idea that the coins could be used for any other purposes
than making small purchases was not yet a part of numismatic
studies. However the fact that it was low-value, often worn or
damaged coins that were the core of the study was an advance
for the field of numismatics, and a step toward further tying
archaeology and numismatics together.

The Near East and the Islamic World

In the Near East, in the areas where the earliest empires sprang
up along the Nile and the Euphrates and Tigris rivers, the first
coins developed by Greece were used by pre-Islamic kingdoms.
Alexander brought more efficient coining techniques into new
geographic areas, so coinage developed throughout the Middle
East and into India. Centuries later much of that area came
under the rule of Islamic caliphs, and the change in religion was
reflected in the coinage. Coins of the medieval Islamic world
reflect their religious principles. Coins carried their informa-
tion in the form of beautiful calligraphy rather than featuring
images of people.

As European numismatists became interested in European
coins as something other than masterpieces of art, they also
developed greater interest in non-European coins. In the area
between Greece and India during the 1800s, as European mili-
tary and financial influence grew, scholars and treasure hunters
(often the same person) moved in, along with official govern-
ment representatives. Archaeological discoveries in the East led

Figure 1.9. Early Islamic silver dirham, 85 AH (704 CE), from Marsden
1867 (Album 1977).

to the development of numismatic studies in the same area. In
the nineteenth century, it was common for scholars and anti-
quarians to refer to anything beyond the geography of Western
European countries to be Eastern or “Oriental.”

The collection put together by William Marsden, an official
of the East India Company, is the most influential work of that
period; it ties together research and resources from European
collections to new investigations of areas to the east. Inspired
by the 1819 publication of a large collection of Eastern coins
housed in Milan, Marsden searched every available reference to
identify his own collection of Oriental (or Eastern) coins. The
result was Marsden'’s great Numismata orientalia illustrata (1823,
1825, 1867) that provided European numismatists, for the first
time in a single work, with a broad range of Islamic and Eastern
coins, illustrated with drawings of his own coins that later went
to the British Museum (Album 1977). Marsden’s work helped
others put their collections of Eastern coins in order, and many
other works on Oriental coins would follow.

Figure 1.10. An Indo-Scythian silver coin of Zeionises, satrap of Azes,
bearing both Greek and Buddhist religious symbols, struck about

10 BCE in Kashmir. Both Zeionises and Azes were known almost
entirely from coins until the discovery of stone inscriptions in the
1990s in Afghanistan.

Coins appear to have been produced in India since shortly
before Alexander’s invasion, about 328 BCE. Although a few
Bactrian coins had found their way to Europe earlier, it was dur-
ing the middle 1800s that British scholars systematically stud-
ied the many coins found in northwest India and worked out
(with many initial first errors and omissions) the lists of kings
who had ruled over the area after Alexander and who initially
inscribed their coins in Greek. At that time no other historical
documents were known that could relate anything about these
rulers or their subjects. It is still true that most of our knowl-
edge of the Indo-Bactrians, Indo-Scythians, Indo-Parthians, and
Kushans is derived from archaeological evidence provided in
large part by coins. This romantic fact has attracted many schol-
ars to numismatic studies in that part of the world. The long
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history of coins in India makes numismatic archaeology quite
as important in India as it is in Europe.

Chinese Numismatics

In China, where coinage developed independently, a different
historical development of numismatics took place than was the
case in Europe. Some interest in coins and older forms of money
seems to have developed about 2,150 years ago when a number
of different coins were produced during the Han dynasty. We do
not know, however, when the literature describing and discuss-
ing the earlier coins began to develop. Contemporary accounts
of almost all later coins survive, though many of the accounts
have come down to us only in the form of edited excerpts in
later compilations.

Figure 1.11. A drawing of an early Chinese coin, a wu zhu of about
115 BCE (Schjoth 1929).

The study of antiquities, and particularly of ancient writ-
ings, was a continuous tradition in China, with only a few brief
interruptions. There was no rediscovery of numismatics in China
because the classic tradition was never lost. In fact, the earliest
Chinese round coins remained in circulation from the period
when they were first minted until well after the introduction of
machine-struck coins in the late nineteenth century, an amaz-
ing two millennia later. Grave robbers returned ancient coins
they found buried as grave goods directly into circulation, as did
farmers and laborers who uncovered hoards while working in the
fields. When these recovered coins were used they joined worn
coins of the same types that had circulated continuously.

Throughout the period of classical Chinese numismatics,
the two millennia that concluded with the end of the Qing
dynasty in 1911, coins were mainly seen by scholars as valuable
aids in the study of history and especially the study of calligra-
phy. Neither tradition nor production techniques permitted the
use of portraits on Chinese coins; instead each bears from two
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to eight characters of Chinese writing. In some cases, words in
other languages, such as Manchu, are present. Calligraphy as
an art form is very important in China, and the calligraphy of
many coins was as highly regarded there as the artistry of early
Roman imperial portraits had been in the West. A number of
coins were known to have inscriptions carefully reproduced
from calligraphy of the emperors themselves, and some of
these had added talismanic value. Coins had been used as tal-
ismans in China for centuries, and numismatic works contain
frequent notes on the efficacy of particular coins in dealing with
particular problems, such as fire, illness, or evil spirits.

Although there are reports that earlier writers mentioned
coins, the earliest confirmed work describing coins and how
they were made in China was the encyclopedic Historical Mem-
oirs of Sima Qian, compiled about 100 BCE, which survives in
nearly complete form. The Quan Zhi of Hong Zua, published
in 1149 CE, is believed to be the oldest full-sized book entirely
devoted to numismatics. It lists the money used before the
round coins: knife money, pu money, and some metallic imi-
tations of cowries, probably the earliest copper alloy money.
The most complete book on Chinese numismatics under the
Empire was the Gu Quan Hui of Zuoxian Li, published in
1864, which lists about six thousand coins (Li 2002).

These studies described and discussed the coins and ear-
lier forms of money primarily as art objects, in the tradition
of Chinese scholarly studies. They included many coins that
never existed, reported in error by scholars over the centuries.
This kind of phantom coin haunted Western numismatics too,
until writers stopped reporting coins they had not personally
examined. But the examination of coins remained a part of
classical studies in China and most of its sphere of cultural
influence until very recently.

In Conclusion

While this review of numismatic history has little to do with the
relatively recent coins normally found in North America, it has
a lot to do with how we study them. Mistakes that have been
overcome by numismatists of the past keep cropping up again
today, as for example the acceptance of fanciful stories about
coins and tokens, the acceptance of frauds and fantasies as real
coins or tokens, and basing analysis on intuitive leaps rather
than careful study. Other specifics from the history of numis-
matics will crop up in the following chapters and may be best
understood in historical context.
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CHAPTER 2

The Development of Money
in North America

Introduction: Why is Numismatic
Archaeology Different in North America?

The field of numismatic archaeology as practiced in North
America is different from its older counterparts in Europe and
Asia. There are differences in theoretical approach, methods
used in analysis, vocabulary, and other aspects of archaeologi-
cal analysis. Also, there are many more numismatic archaeolo-
gists working in Europe and Asia than in North America.! The
main reasons why few North American archaeologists have
numismatic training are that the historic archaeological record
has a relatively shallow time depth, and chronic coin short-
ages have kept the available material low relative to Asia and
Europe. Only in the past few decades has historical archaeology
emerged as a discrete discipline within American archaeology,
and well-controlled excavations and collections available for
study are not yet numerous.

Both the way research is conducted within archaeology pro-
grams and where those programs have been located within uni-
versity structures are factors contributing to the differences in
the practice of numismatic archaeology in different places. For
example, European, and to some extent Asian, archaeology pro-
grams have historically been located, at least initially, in classics
or classical art departments. This is a tradition that largely origi-
nated in Europe with the Renaissance fascination with ancient
Greek and Roman architecture, mythology, and other aspects of
those ancient worlds, as was briefly outlined in Chapter 1. In
North America, archaeology matured into a discipline within
the field of anthropology and has always been a subfield of
anthropology. Franz Boas, the founder of American anthropol-
ogy, established a lineage of anthropologists who saw archae-
ology as part of anthropology, a field in which archaeology is
practiced as a “cultural anthropology of the past.” One way this
is expressed is in the placement of archaeology programs within
anthropology departments across North America.

Another characteristic of North American archaeology is the
central role of what is referred to as the material culture approach.
In this view all material culture, the “stuff” of human activity,
is understood as the physical manifestation of the underlying

knowledge and beliefs of the people who made it. Recovered
artifacts are considered first as a reflection of the beliefs and
activities of people in the past. The focus is always on the people
who used artifacts, what the artifacts can tell us about their cul-
ture, and where and when they were made and used, rather than
giving primacy to the objects themselves. The ultimate goal of
this approach is to understand the societies and culture of the
people who produced and used the material culture remains.
This philosophical approach to archaeological data has greatly
shaped numismatic archaeology as practiced in North America.

Historic Events Drive the Development of
Numismatic Theory

Circulating currency developed and was initially used in dif-
ferent ways in various parts of the world. This is another major
reason why numismatic archaeology developed differently on
each continent. Once money in the form of coinage came into
use in Europe and the Near East, beginning about 2,600 years
ago, it spread rapidly throughout Europe and the Middle East.
The European continent was fully monetized more than 1,500
years before coins or tokens were ever introduced to North
America.

In contrast, the monetization of North American societies
took place relatively recently. There were two different popula-
tions living on the continent when money was first used there,
indigenous (Native American) and invasive, each one hav-
ing come to the use of money in different ways. Some Native
American societies used some form of money, but these societ-
ies could not be described as fully monetized. While there is
evidence that a few Native American societies had a form of
money at the time they first encountered people from Europe or
Asia, it may never have been their main method of payment for
goods or services. Moreover, Native American money that did
exist has often gone unrecognized by archaeologists or histori-
ans as money or circulating currency because it wasn’t made of
valuable metals; it was made, for the most part, out of common
sea shells.
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Colonial North America was something of a currency
desert from the first arrival and establishment of mainland
outposts between 1513 and 1519 with explorers Ponce de
Leon and Hernando Cortez’s exploration of the New World
for Spain until well into the nineteenth century. The number
of coins imported for use or made in North America paled
in comparison to the billions of coins minted in Europe and
Asia. Although there were massive quantities of bullion-value
coins minted in Mexico and South America, most of them
were almost immediately shipped overseas as a way of extract-
ing wealth from the colonies in the form of gold and silver.
Generally speaking, colonial governments and the businesses
in the colonies were not supplied with very much circulating
currency by their homelands. Initially, for example, the British
colonies were supplied with outdated tokens and coins that
were no longer in general circulation at home (Straube 2014).
This was an intentional policy designed to help insure that
wealth could not accumulate in the colonies but would be
shipped home in the form of trade goods.

North American Research Directions

As a result of some of the historical developments previously
outlined, North American research questions and analytical
methods will differ from research conducted in places where
currency has circulated for much longer periods. Using historic
documentation in conjunction with archaeological evidence
can be especially challenging because of the vast differences in
social and political relationships among different populations.
For example, the number of hoards recovered in North America
will be smaller than in Europe or Asia simply because coins
have been used for five times as long in the Old World. Exca-
vated hoards provide different types of information than the
recovery of individual or relatively small numbers of coins in
discrete contexts, so the types of analysis that can be applied in
each place will differ.

An important area of research in North America is the ques-
tion of how precontact cultures interacted with newcomers, and
how the arrival of European colonialists affected traditional
subsistence practices. One aspect of that question is how the
usually communal Native American societies changed from
having barter-based subsistence economies to societies that
were monetized. This is a process that is difficult to understand
from historic evidence alone because much of the evidence is
one sided, including documents that were produced only in the
language of colonial powers. Colonial documents are rare, and
significant economic evidence can be difficult to recognize. It is
embedded in lists of tax collections, government regulations,
and in various bookkeeping records. Often these records are
found, if at all, in archives located a great distance from where
the activities took place, sometimes in an entirely different
country, or even on a different continent. In such cases numis-
matic archaeology may have much to offer, helping round out
the resources available to researchers.

Historic investigations of the postcontact period reflect
the presence of more than one culture and often involve cir-
cumstances in which conflicts arose between people speaking
different languages. In North America there were many situ-
ations in which no one, neither the dominant society nor
their neighbors, was keeping written records. The lack of

written documentation from the precontact period increases
the importance of archaeological evidence for understanding
past economic conditions.

Old World numismatic archaeology can provide us with use-
ful information about how the manufacture of coins developed
in different places, or can help us understand, for example, the
role of money in the growth of markets. North American numis-
matic archaeology can make special contributions as well. For
example, North American numismatic archaeology will help us
understand economic and social changes that took place when
a Native American form of shell-bead money was adopted by
colonial officials as was the case with the French, Dutch, and
English use of wampum. Numismatic evidence might also pro-
vide information about the relationships among tribes that
were affected by the introduction or use of money in other
parts of the continent. Colonial economies were repeatedly hit
with shortages of small change and numismatic archaeology
helps reveal the day-to-day strategies adopted to deal with the
shortages that were imposed or partially alleviated by compa-
nies operating out of the imperial homeland. Even the essential
question “what is money” can be addressed with different kinds
of evidence found only in North America.

Figure 2.1. Spanish colonial fractional coins were accepted all over
North America because of the persistent shortage of coins. Courtesy of
Glenn Schinke.

The Lack of Small Change: Problems and Solutions

When European countries began to colonize North America,
their focus was on the extraction of wealth, especially gold and
silver, which were not used as money by Native Americans. Little
attention was paid to the need for the colonies to have some
kind of circulating currency for everyday expenses, such as small
market purchases, payment for services, road and ferry tolls, or
local taxes. The lack of coinage, especially small change, was
a problem in most colonies regardless of which country was
the motherland. Even after the new federal mints of the United
States were established, they could not produce enough low-
value coinage to meet the needs of the rapidly growing popula-
tion, especially in whatever area was the “frontier” at the time.
People used whatever coinage came their way, usually foreign
coins with some intrinsic value, and adapted it to the local con-
ditions. Where there was no coinage, settlers often imported
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tokens, and later used tokens that were produced in America,
and used them in place of money that would ordinarily be
issued by a central government. This was the case in large areas
of the United States until the end of the Civil War.

In North America, tokens must be considered and included
in any analysis of the economic development of a region
because tokens often made up a large percentage of the circulat-
ing currency. It is impossible to explain economic activities and
developments of the period without including the use of tokens
and how the use of tokens complemented or competed with
other currency systems (at least until after government mints
produced sufficient coinage to deal with the problem). Com-
modities in the form of commodity money were also a part of the

economic scene in the colonies.
'
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Figure 2.2. Commodity money consisting of commercial items with a
standard value, such as beaver pelts, was an unpopular but necessary
part of colonial economies. From Faden (1977), https://commons.
wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Fur_traders_in_canada_1777.jpg.

Commodity Money: A Temporary Solution to the
Lack of Circulating Currency

There were periods of economic development in many parts
of North America when the economy was dominated by
commodity money. Commodity money is usually defined
as common products, usually produced primarily for trade
rather than local consumption, which are traded on the basis
of an agreed upon value, in places where standard circulating
currency is not readily available. Products such as tallow and
hides are examples of commodities used as a standard of value
in California during the Mission period, and beaver pelts were
the standard in areas where French, Dutch, and British traders
engaged in competitive trade with Native Americans. Com-
modity money was sometimes used as a solution to the lack
of coinage that was felt across North America during the colo-
nial period. As with other forms of money, the actual objects
passed back and forth in trade were often paper documents
promising to turn over a certain amount on a certain date:
bales of cotton, standard quantities of tobacco, pelts, beads,
or coins. However, since there were many problems associ-
ated with commodity money, the costs of transporting, stor-
ing, and spoilage to name only a few, this was a solution only
used for short periods of time and in relatively limited areas.
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Although both colonial officials and the governors of the trad-
ing companies that funded the early colonies tried to regulate
the value of commodities, they were unable to maintain stable
prices for this substitute money due to unstable economic and
social conditions and slow communications.

Prior to the establishment of clear political and economic
control after the Mexican War and the subsequent Civil War,
the shortage of small change forced the recognition and accep-
tance of many types of token money. Foreign silver and gold
coins had legal tender status under US federal law until 1857,
so residents were used to having a choice of what money to
accept or reject in different places at different times. Coins
from several countries, especially those with a known silver or
gold content, circulated freely and were interchangeable. While
money from different countries, especially coins with a known
intrinsic value, circulated outside their country of origin all over
the world, the use of foreign money was much more common
in North America than it was in Europe and other places with a
long history of coin use.

Figure 2.3. The precious metal content, rather than where it was made,
determined a coin’s value in the marketplace. The silver sixpence of
Elizabeth I of England and the 6 sols of Louis XV of France could have
been used in the same transaction as the holed half real of Fernando
VI from Mexico City.

Money Forces Social Changes

In the Old World, we see a complex development of coinage
and the ways it was used. Initially, there were several forms,
such as lumps of valuable metals worked into standardized
pieces, produced by central authorities of the emerging city-
states and used to enable markets to develop. The Old World
economies that embraced coinage changed from barter sys-
tems to fully monetized, centralized markets over the course
of several centuries. In some places, the change began gradu-
ally, such as among the early city-states of the Mediterranean
where merchants found high-value coins helpful for the trade
in bulky goods, such as wine and wheat. Coinage was adopted
at lower levels of the economy at an ever-increasing rate as the
usefulness of money became obvious, and the technology and
resources to produce it became available. In large market places
small change was a real incentive and aid to commerce.

In some parts of the Old World the adoption of money was
coerced by imperial governments that needed coinage to pay
armies and to extract wealth from colonies. Money can take
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many forms and has many uses, and it certainly makes tax col-
lecting easier than collecting taxes in the form of goods and
services. The practice of levying taxes that had to be paid in
coinage was an effective way to force a population to use money
when barter had always served in the past. Introducing coinage
with the likeness of a particular monarch, representing a par-
ticular political power, was a way to solidify or even attempt to
change the political or cultural identity of a population.

Extracting Wealth from the New World

Money had many uses, including the use of coins as an effi-
cient tool for extracting wealth from one region and moving
it to another. The removal of wealth in the form of gold and
silver destined for shipment to Europe was the initial reason
for trade between the colonies of Central and South America
and the Old World. The wealth that was taken in the form
of metals and the slave labor needed to extract it, together
with the new sources of food, transformed Europe on a scale
that had not been seen until that time. A very large part of the
wealth that was created in North America was produced by
slaves, who generally received no coins or any other form of
payment. The fact that no coinage was needed for paying this
large percentage of the labor force added to the overall lack of
circulating currency.

When a coin was no longer legal tender because the politi-
cal system that it belonged to dissolved, it could be used as
bullion coinage under later regimes if its metallic content
had significant value. It could be converted into new money
(by counterstamping or by melting and recoining) or into some
other type of artifact; sometimes it was lost and became part of
the archaeological record.

Many demonetized coins and tokens are incorporated into
private and public collections on either side of the Atlantic once
they become unusable as money. This form of coin collecting
is not a recent phenomenon. People will conserve or curate
pieces as mementos, good luck pieces, or sometimes even as
signs and symbols of resistance to a new government; they also
often pass them on to their descendants. Some of these coins
and tokens were collected as artifacts early in their use-lives.
Others circulated as currency for a long time before they were
removed from circulation to become part of a collection. In any
case, lost, discarded, or curated in a collection, coins were part
of an enormous buildup located above or below ground, and it
was a thicker buildup in the Old World.

Among the many social differences between the Old and
New Worlds was the fact that American indigenous economies
functioned without a circulating currency consisting of coins.
There is still a great deal that we don’t know about the mate-
rial culture of the economies of the New World. There were
markets that used elaborate barter systems, including some in
Mexico that used highly prized commodities, such as cacao or
hoe-shaped pieces of formed copper, as standard measures of
value. In addition, there were vast, elaborate trade networks
that could move products locally or over thousands of miles.
We know that there were taxation methods that were sufficient
for supporting vast empires, that there were different ways that
goods could be traded, and that there were systems about which
we know little or nothing. Elaborate social networks, in which
wampum and other shell or stone beads were part of complex
economic and political exchanges, obviously existed prior to

contact; although, much of the social and historic context in
which they were embedded has been lost to us, at least for now.
Yet none of these complex social and economic entities had cir-
culating coinage as a way of conducting their business. Anyone
who seriously wants to study, analyze, and come to understand
the meaning of recovered numismatic artifacts in North America
should recognize this history, and keep it in mind.

What conclusions can be drawn from these very complex
histories? There were a number of valid historic reasons why
numismatic archaeology has developed differently in North
America from the way it developed in Europe. Completely dif-
ferent histories, with one being much longer than the other, as
well as different economic and social developments must be
taken into consideration when archaeologists and numisma-
tists work in each other’s neighborhoods.

How Coins were Introduced to North America

Coins were introduced into the often communal and barter-
based North American societies through several major path-
ways. One was the creation of massive mines and minting
operations used to extract wealth in the form of gold and sil-
ver by making it into coins. The precious metals, the labor to
extract and form them into coins and ingots, not to mention
the gold and silver coins that were made initially from melting
down Native American jewelry and other artifacts before effec-
tive colonial mines were organized, were all part of a system of
extracting wealth that eventually financed the Industrial Revolu-
tion and colonization of much of the rest of the world. Coinage
was being produced, especially in Mexico, but it was primarily
produced to make it easier to remove gold and silver from the
area and ship it to Europe. Eventually small change that could
be useful in developing local markets was produced in addition
to the ingots and high-value coins destined for export. New,
low-value pieces, in copper and other base metals, were often
produced in the form of local tokens that were used in villages
and towns that grew around the colonial centers.

Another method of introducing the use of coins to people
in the New World was by importing coinage of the mother
country for use in the colonies. As colonies of the southern
seaboard, such as Jamestown, and more northerly settlements,
such as New Amsterdam, were developed along the Eastern sea-
board, they were supplied with a small amount of coinage from
the mother country; sometimes the coinage consisted of tokens
or coins that were no longer used at home to conduct business.
However, there was never enough of this money provided to

Figure 2.4. British tokens from the 1600s, https://archive.org/details/
englishcoinstokeOOjewiiala.
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Figure 2.5. Spanish maravedis, low-value copper coins like the ones
shown here, circulated in Spain before they were shipped to mission
sites in Florida along with other basic supplies. Their use appears to
have been limited to the immediate vicinity of the missions. Photo by
Dr. Ashley White.

the colonies to support all of the economic activities required
of them. This resulted in many shortages and associated eco-
nomic problems and numerous inventive solutions, some of
which utterly failed.

Coins were also introduced and adopted through forced
taxation. When huge plantations that produced the commodi-
ties of European colonial trade were established, there was a
lot of resistance among the local populace. People could easily
see that switching from useful subsistence crops to the colo-
nial plantation crops like indigo, tobacco, or sugar that were
exported directly or used for rum would not work to their
benefit. After all, why would anyone want to stop planting
food crops that could, when supplemented with hunting and
gathering, successfully feed everyone, to become entangled
in a community that replaced food production with colonial
products, such as sugar cane, that would make someone else
rich? One method used elsewhere to force local labor onto
the plantations can be summarized as institutionalization of
new political systems that taxed people, not as they had been
paying taxes for thousands of years, with labor and products,
but by demanding that taxes had to be paid using the money
of the colonial powers, money that could only be obtained by
working for the colonizers.

A variation of forcing people to work in order to pay taxes
in coinage is to force them to buy basic necessities with plan-
tation or factory store tokens. As colonial plantation-based
economies evolved, farmers and other laborers found them-
selves in situations where the only work to be found was on
the local plantation. People discovered that rather than receiv-
ing food or other needed goods in trade for their labor, they
were paid in tokens that could only be used to buy things from
the plantation store—often at prices higher than they were in the
local markets. Details of this practice are described in Chapter 5
along with other ways that tokens were used to force social
change in a similar manner.

What conclusions can be drawn from these very complex
histories? There were a number of valid historic reasons why
numismatic archaeology has developed differently in North
America from the way it developed in Europe. Completely
different histories, with one being much longer than the
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other, as well as different economic and social developments,
must be taken into consideration when archaeologists and
numismatists work in each other’s neighborhoods.

Money, Before and After Contact and the Great
Population Crash

The number of people who died from introduced disease,
destruction of traditional food resources, slavery under the
most appalling conditions, and from the cross fire of territo-
rial wars is difficult to enumerate; but there is no doubt that
the loss destroyed most of pre-Columbian America. The terri-
ble wave of destruction that killed the vast majority of people
living in North America in the first two centuries after contact
also resulted in the destruction of cultural continuity. More
was lost than we can ever know. Although there was some
recovery of the population in some areas, the population col-
lapse in North America was so disruptive that even today, now
that we know more about the major cultural traditions that
persisted in spite of all of the destruction, we struggle to see
and comprehend cultural continuities in historic and archaeo-
logical records.

Archaeology, however, can help us reconstruct part of the
past, including the markets and economies of the people living
here at the time of contact. We now know that there were eco-
nomic exchanges using some non-European forms of money
in North America before the arrival of the colonial forces.
These forms, especially shell-bead money, continue to interest
researchers in many disciplines, as well as the general public.
It is clear that special beads, with some sort of enhanced value,
had a role in the economic life of several tribes living in North
America prior to, or at the time of contact. The forms that this
money took and the materials that it was made from were sig-
nificantly different from those used in Europe or Asia at the
time of contact, although the use of cowrie shells as a form of
money was known in parts of Africa and Asia. There are some
researchers who argue that there was at least one system that
came and went before contact. For example, Richard Yerkes
(1989:113-24) made the case that a form of shell-bead money
was developed and used by people of the Mississippian culture
area of the American Bottom, including Cahokia, between 900
and 1400. Societies as complex as Cahokia must have had some
mechanisms in place to regulate trade, or to store some form of
wealth for exchange later, but if we use models based on capi-
talism’s production and use of money as we know it, we will
probably fail to discover them.

Various forms of “primitive money” have been used in
many parts of the world, and many of them consisted of
beads, especially shell beads, that began as specialized barter
items or decorations, such as jewelry, and evolved into some-
thing more. One of the earliest anthropological studies of this
subject was Malinowski's 1922 Argonauts of the South Pacific
that followed the creation and circulation of special carved
shell objects that took on properties of magic and special
value in the practices of the Kula Ring. In much of the world,
these forms, with their enhanced values, are treated as a spe-
cial class of artifacts. Sometimes referred to as protomoney, they
were often connected to cultures that had been marginalized or
culturally swamped by larger or more recently arrived societies.
These forms of protomoney, wherever they developed, can be
understood as a part of the material culture of societies that
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were changing, sometimes slowly and gradually, and some-
times abruptly. Studying those material remains will help us
understand economic and social change.

Native American Money

Native American forms of currency are included in this volume
because they clearly functioned as money and are part of the spec-
trum of currencies that circulated in North America. Although
shell-bead money is made from organic shells rather than inor-
ganic metals, shell-bead money can be studied in much the
same way as other forms of money. In addition, because shell
beads are organic, it is possible to discover new and different
things about the preproduction life of the artifacts, as we will
see in the discussion of Chumash achum.

There was a time when both Native American shell-bead
forms and Euro-American styles of money circulated together
or side-by-side. Historic documents are full of instances that
describe how specialized forms of money made from shell or
stone were produced at “mints” (Kroeber 1953; Bean and
Blackburn 1976). The terms money or circulating currency, as
defined in Chapter 1, can only be confidently applied to two
shell-bead forms at this time. Although our understanding of
how these shell-bead forms of money were used and circu-
lated is limited, no treatment of numismatics in North America
would be complete without their inclusion, even though we are
only beginning to understand how Native Americans who pro-
duced the shell-bead money thought about it and used it.

While the French, British, and Dutch colonial forces along
the east coast of North America were aware of sophisticated
exchanges involving shell-bead money called wampum, and
some even engaged in the production of it, their understand-
ing of these exchange systems was limited and was profoundly
influenced by their own ideas about money. Also, the colonists’
attitudes about the way that trade could and should be trans-
acted varied from one place to another and among represen-
tatives of colonial businessmen, administrators, and the tribal
collectives controlling the fur trade.

Negative Stereotypes Associated with Beads and
Shell-bead Money

Although wampum, or sewant as the Dutch called it, was actu-
ally recognized by seventeenth-century colonial governments,
the entire idea of beads as money has been trivialized over the
centuries since then. For example, most US schoolchildren,
including the authors, were taught that the island of Manhattan
was purchased for “a handful of beads.” Similar characteriza-
tions of this early exchange can be traced to histories of New
York going as far back as 1846, and official New York State
text books continued to carry the mischaracterization of that
exchange until at least 1989 (Francis 2010).

Descriptions of what may have been a negotiation for
access to, and use of, Manhattan Island have been used as an
example of the purported lack of economic savvy on the part of
the Native Americans. However, personal and permanent owner-
ship of land was a foreign concept to the Native Americans of the
area at that time, so any story about a sale or trade for land must
be incorrect in its key elements. The inaccurate descriptions of
that trade have contributed to the popular but mistaken idea
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Figure 2.6. The text accompanying this fantasy illustration of the sale
of Manhattan Island reads, “the glittering beads and baubles and
brightly colored cloths filled the minds of the simple Indians with
delight” (Wilson 1898).
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that beads were rarely used for anything other than personal
adornment, leaving the true nature of important exchanges
largely unrecognized. In fact, it was likely that the presentation
of beads (probably wampum) was a sign of the solemn nature
and good faith of any future trade agreements between the par-
ties, rather than a case of beads being traded for the ownership
of Manhattan Island.

The idea that special shell beads were used in rituals to
make trade agreements more solemn and binding, and treaties
so strong that they were considered sacred, was often misunder-
stood by most colonists and often misrepresented in the pages
of popular history books (Francis 2010). The subtle meanings
and values of Native American money were not a good fit with
the ethnocentric view of Native people as “uncivilized” hunter
and gatherers or novice agriculturalists who were thought to
lack the understanding of sophisticated economic activity.

Wampum and Achum: Two Examples of Shell-bead
Money

The Native American economic activities and trade networks
that incorporated shell-bead currency systems were anything
but simple and unsophisticated. The two most extensive eco-
nomic systems in North America incorporating Native Ameri-
can money were in place when Europeans first encountered
the use of money in North America. The Chumash, a group
of several related tribes who lived in coastal California, devel-
oped a system of shell-bead money referred to, at least in some
sources, as achum (National Park Service, Channel Islands,
http://www.nps.gov/chis/historyculture/nativeinhabitants.
htm). On the opposite side of the continent a type of shell
beads, often woven into belts and generally referred to as wam-
pum, were used by tribes involved in the fur trade and their
neighbors along the Eastern Seaboard and people in the French,
Dutch, and British settlements.

Our understanding of the contact and colonial periods can
be improved with the recognition of the complexity of those
economies. It is possible to learn much more about aspects of
Native American life and Indian-White relations if we recognize
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shell beads as items with deep ritual meaning that were recog-
nized, for a time, as a form of money used in formal economic,
social, and political systems. Research into shell-bead money
may include aspects of trading networks, tool technology, ritual
life, craft specialization, social complexity, and even marine
ecology, as well as how economic exchanges affected all of these
aspects of culture.

While the two examples discussed in this chapter were the
most extensive and long lasting of the currently recognized Native
American economies that used standardized shell-bead money,
there is no doubt that there were other forms of shell beads that
were accepted at a somewhat fixed exchange rate, or what some
economists refer to as expanded value. Other types of shell and
stone beads came to have standard values on a local scale, such as
the dentalium shells that were popular in the Pacific Northwest
and far beyond. It can be difficult to recognize the distinction
between unfamiliar forms of money and exceptional examples of
more ordinary trade goods, but our ability to do so is improving.
Here we make the case that these two types of shell beads clearly
crossed the line from special objects of expanded value to money
as we define it: achum and wampum.?

What can we Learn about the Chumash from
Historic and Ethnographic Records?

Any study of the use of Chumash shell-bead money can begin
with an examination of the reports sent home by the explorers
of the Gaspar de Portold de Rovira expedition of 1769-70. These
Spanish explorers described the amazing seafaring canoes used
to transport massive amounts of material between coastal com-
munities and island villages. Information sent to the King of
Spain was supplemented with reports from the mission padres
to their ecclesiastical offices in Spain. Both church and crown
had a vested interest in learning about the local economy. Con-
version and colonization efforts depended on it, and efforts to
entice the Indians into the mission system depended on under-
standing their social, political, and economic organization.
The Chumash were one of the first tribes who were friendly
to the Spanish. Initially a great many Chumash were attracted
to communities near the missions where they could learn new
skills and enjoy new foods. However, before long they found
themselves living in appalling conditions at the missions;
many were pressed into unfamiliar forms of labor and forced
to live in dormitories where disease spread quickly. They had
no natural immunity to European diseases, and as a result
they were disproportionately impacted from exposure. In the
end the Chumash population was decimated by disease. Their
economy, including shell-bead money and the trade networks
in which it was used, collapsed when first the Spanish and then
the Mexican governments imposed their own economic system
on the area without accommodation of the Chumash achum.
The Alta California missions were secularized in 1834, and
the need to send records and reports to central religious author-
ities in either Mexico or Spain ceased. There is little documenta-
tion of what happened to people living in the immediate vicinity
of the missions in the following decades; by the time linguists
and ethnographers arrived to record their history, language, and
material culture, there weren't many Chumash left. However,
some anthropologists and linguists were able to work with a
few remaining Chumash before the cultural knowledge about
shell-bead production and use was lost. Anthropologists Alfred
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Kroeber and John Peabody Harrington conducted ethnographic
and linguistic studies of the Chumash as part of their attempts to
save as much as possible of the culture and languages of native
Californians before the opportunity was lost. In 1925 Kroeber
published The Handbook of the Indians of California compiling
information from Harrington and other academics. Although
there were few native informants who could provide information
about shell beads as a form of money, some information, much
of it linguistic, was recorded.

At the time Cabrillo encountered them, between 1542 and
1543, the Chumash included several linguistically distinct sub-
groups who lived in Southern California in the coastal areas
between Malibu and Point Conception, up into the adjoining
coastal ranges and on some of the Channel Islands offshore of
Santa Barbara and Los Angeles. Archaeologists and anthropolo-
gists do not agree on their exact numbers, but it appears that
at the time of contact with the Spanish, approximately 18,000
Chumash lived in the area. The Chumash were not a single
tribe, but rather a collection of communities that shared an
ancient linguistic heritage, followed religious practices referred
to collectively as ‘antap, and shared an inventory of material
culture (Kroeber 1953:552)

Linguistic evidence indicates that the Chumash had been
living in California for thousands of years and possibly lon-
ger. Archaeological data suggests that Chumash settlements
could have been in the same location for over 10,000 years.
Certainly the Chumash had a sedentary and complex society
able to weather fluctuations in resources and other stresses by
1300 to 1500 CE (Glassow 2004:17-25). They lived in perma-
nent and semipermanent villages and were among the most
densely populated communities of hunter and gatherers to be
found anywhere in the world. Each community lived in one
of eight Chumash subgroups, each occupying a specific region
that supplied them with a slightly different range of resources,
food, building materials, clothing, and specialized stone tool-
making supplies. Although there were many Chumash living
on the Channel Islands prior to the arrival of the Spanish, it
appears that they all were living on the mainland by the early
nineteenth century.

Social Stratification Leads to the Need to Concentrate
and Store Wealth

The Chumash were the most socially complex and sedentary of
all the California tribes, and the subgroups were socially strati-
fied with different ways of organizing work and distributing
wealth. Archaeologists and anthropologists have been studying
the specifics of that social stratification and its relationship to
craft specialization in order to better understand how craft spe-
cialization develops (Arnold 1987, 2001, 2004). In the case of
the Chumash, the relationship between complex social organi-
zation, production of specialized products, and a high popula-
tion density apparently developed over thousands of years and
produced trade networks that used a widely recognized system
of money.

In order for a society to have the level of social stratifica-
tion and concentration of wealth reached by the Chumash, it
must have objects that indicate ownership of wealth and that
allow wealth to be stored. There must be total control of the
production of the items that represent wealth (in this case shell-
bead money instead of coins). Such a society must also have a
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method of distribution that maintains the social order, includ-
ing in this case a class of elites responsible for the distribution
of resources. There are ethnographic and archaeological records
of societies able to live in permanent, sedentary villages, such as
those of the Chumash, but they were all, unlike the Chumash,
agricultural societies producing surpluses of food and other
goods.

With the Chumash, as with all societies, social stratification
increased as work became more specialized. Unlike other nearby
indigenous people who organized work primarily according to
age and gender, the Chumash had special resources and tools
that required increasing specialization of labor by location, kin-
ship, or skills that had to be kept secret from outsiders. As the
social organization became more complex, the kinship groups
developed more powerful leaders. Most significantly, the group
that was able to produce shell-bead money developed a way to
store wealth in the hands of a few by adopting specific objects
to signify wealth and store it: achum. They also had methods
of producing shell beads much more quickly than the people
around them, and they had a way to keep the production secure.

The tool that secured control of the production of the shell-
bead money was the tomol, a large canoe that allowed them to
cross more than twenty miles of open sea to reach the Channel
Islands. This unique ability to cross open seas was, in many
ways, the key to the protection of the production of shell-bead
money among the Chumash. The tomol was constructed of
planks of wood that were sewn together with rope and sealed
with pitch to make them waterproof. The Chumash used local
materials, such as sharkskin, which could be used as sandpaper
to smooth the plank surfaces, and red ochre and red abalone
inlay were used for decoration. The tomol ranged from eight
to thirty feet in length and held three to ten people. They could
carry enough food and raw materials to support small groups
of people dedicated to making the shell beads on the islands
without fear of raids or other theft of the shell beads.

The tomol also provided a way to reach another resource
that made producing shell-bead money a practical reality. An
additional and essential tool was needed to produce shell-bead
money quickly enough that the region’s competing bead mak-
ers could not produce uniform, quality beads at anything close
to the rate production of the Chumash shell-bead makers. That
tool, made from a rare chert found on only one of the Channel
Islands, was a special drill tip.

Recently conducted experimental archaeology demonstrated
that an especially hard chert, one that could be used to make drill
bits that significantly out-performed all others, occurred only on
Santa Cruz Island. This island was another location that could
only be reached by using a tomol, adding an extra layer to the
security of the production process and helping to guarantee
that unauthorized people could not make “forgeries” in their
own villages (Nigra and Arnold 2013).

Did the Chumash Really have Money?

We define money as having these characteristics: a medium of
exchange, a store of value, a unit of account, and a means of
payment. Money also has these traits: it is durable, portable,
quantifiable in a system of small gradations (like a system of
weights and measures), and fungible (any unit or units of a
money is substitutable for any other units of equal value in the
same system [Neale 1976:8]). We can look to information from
archaeology and the archives of Spanish California to find evi-
dence of these features in the Chumash shell-bead monetary
systems. The Chumash word for the shell-bead money was
achum, a word that is linguistically related to the name of the
tribes, an indication of just how important the production and
use of the shell-bead money was to their identity.

Chumash specialists made most of their shell-bead money
by using various parts of two types of shell, a small univalve,
Olivella, and Tivela stultorum, the Pismo clam. Smaller round,

Figure 2.7. The tomol
could carry up to ten peo-
ple across the Channel to
production sites on the
islands. The possession
or control of the tomol,
restricted to a few elite
chiefs, limited the owner-
ship of the resources and
whatever was produced
there. Illustration by

Brian Garvey.
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Figure 2.8. Olivella shell beads were made by removing a “blank”
from the sidewalls of the shell. The rough blanks were drilled and
then strung on cordage for finishing and polishing with fine sand. The
exchange rates were determined according to a set value per length of
strung beads. Illustration by Ian Akin.

flat beads were produced from the especially strong enamel-rich
callus of the shells of the Olivella, using one shell to produce
one bead. A section of the callus was removed from the shell
and shaped into rough, round blanks that were then drilled,
shaped, and polished into their final form. The size of the final
bead was determined by the amount of chipping and grind-
ing needed to reach the desired size, so the smaller the bead,
the more work required to produce it. The final product was a
small, unassuming little bead that could be strung on cordage
and used in measured lengths for money, set into asphaltum,
and applied to various objects, or woven into the surface of
baskets as a form of decoration. Apparently the shell beads that
were used as money were all strung on fiber cords in standard
lengths.

Production of Achum

Over long periods of time, and from one Chumash region to
another, the archaeological data indicate changing preferences
for different parts of the shells. The heavy Pismo clam was
used to produce heavy, highly polished columnar beads that
some archaeologists claim were used as money in addition to
the small, circular, and flat Olivella beads (Grant 1978:516).
Archaeologists are still discovering which types of shell beads
were used as money in the various Chumash areas, as well as
what was accepted by non-Chumash people. With uniformity
being an important trait, shells used for the production of
achum were probably not selected on the basis of individual
beauty, but rather for availability, workability, and durability.
Although there is evidence of a shell-bead production tra-
dition that goes back eight thousand years on the California
coast, the work of teasing out the transition from a less formal
barter item into a full-fledged medium of exchange has only
been conducted since the 1960s. We know that the Chumash
shell beads were clearly in circulation as a means of special-
ized bartering by 1200 CE and probably for hundreds of years
before that (Arnold 2001:287-96). By the time the Spanish
arrived over five hundred years later, the system was fully
developed with secure locations for tool-making resources,
mints for production, and mechanisms for controlling infla-
tion. In addition to questions about exactly which types of
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shell beads served as true money, archaeological evidence will
eventually answer questions about who was permitted access
to the money and what they could have used it for. There
is an extensive archaeological record going back over 1,300
years of the shell-bead money in contexts that we can now
recognize as an extensive exchange network. Although it was
used most intensely in the Chumash territory, Chumash shell-
bead money has been recovered from sites as far away as the
Colorado River and the Great Basin, in the interior valleys of
Central California, and as far north as the California-Oregon
border region.

Archaeologist John Goodman, who has worked on a large
number of prehistoric sites throughout the Southwest, reports
seeing beads made from Olivella shells “everywhere” across
California and in parts of Arizona. Sometimes it appeared that
people were trading with strings of finished beads; in other situa-
tions the beads appear to be reused in different ways. Goodman
also reports finding unfinished bead blanks and beads in some
intermediary stage of completion hundreds of miles inland from
the ocean (John Goodman, personal communication, 2014).
Obviously people made shell beads for a long time and in many
places but their transition into a form of money took place in
only a very few locations. Trying to understand why this was the
case has fueled a great deal of research from different perspectives
(Chase-Dunn et al. 2013).

Numismatic archaeologists are especially interested in
issues such as how the distinctive shell-bead money was
made, how the quality of tools and the availability of materi-
als affected the organization of work and where people lived,
and what role shell-bead money played in the development of
social stratification. Much of the research and analysis needed
to answer these questions, even tentatively, is still being devel-
oped and discussed, and the questions will be addressed only
briefly here. Some researchers continue to question whether or
not shell beads were ever really money, and if so, exactly when
and why the transition took place. Such questions will remain
unanswerable until the possibility that recovered shell beads
might be money is considered during analysis of sites in the
area. Our examination of the Chumash economic system, and
the role of shell-bead money within it, demonstrates that the
past was more complex, and complex in different ways, than
previously thought.

Controlled Production at a Mint

Control of the production of the monetary units by a central
authority is a major criterion used to determine whether or not
something is money. Archaeological evidence is clear on this
issue in the case of Chumash achum, it was produced on only
one island that could only be reached by tomols that were, in
turn, controlled by a small elite. But some people are uncomfort-
able with applying the term mint to an island where special shell
beads are made. In their point of view mints are big, strong, and
secure buildings full of machinery, not secure villages on isolated
islands reachable only by an enormous canoe. However, reports
that were sent back to Spain routinely used the term moneda
(mint) to describe the place where the Chumash made money,
as evidenced by excerpts from reports quoted elsewhere in this
chapter. The word mint was used because the Spanish adminis-
trators could see that the essential conditions for producing a
secure money supply were being met. The tradition of calling the
island village a mint was continued by E. Loeb, an ethnographer
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who worked with the Pomo and Chumash in the 1920s, who
frequently used the term mint to refer to the isolated village on
San Miguel Island where the achum was produced.

A Medium of Exchange

Ethnographic reports, beginning with the Spanish administra-
tive reports, followed by material collected by anthropologists,
include descriptions of economic exchanges that use what is,
by our definition, clearly money. While collecting information
on local resources for the Spanish government in 1792, José
Longinos Martinez reported the following:

All these Indians are fond of traffic and commerce. They trade
frequently with those of the mountains bringing them fish
and beadwork which they exchange for seeds and shawls....
When they trade for profit, beads circulate among them as if
they were money, being strung on long threads, according to
the greater or smaller wealth of each one.

In their bargaining they use, as we use weights, their
poncos of strings of beads. This [Tongva] word ponco for bead
measure is used for a certain measure of strings, two turns
from the wrist to the extended middle finger. The value
depends on the greater or smaller extent to which the beads
have been circulated, the new values depending upon their
abundance ... they keep as much order as the most careful
man who has accumulated some money. (King 1976:297
[italics in original])

This exchange of strings of shell beads in standard units
took place around 1820.

The Indians of Tulare country generally came over once
a year in bands.... They brought over panoche, or a thick
sugar, made from what we now call honey dew, and the
sweet carisa cane, and put it into small oblong sacks
made of grass and swamp flags: also pine nuts and wild
tobacco pounded and mixed with lime.... These articles
were exchanged for a species of money from the Indian
mint of the Santa Barbara rancherias, called by them ponga.
This description of money consisted of pieces of rounded
shells ... which were brought by the Barbarians from the
island of Santa Rosa. The worth of a rial [real] was put on
a string which passed twice and a half around the hand,
i.e. from the end of the middle finger to the wrist. Eight
of these strings passed for the value of a silver dollar, and
the Indians always preferred them to silver. (Woodward
1934:119)

This description of an exchange between inland Tubatulabal
people and some Chumash includes evidence to support the
contention that the standardized strings were a form of money
used in a common exchange. First, there is the use of the term
mint to describe the place where the money was made. This is
followed by a description of the careful measure of a standard
string as equal to the Spanish currency, the silver real, with the
additional observation that the participants in the exchange
preferred the shell beads to silver.

That the Chumash had established a fungible method
of account is made clear by Kroeber’s summary of exchanges
between the Chumash and others drawn from a wide variety
of sources available to him as of 1925. He includes a table in
that report that describes the different exchange rates for the

Chumash shell-bead money strings that clearly illustrates some
of the other characteristics of money. The use of different names
for different measures of string of beads indicated that the sys-
tem was quantifiable in a system of small gradations, and that
the currency was fungible in exchanges (Kroeber 1953:565).

There are several other interesting things included in the
table, such as the names for the units of exchange and what was
exchanged for what; although, the names for the beads them-
selves are not presented. While we know that different beads,
made from different parts of the shell or from different species
had different values, the complexity of the system and how it
changed over time was not clear to Kroeber—indicating he was
relying on the fading ethnographic record in 1925 rather than
from archaeological finds.

How Achum was Used to Pay for Services or Labor

There is a lack of differentiation between the descriptions of uses
of achum by the Chumash and their tribal neighbors compared
to the exchanges that took place between the Chumash and the
Spanish in ethnographic descriptions. Exchanges between tribal
neighbors could be viewed simply as barter, exchanges of goods
for goods, except that the shell-bead money was apparently also
used for services, such as paying dancers at special events like
weddings, seasonal fiestas, and even at the missions. Doctors
were paid when they were able to bring about a cure, and when
they were not successful, those who buried the dead were paid
for their labors. Fines that were paid in shell-bead money were
also reported to have been levied against a family for pulling
out of the agreement to help pay for a fiesta (King 1976:302-5).

It is important to add that researchers usually look at both
the medium of the money in any society and the markets
and trading networks where the money was used. One of the
questions central to anthropology, is what causes societies to
become more stratified and complex; the answer is often tied
to the development of markets. The fact that money and the
market are usually intertwined is demonstrated in some of the
questions we cannot answer with what we already know about
the Chumash. The fact that we don't yet have sufficient evidence
to determine which members of any tribe (chiefs, elites, or
commoners) were allowed to use the shell beads has left some
questions about the how trade was conducted unanswered for
the moment. However, it is possible to add the question “who
got to use the money” to the roster of research questions with
the expectation that the answer will tell us new things about the
development of Chumash economy.

Central Control to Prevent Inflation

There were social mechanisms for controlling inflation through
regular and systematic withdrawals of money from the sys-
tem. The Spanish and early ethnographers had observed the
ritual deposition of beads at sacred sites and placing strings
of shell beads in graves. While the ritual aspect of the disposal
of beads was recognized, the Spanish observers did not recog-
nize, or did not mention that removing beads from circula-
tion helped control inflation. But in a fully monetized society,
where all of the members were aware of the process of produc-
tion and where the accumulation of wealth was an actively
pursued, socially valued activity, those in control, such as the
chiefs, of ceremonial activities must have recognized the need
to regularly dispose of some of the locally produced money
in order to keep its value from becoming inflated. There were
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many situations and ceremonies that included the deposi-
tion of beads in graves or other sacred spaces. If we want to
understand this class of artifacts more fully it will be necessary
to expand the range of possible explanations for the contexts
in which shell beads are found, including the possibility that
some deposition may have been intended to limit the amount
of shell-bead money in circulation.

Twentieth-Century Research on
Chumash Achum

John Peabody Harrington produced thousands of pages of
notes on the various Chumash languages through his work
with the few survivors he could locate, but little of this mate-
rial has been published in any significant way. As a result, the
Chumash are represented in fewer collections of ethnographic
material, books, and museum exhibits than other complex soci-
eties and don't have as high a profile in the public’s imagination
as many other tribes.

In the 1920s the Department of the Interior's Bureau of
American Ethnology was working to salvage what it could from
the remains of the peoples and their communities after two
centuries of depopulation and intentional destruction. By the
1960s anthropologists, including archaeologists, were looking
at different to analyze cultures. The systems approach, with its
focus on relationships and cause and effect, was inspired by
and included the model of ecological systems; it brought an
increased interest in the role of money in a society.

A wave of new analyses came out of the systems approach,
and an understanding of human society as part of the natural
world included the publication of Bean and Blackburn’s 1976
Native Californians: A Theoretical Retrospective, a series of articles
by different authors each addressing a different part of the state.
In it California archaeologist Chester King pulled together a
combination of historic, ethnographic, and archaeological
material to support his theory that the Chumash were a totally
monetized society. King (1976:289-319) suggests that the six
or so Chumash tribal areas, each living in a different ecologi-
cal zone, could, with freely moving currency, provide all of the
Chumash with an overall variability of resources that provided
a stable economic base of reserves, without engaging in agricul-
ture. Using shell-bead money was an elegant solution to their
needs to access remote resources in a more controlled fashion
than barter. In addition, by monetizing the exchanges the chiefs
were able to set aside funds for traditional ceremonies and fies-
tas and build their individual wealth.

The examination of these shell beads has been an effective
way to develop information about many Chumash activities
and overall social organization, making this artifact type espe-
cially useful for building a history of the entire area.

Using New Analytical Methods: Experimental
Archaeology

Dr. Jeanne Arnold of UCLA’s Cotsen Institute of Archaeology
and her students have been working with Chumash shell-bead
money since the 1980s as part of Dr. Arnold’s work on the con-
nection between Chumash social organization and complex
craft production. During the late 1980s and early 1990s she
organized and coordinated work at thirteen different sites for
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the Santa Cruz Island Project. The project examined sociopoliti-
cal and economic complexity for the last 1,500 years by collect-
ing and analyzing data about status, specialized occupations,
technical changes, and subsistence change and its relationship
to environmental changes. The production and uses of shell-
bead money plays a key role in these studies, just as the study
of any complex society will connect these topics to that com-
munity’s money and overall economy.

The Origins of a Pacific Coast Chiefdom: The Chumash of
the Channel Islands (2001) is the product of Arnold’s work. In
2004, Origins was followed by another collection of studies,
Foundations of Chumash Complexity. Each volume was a collec-
tion of studies, many by Arnold and many more with or by
her colleagues and graduate students. A partial list of topics
of articles from the two volumes below suggests some of the
things we can learn as a part of the investigations of the pro-
duction and use of Chumash shell-bead money. These studies
were dependent on archaeological data, the context, the situa-
tion, and location of the shell beads, or the raw materials and
tools used to make them.

The studies that have been coordinated at UCLA demon-
strate that Olivella shells can be biochemically sourced, which
allows us to determine their origins. In this way we might be
able to trace the preproduction trade routes used to obtain the
raw materials in the same way that chemical sourcing helps us
trace the trade in obsidian.

The production of the beads required special flaked-stone
tools—triangular bladeletts—which were removed from small
chert microblades that were first removed from microblade
cores. The bladeletts were used as drill bits, and there was a
great deal of stone tool technology involved in the production
of the drills themselves. By making their own drills of different
chert samples and using them to drill shell samples, Arnold and
colleagues used experimental archaeology to see how much dif-
ference the type of stone used for the drill tips would make in
the speed of drilling holes in the beads. They tested and proved

Table 2.1. Research Topics Related to Shell beads Conducted at UCLA

Evolution of specialized shell working Arnold and Graesch

Production of flaked stone drills Arnold, Preziosi,

and Shattuck
Standardization and specialization: Island Preziosi
Chumash microdrill Industry
Ecological changes on Santa Cruz Island Colten
Culture contact on the Channel Islands: Graesch
historic era production and exchange
systems
Social evolution and political economy in Arnold
the Northern Channel Islands
Identifying complexity during the early Glassow

prehistory of Santa Cruz Island

Cultural transmission process and change in : Pletka
bead types on Santa Cruz Island

Quarries and microblades: trends in Perry
prehistoric land and resource use on eastern
Santa Cruz Island
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the theory that control of one location on Santa Cruz Island,
where the best drill stone was obtained, gave the people who
had access to the stone there a tremendous advantage in the
production of shell beads as it was possible to drill holes faster
and replace drill tips less often.

There are questions completely unrelated to social com-
plexities that have not yet been explored. One of the most
intriguing and difficult is the question of why the Spanish
showed no interest in using the Chumash monetary system to
their own advantage, as the Dutch and British did with wam-
pum. Also, there are other forms of highly valued shell beads
that were used by nearby tribes including not-too-distant
northern tribes, such as the Pomo, that need more research.
We will never really know how shell beads or other trade goods
represented stored wealth, and whether or not they were some
form of money, until systematic testing using a uniform set of
criteria can be carried out.

Depression Money—Pismo Clam Money:
A Distantly Related Cousin?

There was a locally produced form of shell money, more closely
related to tokens than anything else, produced in the community
of Pismo Beach during the Depression. After President Roosevelt
declared a “bank holiday” in March, 1933, there was a shortage
of circulating currency in many parts of the country, including
Pismo Beach right in the heart of the former Chumash territory.
While many businesses and community Chambers of Commerce
responded to the shortage in the traditional way, by producing
local paper scrip or tokens, in Pismo Beach the local clams, once
valued as a source for one type of Chumash shell-bead money,
were made into emergency currency. Like many other forms of
tokens used to address shortages of coinage, these “clams” served
as both a form of advertising and a way for people to make light
of an otherwise grim reality.

Recently modern versions of the Depression clam money
have appeared on the market as a novelty and form of advertis-
ing, although they may be redeemable at the businesses where
they were commissioned. The reappearance of clams coincides

Figure 2.9. Pismo “clam money” was produced in the traditional
Chumash region as a combination humorous advertisement, discount
“coupon,” and social commentary item during the depression. From
the National History Museum of the Smithsonian Institution.

Figure 2.10. This recent version of Pismo “clam money” demonstrates
the popularity of this kind of local promotion. By permission of coin
dealer Joel Anderson.

with the selection of an example of the original form as one of
“101 Objects that Made America” an exhibit at the Smithsonian’s
National Museum of American History in 2013. The fact that the
Pismo clams were selected out of all of the objects in the Smith-
sonian’s collection of material culture to represent American his-
tory reflects their connection to important aspects of that history.

The coin dealer who supplied the photo in Figure 2.10, Joel
Anderson, reports the following concerning the new Pismo clam
money: that people like the modern, locally made shell money
because it is corny, it is a good tourist souvenir, and he reports that
many people prefer it to the plastic souvenirs made in China. An
investment firm purchased a lot of them to give out to their cli-
ents (probably made an interesting sales pitch). One was passed
around Grover Beach City Hall as a joke about how to solve the
city’s financial difficulties. Quite a few have been sold to Euro-
pean collectors (Joel Anderson, personal communication, 2014).

Claiming that there is a connection between emergency
money clams and the fact that Pismo clams were used to pro-
duce shell-bead money is an entertaining proposition even if it
is only notional.

The Adoption of Clams and Wampum as American
English Slang

The word wampum eventually became American English slang
for money, and it is used more frequently than its cousin
term clams, which means the same thing. The terms clams and
wampum have been in common use as slang terms for money
since before the Great Depression. The word wampum has even
been used and applied to Chumash money by an ethnogra-
pher who was working with the Chumash in the early part
of the twentieth century (Loeb 1926:52). By the 1930s the
word wampum became a slang term for money that was spread
nationally through the new media of radio and movies. The
working-class tone usually implied by the use of both wampum
and clams can probably be ascribed to the fact that they were
employed in less formal and small-scale exchanges. The use of
the word clams for money was popularized in the mid-twentieth
century by the comic strip B.C. Comics. Both wampum and clams
can be most readily heard today on the Turner Classic Mov-
ies channel. This usage also explains, in part, why we italicize
achum, a word in the Chumash language for a particular type
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of bead, but we don't italicize the word wampum. Although the
word wampum started as a Native American word applied to
particular beads in the seventeenth century, it became a word
in the English language.

Wampum—A Complex Mix of Uses and
Meanings

Wampum was money; there isn't any question about that, as
some might suggest with Chumash shell-bead money. In fact
wampum was widely used as money in a number of differ-
ent societies and cultural contexts for well over a century and
has been recognized for its ritual and symbolic value for much
longer than that. Wampum must be considered as a kind of
money when we look at the way it was produced and used
by the French, Dutch, and English colonists. However, when
wampum was used solely between Native Americans, it cer-
tainly functioned as more than money. When cross-cultural
exchanges including both native and nonnative people took
place, the various symbolic meanings of wampum became very
complicated and were often overlooked or misunderstood. For
our purposes, we are going to focus on the production and use
of wampum in contexts where at least one side of any exchange
considered it some form of money, leaving aside how it was
used prior to contact as a different topic and outside the scope
of this book.

Why was Wampum Adopted as Money by Colonists?

There are major differences in the way that the various types
of shell-bead money were adopted and circulated in different
areas. Chumash shell-bead money appears to have evolved in
association with social changes entirely within native commu-
nities where it was widely recognized and used. However, it was
never adopted by Spanish colonial administrators, although
some Chumash and their neighbors continued to use it for
some years under Spanish occupation.

Wampum developed as a continuum of shell-bead types
that can be traced back to the area’s Archaic period. How-
ever, different uses for wampum developed once Europeans
appeared on the scene. It is unclear exactly when it happened,
but around the time that the Europeans were first encountering
the New World, new symbolic meanings were applied to spe-
cial objects that incorporated shell beads, especially wampum.
Strings of shell beads that were woven into strips on hand-held
looms became essential to the diplomatic agreements with and
between neighboring tribes who also adopted the use of wam-
pum belts as part of the treaty process. Also around the same
time, French traders connected with the beaver fur trade dis-
covered that they could get permission to trade only when an
exchange of wampum was included in the arrangements. Not
long after the fur trade was established, wampum, in the form
of strings and as loose beads, became a preferred form of pay-
ment for beaver pelts.

We don't know if the use of single strands of shell beads as
amedium of exchange, as used during the fur trade, began during
or after the widespread use of the wampum belts of woven beads
as diplomatic instruments was established. What is clear, how-
ever, is that in contrast to the Chumash-related developments,
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wampum became legally recognized as money, used first by fur
traders as a method of payment for pelts, and later as a local form
of payment regulated by the colonial governments representing
different countries. Independent French traders and the govern-
ing bodies of the Dutch and British colonies each made their
own agreements for exchange rates related to payments for furs
to be paid to the local tribes.

The perpetual lack of coinage in all of the colonies led to
the adoption of wampum as small change that could be used
for payments of debts between the colonists. Exchange rates
were set by the colonial officers of the investment companies
based in the motherland and were supposed to be enforced by
the colonial governors. However, the contentious correspon-
dence between Governor Stuyvesant and the directors of the
West India Company illustrates that the Dutch companies in
Amsterdam had a general lack of understanding of the entire
situation, including the limits of Dutch control over trade and
the value of any kind of money (Jordan n.d.:28-31).

There are many reasons why differences in the acceptance,
use, and governance of wampum came to pass. However, the key
differences center on the types of relationships that developed
between local Native Americans, European trading companies,
and Euro-Americans who settled in any specific region at any par-
ticular time.

Two Ways to Study and Understand Wampum

Any intensive investigation into the origins and uses of wam-
pum will reveal that there are at least two major perspectives
represented in literature and discussions regarding the devel-
opment and use of wampum. One view sees wampum as an
item of ritual and symbolic meaning, the other view centers on
its use as a form of money. If a researcher begins investigat-
ing wampum by reading literature produced or informed by
Native Americans, the origins, uses, and especially the symbolic
meanings become the primary focus of the descriptions. The
central role of wampum as a tool for completing ceremonies
and rituals is described as long and consistent, with its roots in
the creation story mythology. Ethnographic and archaeologi-
cal evidence is central to such analysis. Researchers who share
this perspective may see the crossover from sacred objects into
money as triggered by the appearance of Europeans (Ceci
1989:63-64). In contrast, when wampum is described by
economists and numismatists, especially in terms of its role
in European colonial trade, the focus turns to issues such as
wampum’s role in the economy, exchange values, and how and
why it changed over time. Formal monetization as reflected in
legislation is included in this approach, as well as other issues
where historic documents play a central role as evidence, and
become the subject of analysis.

It isn't clear, at this time, how these academic “divisions
of labor” shape the view of Native American money in North
America, but it is clear that the development of the different
perspectives can affect findings and determine what gets pub-
lished. Trying to reconcile all of the different perspectives and
lines of evidence applied to the analysis of different forms of
shell-bead money into a single analysis has not yielded satis-
factory results. Perhaps it is not yet time to try, but rather to
discover the various cultural meanings of wampum and the
various contexts in which it was used.
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Description of the Forms of Wampum

Wampum is a term that is applied to several forms of shell beads
that were produced in a large area of upstate New York and
along the Eastern seaboard. It is derived from the Narragansett
word wampumpeag. The term is applied to the individual beads,
single strands, and a number of ritual objects composed of shell
beads, such as belts, and symbolic objects incorporating par-
ticular shell beads.

Figure 2.11. The symbolic importance of wampum, and objects made
with it, are explained to visitors attending Sherman Indian High
School'’s graduation Pow Wow in 2013. Photographed by permission
of the anonymous owner.

Archaeological evidence of the production of shell beads
and other ornaments of shell can be found dating back to
the region’s Archaic Period and early forms of the beads have
been recovered from both Iroquois and Algonquin traditional
homelands. When the Dutch traders encountered wampum in
the early seventeenth century, they used the word seawant to
describe individual beads; the word had various spellings: as
zeewant, seawant, seewan, and sewan, all found in the records.

Wampum beads come in two main types. There are white
beads that are cut from the central column of two species of whelk
(Busycon canaliculatum and B. carica) commonly found in coastal
New York and dark purple beads cut from a hard-shell clam (Mer-
cenaria mercenaria) that is widely distributed along the Atlantic
coast. All three types of shell were fashioned into tubular beads,
about 5.5 mm long with an average diameter of about 4 mm.

The purple clamshell beads were generally held in higher
esteem because the material is harder to work. The beads are
finely finished, well matched, and require a great deal of labor
to produce, especially when the work was done without the
advantage of metal tools and lathes.

Early wampum, which was produced by people who
had been working with shell material for centuries and who

Figure 2.12. Both types of seashells used to produce wampum are
illustrated together with examples of finished beads. National Indian
Museum of the Smithsonian Institution.

Figure 2.13. Image of a wampum belt produced on a hand loom.
National Indian Museum of the Smithsonian Institution.

intended to use it for ritual purposes, was a finely finished and
beautiful product. Beads that were used for woven belts had to
match exactly in size and finish in order to produce intricate
designs in the belts produced on looms. The finished beads
were strung or woven together with sinew or deerskin.

During the 1650s, a period when the Dutch West India
Company was acquiring over 10,000 beaver and other pelts
annually, the demand for wampum increased dramatically. The
higher demand was met, in part by the introduction of some
metal tools into the production process to increase the num-
ber of beads that could be produced, but eventually the over-
all quality declined. Since many of the beads were no longer
woven into belts, as they were when they were used in sacred
objects, exact uniformity was not as much an issue.

Figure 2.14. This string of wampum demonstrates that sometimes
when wampum was used in strings for payment (fathoms),
uniformity was not the same consideration as it had been when it
was wampum woven into belts. National Numismatic Collection,
Smithsonian Institution.
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Also, by that time different colonial populations were pro-
ducing their own wampum and colonists did not have the
same experience with the materials as their Native American
predecessors. Some especially beautiful pieces were always pro-
duced by Native Americans, especially for presentation pieces,
throughout the centuries, and very small amounts of wampum
are still being produced today.

The Use of Wampum to Sanctify Agreements

The details concerning the origins and earliest uses of wam-
pum may be lost in the mists of time and mythology, but its
connection to the sacred world has always been unambiguous.
The origins of wampum and its role in the religious, social,
and political life of the first peoples of the Eastern Seaboard
and some inland areas are complex. The origin stories of
the Haudenosaunee (Iroquois) people, as reported by early
anthropologist Louis Henry Morgan in the nineteenth century,
are typical of those told to other ethnographers at the time.
Although there are several variations, one often repeated origin
story is that the culture hero Deganiwidah (Hiawatha) gath-
ered together spiral shells from an inland lake and strung them
together to make the original wampum to console himself
upon the loss of his family (Morgan [1851] 1972). Certainly
the concept of weaving things together runs deep in the origin
stories, and it is easy to see how woven strings of shell beads
might come to symbolize agreements “woven” between differ-
ent peoples. The exchange of a woven belt, also often referred to
simply as wampum, symbolized the tie between contemporary
relationships and the ancient and divine past. It seems certain
that there was a similarity or connection between the rituals
used during trade negotiations with white people and the cer-
emonies and rituals of the protocontact Iroquois Federation,
but the precise details are unclear (Ceci 1989:63).

Around the time that Europeans were arriving in the area,
belts or sashes of wampum were used by the Iroquois in an
annual ceremony at Onondaga known as the Condolence Cer-
emony that helped keep the bonds of the League of the Iro-
quois strong. The Condolence Ceremony was an Iroquois tra-
dition that outlined the steps of negotiations and agreements
between people, and the presentation of wampum belts was
an essential part of that treaty process (Jones 1988:186-87).
The presentation of wampum had a place at every trade meet-
ing, and agreements solemnized with the presentation of
wampum were deemed responsible for the exceptional success
of that trade (Fernow 1883). Just how much of this deeper tra-
ditional meaning was clear to the various Europeans involved
in some of these exchanges is not known. However the devel-
opment of the tradition of the United States honoring impor-
tant chiefs upon completion of treaties with the presentation
of “peace medals” on sashes would seem to indicate some
recognition by government officials of a need to symbolically
honor the treaty process.

The new nation of the United States needed to negoti-
ate many treaties and agreements with their Native American
neighbors. An example of one of the few treaties that are still
in place, although the value of the payments has been reduced
to almost nothing by the effects of inflation, is the 1794
Canandaigua Treaty. Negotiated by George Washington’s rep-
resentative, Postmaster General Timothy Pickering, it affirmed
the rights of the Haudenosaunee, or Six Nations (the Cayuga,
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RED JAGCEET.

SEFEEL WAR ez r.

Figure 2.15. United States peace medals, such as this one, presented
to Chief Red Jacket, were a sign of participation in treaty negotiations.
Did the recipients view this object as a functional equivalent to a
wampum belt? Image courtesy of the Library of Congress.

Mohawk, Oneida, Onondaga, Seneca, and Tuscarora) to their
lands and established “firm peace and friendship” between
them and the United States. That agreement was sealed by the
presentation of a magnificent wampum “belt.”

Wampum also demonstrated a person’s credentials and cer-
tified their authority to participate in treaty meetings or to speak
as a representative of a group under other circumstances. Today,
wampum still brings forces of the sacred past to events just as it
did hundreds of years ago and must be used in the most solemn
of meetings of many Northeastern tribes. Wampum, sometimes
in a belt, sometimes affixed to another item, is used to indicate
who has the right to attend, represent others, and speak at con-
vocations. Wampum was used by Northeastern tribes the way
that the more familiar calumet peace pipe was used by peoples
along the upper Mississippi.

The Use of Wampum as a Form of Money

The decimation of the European beavers and other small fur-
bearing mammals was triggered by the improvement of hunt-
ing tools and traps. This development drove Europeans to seek
sources of furs from beyond their homelands. Henry Hudson
was seeking new sources of fur pelts when he sailed into the
Hudson River Valley and established the settlement of New
Netherlands for the Dutch in 1609. It wasn’t long before the
Dutch discovered that French fishermen in the area were already
trading with the local population for furs in addition to fishing
for cod. Although the Dutch were aware that quick and very
profitable trading arrangements could be made in the fur trade
the problem of how to pay for trade goods came up almost
immediately as it was known that the local Native Americans
did not value gold or silver.
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The different attitudes about what was valued as money, dif-
ferences that existed even several decades after trade had been
established, were dramatically described in 1644 by Reverend
Johannes Megapolensis. Following a visit to Ft. Orange, an out-
post that served the center of the fur trade in the Albany area,
Megapolensis reported deep differences in values:

Their money consists of certain little bones, made of shells
or cockles, which are found on the sea-beach; a hole is
drilled through the middle of the little bones, and these
they string upon thread, or they make of them belts as
broad as a hand or broader, and hang them on their necks,
or around their bodies. They have also several holes in
their ears, and there they likewise hang some. They value
these little bones as highly as Christians do gold, silver
and pearls; but they do not like our money, and esteem
it no better than iron. I once showed one of their chiefs
a rix-dollar; he asked how much it was worth among the
Christians; and when I told him he laughed exceedingly at
us, saying we were fools to value a piece of iron so highly;
and if he had such money, he would throw it in the river.
(Jameson 1909 in Jordan n.d.)

By the time the Dutch arrived with enough people to estab-
lish Fort Orange in order to “protect their share” of the fur
trade, they found that the French fur traders had already estab-
lished agreements that set prices for beaver pelts in wampum,
and only in wampum. By the mid-1600s the fur trade had fully
incorporated wampum into all transactions.

While prices for the pelts were negotiated on an annual
basis, it was clear from the outset that wampum was to be the
medium of exchange. There were obvious trade advantages to
the tribal representatives involved in the fur trade, especially
before other sources for wampum were developed. Silver coins,
even if they had been available, were just not acceptable to any
of the tribes and wampum remained the medium of exchange
for the fur trade until it collapsed in that part of North America.

While more research is needed on the subject, it seems
unlikely that the Dutch traders understood the complex ideo-
logical meanings and sacred nature of the presence of wampum
at trade negotiations. Valuable beads, but beads without any
symbolic meaning known to the Dutch, were part of the com-
mercial exchanges in other Dutch colonial enterprises. Beads
made of glass, shell, ceramics, and a host of other materials had
previously been part of the Dutch inventory of trade goods in
Africa and the Far East. Evidence of the extensive use of shell
beads in commercial trade was found during the excavations
of several sites in Amsterdam including a seventeenth-century
East India Company warehouse where tons of cowrie shells
were recovered. It was clear from that evidence that by the mid-
1600s the Dutch East India Company had accumulated cowrie
shells from the Maldives Islands in order to use them in Africa
as part of the slave trade (Pefia 2001:159). The concept of shell
beads as a standardized medium of trade was certainly known to
the Dutch, even if the underlying ideological meanings of trade
conducted with wampum, or finalized with the presentation of
wampum, in North America was not.

Wampum Fills an Economic Need

Wampum, by the piece and by the string of beads, joined
the other forms of substitute money used throughout North
American colonies due to the unrelenting lack of small change

in the region even after the fur trade collapsed. Without access to
the more familiar forms of money, especially any coinage, people
living in the region were faced with few options—they could use
wampum that derived its value from the fact that it could always
be traded for furs, they could use some form of commodity
money, or they could barter to meet their needs. Barter obviously
has very limited uses in this colonial setting where there was little
variety in what anyone had to exchange. Commodity money,
usually paper notes that were backed with a standard amount of
a popular export item, such as tobacco or a brick of tea, had the
disadvantage of requiring storage space and incurring transporta-
tion costs, was constantly being reevaluated by regulations and
directives on both sides of the Atlantic. Some types of commod-
ity money consisted of notes based on tobacco and sugar, which
were compact and well accepted outside of the immediate area,
but these were not produced in the northern colonies. As long as
the Native Americans were willing to trade furs for wampum, and
furs had a widely known value, the usefulness of wampum as a
form of money was immediately apparent.

When was Wampum Money?

There are several types of written documents that can help us
answer the question “when was wampum money?” It is pos-
sible to learn about the exchange values of wampum and how
they fluctuated, the degree to which it was accepted in differ-
ent locations, problems related to the production of forgeries,
among other interesting issues relating to the use of wampum
as money in the colonies. Source material can take the form of
dated documents, such as estate inventories, governmental reg-
ulations that set the exchange rates, court decisions on appro-
priate payments, and letters between colonial administrators
and the investment companies in the homeland, among other
sources. Fortunately there are a number of studies that use such
original source material and provide summaries, including one
by Louis Jordan at the University of Notre Dame, Department
of Special Collections, that is available online (Jordan n.d.).

Equivalent documentary evidence revealing Native Ameri-
can perspectives on the fur trade with Europeans may not exist,
especially for the first decades after contact when there were
very few Native Americans who kept written records. Unfortu-
nately archaeological evidence, which can often supplement
documentary evidence, concerning the role of wampum in the
Native American social and economic developments of the
period may not always be recognized as such, even if recov-
ered. Hopefully this situation is changing, and examinations of
recovered beads used as wampum can be revisited.

The first shipment of furs from New Amsterdam to
Amsterdam in 1626 included strings of wampum in addition
to beaver and other pelts. From what we know about the use
of wampum as a symbol of the sanctification of treaties, we
can imagine that they were presented to the Dutch traders to
convey an intention to maintain a solemn agreement concern-
ing the very competitive trade. Those wampum belts could
have been presentation pieces intended to demonstrate the
establishment of diplomatic relations with the new colony,
but whether or not their intended meaning was understood
by the Dutch is unclear.

In 1627, Isaac de Rasiere, then secretary of New Netherland,
presented the governor of the British Plymouth Plantation gifts
of cloth and sugar and sold them strings of a standard-length of
wampum as an encouragement to join the trade in wampum.
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The British colonists immediately saw the advantage of wam-
pum over commodities. They even attempted to gain control of
the eastern portion of Long Island in order to secure a center of
production, a village the British referred to as a “mint,” where
whelk shells were processed into wampum (Jordan n.d.:10).

Although there were wide fluctuations in the value of wam-
pum in Dutch or British silver, there were few fluctuations in the
standard set of measures, or quantities, for wampum. The stan-
dard amount used by the colonists was a fathom, which consisted
of a single stand of beads roughly six feet long, with an average
of about 360 beads in the Dutch colonies. The fathom measure of
wampum is not the same as a nautical fathom, but may have its
origin in the use of the length of string or cord to make that type
of measurement. Strands of that standard length were referred to
as peag, or some variation of that term, and colonial women who
were paid to string wampum were known in New Amsterdam as
zeewan stringers, or sewant stringers.

In the final decades of the Dutch occupation, when wam-
pum was used as currency in transactions between colonists,
colonial women made some beads themselves. Some were paid
to string wampum into standard fathoms and were involved in
counting fathoms as they were placed into boxes or bags con-
taining a standard number of fathoms and sealed.

Many documents of the period include descriptions of
“sealed” fathoms, as well as mentions of a number of fathoms
being contained in a sealed box. Collecting strings of beads into
boxes or bags would have been a great aid in accounting for
large transactions, and would make it easier to store wampum
until the annual exchanges for pelts occurred. In addition to the
measure of a fathom, values could be set for individual pieces of
wampum, but fathoms and “pieces” were the standard measures.

Wampum Regulations Found in Colonial Records

Although it is not our purpose to review the economy of colo-
nial North America, knowing something about it will increase
our ability to recognize wampum as money when it is recovered
from colonial contexts. If archaeologists become more familiar
with who produced wampum and how wampum was used and
regulated, they will be more able to recognize it and its various
possible meanings when it is recovered.

From 1626, when the first wampum was included in the
shipment back to the Netherlands, through the end of the cen-
tury, there was a complex and growing set of regulations con-
trolling the production and value of wampum. Between 1637
and 1641 the governments of Massachusetts and Connecticut
passed various pieces of legislation making wampum an offi-
cially recognized substitute for the various forms of commod-
ity money and made it acceptable for the payment of small
purchases. Once wampum was officially sanctioned for use as
money a few colonists began to make it themselves, since it
was made from readily available shell and could be produced
anywhere. As a result, later regulations had to be put in place
to prevent imitation or counterfeit wampum from flooding the
market (Jordan n.d.:8-43).

Recognizing wampum as an acceptable form of payment
led to the need to control the exchange value. Relative value,
either the value of one color of bead compared to another, or
the value of one string or group of strings compared to another,
was subject to colonial regulations and court decisions. Regula-
tions demonstrate that white beads were worth less than darker
beads, which was a real reflection of the “cost of production,” as
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the darker ones took longer to produce because they were made
from harder material.

Another type of regulation applied to the quality of the
beads. As the value of the wampum increased the quality of
the beads fell, especially when wampum began to be produced
by whites or Native Americans living in Massachusetts, where
the source material was not as good, and the bead makers were
not as experienced. Massachusetts became a source of inferior
beads and inflation increased, and prices rose—meaning more
wampum were needed to make payments for the same thing.

There were a number of reasons for competition between
the British and Dutch colonies, and concerns over the market
being flooded with inferior and even fake wampum (some even
made of stone or wood) resulted in the need for courts to step
in. Once it became possible for unscrupulous businessmen to
substitute poor quality wampum for good pieces, the courts
were forced to decide such cases.

It appears that everyone who used wampum recognized
that the darker pieces were more valuable than the lighter
ones, but the comparative value was another aspect of an
economy based in part on wampum. Some interpretations of
the Massachusetts law of 1637 suggest that the darker beads
had an exchange rate of two per stuiver, while the rate for the
white ones was four to one stuiver (Taxay 1970:134). Another
source puts the value of a fathom of the white wampum at five
guilders in 1626, while a fathom of the darker beads was worth
twice as much (Ceci 1982:100 in Pena 2001) There are a num-
ber of other temporary exchange values that can be extracted
from court cases and legislation, such as regulations that would
set the price of a ferry ride at a price of lighter wampum. But
in all of them, the darker beads are worth much more than the
white ones and the quality of the workmanship and uniformity
of the pieces contributed to the value.

The Dutch traders and settlers used wampum for payment
of pelts from the very beginning of the fur trade through the
mid-eighteenth century. As the fur trade played out, the highly
monetized economy of New Netherland, one of the few colonial
locations supplied with a fair amount of coinage from home,
turned to dairy and agricultural activities. The need for wam-
pum for trade with Native Americans transitioned into a need
for cash for transactions within the Dutch and British colonies.
These expanded market uses kept the demand for wampum,
and every other recognized form of money that came into the
area, very strong. As a result, estate inventories (a very helpful
form of documentation) of the 1650s could include circulating
currency of many countries. For example, an estate inventory
recorded in 1651 listed the following forms of money (Van Laer
1974:267-76; entry 87d, in Pena 2001): “shillings [British]|;
pieces of eight and quarter pieces of eight [Spanish]; ducatoons
[French]; rix-dollars and half rix-dollars [ Dutch]; silver coin and
‘specie’ [unknown]; ‘one sack with two Indian bags containing
f1.275 in wampum.”

This list, and others like it, demonstrates that different types
of money were actually being used simultaneously. The prob-
lems caused by a long-term lack of circulating currency must
have been staggering, and it is no surprise that so many differ-
ent types of money could be found in the listing of one estate.
What is clear from both historic and archaeological evidence is
that wampum was a widely recognized form of circulating cur-
rency in several colonies for several decades, although sometimes
the circumstances under which it could be used it were limited.
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By the time the Dutch surrendered to the British at
Ft. Orange in 1664, the value of wampum in Dutch silver was
greatly reduced, and the circulation of wampum in the Dutch
colony became more and more limited. Records at Ft. Orange
also suggest that the relative value of wampum had declined
rapidly, until the British took control of the trade regulations
(as Ft. Orange became Albany). As other forms of currency
became more readily available for larger purchases, the use of
wampum declined for large purchases, but it continued to be
used as small change.

Once the British were in political control of the area the
demand for wampum, especially for use in smaller transactions
and for trade with Native Americans who were still demanding
payment in wampum, drove the value of wampum up for some
time. The wampum supply became so limited for a time that
British colonial regulations were put in place prohibiting the
removal of wampum “from this government” (Jordan n.d.:43).
It was during this period that the culturally Dutch residents
of Albany maintained an Almshouse for the poor where the
residents were put to work producing wampum as a way of
helping to restore them to a better moral and fiscal situation
(Pena 2001).

Wampum stayed in use among the British as small change
until early in the eighteenth century in New York and surround-
ing areas. The evidence for its use is largely documentary, such
as information about the toll for ferry crossings that included
prices in wampum in addition to other forms of payment until
1727 (Jordan n.d.:41).

It isn’t clear exactly when wampum stopped circulating as
currency, and the evidence for its use or absence that is pre-
sented is almost always (with the notable exception of Pena’s
work) entirely documentary evidence of one type or another.
There is no doubt that archaeological examples will add to our
understanding of this type of Native American money.

Avenues for Future Research

It has been suggested by some archaeologists, historians, and
numismatists, as well as by collectors and other amateurs, that
many other artifacts (especially but not exclusively beads) may
have served monetary purposes in various North American
societies, from the archaic period to immediately after contact.
Such suggestions should not be dismissed without appropriate
investigation.

Much of the information summarized in the previous pages
is based on historic documents. The fact that written documents

present information that is uneven and does not represent the
beliefs and understanding of all participants and situations has
already been discussed. This may be a good place, however, to
consider some of the questions that cannot be answered with
documents so that we can include them in research designs for
future archaeological investigations.

Assuming that it was the tribes who first participated in the
fur trade who set the prices for furs in wampum, we should
ask why they chose to do that. What advantages would they get
from such a method of exchange, assuming that they wished to
give themselves an advantage (which may or may not have been
the case)? After all, as people who lived in a society that had
different social values and economy, getting “the better end of
the deal” may or may not have been anything that they valued.
In what ways did the Native Americans who were participat-
ing in trade understand and control “value” from their side?
Was their insistence on using wampum a method of getting
better access and advantageous prices on the things they most
wanted—tools and guns? Or was there a different cultural value
to keeping the trade in wampum?

We have discussed inflationary periods and some of the
reasons for them, but how could we recognize an inflationary
period in the value of wampum, or any commodity or substi-
tute money for that matter, in the archaeological record? We
don’t know the answer to that now, but maybe thinking about
such possibilities can help us recognize them if they should be
encountered. Since wampum was much more commonly used,
especially in the marketplace, than all of the different forms of
coinage that were used in the area for over a hundred years,
understanding inflationary periods through archaeology could
be better done using wampum than coins. Maybe we will never
know the answers to these questions, maybe they are ultimately
unknowable—but if we want to get a more complete picture
of what happened in the past, thinking about them, and other
questions that arise out of them, may help us frame future
research more effectively.

Notes

1. In Haselgrove and Krmnicek’s 2012 survey, “The Archaeology
of Money,” the number of resource articles with a clear primary
focus on Europe and Eurasia outnumber those with a primary
focus on North America by more than 8:1.

2. Itis important to remember that deciding whether or not any
particular objects are money depends in large part on how money
is defined and how accurately the uses are being described.
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CHAPTER 3

Circulating Currency

Sovereignty and Currency

A review of North American coins should be prefaced with a
reminder that the present territory of the United States, Canada,
and Mexico includes areas taken from many hundreds of
indigenous groups. Much of North America was formerly
under the control of colonial powers including Britain, France,
Spain, Russia, Sweden, and the Netherlands. The colonial pow-
ers had their own ideas about what territory they had a right to
claim, and to what that claim entitled them. From the arrival of
the first explorers until 1848 there were continuous skirmishes,
wars, claims, and counterclaims in much of North America. Each
colony and its claims are reflected in economic relationships that
are sometimes revealed by recovery of numismatic artifacts.

A very large portion of Mexico was appropriated and
absorbed into the United States in three pieces. The first piece to
change hands was Texas, which was declared a Republicin 1836
prior to becoming a state, followed by the areas west of Texas
after the war with Mexico in 1846-48. Finally the Gadsden Pur-
chase was made, absorbing portions of southern Arizona and
New Mexico into the United States in 1854. The northern areas
of the present United States that were once part of or claimed
by Canada were occupied by the United States when Canada
was under British sovereignty, though in fact few colonists were
present at the time.

The colonial powers and the United States all occupied ter-
ritory that had been under the control of indigenous peoples.
The real local authorities were Native American political and
religious leaders. People of European ancestry lived in small
settlements that covered a very small fraction of the area, but
the Euro-Americans were the people who introduced coins and
coin-like tokens into circulation.

Sovereignty was not necessarily the factor determining what
circulating currency was used in a particular area at any given
time. For example, while the British American colonies were
usually bound by colonial law to use British money, it was rarely
available. By focusing on the artifacts that were actually present
in a particular time and place, it is possible to understand what
was really going on, no matter what appears in the law books.

In most archaeological excavations that yield remains from
the contact period and later, some form of money is found.
Archaeologists find evidence of means of exchange used by
the residents of both immigrant and native communities,
and by soldiers, merchants, and those who transported them
from place to place. These include shell beads and other Native
American money, gold, and silver coins from around the world,
copper-alloy coins and tokens imported from Europe and Asia,
or later locally struck tokens and the coins of American colo-
nies, states, and national governments.

Patterns of Circulation

The uses to which all these types of money were put, both in
circulation and when removed from circulation, are dealt with
elsewhere in this book. This chapter explores circulation pat-
terns and the changing mix of money in various regions of
North America over the last five centuries. Broad outlines of
how currency circulated are presented, but much research is still
needed to fill in the fine details.

People often remove attractive or otherwise interesting
objects from context and take them to areas where they have
no uses except as curiosities, or components of collections. It is
important to keep this in mind whenever unexpected coins are
recovered. Hundreds of Roman copper coins have been found
in American soil, but Roman copper coins most assuredly never
circulated as currency anywhere in the Americas. All such coins
were once part of collections, and the same is true of many
other exotic coins found here and there since shortly after the
first European immigration to these shores. Numismatic objects
found far away from their place of origin can give rise to much
speculation, and that effect is magnified because the total num-
ber of coins recovered in North America is so small. When other
hypotheses seem strained or unlikely, archaeologists should be
mindful that an unusual or out-of-context coin may have been
part of a collection.

Wampum and other Native American currency were dis-
cussed in Chapter 2. The first coins and tokens used in what
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became the United States were imported from Europe and the
Spanish American empire, although wampum and other local
currencies sometimes remained in circulation for decades after
European rule was established in a particular area. For example,
in New Amsterdam colonial authorities set up their own mints
to make a form of shell-bead money that, together with Native
American wampum and European forms of money, circulated
in some Dutch and British communities. Imitations of wam-
pum were even made with porcelain and glass, and some were
accepted in trade.

Spanish Colonial and Early Mexican Coinage

A few coins came to America with Columbus in 1492, but few if
any reached the mainland of North America. Some half-million
special coins for the new Spanish colonies in Santo Domingo
and the Caribbean were produced and shipped from Spain's
Seville mint for about twenty years after 1505. These now-rare
coins were used in the Caribbean islands where they turn up
from time to time, but on the North American mainland they
are likely to be found only in Florida and a few spots on the
Mexican Caribbean coast.

Figure 3.1. Coins with a face value of four maravedi coins like this one,
and other denominations as well, were minted in Spain from 1505 into
the 1520s for export to Hispaniola and other islands in the Caribbean.
Source: Numismatica Pliego.

Some earlier bronze coins from Spain have been found in
small numbers in Florida, at a site associated with Hernando
de Soto’s expedition of 1538-42. Many more bronze maravedis
minted between 1566 and 1665 were found in a single cache at
the San Buenaventura Mission site in Florida, but it is not yet
clear whether these coins circulated in the area, or were deposited
in a cache because they were not actually in use (White 2010).

Figure 3.2. Still earlier Spanish coins, like these from the late 1400s
and early 1500s, were brought from Spain by sailors and soldiers.
These three were recovered from the site of a 1539 Florida encamp-
ment of the Hernando de Soto expedition. Photo by Dr. Ashley White.

Photograph by Meontco.

After the establishment of the Mexico City mint in 1536,
vast quantities of silver and gold were made into coins before
being sent to Spain, and some were retained for use in Mexico.
Royal mints in more southerly Spanish colonies produced simi-
lar coins, and by the time the British colonies along the Eastern
Seaboard of the present United States were founded, the “Spanish
dollar” of eight reales was a standard of trade from Newfoundland
to Tierra del Fuego and in ports of East Asia as well.

During the numerous wars between European colonial
powers, piratical sea captains operating as agents of their gov-
ernments under letters of marque did their best to divert ship-
loads of coins from their intended destinations, and sometimes
they succeeded. Ocho reales in silver, or ocho escudos in gold,
could be spent in Virginia or London, as well as in Veracruz
or Cadiz. Some ships were lost in bad weather, and divers
and beachcombers of various nationalities salvaged many of
the cargoes when the weather cleared. Trade between British,
Spanish, and French subjects in the Americas was usually in
violation of imperial laws, but was common nevertheless, and
often involved Spanish colonial coins (Doty 1982:31). Whether
transferred on or off the books, silver and gold from the Spanish
American mints was the basis of most commercial calculations
in international trade in the Americas, and in internal trade
within and between colonies (Patterson 2014). Silver and gold
coins from many other countries, whose precise metal content
was known to merchants if not to their customers, also could be
spent in American ports.

Imperial powers did not set up colonies to enrich colonists
or aboriginal inhabitants. All colonies were set up to funnel
riches into the purses of the rulers (political and commercial,
with the usual overlap) of the home countries. Any gold and
silver that came to the colonies tended to end up, sooner or
later, on a ship bound eastward across the Atlantic or westward
across the Pacific. A seagoing merchant hauling cargo to or from
Europe or Africa tried to extract his profits in gold and silver.
The result was a fluctuating but constant tendency toward coin
shortages, particularly in gold and silver. Copper coinage sim-
ply did not get the attention needed from the various govern-
ments, SO copper coins were scarce as well.

Much trade, from top to bottom of the economic scale,
was conducted by credit or barter. This could take the form of
entries in account books in Europe or in the colonies, or of
paper documents exchanged between merchants. Paper notes
of debts and loans rarely survive deposition in the archaeologi-
cal record, so what is actually found are the scarce coins and
tokens rather than the commonly used informal and formal
paper exchange documents. A large gold coin is much less likely
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Figure 3.4. Cob coins from Spanish colonial mints were exported
to Europe in huge numbers, and many were used in trade in the
Americas from Tierra del Fuego to Newfoundland. These coins are
a single real, two reales, four reales, and eight reales, often called

a “piece of eight” in English. Similar cobs were also made in gold,
denominated in escudos. Top coin courtesy Kitty Knight, middle two
images courtesy Glenn Schinke, bottom photo by Meontco.

to be lost than a small silver or copper coin, and much more
effort would have been put into recovering an expensive loss.
So a greatly disproportionate number of smaller and cheaper
coins are found at archaeological sites compared to the num-
bers of the various types of coins that were in circulation at
the time. On the other hand, banking hoards and emergency
hoards tend to include relatively large numbers of high-value
coins. But they were rarely buried where archaeologists would
later look, typically being recovered by farmers when a slightly
deeper plow blade came into use (Casey 1986). Do not assume,
when many copper coins but few silver coins and no gold coins
are found, that copper coins dominated the local economy. To
use a modern analogy, millions of copper and copper-coated
cents are lost every year in the United States, but they represent
a very tiny fraction of the dollar value of commerce.

Circulation in Mexico

Shortly after the Mexico City mint opened, it became clear that
it would not provide low-value coins for the small purchases of
working people. Spanish authorities were focused on moving
gold and silver to the seat of empire, and they had no interest
at all in making life easier for Mexicans of any ancestry. This
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Figure 3.5. These copper tlacos were privately produced tokens
accepted in circulation in Mexico throughout the colonial period.
Many hundreds of varieties are known, with some known only from
eighteenth-century drawings. Illustration by Ian Akin, 2015.

was not just a common attitude but almost the only attitude
of imperial rulers in regard to coins for their American colo-
nial subjects, whether the rulers were located in London, Paris,
Madrid, Lisbon, or St. Petersburg. Before the end of the 1500s,
small tokens were in circulation in Mexico City and soon after-
ward elsewhere in Mexico, with nominal values of one-eighth
to one-sixteenth of a silver real. It seems quite likely, judging
by the often-high quality of the work, that some of the tokens
were produced at the mint or by mint employees. Complaints
about these unauthorized tokens were ignored or dodged by
mint directors (Rulau 2000:15-16).

Most of the tokens, called tlacos or clacos, two spellings
of the same Nahuatl word, were made of copper. Some were
made of other base metals, even iron, and some with local
circulation at specific haciendas were made of wood. By 1768,
when tlacos were the subject of a very hostile detailed report
to the Spanish Crown by Agustin Coronas y Paredes, many
of the tokens were of fancy shapes, including crowns, pome-
granates, stars, half-moons, human heads, and so on (Rulau
2000:16-17). Various tokens, often used to save employers
money in paying employees, and good at the Mexican equiva-
lent of company stores, continued to circulate in Mexico until
just after 1910 (Rulau 2000:18-122). In the cities and towns,
tokens were used less frequently during the ninety years after
the 1820s than they had been during colonial times because
state and federal government mints produced low-value cop-
per coins after independence.

For those engaged in large-scale commerce or dealing in
luxury goods, land, and other expensive merchandise, the
Mexican mints provided plenty of silver and gold coins through-
out the colonial period and well into republican times (though
such silver and gold coin use was largely confined to cities and
towns). Colonial silver and gold continued to circulate during
much of the nineteenth century alongside later coins. The sup-
ply of copper coins, and changes in size and weight of their
various denominations was the varying factor in Mexican cir-
culation. During the colonial period, almost all the copper was
private or semiofficial, and often used only in particular locali-
ties. During the early republican period, copper was coined by
each state, and values varied between states. Only during the
1860s did the state issues dwindle and then cease, and with the
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Figure 3.6. Spanish colonial milled coinage was rich in symbolism,
with royal portraits, pillars of Hercules, globes, Latin expressions of sov-
ereignty, crowns, lions, and royal towers. The silver denominations were
the half-real, real, two reales, four reales, and eight reales (duro, peso,
or piece of eight). A well-worn later portrait of eight reales is shown in
contrast to the earlier one without a portrait. A similar range of gold
coins was issued in escudo denominations, with only the eight escudos
shown here. Eight reales and eight escudos courtesy Glenn Schinke.

adoption of decimal coinage a standard centavo was issued and
accepted throughout Mexico.

During the Mexican War for Independence (1810-22) and
the reign of Emperor Agustin de Iturbide (1822-23) Mexican

Figure 3.7. During the early years of the Mexican Republic, from 1824
through 1867, copper small change was issued by the individual states
in a bewildering variety of sizes and designs. A few examples, from top
left, are a Durango one-eighth real of 1824, a Sonora one-fourth real
of 1832, a San Luis Potosi one-fourth real of 1859, and a Chihuahua
one-fourth real of 1860.

mints issued a chaotic mix of local coins, imitations of regal
coins, and token copper-alloy issues meant to be exchanged
later for silver. In 1824 the Republic began minting a regular
series of silver and gold coins that carefully followed the late
colonial standards of 90.7 percent for silver and 87.5 percent
for gold, issued by the several Mexican mints. This series contin-
ued (with interruptions by Maximilian and the French at some
mints during the 1860s) until decimalization around 1870.
Maximilian's coins were decimal, using the Juarez government'’s
1857 plan for a decimal currency before Juarez himself could
put it into effect except for an issue of bronze centavos in 1863
(Banco de Mexico 2014:14).

Later Mexican Coins

After the defeat of the French invasion and Emperor Maximilian
in 1867, with President Juarez back in power nationwide,
Mexican coins were converted to the decimal system over a
period of years. Centavos were in the large format until 1900,
and coins of five centavos up to the peso were of silver, using
the 90.3 percent standard through the end of the nineteenth
century. Gold coins from one peso to twenty pesos were minted
using the 87.5 percent standard. Small copper-nickel coins with
denominations of one, two, and five centavos were minted in
1882 and 1883, but then abandoned for the rest of the century,
supplanted by copper and silver. While the lower-value silver
coins denominated in reales were replaced with decimal coins
around 1870 (in different years at different mints), the coins
with denominations of one peso and ocho reales were minted at
the same time, with the last date of the ocho reales being 1897.
While valid domestically, the ones inscribed “ocho reales” were
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basically intended for foreign trade, going to the Far East. The
Mexican authorities continued the same design used since the
first issue of the Republic in 1824, as these coins were read-
ily accepted in Asia. Any change in design would likely have
resulted in their rejection in Asian markets (certain dates were
restruck as late as 1949 for shipment to China).

New designs of Mexican coins were issued starting in 1905,
with the country name changed from Republica Mexicana to
Estados Unidos de Mexico. Only the Mexico City mint made
coins, with all other mints shut down. A small centavo had
been introduced in 1900, and this denomination was contin-
ued with the new inscription, while a bronze two centavos and
nickel five centavos were introduced in 1905.

After the Mexican Revolution began in 1910, though coins
continued to be minted at Mexico City Mint, other coins were
struck in various states, cities, and villages, depending on the
fortunes of the armies. Paper money became dominant in circu-
lation for several years. Normal circulation was largely restored
after 1917, although fighting continued in some areas into the
early 1920s. Silver was the dominant coin material until World
War 1I, at a standard of 72 percent. After World War II many

Figure 3.9. This postcard from about 1906 was printed in Germany
by the only printers able at that time to produce embossed multicolor
postcards with metallic inks. It was often mailed from Mexico until
about 1912. It shows at the left and center the new coins of 1905,
including the gold 5 pesos and 10 pesos, and at the right a late
nineteenth-century peso that circulated alongside the “ocho reales,”
and a 25 centavos of 1883 that was left out of the new coinage system
in favor of a 20 centavo coin.

Figure 3.8. Mexican coins of the Republic: Silver one-fourth real, half-
real, 1 real, 2 reales, 4 reales, and 8 reales. Copper-nickel centavo and Figure 3.10. Three of the many coins produced at local mints during the
copper centavo; copper-nickel 5 centavos and silver 5 centavos; silver Mexican Revolution: 1 centavo of Aguascalientes from 1915, 5 centavos
10 centavos; and 25 centavos. of Oaxaca from 1915, and 5 centavos of Chihuahua from 1914.
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new coin designs were introduced as the coins were gradually
debased, reaching a low point in 1957 with pesos that were
only 10 percent silver. Later issues are treated at the end of this
chapter in the section “Recent Mexican Coins.”

North of Mexico

The Spanish Dollar and its Fractions North
of Mexico

High-value coins used north of Mexico were generally Mexican,
or the almost identical issues of Spanish mints from Central
and South America. Such coins generally are distinguished only
by the mintmarks and the initials of mint officials, but are oth-
erwise identical in design and composition. All precious metal
coins, except local coinage in certain colonies for brief periods,
passed at their value in silver or gold. A British sixpence was
worth slightly less, based on its silver content, than a Spanish
colonial real. The dos reales coin, or “two bits,” was worth a little
more than a shilling. While the paper money of British colonies
was often denominated in shillings and pence, when the notes
were exchanged for coins, the coins were usually denominated
in reales. Some Spanish colonial coins were cut in half or quar-
ters for use as change, but this practice was more common in
the Caribbean than on the continent (Doty 1982:30-31). Such
coins were often missing a bit too much silver, as it could be
filed away at the cut without the loss being plainly visible, and
complete coins were always preferred. Some writers have exag-
gerated the number of coins thus cut, as the practice is interest-
ing, and some hoards have included a high percentage of cut
coins. The reason so many cut coins were put aside in caches
is not because they were especially valued, but rather that they
were not well accepted in many areas.

Coins were usually hard to find even in port cities in North
America, and very hard to find in the continental interior. When
coins above the value of about one half-real or threepence were
found, they were usually Mexican. Smaller change was another
matter entirely.

Copper in the Thirteen Colonies

Mexican tlacos (base-metal tokens) and later Mexican copper
coins did not circulate farther north. A few may be found, but
so may small copper coins of several European countries. With
small change always hard to find, almost any kind of small cop-
per coin was accepted in trade. Some coin schemes that ended
in Britain and in Ireland saw their demise on that side of the
Atlantic with the shipment of the remaining tokens or coins to
the American side of the ocean where they were introduced into
circulation by merchants or officials. Any copper coin or token
was still accepted at a discount during the short periods when
colonial or British regal copper coins were more readily avail-
able. Another feature of coin circulation in the British Colonies
that some find surprising today is that counterfeits were know-
ingly accepted freely, though of course at a discount from the
value of the real thing. Several very respectable businessmen in
the late colonial period produced large quantities of counterfeit
farthings and halfpence at private mints connected with cop-
per mines as a way to move copper into circulation without
sending it to British intermediaries. This production accelerated
after 1776. There was always a ready market for their products,
though values of counterfeit and official coins both fluctuated.
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Figure 3.11. Exchange rate charts from 1759 (above) and 1771

(below). The gold coins are a two-escudos pistole from Lima, a 1721
moidoire from Brazil, a 1727 pistole from France, and a 1727 guinea
from England. Charts are from the 1759 edition of Father Abraham'’s
Almanack by Abraham Weatherwise of Philadelphia and The New-York
Pocket Almanack for the Year 1771. 1727 pistole from the National
Numismatic Collection, Smithsonian Institution.

Figure 3.12. Many British and Irish coins saw use in the British
colonies in America. Three examples from top: silver half-groat (two
pence) of Elizabeth I of 1582-1600, Irish halfpenny of 1723, and
British shilling of 1758.
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Some coins of other European states are sometimes found
in North America at sites from the colonial period. In particular,
coins of the Netherlands may turn up in New York and New
Jersey; coins of Sweden and other Scandinavian countries may
be found in Delaware, and a few Russian coins and rather more
Siberian coins turn up in Alaska. French coins are sometimes
found not only in the Upper Mississippi River area near the
Canadian border and in or near Louisiana but also at the sites
of short-lived French settlements in Florida. But context is very
important in analysis of such coins. They must be of the right
dates and must be found securely within the context of the
settlements of these European countries in order to be firmly
associated with these early colonial ventures. In fact, as almost
any coin would do in a pinch during a coin shortage, and coin
shortages were the rule rather than the exception, a French,
Dutch, or Swedish copper-alloy coin found in an eastern state
may well have been dropped by an Irish immigrant farmer or
a German immigrant merchant as late as the 1840s, even if the
coin bears a date in the 1600s.

Coins of the British Colonies

A small number of silver coins were struck in Britain in 1659
for use in Maryland where they circulated for a few years. A
regal copper halfpenny was struck in 1773 for use in Virginia,
where it joined other coins and tokens in circulation. Other
pieces struck in Britain with references to the American colonies
were almost all tokens that circulated in Britain rather than in
America, though a very few may have come across the Atlantic
together with other British tokens. Excellent illustrations of
many such tokens and some medals, with the few actual colo-
nial coins, may be found in the latest annual edition of the
Whitman Red Book, A Guide Book of United States Coins, avail-
able in most coin shops, as well as in the relevant volumes of
the Krause Publications Standard Catalog of World Coins. The
only significant silver issues of any British American colonies
were struck in New England, and their designs and stated dates
shed some light on the conflicts between British law and colo-
nial commercial necessity.

In 1652, during the English Civil War, Oliver Cromwell and
the Puritans held power, and they permitted (at least by default)
the minting of silver coins for use in New England. The mint was
established by the General Court of Massachusetts in Boston, and
the first coins were simple flat discs of silver stamped “NE” on
one side and Roman numerals on the other, with III meaning
threepence, VI meaning sixpence, and XII for the twelve-pence
or one-shilling denomination. These coins were easily counter-
feited, could be clipped to remove a little silver without it being
apparent, and almost all of them ended up being remelted and
made into other coins later.

The next coins, struck from 1653 to 1660, had more com-
plex designs featuring a willow tree. Again, most of these appear
to have been recoined, that is melted and made into new coins,
as they are quite rare. Coins struck from 1660 through 1667
showed an oak tree, and a pine tree appeared on the coins of
1667 to 1682. The oak tree and pine tree coins are the most
frequently found. The minting dates of all the tree coins are
known only from surviving records, some of which used obscure
phrasing to hide violations of royal law after the restoration of
the British monarchy in 1660. Massachusetts authorities had
no doubt that they would be severely punished if it could be
proven that they had usurped the royal coinage prerogative. So
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Figure 3.13. Some coins were struck for use in specific British colonies.
From top: Willow tree shilling and pine tree shilling from Massachusetts
(struck with frozen date 1652 until 1682); shilling (“XII” pence) from
Maryland, 1659; and Virginia halfpenny from 1773. The Maryland

and Virginia coins were struck in England and shipped to the colonies.
Willow tree shilling drawing by Montroville Dickeson, 1860; pine tree
shilling drawing by Benjamin Andrews, 1895; Maryland and Virginia
coin drawings from Scott Coin Catalog of 1895.

all the coins, no matter when they were actually minted, bore
the date 1652, and thus could not be used as evidence that
Massachusetts was still engaged in coining, a capital crime.
Production of the New England coins ended in 1682, with the
last coins still dated 1652 after thirty years. The coins appear to
have circulated, along with European and Mexican silver coins,
well into the 1700s.

The tree designs were selected because they were politically
neutral. Under the Commonwealth before 1660, no royal
portrait could have been used, nor would the Puritan rulers
of Massachusetts have wanted to use it. And after 1660, the
royal portrait could not have been used because it would have
revealed the fictitious nature of the 1652 date on the coins.

Canadian Circulation

In Canada, the first coins used were French, but the high-value
coins tended to be Spanish colonial and other silver coins from
abroad. The French coins varied over time, and certain coins of
specific dates and mintmarks tend to show up in the Americas,
depending on when and from what mint a shipment of coins
went west from France. Each of these coins can also be found
in France, as most of the silver coins went back to France to
pay for European merchandise. Most French coins that came to
Canada were also used in Louisiana and the Caribbean French
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Figure 3.14. Two coins used in Quebec. The thirty-deniers billon piece
from 1711 was commonly used in France, but many were shipped to
Quebec for use there. The copper nine deniers (or sou) from 1722 was
shipped to Quebec, but only some eight thousand entered circulation,
as the local people preferred the familiar playing card money.

Half a million were shipped out, and most found their way to the
French colonies farther south, including Louisiana, Martinique, and
Guadeloupe. Photos courtesy American Heritage Minting.

colonies. An example is the thirty-denier coin of 1711 from the
Lyon mint. This billon (low-percentage silver) coin was roughly
equivalent to the Spanish colonial real.

The coin supply never came close to meeting the demand,
and paper (or rather cardboard) notes were widely used. Play-
ing cards were inscribed, signed by officials, and used as money
in Quebec and nearby areas, including some settlements
later incorporated into the United States. When copper coins,
including the nine-denier, French Colonies coin of 1722, were
sent from France in the mid-1720s, they were largely rejected in
Quebec where another issue of card money was used instead by
popular demand. The coins were sent to the Caribbean.

Quebec came under British rule in 1759. Under British
rule, private tokens, like foreign copper, were generally accepted
by merchants. Some companies, particularly the Hudson's Bay
Company, issued tokens that circulated at much higher values
than the price of the metal based on the company’s willingness
to accept them in exchange for merchandise. When coins of the
United States became available, particularly after the War of 1812,
they circulated in Canada, together with a host of unofficial and
semiofficial copper tokens, mainly produced in Britain and the
United States to the order of Canadian merchants. Some of these
are illustrated in the material on tokens in Chapter 5.

When large cents fell out of use in the United States during
the 1850s, many were hoarded by people who considered them
worth more than one cent in copper. But a great many crossed
over into Canada where they were in heavy circulation through
the 1860s. Large cents remained the standard in Canada well
into the twentieth century, and Canadians were not much inter-
ested in small cents or the two-cent copper and three-cent and
five-cent copper-nickel coins the United States adopted during
the 1860s. Regal coins were introduced in several provinces,
including the Province of Canada (now Ontario and Quebec)
in 1858 and 1859. Starting three years after Confederation in
1867, there came adequate supplies of large one-cent coins and
small five-cent silver coins bearing the portrait of Queen Victoria,
along with higher denominations in silver. Gold coins from the
United States continued in use, which were joined by a two-
dollar gold coin with the royal portrait.

Since the 1870s, while occasional coin shortages have led
to the use of US coins beyond the immediate border area

Figure 3.15. Canadian provincial coins: Province of Canada 1 cent,
1859; Nova Scotia 1 cent, 1861; Prince Edward Island 1 cent, 1871;
and Newfoundland 20 cents, 1873. (Newfoundland continued to use
its own coins until union with Canada in 1947.)

Figure 3.16. Coins of the Canadian Confederation. Cent, 1884;
five cents, 1893; 5 cents, 1919; 10 cents, 1880; 10 cents, 1904; 25 cents,
1917; 50 cents, 1918.
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Figure 3.17. New types of coins after World War I: Small cent, 1933;
nickel five-cent piece, 1922; twelve-sided five-cent coin, this example
being chrome-plated steel from 1944; and silver dollar, 1935.

(and use of Canadian coins in parts of the northern United
States), each country has generally supplied its own coin needs.
The chief way Canadian coins changed during the century after
Confederation was that new portraits were introduced for each
new sovereign, though the large cent became the small cent in
1920, the five-cent silver coin was dropped in favor of a nickel
five-cent piece in 1922, and all the silver coins were dropped
from 92.5 percent sterling purity to a lower-value 80 percent
silver alloy in 1920. The silver dollar was introduced in 1935
but never circulated heavily.

Some Features of Circulation in
the Early United States

Silver Coins and Copper

Silver coins were the workhorses of commerce in the United
States from 1776 through the introduction of federal paper
money during the Civil War. Paper money did not circulate
widely in the Western states until the twentieth century, and
silver dollars continued their role in some states until after 1920.
Silver coins with values up to fifty cents were used throughout
the country until 1965, with brief interruptions during the
Hard Times and later the Civil War. Gold was the measure of
value until 1933, and it circulated heavily in Western states
but had a more limited (though still considerable) role in the
East. Most transactions involving amounts less than about five
dollars required the use of silver coins.

At first, the Spanish dollar and its fractions were the basic
coins in the independent United States. Other silver coins passed
at or just below their silver value. Coins with slightly higher
silver content tended to be exported, and when the products of
the US mint at Philadelphia came out starting in 1794, they
were often exported as well. Paper money was used during the
Revolution, but everyone always preferred silver, and desperate
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Figure 3.18. Coins of individual states under the Confederation:
Connecticut cent, 1787; Massachusetts cent, 1787; and New York cent,
1787. National Numismatic Collection, Smithsonian Institution.

overissuance of Continental Currency led to severe inflation of
the paper currency. When possible, sellers refused Continen-
tals, and the expression “not worth a Continental” was still
in use decades after the remaining notes had been redeemed.
Except at the upper reaches of the economy, among people
who could use paper notes for hundreds or even thousands of
dollars, commerce after the achievement of independence was
conducted with gold, silver, copper (coins and tokens), private
notes, and letters of account. While some families rarely saw a
silver coin, silver was involved in most transactions.

The new Philadelphia mint labored through the middle and
late 1790s to supply enough coins to satisfy the needs of com-
merce but could not meet the demand. The focus of the mint’s
efforts was on low-value coins that filled in missing elements
of the new decimal system, and high-value coins intended to
supplant foreign silver in large transactions. The new quarter-
dollar, duplicating the value of the dos reales coin of Mexico,
was only produced in small quantities.

The population of the United States, consisting then of
roughly the eastern one-third of today’s country, was counted
in the 1790 census at 3,929,214 of whom 694,280 were slaves.
This was certainly an undercount, though historians disagree
on how much of an undercount. Most of the uncounted lived
in remote areas and had little interaction with the market econ-
omy. Also somewhat undercounted was the 1800 census figure
at 5,308,483 of whom 893,602 were reported as slaves.

By the end of 1800, the mint had produced 555,425 half-
cents and 7,635,703 cents, a good start toward meeting the needs
of the population for low-value coins. This was still under two
cents per person, and except in a few cities, the old, worn, and
even counterfeit copper coins remained in circulation, with a far-
thing passing for one half-cent and a halfpence passing for a cent.

The total production of half-dimes was 165,163, and the
production of dimes was 96,706—just a start toward introduc-
ing the decimal system into the low end of the silver circulat-
ing currency. While prices may have been stated in cents and
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dollars, they were actually paid in reales, and many prices were
still stated in bits. Total production of quarter-dollars was only
6,146; really a sample to accustom officials and bankers to the
intended new denomination, and the actual coin used for this
denomination was the Spanish colonial dos reales.

Figure 3.19. Products of the new United States mint, all dated
1794: Half cent, cent, and dollar. National Numismatic Collection,
Smithsonian Institution.

Considerable numbers of the half-dollar and dollar coins
were minted, but most were used in foreign trade, and inter-
nal circulation needs were not met. Coinage through the end
of 1800 was 327,062 half-dollars, and 1,259,458 dollars. Well
after the turn of the century, Spanish colonial coins were still
generally used for these denominations.

Gold Coins

Production of gold coins by the end of 1800 was very limited,
with a total face value of $1,144,320 being minted. The $10.00
eagle mintage was 69,474; the $5.00 half eagle 88,458; and
the $2.50 quarter eagle a tiny 2,916. The denominations, at
the then-current exchange rate between gold and silver, made
sense in the decimal system but did not correspond to any of
the Spanish colonial gold denominations then in use. Instead,
they closely corresponded to the British double guinea, guinea,
and half guinea widely used in international commerce.

A guinea was twenty-one shillings, and each shilling was
made up of twelve pence; so the guinea was worth 252 pence.
The US cent was roughly equivalent to a halfpenny, so a five-
dollar coin was worth roughly 250 pence. The guinea coin con-
tained 0.2461 troy ounce of gold and the $5.00 half eagle
contained 0.2580 troy ounce of gold. The eagles and fractions
contained a little more gold than the guinea-denominated
British gold coins, so the US gold coins were valued above the
guinea in international commerce. This doomed them as circu-
lating currency within the United States, and they were exported
just about as fast as they were coined.

The gold that actually circulated was a mix of coins from
many countries, in many denominations. Gold was not used
in most ordinary transactions until production increased with
major gold discoveries within the United States. Gold was used,
rather, in transactions between banks and between merchants,
particularly those engaged in international trade. This is an
additional reason, together with the likelihood that a lost gold
coin would be sought until found, that few gold coins entered
the archaeological record.

From 1800 to the Hard Times of 1832-44

Philadelphia Mint production continued to rise after the turn
of the nineteenth century, though the silver dollar was aban-
doned after 1803. By 1812 self-sufficiency in coinage was only
achieved in three denominations: half-cent, cent, and half-
dollar. Once war broke out, the coins headed into hiding, not
to be seen for several years. The former mix of worn old cop-
pers, counterfeits, and worn imported tokens served as small
change, with Spanish colonial silver coins often hoarded, but
spent if anything was spent.

Figure 3.20. United States coins after the War of 1812: half-cent, 1826; cent, 1828; half-dime, 1830; dime, 1827; quarter, 1833; half-dollar, 1827.

Photograph by Jonathan Briggs.
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After the war, the mint cranked up production again. Half-
cents were not resumed until 1825, but cents were provided
in large numbers starting in 1816, and substantial numbers of
dimes and quarters were added to the half-dollars. Half-cent
production resumed in 1825, and half-dimes were added in
1829. Spanish colonial coins continued in use, and the half-
cent was helpful in making change when the reales could not
be made to fit into a decimal transaction.

But along came the Hard Times, starting in 1832, and most
coins fell out of circulation again. Paper “shinplaster” notes were
issued by local and state authorities, but mainly by private banks
and merchants. And the hard times tokens (reviewed with tokens
in Chapter 5) came into their own. Despite the efforts of the mint,
it was not until 1844 that coins would fully reenter the economy.
The situation varied by state and region. In New Orleans and
some other Gulf ports, for example, worn Mexican silver was in
circulation during much of the Hard Times. When the newspaper
The Picayune was founded in New Orleans in 1837, it was named
for its price: one picayune, that is, a half-real coin that had a value
in the United States of six and one-fourth cents.

After the Hard Times, up to the Civil War

Except for a few small mintages in the early 1850s, no more
half-cent coins were released into circulation. The Hard Times
had seen the effective end of this coin’s circulation, and it would
be demonetized in 1857. However, cents were minted in large
numbers; the annual record was 6.4 million in 1848, which was
later broken with just shy of ten million in 1851.

There were difficulties in maintaining silver in circulation,
because the high silver content of US coins made it profitable
to export them. Production of gold two and one-half-dollar and
five-dollar coins went up sharply during the later 1830s due
to gold discoveries in Georgia and North Carolina, and gold
became more common in circulation as more coins were struck
during the 1840s. New federal mints were opened in Charlotte
and Dahlonega in 1838 that would continue to strike gold
until the Civil War began in 1861. A New Orleans mint also
opened in 1838, striking some gold, but emphasizing small
silver coins in its first years to replace the worn Mexican silver
coins then circulating in the area. The cent was not then used in
New Orleans, and no cents were minted there. Inflation was not
a factor, as the money supply was always inadequate. But that
would change at the end of the 1840s.

Figure 3.21. Five-dollar gold coin from the Dahlonega mint, 1852.
National Numismatic Collection, Smithsonian Institution.

In 1848, shortly after California was conquered from Mexico,
gold was discovered in the Sacramento area. By the middle of
1849, tens of thousands of gold seekers from all around the
world had come to California with their picks and shovels. A few
even brought minting machines to make private gold pieces. By
early 1850, gold inflation was a major factor in the economy of
the United States, and then of the world. The huge quantities of
gold coming out of the ground in California adjusted the ratio
of the gold price to the silver price, raised prices in California
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to unbelievable levels, and increased to some degree the gold
price of just about everything, just about everywhere. At first,
the Philadelphia mint insisted on bringing the gold to the mint
to strike it into coins. The mintage of most gold coins shot up,
and new gold coins were introduced: the gold dollar in 1849,
the twenty-dollar double eagle in 1850, and the three-dollar
gold piece in 1854.

Figure 3.22. Three-cent silver “trime” of 1855; half-dollar of 1853
with arrows at date to indicate slightly reduced silver content. The rec-
tangular hole appears to have been made with a nail. Half-dollar used
with permission of Riverside Stamp and Coin Shop.

The mintage of silver coins went up too, and three-cent
silver pieces (known for a while as “trimes”) were struck in large
numbers starting in 1851. A downward adjustment in the sil-
ver content of the coins took place in 1853, with arrows at the
dates on each coin marking the new reduced-silver versions.
This was successful in reducing exports of silver coins, and the
mintages set records, while the coins stayed in circulation.

The many Chinese and related coins found in archeologi-
cal sites dating from 1849 through the early twentieth century
are not dealt with in this chapter, as none of them circulated as
money on this side of the Pacific Ocean. They are described in
Chapter 4.

There were regional differences in coin circulation, as there
always have been, and some of them are significant to archaeolo-
gists. For example, the large cent never circulated in the West, and
even the smaller one-cent coins did not circulate in California
and some neighboring states until after the Civil War. But many
of the local features of circulation involved branch mints, whose
coins tended to circulate in their own areas. In 1854, a new mint
opened in San Francisco, and its production was considerable
from the start. It was the only mint on the West Coast, and in the
days before the transcontinental railroad its products tended to
circulate only in the West (except for gold, that was often shipped
to the East Coast after minting in San Francisco).

With silver coins actually circulating, and the mintages high
enough to meet the demand, foreign silver had its legal ten-
der status eliminated in 1857. The foreign coins would still be
accepted by banks until 1859 (and that deadline was extended
briefly again), but they would only be accepted for silver at a
discount, with full value given only if they were exchanged for
new small US cents. By 1860, foreign coins were no longer valid
in the United States.

The major change that left plenty of evidence in the archae-
ological record was the 1857 replacement of large cents with
shiny new copper-nickel small cents. The new coin was very
popular, and forty-one million were distributed during the two
years of production of the flying eagle cent. The Indian Head
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Figure 3.23. The small cents of 1858 were made in two designs: Left,
the Flying Eagle type of 1857-58; right, the Indian Head type of 1858
and later. National Numismatic Collection, Smithsonian Institution.

design was introduced in 1859, and by 1861, 67 million of those
had been minted. War came in 1861, a Civil War that affected
everyone in the country, and the cents, the silver, and the gold
all dropped from circulation for a time.

During the Civil War, paper money became the norm in
monetary circulation. Small paper notes were even introduced
for small change, although tokens and coins were used for cents.
In areas controlled by the Confederates, paper remained the only
circulating medium right up until final defeat, even as the value
of Confederate paper money fell off the cliff. But in the areas
under Union control, the great majority of the country by late
1864, new coins were introduced to provide a full range of
change despite the emergency.

Tokens were outlawed by the federal government dur-
ing 1863; though replacing them was more easily said than
done. A two-cent coin in copper alloy was struck in a quantity
of almost twenty million in 1864. A copper-nickel, three-cent
piece followed in 1865, with over 11 million struck that year.
To replace the silver half-dime, a copper-nickel five-cent piece
was planned, but production did not begin until 1866, after
the war was over. Its 1866 mintage was over 14 million, and
tens of millions more came over the next decade. The cent had
been struck continuously during the coin shortage, and ninety-
one million additional copper-nickel cents were added during
1862, 1863, and 1864. However, in 1864, the composition was
changed to a 95 percent copper bronze alloy, reportedly in an
effort to reduce hoarding, and mintage of the new bronze cent
was almost 40 million in 1864 and over 35 million in 1865. In
most of the country, some months after the war’s end, the coin
shortage was over. Neither large cents nor small cents, nor the
tokens used during the Civil War, saw circulation in the West.
The cent was not used in Western states until well after the Civil
‘War was over.

Figure 3.24. New coins of the late 1860s: 2-cent copper, 1866;
3-cent copper-nickel coin, 1865; 5-cent copper-nickle “shield nickel,”
1867.

After the Civil War

During and after the Civil War, as gold production continued
in California, tremendous quantities of silver came from the
ground in neighboring Nevada. A mint was opened in Carson
City in 1870 to convert some of this silver into coin close to the
mines, and it continued to strike coins until 1893. A twenty-
cent coin was introduced in 1875; most were produced in San
Francisco and Carson City, but the resemblance in size, appear-
ance, and weight to the quarter made it highly unpopular, and
it was quickly abandoned. The reason for continued mintage
of the silver dollar, confined to bank vaults to provide a reserve
in most states, was basically the clever political footwork of
the senators from certain Western states, including Nevada. In
much of the West, however, the silver dollar still circulated, and

Figure 3.25. United States coins of the later nineteenth century:
Indian Head bronze cent, 1890; seated Liberty dime, 1873; five-cent
copper-nickel Liberty-head or “V nickel,” 1883; seated Liberty quarter,
1876; seated Liberty half dollar, 1870; Morgan (Liberty head) dollar,
1885; gold “Indian princess head” dollar, 1862. Gold dollar from the
National Numismatic Collection, Smithsonian Institution.
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banknotes were much less popular than silver and gold. This sit-
uation continued right up into the 1930s when gold coins were
taken out of circulation. Even then the silver dollar was the sen-
timental favorite in some parts of the West and a vital necessity
in Nevada where it was used in gambling, the state’s new basic
industry after legalization in March 1931.

The Twentieth Century

Mining in Colorado and neighboring Rocky Mountain states
was the motivating factor behind the opening of the Denver
mint in 1906. The smaller and less efficient New Orleans mint,
much farther from the mines, closed in 1909. From this point
until 1933 during the Great Depression, the coinage system was
stable, though coin designs changed, and the silver dollar went
in and out of production without much effect on circulation.
The First World War, which completely rearranged the currency
systems of many countries, had relatively minor effects on the
metallic currency of the United States.

Figure 3.26. Five-cent buffalo “nickle,” 1927; Barber dime, 1915;
“Mercury” dime, 1926; standing Liberty quarter, 1924; Walking Liberty
half-dollar, 1921; Peace dollar, 1925.
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In 1933, in response to international effects of the worldwide
Depression, gold was taken out of circulation. The half-dollar
remained a workhorse of circulation, but coinage of silver dol-
lars ceased in 1935.

During the Great Depression and the war that followed,
most countries removed silver from their coinage. The United
States, a big silver producer, did not. In fact, during World
War II another silver denomination was added. Months after
the attack on Pearl Harbor brought the United States into the
war, nickel was classed as a strategic material, and the five-cent
piece (while still called a nickel by most people) saw a change
in composition; silver and manganese substituting for nickel.
The alloy before and after the war was 75 percent copper and
25 percent nickel. The composition during the war became
56 percent copper, 35 percent silver, and 9 percent manganese.
These 35 percent silver pieces had the mint mark moved to the
top of the dome of Monticello on the reverse, and for the first
time coins of this denomination struck at the Philadelphia
mint had a mint mark: a large “P.” With the rise in the silver
price in the 1970s, the 35-percent-silver “war nickels” dropped
out of circulation, as their bullion price went above five cents.
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Figure 3.27. This “war nickel” was in use for about twenty years before
being removed from circulation, and it shows considerable wear. The
silver/manganese/copper composition was more susceptible to wear
than copper-nickel. The large mintmark over the dome of Monticello
on the reverse marks this as a wartime silver issue.

The 19-percent reduction in the copper content of the
nickel reduced copper use in coinage somewhat, but for the
1943 mintage year the copper was taken out of the cent as
well, allowing its diversion to the war effort. The new cent was
made of steel with a coating of zinc. When buried, the steel cent
quickly loses some of its zinc coating, and the steel rusts, leav-
ing the coin pitted and corroded to a red-brown to black color.
By the start of 1944, the supply of copper had improved, and
cents were restored to a copper-alloy composition. Historical
archaeologists working at war-era sites need not clean the 1943
steel cents to identify them—they can be picked up with a
magnet, something that will not work on any other cents.

After World War I, metallic content of all the coins reverted
to their prewar alloys. Only one change was made; the design
of the dime was changed to honor the memory of President
Franklin D. Roosevelt. In 1948 the half-dollar was redesigned
to feature Benjamin Franklin and the Liberty Bell. The reverse
of the cent was changed in 1959 to show the Lincoln Memo-
rial, on the 150th anniversary of Lincoln’s birth. In 1964, the
half-dollar design changed again in memory of President John
F Kennedy, who had been assassinated late the previous year.
A huge mintage of over 433 million was part of the final set of
90-percent-silver coins produced by the United States for circula-
tion. The next year, silver was out of the dime and quarter and
replaced by copper clad in copper-nickel. The half-dollar retained
a little silver and was minted in a composition of 40 percent
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Figure 3.28. Lincoln Memorial cent, 1961; Jefferson five-cent “nickel,”
1957; Roosevelt dime, 1963; Washington quarter, 1953; Franklin half-
dollar, 1960; Kennedy half-dollar, 1964. All could have been in the
same change purse in 1964, before silver coins left circulation.

silver and 60 percent copper from 1965 through 1970 when the
silver price rose, and the copper-nickel-clad copper composi-
tion was used beginning in 1971. While many silver coins have
been struck for collectors and sold at a premium, no coins con-
taining silver have been placed into circulation in the United
States since 1970.

Of interest to an archaeologist who seeks to date recent fea-
tures and strata using coins is the fact that most silver coins
disappeared from circulation during the 1965-68 period, and
the war nickel and the 40-percent-silver Kennedy half disap-
peared from circulation in 1971-72. A few stray coins remained
in circulation for a few years, and sometimes old coins are
spent by the careless, but if a number of 90-percent silver
coins are found mixed with cents and nickels from 1968 or ear-
lier, or 35-percent and 40-percent silver coins found with cents
and nickels from 1970 or earlier, their date of loss should be
assumed to be before the coins were removed from circulation.

No United States coins are ever demonetized, but when their
bullion price exceeds their face value, they leave circulation
even more quickly than if a powerful authority had ordered it.

Around 1980, collectors and hoarders began offering more
than face value for the “wheat back” Lincoln cents of 1909
through 1958. The older cents from 1909 to the 1930s already
had an elevated market value, but common cents of 1956 or 1957
with mintages in excess of one billion will never be rare. They are
now of unfamiliar design, and are desired enough by those who
hoard older Lincoln cents that their price has risen above one
cent. When the price offered by coin dealers reached one and
one-fourth cents each, that is two and one-half mils above face
value, they disappeared from circulation in a matter of weeks.
So while strays can turn up at any time, it is a general rule that
Lincoln cents of 1958 and before were not deposited in the soil
after about 1980, but a Lincoln cent dated 1959 may have been
dropped yesterday. A five-cent piece dated 1942 through 1945
with a large mint mark atop the dome of Monticello is unlikely
to have been dropped after 1970, but an older Jefferson nickel
from 1938 may have been dropped this morning. A worn silver
quarter from 1917 may have been in circulation in 1964, but it
would no longer have been circulating in 1966.

In many homes, not necessarily those of coin collectors,
silver coins were (and are) set aside in drawers, boxes, or cubby-
holes, and retained because it is well known that they are worth
more than face value. Finding them in such locations does not
help much with dating, although they would not have been
separated out before 1965. But they may have been put there in
1966, or they may have been put there in 2014, and they would
look just the same. When coins come out of circulation, they
acquire wear very slowly if at all. A silver coin from 1953 that
circulated until 1965 will be rather worn, but a silver coin from
1964 never had an opportunity to become worn, and will look
much the same in 2015 as it did in 1965.

The Post-silver Era in the United States

With two exceptions, the composition of each US circulating
coin has remained the same since the removal of silver between
1965 and 1970. The cent is one exception, having changed from

Figure 3.29. The Eisenhower dollar was not used much outside of
casinos but was produced from 1971 to 1978. The Susan B. Anthony
dollar seemed to the general public to resemble the quarter far too
much and was only made for three years from 1979 to 1981 before a
brief resurrection in 1999.



Downloaded by [University of California, San Diego] at 23:37 27 June 2017

bronze in early 1982 to copper-plated zinc later in 1982. The
dollar is another exception. The Eisenhower dollar, a copper-
nickel coin the size of the old silver dollar, saw some circulation
(particularly in Nevada) from 1971 to 1978. In 1979, the Susan
B. Anthony (SBA) dollar was introduced. Government officials
had careful surveys done of people’s reactions to coins of vari-
ous sizes, and then ignored or twisted the results. For example,
a large number said they thought a dollar coin should be the
size of a silver dollar. All such answers were eliminated from
consideration, on the grounds that they reflected a desire not to
have a circulating dollar coin.

Government officials and well-paid consultants also stud-
ied the experiences of countries that had eliminated their low-
denomination banknotes in favor of a circulating coin with a
value around a dollar or two. They then proceeded to violate
in practice every lesson they had learned abroad. For example,
they learned that the new coin must be distinctly different in
appearance and feel from other coins, that the stock of the new
coin must be sufficient on the first day of its issuance so that the
transition is seamless, and they learned that the number-one
essential feature of a successful transition is for the equivalent
banknotes to be taken out of production when the coin is intro-
duced into circulation. In actual practice, when the SBA dollars
were introduced, they were midway between a quarter and a
half-dollar in size and similar in composition and design, so
that the new dollars were frequently confused with quarters. An
inadequate supply was on hand at the beginning of the process,
and the printing presses churned out banknotes at record rates
as the coins were placed in circulation. To the great surprise of
those in charge, the coin was not a success, and people refused
to accept them. Minting stopped in 1981. As of this writing, the
Federal Reserve still has many millions of them in storage.
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Figure 3.30. Sacagawea dollars were issued beginning in 2000 and are
still made each year in small numbers for collectors. The presidential
dollar series started in 2007 with George Washington and by 2012
had reached Grover Cleveland, shown here. Grover Cleveland Dollar
photograph from United States Mint.

As the year 2000 approached, officials once again studied
how to replace the dollar bill with a coin. They fixed one thing;
they decided that the new coin’s color would be a golden bronze,
distinctly different from lower-denomination coins. However,
the size was left the same as the SBA dollar, and the dollar bill
was retained. The new Sacagawea dollar was doomed. It had
some early success, as ticket machines in many major cities were
set to take dollar coins for transit fares, and there were even
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some millions of new SBA dollars struck with a 1999 date to
make sure enough dollar coins were available. Nevertheless, the
Sacagawea dollar was put into use in dribs and drabs, with no
adequate supply available, and the ready availability of dollar
banknotes meant that ticket-vending machines were practically
the only thing for which anyone needed the coin. For “market-
ing” reasons that defy common sense, the coin was heavily pro-
moted in very expensive advertisements as the “golden dollar,”
well before they could actually be obtained, and those who got
some promptly put them away, often believing that they were
too valuable to spend. Over the next few years, the machines
were reset to take banknotes or credit and debit cards, the US
Postal Service removed the stamp machines that also took dol-
lar coins, and banks refused to make the Sacagawea dollar avail-
able to their customers. Meanwhile, dollar banknotes rolled off
the printing presses, and the dollar coin sank again into invis-
ibility. A later program introducing presidential dollars, at five
presidents per year, barely stirred the public consciousness.

A one-year Bicentennial design was issued in 1976 for the
200th anniversary of national independence, just for the quar-
ter, half-dollar, and dollar. The old designs came back in 1977.
Many new coin designs were introduced beginning in 1999,
with circulating commemorative quarters replacing the former
design, first a series for the states, then the territories, then the
national parks. Commemorative designs for circulating nickels
and cents came a little later, and the former principle that rarely
changing designs maintained confidence in the currency has
been discarded. Even the paper money has been made more
colorful, and designs are changed frequently.

The national mints now have a much more complex job
than before. Since 1982, many commemorative coins and spe-
cial sets of coins with proof finishes, different metallic content,
and new designs have been a major product of the mint. The
coins do not circulate, though they are technically legal tender,
as they have a value to collectors higher than their face value.
They will be found rarely by future archaeologists, and do not
belong in this survey of circulating coins. All may be found
listed, in great detail and with all their varieties, in any standard
catalog that lists US coins.

Recent Canadian Coins

The silver was removed from Canadian coins during 1968. Each
denomination had a special design in 1967 to honor the cen-
tennial of confederation, and other commemorative designs
were introduced frequently, in an accelerating process that con-
tinues today. The one-dollar banknote was replaced with the
one-dollar “loonie” coin in 1987, so called because it features a
loon on the reverse. The two-dollar banknote was also replaced
in 1996 with a coin. While it features a polar bear on the reverse,
it has been nicknamed the “toonie,” as it is the two-dollar coin
of the series that includes the loonie. Some Canadian jokesters
describe the two-dollar coin as “showing the Queen with a bear
behind.”

Another significant change is the omission of the cent from
the Canadian coin series starting in 2012. The government
plans to eliminate it entirely from circulation, though it will
not be demonetized. What the people decide will be revealed
over the next few years. Coins of almost identical value are read-
ily available nearby, and cross-border circulation along the US-
Canadian border would not be a new thing.
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Figure 3.31. The first mass minting of circulating commemorative

US coins was for the Bicentennial. The quarter and half-dollar shown
here are dated 1776-1976. and had special reverse designs. The next
circulating commemoratives were the state quarters issued starting in
1999 in the order in which the states ratified the Constitution or were
admitted to the union; the Oregon quarter of 2005 is a typical example.
Upon completion of the state series in 2008, it was extended by a year
by inclusion of territories, the District of Columbia, and the Common-
wealth of Puerto Rico. The next series of quarters, starting in 2010, com-
memorated parks and monuments and were grouped as the “America
the Beautiful” series. The Denali quarter of 2012 shows Alaska'’s largest
mountain under its local name. The first commemorative five-cent
coins celebrated the Lewis and Clark bicentennial and had a new
portrait of Thomas Jefferson on the obverse. The first example shows a
keel boat, and the other indicates Lewis and Clark’s arrival at the Pacific
Ocean. Still another portrait of Jefferson was used for regular five-cent
coins starting in 2006, including this example from 2015. The first
four commemorative cents were issued in 2009 for the bicentennial of
the birth of Abraham Lincoln, including the cent with the Capitol,
minus its dome, as it appeared during the Civil War.

Figure 3.32. Canadian pocket change around 2001: cent, 1993;
10 cents, 1991; 5 cents, 1993; 5 cents with “P” for “plated” under bust;
25 cents, 1985; 1 dollar “loonie,” 1987; 2 dollar “toonie,” 1996.

Figure 3.33. 5-cent Confederation centennial commemorative with
snow rabbit, 1967; 25-cent millennium “Tribute to the First Nations”
commemorative, October 1999; 25-cent Queen Elizabeth 50th year of
reign commemorative dated “1952-2002;” “loonie” dollar with maple
leaf described by the mint as a security device, 2012. Photograph from
the Canadian Mint.
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As in the United States, the Royal Canadian Mint is con-
stantly busy producing noncirculating commemoratives, bul-
lion coins, special strikes, off-metal coins, and so on, and so
forth all for sale to collectors. These coins do not enter circula-
tion but may be identified from any standard coin catalog that
covers Canadian issues.

Figure 3.34. The shrinking peso: 72 percent silver, 1943; 50 percent
silver, 1948; 30 percent silver, 1950; 10 percent silver, 1963; copper-
nickel, 1982; stainless steel, 1987.
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Recent Mexican Coins

Silver left circulation in Mexico twice. The old silver stan-
dard of 72 percent was dropped after 1945, and new coins
with decreasing percentages of silver were struck from 1947
through 1953. The peso was struck with the very low silver
content of 10 percent (but silver plated) from 1957 through
1967. Other, larger coins were struck with higher percentages
of silver, but these coins were not used in trade, so much as
hoarded, or bought and sold, much as bullion coins are today.
The last silver coin that saw any use in trade was the 1968
Olympic commemorative twenty-five peso, of the old 72 percent
standard. It was entirely out of circulation by 1970, as the silver
price rose.

Gold coins were struck in Mexico, but were used as bul-
lion coins for saving or investment, and had no use in regular
commerce.

During the years until 1992, smaller coins with higher face
values were issued, until the one-thousand-peso coin featur-
ing the poet Juana de Asbaje was produced of aluminum-
bronze from 1988 through 1992 (see figure 3.35). Sor Juana had
appeared on the old 1,000-peso banknote. Most of the new
inflationary coins reproduced the central design elements of the
corresponding banknotes. On the first day of 1993, a new cur-
rency was issued, and one thousand old pesos were exchanged
for one new peso. The new coins, produced over the previous
year, were dated 1992. The international exchange at this point
had three new pesos as equivalent to about one dollar. The new
peso dropped too but not nearly as fast.

The new 1992 five centavos and ten centavos were made
from stainless steel, the twenty centavos and fifty centavos
were of aluminum-bronze, and the new peso, two pesos and
five pesos coins were bimetallic, with an aluminum-bronze
center in a stainless steel ring. But the ten pesos and twenty
pesos coins brought back silver. They were bimetallic with a
silver center enclosed by an aluminum-bronze ring. Alas, the
peso went down, silver went up, and by 1996 the part-silver
issues were no longer being made and were replaced by base-
metal versions.

The nuevo peso has now been renamed the peso, and coins
similar to those of 1992 continue in circulation, although
the peso stood at six and one-half US cents in June of 2015.
The Mexico City Mint, like its Canadian and US counterparts,
is busy producing not only coins for circulation, but bullion
coins, special strikes, commemorative issues, off-metal coins,
medals, and so on, which find a ready market among collectors.
They are not found in circulation, and may be found in stand-
ard catalogs that list Mexican coins.

Even in hard times, many people do not bother to pick up
a low-denomination US or Canadian coin when it falls to the
ground, as the low denominations (even up to the dime) are
worth less than a cent was in the 1930s. This will provide many
artifacts for future archaeologists to find. But in Mexico, the old
base-metal currency is literally worthless, except as metal scrap,
and to collectors who generally already have them. The result
is that many, many pre-1992 Mexican coins have entered the
archaeological record since 1992, some through carelessness
but many through the play of children. Just about all that non-
silver old pesos are good for anymore is for children to play
with them.
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Figure 3.35. Above: Hundred-peso banknote from Mexico, 1981, with replacement coin, 1987, both showing Venustiano Carranza. Below:
Thousand-peso banknote of Mexico, 1984, with replacement coin, 1988, both showing the poet Juana de Asbaje (85 percent of actual size).

Figure 3.36. Mexican coins after the reform of 1992: 5 centavos
stainless steel, 1994; 10 centavos stainless steel, 1995; 20 centavos
aluminum-bronze, 1999; 50 centavos aluminum-bronze, 1992; new
peso bimetallic aluminum-bronze in stainless steel ring, 1995; 2 new
pesos bimetallic aluminum-bronze in stainless steel ring, 1992;

5 new pesos bimetallic aluminum-bronze in stainless steel ring,
1992; 10 new pesos bimetallic silver in aluminum-bronze ring, 1992;
10 pesos bimetallic stainless steel in aluminum-bronze ring, 1998.
The higher denominations shifted from “nuevo peso” to “peso” in
1996, at the same time the last silver was taken out of the coinage.
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CHAPTER 4

Asian Coins in North America

Why are Asian Coins Found in North
America?

Asian coins have been widely scattered across the landscape of
North America, from Alaska to Mexico. They were imported in
association with two specific historic episodes: first of trade and
second of immigration. The first coins were imported as part of
the Pacific Northwest fur trade and were among commodities
and materials traded for fur pelts. Coins were brought to the
Northwest by traders of several nationalities who stopped in
Chinese ports on their way east to trade with native people in
Alaska and the Pacific Northwest beginning before 1785. Once
traders discovered that the copper and brass Chinese coins were
highly prized for their metallic content, they began to pick them
up in China in large quantities. They were widely distributed
across the area and are often recovered from Native American
sites dating to that period.

The coins that were selected for the fur trade were taken
from the coins in circulation in China at that time, mainly in
the central and northern ports. This included some coins that
had just been issued from the mints, and many others that were
centuries old. This is why many coins recovered from sites in
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Figure 4.1. Large early Qing wen of types that arrived in the Pacific
Northwest as a part of the fur trade.

the area, or collected by ethnographers later, have reign dates
that are much earlier than the late eighteenth century when the
fur trade began in the region. Though a few of the sailors were
Chinese, it is important to remember that the coins are not evi-
dence of the presence of Chinese people; they just indicate that
some of the material culture of the Chinese reached the area.
Farther south and beginning about seventy-five years later, we
find evidence of the second wave of activity that brought Asian
coins to America. Beginning in 1849, Chinese people, mainly
men, came to North America along with others from many parts
of the world to seek their fortunes in the gold fields of Califor-
nia. After the first flush of the gold rush wore off, Chinese work-
ers continued to find employment building railroads, irrigation
canals, levees, and even making the very bricks used to build the
new cities. These Chinese people brought some coins with them
and had even more of them shipped from home for several non-
monetary purposes. Again, the coins were those in circulation
in Chinese ports at the time, although these ports were mainly
southern. As the importation of coins continued for a period of
more than sixty years, the mix of imported coins changed as the
mix of coins in circulation in southern Chinese ports changed.

Why Wen and Dong Could not have
Circulated as Money

Chinese coins and similar Asian coins were never used as circulat-
ing currency anywhere in North America, so they have been sepa-
rated from the other coins that are discussed in this book. There
were many ways that the coins could be used, and they were more
valuable for those uses than they were as money. Fur trade coins
were primarily exchanged to be used as decorations and as mark-
ers of status. Later, when Chinese people arrived in North America
in large numbers, they imported coins for use in a wide range of
noncurrency activities, such as gambling, and to use as religious
talismans. In both circumstances the imported Chinese coins had
a greater value for the purposes for which they had been imported
than they ever could have had as circulating currency.

A basic principle of monetary theory is that no object can
circulate as money if it has a substantially greater value when
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removed from circulation. All of the Asian coins recovered
in North America had very low value at home as circulating
currency. For example, a string of roughly one thousand Chi-
nese wen traded for about one silver dollar in China, with many
variations, or about one-tenth of a cent each. Once they were
imported across the Pacific they were only used for noncurrency
purposes. They were fewer in number here as well, and the com-
bination of factors contributed to a higher value as talismanic
items, gambling equipment, and decorative items, than they
would have had as circulating small change. An additional fac-
tor to consider is that copper small change of any sort was not
used along the West Coast until after the Civil War.

Two examples demonstrate the numismatic principle that
coins cannot circulate as money if they have a greater value for
another purpose. In 1965, US copper-nickel dimes and quarters
were released into circulation to replace earlier, part-silver coins.
Growing nonmonetary industrial uses of silver, and a restricted
supply, had caused the market price of silver to rise to uneco-
nomical levels for use in existing coinage. Silver and copper-
nickel coins circulated together briefly, but further increases in
the price of silver made the illegal melting of silver coins very
profitable; silver coins disappeared from circulation in a matter
of weeks. Silver coins had acquired a substantially greater value
when removed from circulation and used in other ways, so they
ceased to circulate as currency.

In an example that more closely parallels that of Asian coins
in the New World, coins of value to collectors are removed from
circulation even when their value as a collectable is only slightly
higher than their value as money. By 1988, US Lincoln cents
minted prior to 1959 (“wheat” cents) had disappeared from cir-
culation. Coin dealers paid one and one-fourth cent apiece for
copper cents in order to obtain them for resale to their custom-
ers. Although this was equivalent to 25 percent over face value
for them in quantity, the disappearance from circulation of a
coin with a premium of as little as a quarter-cent demonstrates
that a very small rise in price over the circulation value suffices
to remove a coin from the circulating currency (Fred Coops,
personal communication, 1988).

Coins were plentiful in China; billions having been minted
each year for long periods, though local shortages did occur.
The wen that were needed for export for nonmonetary uses
could be removed from circulation without substantially reduc-
ing the money supply at home. However, in the United States,
only relatively limited numbers of wen were available. Inflation
resulted in a complete lack of demand for any copper coins dur-
ing the Gold Rush and would have prevented their circulation
in California at that time. After 1865, a reliable supply of coins
of all denominations became available in the West, and there
was no longer a need for private or foreign currency. From that
point on, the nonmonetary uses of wen would have kept them
out of monetary circulation even in the Chinese community.

A report by a local historian and member of the Chinese
community of Locke, California, helps demonstrate that the
coins were never used as money. Ping Lee, a senior life-long
resident of this Chinese community in the Sacramento-San
Joaquin River Delta, was interviewed on the subject of Chinese
coins, about which he showed considerable knowledge. When
asked if Chinese coins circulated as money, Locke responded,
“I never heard of such a thing. People just kept them for senti-
mental reasons.” He also reported that his grandmother had told
him that when the coins were used in games, the Qianléng coins
were favored because they were so sturdy (Ping Lee, personal

communication, 1988). With the only source of supply on the
other side of the Pacific, the value of wen, dong, and mon for
noncurrency uses would have been higher than their value as
circulating currency. Therefore, it would be extremely unlikely
that these coins would have been used as money.

The Types of Asian Coins Used in
North America

Information needed for identifying Chinese wen, Vietnamese
dong, and Japanese mon can be found in this chapter. Descrip-
tions of the coins and how they are made, as well as some
information about the history of their use both before and after
their importation to North, can also be found below. Sugges-
tions for analyzing the role of the coins in the life of the North
American community from which they were recovered can
be found along with some examples later in this chapter. No
attempt is made here to show every possible Chinese, Vietnam-
ese, or Japanese coin that could conceivably show up in a North
American context. The major types of coins covered include:

e Chinese wen from 1664 through 1911 and a few older
pre-Qing coins known to have been recovered from
North American sites;

e Vietnamese dong from 1740 through 1883;
e Hong Kong mils or wen of 1863-66; and

e Japanese mon, produced between 1626 and the 1860s,
that circulated in southern China together with Chinese
coins during the later 1800s.

As some Korean coins are reported to have circulated in China,
along with the Japanese and Vietnamese coins during coin short-
ages, an example of a Korean coin is shown to help identify

Figure 4.2. No high-denomination coins of the 1850s and later have
been found at sites in North America. Any high-denomination coins
that are recovered are likely to be from collections or to be recent fakes
or fabrications. The two genuine examples here are ten-wen denomi-
nations from 1853 (the larger), and about 1864 (the smaller). Both
circulated only in the Beijing area, far from the southern ports from
which Chinese immigrants in North America obtained their wen.
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them should some be found in North America. In each country,
there were many other coins or other kinds of money of higher
denominations, but they were not imported into North America
for the uses described in this book. Only collectors or coin dealers
brought the higher-denomination coins to North America, and
none have yet been recovered archaeologically on this continent.

Chinese Coins

Coins developed in China about 2,600 years ago, and a mul-
titude of Chinese words have been used over the millennia to
refer to various types of coins. The most common word for
the lowest-denomination brass coins in nineteenth-century
southern China appears to have been wen. Another word for
coin, often considered more formally correct, is gian (ch’ien),
but gian can refer to coins of larger denominations as well and
is not as specific as wen. All Chinese and Vietnamese coins that
featured the central square hole were sometimes referred to by
English speakers as cash, which is from a word for small copper
coins used in several languages of southern India. The word cash
has several other meanings in English, and was never used by
the Chinese themselves, even though it appears on some turn-
of-the-twentieth-century Chinese coins as part of the English-
language inscriptions. Wen are composed of brass or copper
alloys that vary according to the mint and year of production.

Qing Period Currency Systems (1644-1911)

After an initial period of economic experimentation during
the war years following the establishment of the Qing dynasty,
attempts to establish a standard of one thousand wen to the
tael of silver were abandoned. Traditional methods of influ-
encing the currency supply were continued, with the principal
method being the opening and closing of mints. It was easier
to control the opening and closing of provincial mints than
it was to keep control over their production while they were
in operation. As had been the case for centuries, the exchange
value of the wen against silver fluctuated from time to time and
place to place, often frustrating officials in the process.

New World silver poured into China shortly after the Spanish
began exporting it from Mexico and Peru, and as much as half
of all silver mined in the Americas ended up in China. Much of
this silver was imported in the form of “Spanish dollar” coins
(eight reales) approximately the size of a silver dollar. Although
wen were the only coins produced in China from 1644 until the
higher-value cast currency of the mid-nineteenth century, they
were not the only coins used in China during this period. Silver-
dollar-size coins of many countries were in circulation, and their
numbers just kept increasing until the Chinese began mass-
producing their own silver coins in 1889 (Coole 1963:5).

Figure 4.3. This silver ocho reales coin with “chopmarks” was stamped
with small characters and designs by merchants and moneychangers
while in circulation in China.
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Regional differences in value of copper and silver coins were
sometimes considerable. Silver tended to be cheaper close to
the ports, and copper tended to be cheaper close to the mines.
The large copper mines of Yunnan, especially, kept copper
prices low on the upper Yangzi River.

Exchange quotations, which may be obtained from many
references, must be examined skeptically and with a close study
of the context. Some do not refer to actual coins in circulation,
but to a normative coin to which actual coins were compared
on a case-by-case or string-by-string basis. The coin declared
“typical” by official edict, or the decision of major merchants in
response to market conditions, could also vary.

When coins were plentiful, provincial mints often were
closed, and production centralized in Beijing. In some cases the
mints of Yunnan were the only non-Beijing mints in operation
because the price of copper in Yunnan was relatively low, and
the province exported coins to neighboring provinces to buy
other commodities.

In 1889 modern minting methods were introduced to China
with the opening of the Canton mint. Over one billion brass wen
were struck over the next eighteen years, and in 1900 the striking
of copper cents, nominally equal to ten wen, commenced. The
new machine-struck wen are often found at North American
Chinese sites occupied after the early 1890s. Machine-struck
coins were the rule by 1900 and the last official cast coins were
produced shortly after the 1911 revolution (Hartill 2005:431).
The struck coins were often favored for use on sewing baskets
and dangling, decorative parts of coin “swords” and other
talismans because of the matching polished surfaces that were
produced by machine striking.

Figure 4.4. An undersized posthumous issue in the name of Dao Guang
(1821-50), actually minted several years after his death. The Guangdong
mint name may or may not represent its actual area of production.

Some undersize wen were produced during the Taiping
Rebellion (1850-64) in both rebel and imperial-controlled ter-
ritories. Although they were produced under various levels of
government authority, many are considered “counterfeits” by
most Chinese numismatists and don’t appear in standard refer-
ences and catalogues. Archaeologists, however, cannot ignore
them. These smaller wen set the standard for circulation in
much of Southern China during the period and were the model
for the Hong Kong mil of 1863. Many undersize wen came to
America and were used as gaming pieces, though apparently
not for talismanic purposes, for older and larger coins were pre-
ferred. A confusing aspect of these undersize coins is that many
bore reign names from earlier periods. However, they can be
assigned a production date from about 1850 to 1864 based on
their small size, in spite of misleading reign names.

In China, wen were usually stored and carried in “strings”
of 1,000 or multiples of 100 when more than a few coins were
involved. (When counted, the nominal 1,000 often turned out
to be 975 or 980.) Coins placed into storage, or being prepared
to ship overseas to be used or sold as gaming equipment, were
sometimes packaged in that way, but most strings were broken
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up once the coins shifted to nonmonetary uses. Wen had a
value of about one thousandth of a silver dollar in China dur-
ing the nineteenth century and were described in contempo-
rary American English-language reports as worth one-tenth of a
cent. In practice, the exchange rate in China often varied, from
as few as six hundred to as many as two thousand wen to the
silver dollar (Peng 1994).

Description of Wen

All wen of the standard range of sizes were accepted and used as
money in late Qing China, no matter how old they were, until
well after the end of the Empire in 1911. It is difficult to believe
that a small coin could circulate as money even two thousand
years after it was produced, but this fact must be taken into
account when analyzing recovered coins. For an archaeologist,
this is probably the single most important aspect of the use of
these coins in North America and needs to be kept in mind at
all times.

A clear example of the fact that coins tended to stay in cir-
culation, or return to circulation, over very long periods comes
from numismatic literature. In 1876 in Shantou, numismatist
and author E Schjo6th, a customs official, was able to form a col-
lection of Chinese coins “by now and then sending [his| servant
down town with a dollar or two to bring back strings of cash.
In a comparatively short time I had, strange to say, obtained a
respectable collection, not only of Ta-ch'ing [Qing], Ming, and
Sung [Song] coins, but also of K'ai-yuans of T'ang and even of
Wau-shus and Pan-liangs, which dated from the beginning of the
Christian era” (Schjoth 1965:i).

Figure 4.5. Pre-Qing coins like those found in circulation in 1876 by
Schjoth: Kai Yuan (118 BCE-617 CE); Kai Yuan (618-907) of the Tang
dynasty; Tian Sheng (1023-1031) and Zheng He (1111-1117) of the
Song dynasty, and Wan Li (1573-1620) of the Ming dynasty.

On many occasions officials declared some or all of the
coins of earlier dynasties demonetized, but if these declarations
received much notice, they were not in effect for long. Because
it was the socially recognized value of the copper content of the
coins that usually determined the currency value of the coins,
rather than the inscriptions (or imperial edicts regarding the
coins), coins stayed in circulation for centuries.

Most wen recovered in North America date from the Qing
dynasty (1644-1911) and range in diameter from about 18 to
28 mm. Qing wen have four Chinese characters on the obverse
(front). The characters to the right and left of the hole translate
into English as something like “circulating currency.” The top
and bottom characters give the nian hao, or reign name of the
current emperor. Each emperor, in consultation with historians,

astrologers, and political advisors chose a slogan-like name for
his reign to be used instead of his personal name. Reign names
have both political and religious significance, and they have a
multitude of nuances and possible translations. No individual
year of production is written anywhere on the coin itself, but the
reign name tells us the range of years during which the coin was
made. Standard references for Qing dynasty wen include Hartill
(2003, 2005), Jen (2000), Peng (1994), and Schjéth (1929,
1965). Each century from 1601-1700 through 1901-2000 is
covered in the Krause-Mishler Standard Catalog of World Coins
series, and these volumes also include coins of Japan, Vietnam,
Korea, Hong Kong, and other Chinese coastal enclaves from the
particular periods. As a detailed reference to Chinese cast coins,
Hartill (2005) is now preferred.

Almost all Qing coins bear mint names on their reverses
indicating where they were cast or struck. The mint name is a
single syllable written in the phonetic Manchu script, some-
times accompanied on the earlier coins of the dynasty by the
Chinese character for the same syllable. Later coins have another
Manchu word to the left of the hole, boo (bao in Chinese),
meaning “mint.” Qing wen all have a raised rim around the
edge, equal in height to the height of the characters, but varying
in width. A narrow raised rim of the same height surrounds the
square central hole.

Wen are composed of brass or other copper alloys or (in ear-
lier times) iron. The exact content varied according to the loca-
tion and year of production (Wang 2005). Although there were
strict official rules on the metallic content, mint masters often
made substitutions even in Beijing, and in some remote prov-
inces the guidelines were practically ignored for years at a time.
As a result, the metallic composition of wen vary widely, result-
ing in different types and degrees of corrosion even when they
are recovered from the same environment.

Avoiding Confusion

The cast coins of China, and coins that were copies of that design
and used in Vietnam, Korea, and Japan, before the introduc-
tion of machine-struck coins can look alike at first, especially to
anyone who does not read Chinese characters. It is a common
mistake to classify non-Chinese coins as wen, but that particular
mistake can result in the loss of important information.

If a coin looks similar to one shown here, but has a different
character in one position, it is an entirely different coin. The
reader is urged to consult the available references on Chinese and
other Asian coins to identify most coins of dynasties earlier than
the later Qing, which was founded in 1664. There were also some
cast and struck wen issued after the overthrow of the Empire
in 1911, but none have yet been recovered in North America.
While dedicated archaeologists and numismatists may burn the
midnight oil, it is not a good idea to try to distinguish Manchu
mint names or Chinese reign names when you are bleary eyed.
A single stroke in an unfamiliar inscription may change the
meaning entirely. Manchu is written in a phonetic script, and
you may confidently but mistakenly identify a coin from the
Board of Revenue mint in Beijing (ciuwan) as an issue from
Sichuan (cuwan) because they sound similar, and therefore look
similar in a phonetic alphabet. A Board of Works product from
Beijing (yuwan) may be mistaken for a coin from Yunnan (yun)
because they, too, sound similar and thus look similar.

There are also varieties of each of the coins, significant to col-
lectors, which are not distinguished here for two reasons: there
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are too many varieties to list in this short space, and as such fine
details were not distinguished in circulation or by those engaged
in nonmonetary uses of the coins, they are of little help to an
archaeologist. Some varieties involve fine details of the charac-
ters on the obverse. Other varieties are marked by dots, lines, or
indistinct shapes in the fields on the reverse, usually at the top or
bottom. Some are probably random accidental marks, others are
intentional, but it is hard to know which is which.

On the other hand, the varieties that are often significant in
analysis are differences in the diameters of the coins, especially
when examining and comparing entire assemblages of the
coins. Again, it is often hard to know the reasons for the vari-
ations, especially when the differences are small, though large
variations are often important indicators of periods of manu-
facture, and some “small” or “large” varieties were issued in
completely different periods of mint operation. Since the selec-
tion of coins destined for export to North America was made
on the basis of how they were going to be used, and not by
what was written on the coins, archaeologists should record the
diameter of every Asian coin of this general type in millimeters,
as different sizes of coins were sometimes preferred for the vari-
ous reuses of wen and dong.

Counterfeits, Replicas, and Forgeries

Very small coins, as noted earlier, were usually issued during the
1850-64 Taiping Rebellion, often by mints that were under the
control of local authorities rather than the central authorities on
either side of the conflict. Some of these coins bore the names
of previous reigns. Traditionally, Chinese numismatists have
dismissed many of these coins as counterfeits. In fact, most
were issued from mints under the control of government offi-
cials, and some official coins of both Hong Kong and of the
imperial government were later issued in this small size, reflect-
ing their persistence in circulation in southern China. Starting
at many mints around 1898, and at most mints from 1906 to
1911, the small size returned. Archaeologists should not dis-
miss small, thin coins that do not appear in catalogs but rather
record them carefully and note any specific uses to which they
may have been put in North America. Eventually, distribution
patterns, among other findings, may emerge with comparative
assemblage analyses of North American finds.

As is the case with many other coins, copies of Chinese wen
have been produced for various reasons. Some are contemporary
counterfeits that entered circulation in China, though the fact that
these coins usually were valued at roughly the price of their raw
materials reduced counterfeiting. Unless the contemporary coun-
terfeits were very sloppy, they may be difficult or even impossible
to detect (and some official mints could be a bit sloppy, too).
Other forgeries were skillfully made later (and are being made
today) to fool collectors. These are of little importance to North
American archaeologists because they were all produced after the
period during which Asian coins were imported for use in North
America, from roughly 1850 to the 1920s. During that period,
small numbers of forgeries were being made of much earlier, rare
coins to cheat collectors. Such forgeries were never in circulation.
However, an archaeologist should know about the mass-produced
“Qing coins” coming from Guangdong Province and its neigh-
bors over the past thirty years. These coins can be found in pack-
ages that are prepared to look like examples from every Qing
reign, or as coins from “ancient China,” made as souvenirs, and
sometimes sold as real coins. While US federal law requires that
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imported imitation coins all be marked “copy,” none of these
forgeries are ever marked as such.

In other cases, crude replicas are used as buttons or decora-
tions for clothing or as parts of jewelry. They are almost always
machine struck from dies engraved to look like cast coins.
Imitations of real Chinese coins were and continue to be used
for these purposes partly because it is easier to make perfectly
matching sets of coins than it is to find older matching coins,
especially if similar patinas are also desired. Such replicas may
be recovered as random surface finds and have no relationship
to the Chinese population movement of the late nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries.

Inscriptions

The material below is intended as a beginners guide. For accu-
rate and complete identifications it is necessary to consult a
catalog for fuller information, to distinguish varieties, and to
search for coins not listed here.

Qing Reign Names

"

Kang Xi
1662-1722

Shun Zhi

Yong Zheng
1723-1735

Qian Long
1736-1795

Dao Guang
1821-1850

Jia Qing
1796-1820

oy

Xian Feng
1851-1861

Xu;r{ Tong
1909-1911

Guang Xu
1875-1908

Figure 4.6. Qing reign names are shown on each coin as the top and
bottom characters on the obverse. The characters to the right and left
say tong bao (circulating currency).



Downloaded by [University of California, San Diego] at 23:37 27 June 2017

Qing
Mints

Coins from
these mints have
been found in
North America

Beijing
Board of Revenue

Beijing
Board of Works

Gansu
Gongchang, or

Guangdong
Guangzhou

Guangxi
Guilin

Guizhou
~ Bijie, or
Guiyang after 1759

Hebei
Baoding

Lanzhou after 1726

Hebei
Jizhou

Hunan
Changsha

Jiangxi
Nanchang

Shaanxi
Xian

Jinan

Shandong
Linging

e o

Shangxi
Datong

Shanxi
Taiyuan

Sichuan
Chengdu

Taiwan
Tainan

Kunming and
other towns

Yunnan
Dongchuan

Zhejiang
Hangzhou

Figure 4.7. Qing mints from which coins have been found in North America or are likely to be found.
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Figure 4.8. Less and less copper went into coins at most mints toward
the end of the Qing dynasty. The coin with a character over the hole
on the reverse is from the Baoding mint and was made in 1899.

The center coin is also from 1899, from the Board of Works mint

in Beijing. Slightly smaller is one of the last-cast wen, made in 1912
after the fall of the empire, with the inscription “Min Guo” (people’s
country, or republic) on the obverse, and a barely readable Yunnan
mint name in Chinese on the reverse. When the Manchu emperors
fell, coins no longer bore Manchu-language inscriptions.

Figure 4.9. Machine-struck coins of the Guangdong mint. The first
issue at this mint, supervised by foreigners, used the unorthodox
reverse inscription “treasury scales one gian” with the Manchu “guang”
for Guangdong. It was minted in large quantities during 1889-90,
until replaced by the more orthodox reverse bearing the Manchu
words “boo guang” as the mark of the Guangdong mint. The larger
size was minted until 1906 when the size of the average coin dropped
again, and a smaller coin was minted until the end of the reign in
1908. The first smaller coin, like the larger ones, bears the Guang Xu
reign name. At the end of 1908 the new Emperor Aisinguoro Puyi
began his reign at the age of three, and by early 1909 new small-size
wen were struck with the reign name Xuan Tong. These were produced
until the end of the dynasty in early 1912.

Hong Kong Mil or Wen

From 1863 to 1866, small bronze coins meant to circulate as
one-thousandth of a silver dollar were struck in England for use
in Hong Kong and neighboring parts of China. A total of some
79 million were made during a period when the population of
Hong Kong fluctuated between 115,000 and 125,000. The coins
were inscribed “mil” in English and “wen” in Chinese in 1863
and 1865, though this changed to “qian” in 1866. Qian is not a
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Figure 4.10. The 1863 Hong Kong mil is inscribed “Hong Kong one
wen” on the reverse, using the specific name for the denomination. At
that time, small wen of this size were the circulating currency in coastal
Guangdong. After the Taiping Rebellion ended in 1864, larger coins
came back into circulation for a time. On the reverse of the 1866 mil,
the Chinese says “Hong Kong one gian,” using a general term for a coin.

denomination, but simply means a copper coin. Coins from all
three dates have been found in secure archaeological contexts in
North America, but their numbers are small.

The Hong Kong mil was intended to circulate along with
the small Chinese coins then current in coastal Guangdong
Province; most of them were products of the temporary mints
of the period of the Taiping Rebellion (1850-64). By 1866, the
larger coins of former times had returned to circulation, and
the mil was undersize, though it continued to circulate (along
with the other undersize wen) for many years with a value lower
than the larger wen. Production of the mil was discontinued
after 1866.

The Hong Kong mint was shut down in 1868, and the silver
dollar of 1866-68 and the half-dollar of 1866-67 were also dis-
continued, though the five-cent, ten-cent and twenty-cent coins,
first struck in Hong Kong, were struck at English mints through
the rest of the nineteenth and into the twentieth century. While
all these higher-denomination coins were intended mainly for
circulation in Hong Kong, they all circulated to some extent in
neighboring areas of Guangdong Province. None of them were
exported to North America, because none except the mil met
the requirements for the noncurrency uses of the wen across
the Pacific.

Vietnamese Coins

It can be difficult to interpret the appearance of the Vietnamese
coins in North American archaeological sites without some
knowledge of how various coins circulated in Southeast Asia.
It is also necessary to pay special attention to the type of metal
used, zing, brass, or other copper alloys, when examining these
recovered coins, called dong.

Vietnam was ruled by China during the period in which
coins were introduced. The first independent Vietnamese cur-
rency was issued just over one thousand years ago. Vietnamese
coins were basically identical in appearance to Chinese coins,
and were manufactured and circulated similarly.

Beginning in a period of economic crisis during the Gia
Long reign (1819-20), large numbers of coins were produced
in zing, a less expensive metal to use in coins. There were some
attempts by the Vietnamese governments to give high values to
some coins by simply marking them with a higher value, and
many recovered zinc coins bear numbers on their reverses, some
of which were intended as denominations, though most were
weights. However, these inscriptions were generally ignored by
Vietnamese merchants and were entirely disregarded when the
coins circulated in China’s Guangdong Province.

By the end of the Thiéu Tri reign in 1847, a complicated and
quickly fluctuating exchange system had developed between
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the various forms of Vietnamese money, in which zinc dong
had their place. The zinc varieties of these coins were worth less
than the brass coins in circulation, and the real relative values of
the coins varied sharply. At one point during the T4’ Did'c reign
(1848-83) a silver dollar was worth about 2,600 zinc dong, and
ten zinc dong were worth one brass dong, but these relative
values changed often (Cuhaj 2009:1265; Krause and Mishler
1985:2521).

In Vietnam, copper alloy coins were circulating at the same
time as zinc coins of similar size and design. The copper alloy
coins were preferred, and traded at a higher value than the zinc
coins. French colonialists moved large numbers of struck cop-
per coins into the Viethnamese economy starting in 1879, and
by 1887 tens of millions of these colonial coins had become
the basis of low-level transactions in Vietnam, though brass
dong continued to circulate in some areas. Contemporane-
ously, large numbers of zinc (but few copper alloy) dong were
introduced into circulation in Guangdong Province, and from
there many were then shipped across the Pacific. This is why
Vietnamese coins are found in North American archaeological
sites in places where there were no Vietnamese people or any
trade with Vietnam.

Examination of a large number of overseas Chinese sites has
shown that zinc dong usually appear in assemblages deposited
between the early 1880s and 1895, a result of the circulation
patterns of the coins in the late nineteenth century. No zinc
dong have been recovered from earlier sites, though a few brass
Vietnamese coins have been found.

In Asia, it has not been possible to separate out groups of
coins from datable sites with brief periods of occupation in
order to determine when dong entered circulation in large num-
bers. But in America, temporary settlements of Chinese workers
along railroad construction projects provide just the kind of sites
needed to date this transition from copper to zinc dong.

Description

The zinc dong of Vietnam were a grayish white when first cast,
but soon take on a darker color, oxidize very easily, and are not
as attractive as the brass or copper versions of the coins. They
are quickly and severely damaged by fire and deteriorate rapidly
in alkaline or acidic soils. Dong require special and delicate care
when recovered from archaeological sites.

Japanese Mon (1626-1870)

Coins were introduced to Japan from China, and the first coins
produced in Japan were cast during the early 700s. From about
980 to 1606 no coins were cast in Japan, but the country’s needs
were supplied from China. Japanese coin production resumed
in 1606 during the Keicho era, and the characters used on them
were frozen beginning in 1624 during the Kan'ei era. Most
Japanese copper alloy coins from this point until the middle of
the nineteenth century bore the Kan'ei era title. Most mon have
no mint marks, but some have single-character mint names at
the top of the reverse.

Japanese Coins Exported to China and Beyond

Japanese coins rarely found their way to southern China
before the Japanese coinage reforms of the early Meiji period,
starting around 1873. The new Meiji copper coinage was
reformed in 1873 with the striking of rin and sen coins. One

Some Vietnamese Reign Names

y

CanhH;mg Quang Trung Canh Thinh
1740-1787 1786-1791 1793-1800

Thieu Tri Dong Khanh
1841-1847 1848-1883 1885-1889

Figure 4.11. Reign names on Vietnamese coins found in North America.

Some Vietnamese Reverse Inscriptions

7 phan 6 van 10 van
Figure 4.12. Reverse inscriptions of Vietnamese coins found in North
America.

e

Figure 4.13. Obverse of Japanese mon with the Kan'ei era title, and
reverses showing the Edo (left) and Osaka (right) mint marks. Most
recovered Kan’ei coins have uninscribed reverses with no mint mark,
but there are many additional mint marks that may be found.

rin was approximately equivalent to one mon in the old copper
coinage, and one sen was worth ten rin. By the mid-1870s large
numbers of mon (and the Chinese wen that had circulated
together with them in pre-Meiji Japan) were loaded on ships
and taken to Chinese ports to be traded for merchandise. Due



Downloaded by [University of California, San Diego] at 23:37 27 June 2017

to the coin shortage that began during the Taiping Rebellion,
both wen and mon, all made of copper alloys, were eagerly
accepted in the ports of Guangdong (Akin 1996).

As the mon were copper and similar in appearance, weight,
and diameter to pre-1850 wen, some of them circulated in
China well before the Meiji period. But only after the mid-
1870s did mon commonly circulate in China. During the fur
trade period of the 1700s and early 1800s, a few mon came
to America among the wen imported to pay for furs. At a site
where more than a few of the recovered coins are mon, it is
likely that coins were being imported from China after 1875.
Imported mon alone were insufficient to supply the coinage
needs in Guangdong, so Viethamese coins were used as well. It
is not uncommon to find both dong and mon mixed with wen
in sites in North America.

Korean Mon (1678-1888)

While Korean coins have not yet been found in North America,
some entered circulation in China during coin shortages. An
example is illustrated here in order to show the general appear-
ance of Korean coins of this period, so that if they are found in
archaeological contexts they will be recognized.

Korean coins came into circulation in the northern part of
China (Coole 1963:50), and the complete absence (to date)
of Korean coins in the archaeological record in western North
America tends to confirm reports that virtually all trade between
China and the West Coast came through central and southern
Chinese ports.

If they are found, it will most likely be in Alaska, British
Columbia, Washington, or Oregon. During the fur trade period
that ended before Chinese emigration from Guangdong, some
of the merchant ships landed at ports in northern China and
took on coins at those ports. This is shown in the mix of coins
from the fur trade, with some coins of northern mints showing
up that have not been found in post-1850 sites. To the limited
extent that Korean coins circulated in China, they were used
only in northern China.

Figure 4.14. A Korean coin with typical obverse inscribed “Song P'yong
T'ong Bo.” Not a reign name, this translates as “always even circulating
currency.” The reverse of this example from the 1742-52 period bears
at the top the character “Song” for the Kaesong Military Office, with the
series number 5 at the bottom and a circle at right. There are thousands
of varieties of the “always even” coins issued from 1633 to 1891.

The Noncurrency Uses of Asian Coins in
North America

As discussed earlier, Asian coins did not circulate as money in
North America because their value for other uses exceeded their
monetary value. Chinese coins were imported in two waves—
one associated with the fur trade with the Native American and
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Native Alaskan populations, the other associated with Chinese
immigrant workers.

The reasons why the coins were imported and the ways in
which they were used afterward were not the same in the dif-
ferent locations or even at the same locations at different times.
The various ways that they were used are so diverse that analy-
sis of archaeological finds often requires a minimum of sev-
eral coins for accuracy. When we use this type of assemblage
analysis (looking at the characteristics of a group of closely
related coins recovered from the same archaeological context)
we significantly improve the accuracy of analysis. The chapters
on archaeological analysis provide further information on the
methods for this type of analysis.

Fur Trade and Native American Uses

One of the most common and historically persistent uses of
Asian coins is as decorations, attached to other items with strings,
cords, leather thongs, and other fastening devices. The visually
appealing Chinese wen were used primarily for this purpose
by many tribes of the Pacific Northwest (Fitzhugh and Crowell
1988:231). Native copper, worked into various shapes by heating
and hammering, was highly prized by people across the North-
west. So it is no surprise that the beautiful coins, already in a
finished shape and arriving with holes conveniently included,
were popular. Chinese coins have been recovered from fur-trade-
period archaeological sites in Alaska (i.e., Yakutat 49-YAK-020),
British Columbia (Chinlac Village Ga-Sv-1), and later sites in the
Columbia Plateau. Later, in the 1880s, examples of clothing dec-
orated with coins were collected by explorers, such asJ. J. McLear,
and they can be seen in ethnographic collections from the period
(Akin 1992:109-16). Some of the clothing is so encrusted with
the coins that they are referred to as “armor,” as the overlapping
coins are attached in such a way that almost none of the underly-
ing leather can be seen.

Figure 4.15. Native American deerskin dress decorated with Chinese
coins, US silver dimes and thimbles. The sound effects made by the
dress when someone walked in it were an important part of the de-
sign. Photo taken in the lobby of the Field Museum in 1990; catalog
no. 69135.
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The status afforded by these items could be displayed by
wearing clothing with many coins on important occasions.
Such an event took place in the summer of 1792, when Jacinto
Caamano took his ship, the Nuestra Sefiora de Aranzazu, to inves-
tigate the territory in the vicinity of Nootka, British Columbia.
He was acting under the orders of the Spanish court, and by the
time he arrived it was obvious that British fur traders had been
frequenting the coastal regions of the Queen Charlotte Group
for five or six years and trading, among other things, Chinese
wen. After Caamano left this passage, here described his first
encounter with Taglas Cania, an important chief, as part of a
colorful and articulate account of his visit. It was among the
first accounts of encounters with the Northwest Coast Native
Americans written by Europeans. It clearly indicates that by
the time Caamano made his investigations, large numbers of
Chinese wen were well incorporated into the exchange net-
work of the fur trade:

Cania came on board at 5 o'clock that evening. He is of
very big frame, and stout proportion, with a handsome face,
and is about seventy years old. His clothing, all of sky-blue
cloth, consisted of two loose frock coats one over the other,
ornamented with Chinese cash, each one strung on a piece
of sail-making twine with a large light-blue glass bead the
size of a hazel nut, loosely attached to the material, and
together forming a button. His breeches, in the form of
trousers, were also trimmed with many of these cash, so
that he sounded like a carriage mule, as he walked.... He
wore a headdress similar to that of the Tasen; and, at a
little distance, looked very fine in his extravagant costume.
(Wagner 1938:219)

Although it may be difficult to pin down the first appearance
of wen in North America, it can be established that some of the
first ships involved with the fur trade, those of John Meares,
were partially manned with Chinese crews (Meares 1790:57).
Chinese sailors may have somehow started the trade or may
have noticed the high value their trading partners placed on
the coins. Herbert Beals has even suggested the possibility that
Asian coins in the Pacific Northwest might have been associated
with the Spanish Manila-Acapulco trade, although the only evi-
dence for this in the Pacific Northwest has been the occasional
appearance of Chinese porcelains and Indonesian beeswax, all
of which might have been deposited from a single wreck, that
of the San Francisco Xavier in 1705 (Beals 1983:23).

Native Americans, who incorporated these coins into items of
clothing and other personal adornments, continued to use them
as decorative elements on clothing and other body ornaments
until the twentieth century. The Museum of Anthropology at the
University of British Columbia holds in its collections a beauti-
ful necklace and headpiece. Several examples of clothing that
incorporated wen were obtained by exploratory expeditions
and are now housed in important museums, such as the Burke
Museum in Seattle (catalog numbers 2-452a and 2-452b). The
Field Museum in Chicago had two beautiful dresses, one col-
lected by M. Miller from the Yakima Reservation, and the other
was collected from the Klamath Lakes Agency by G. Dorsey
and the collections of the Smithsonian’s National Museum
of American History. As will be shown, the coins that were
imported as part of this exchange system exhibit a different
profile of characteristics from the coins imported, for other
reasons, by later Chinese immigrants.
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Figure 4.16. Portrait of a Wishram bride. Photo by Edward Curtis,
ca. 1910.

s

Ethnographic collections demonstrate that the coins were
used to decorate clothing and other items of personal adorn-
ment by peoples as far south as the Columbia Plateau, although
it is possible that they did not put as high a value on the metal-
lic content itself as their northern neighbors did.

The Chinese wen and some examples of Chinese charms of
the same shape have been recovered from both burial and occu-
pation sites of the post-European contact period. It is possible
that some of the coins that were introduced to North America
may still be recycled as decorations on special items of clothing
or items of ritual importance today.

Several small metallic items were traded to Native Americans
across North America and used by women to trim clothing in a
way that was both beautiful to look at and to hear. Small cones
made of tin and even thimbles were used as fringes that made
a pleasant sound when the wearer walked, as was described for
Taglas Cania. Silver dimes and half-dimes were also popular
for the same reasons; they were pretty to look at, pleasant to
listen to, and demonstrated status derived from connections
with powerful people. There is a beautiful set of Yakima bridal
jewelry in the Seattle Burke Museum, and several portraits of
Wishram women wearing headdresses trimmed with wen were
staged and taken by Edward Curtis. Although Curtis is known
to have emphasized beauty and the stereotypical desired effects
over accuracy in his work, there is no doubt that his photos
feature genuine regalia, if not pieces that would have been worn
together by Curtis’s subjects.

The Uses of Wen and Other Asian Coins
by the Overseas Chinese
Several trade networks and methods of importing Asian coins

were associated with the arrival of significant numbers of Chinese
workers from Guangdong Province beginning in the middle of
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the nineteenth century. Some of the coins were imported for
resale or personal use in the shops serving overseas Chinese
communities. Some coins came in packages received through
the mail directly from China and sent on the same ships as
the special foods, clothing, medicines, and other traditional
supplies that made life more bearable for Chinese men living
away from home. Coins were carried from the stores where they
were purchased and from packages in the mail or as personal
property, into game rooms and labor camps, just about any
place where overseas Chinese gathered for work or recreation.
The path of the movement of some of the coins can be traced
along the railroads where they were dropped and lost along the
way as the railroad workers moved from camp to camp (Akin,
Bard, and Weisz 2015).

Any listing and description of the known uses, and specu-
lations on other possible uses, should begin with the well-
established talismanic, gambling, decorative, and medicinal uses
for these coins and should probably include their use as hard-
ware. A brief review of some of these uses will support the argu-
ment that, although the coins were used for many things, their
use as circulating currency was not among them. In every case
the value of a wen, dong, or mon for any of the uses described
here greatly exceeded their nominal nineteenth-century North
American market value of about one-tenth of a cent.

Talismans

It isn’t always easy to determine when an item was used for a
talismanic purpose. However, in the culture of nineteenth-
century Chinese immigrants there are a number of items
related to both traditional folk religion and more formal Taoist
religious practices that were clearly believed to be effective for
dealing with the supernatural world. Talismanic charms came
in many forms. Sometimes several special coins were strung
together to produce a poem or special message, or they may
have been formed into magical swords for deflecting ghosts—
to mention just a few. Large numbers of coins were imported
by merchants or brought over by individuals, often as part of
ritual objects and used for a variety of talismanic and religious
purposes.

The magical power of coin charms was attributed to two
major sources. First, the written name of the monarch was
believed to contain the power of the monarch himself, so coins
of the powerful or learned emperors were often sought. The
preference for coins of the older emperors, especially the coins
of the Song dynasty (960-1279), for charms may also be seen
as drawing power from the “powerful time of the beginning”
evoking the power of a mythical past. The more recent Emperor
Kangxi (1662-1722), whose long reign was considered to have
been a particularly auspicious time for China, certainly falls
into this category, and his coins were particularly favored for
talismanic use.

A second source of power for talismanic charms helps
explain their popularity with itinerant laborers. According to
Taoist belief, charms are permanently inhabited by spirits. Peo-
ple thought that they were able to communicate directly with
spirits through the use of talismans without the intervention
of a medium, the talisman itself acting as the medium. This
belief must have been comforting to men working in isolated
communities and labor camps where they had little connection
with home or any formal religious practice or full-time priests.
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A common talismanic device of the time that remains pop-
ular and in some use today is the coin sword. These swords
consisted of a series of wen tightly strung together in the shape
of a traditional combat sword. The swords examined by the
authors have ranged in size and complexity but are usually
from approximately 35 to 50 cm in length. They can incorpo-
rate coins that are older and more imbued with spiritual power,
or made with more recent or machine-struck coins. Smaller and
plainer swords are composed of a minimum of around fifty
coins, but the older, larger, more elaborately decorated exam-
ples can incorporate over 150 coins in the main body of the
sword and the suspended decorative dangles. Fake or replica
wen are sometimes preferred for modern replicas or souvenirs
sold in Chinatowns because their size and patinas produce
“prettier” final products.
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Figure 4.17. Coin Swords are Chinese ritual objects used for keeping
ghosts away.

The primary uses for coin swords were related to the need
to manage spirits. A San Francisco Chronicle article from 1878
presents the Anglo reporter’s understanding of how the Chinese
may have used the swords to deal with ghosts, or fiends as they
are referred to. “The fiends are also very much afraid of a sword
made out of two iron rods, some ancient or modern coins and
red cords, the coins being tied to the rods with the red cords.
This formidable weapon is suspended outside of a bridal bed-
curtain, or on the inside of the curtain, if the bed contains a sick
woman” (Bancroft Scraps, Chinese Clippings n.d.:8:940).

The swords may have had other uses as well. A Taoist monk,
who trained at the White Cloud Monastery near Beijing and lived
in San Diego, California, in 1990, reported that the coin swords
have been used to substitute for the traditional Taoist sandal-
wood swords, which are used to ward off ghosts and spirits,
since the sandalwood swords are difficult to obtain outside of
China (Share K. Lew, personal communication, 1990). Among
other uses, coin swords were given to newly married couples
to hang over the marriage bed to insure bliss and harmony
(Armentrout-Ma 1984:2). This practice is probably related to
the one reported in 1878. During visits to San Francisco in the
1990s, two of the authors were told by shopkeepers that such
swords were used to keep all kinds of evil out of shops, includ-
ing thieves, and several were observed suspended over cash reg-
isters or seen pointing at the entryway of a store.
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Figure 4.18. Coins on a red string.

Other forms of protective charms, consisting of several wen
tied together with red string, were carried by many Chinese
people or were kept in the home or place of business. Similar
groups of coins have been recovered from archaeological sites in
Lovelock, Nevada (Hattori 1979:414); Tucson, Arizona (Olsen
1983:53); and Riverside, California (Akin and Akin 1987:427).
Variations of the string-of-coins charms may have been used in
rituals to mark changes in personal status. Groups of nine coins
tied with red string were given as parting gifts to relatives leav-
ing China for California. Groups of older coins were tied to
keys or other small important objects that were carried on the
person, both as a charm to attract prosperity and as reminders
of home (Akin 1992:140).

Some individual coin-like artifacts served as charms, com-
parable to lucky pieces used in many countries. Schjoth (1929)
illustrated over 120 such charms and amulets in his classic work
on Chinese coins, and hundreds of other distinct types are
known. They have been produced for more than two thousand
years, and the latest versions will be found for sale in shops in
every Chinatown. A few bear dates, but those with reign names
were often produced well after the stated reign, and dating of
most of them is done by analysis of design elements, style, and
production techniques.

Figure 4.19. The simpler charm was produced in the nineteenth
century, with the inscriptions of a Zhou Yuan coin some 900 years
earlier. An (unidentified) animal is above the hole on the reverse. The
more complex charm, with an ancient trigram design on the obverse
and calendrical animals on the reverse, was struck around 2000 CE.
It was produced by modern minting methods, and may be found in
several sizes.

Funerary

A number of Euro-American observers have reported the use of
Chinese coins at funerals they attended in nineteenth-century
California. The earliest known report comes from 1849, shortly
after the arrival of the first Chinese immigrants. Recorded in a
handwritten notation in the Bancroft Scraps, this note probably
records a funeral observed in San Francisco. It read: “Then there
were pyramids of apples and pears and oranges and grapes
mixed with leaves and flowers; another raw pig associated with
a roasted one on a smaller table; two plates of bogus silver
coin; a bottle of something that looked like whiskey” (Bancroft
Scraps, Chinese Clippings n.d.: 9:136).

The second example, from the San Francisco Bulletin of July
10, 1877, describes a slightly different use of coins during a
funeral march from the city to the outlying cemetery. It reads
“two of the Chinese bands were playing their funeral marches,
while a man scattered among the crowd, which packed the
street from Washington to Jackson, small coins that were done
up in tinted paper” (Bancroft Scraps, Chinese Clippings n.d.).

At the time of this funeral the only “small coins” from China
were the wen, as the occasion predated the introduction of small
struck coins in China (Krause 1985:335). It seems unlikely that
US coins would have been used on such an occasion.

The persistence of the inclusion of these coins in important
community activities was illustrated by a ceremony at a book-
signing party near Stockton, California, in 1987 celebrating the
publication of the book Sam Fow. There were offering plates
bearing oranges and red coin envelopes containing wen at the
ceremony (Debbie Mastel, personal communication, 1988). A
similar practice was adopted by the Riverside Save Our China-
town Committee (in California) who began using real wen in
their New Year banquet red envelopes in 2009. In that case the
use of genuine coins provided a keepsake that was also a dem-
onstration of the importance of the past, specifically the history
of local Chinese pioneers.

Games and Gambling

The use of Chinese wen and Vietnamese dong in gambling
has long been noted by historians and archaeologists, and is
another major reason why Asian coins were imported and used
in North America. The imported coins were not used as money
for the payment of bets, even within overseas Chinese commu-
nities, but were used in the games as game pieces similar to the
use of dominos or checkers, or sometimes they played a role
similar to that of poker chips in card games. A number of dif-
ferent games were played, but the most popular, and perhaps
the best known, is fan tan. Evidence of gambling on fan tan, as
well as other games, such as dominoes, has been found in just
about every overseas Chinese community of any size, as well
as in nearby labor camps, including those of other ethnicities.
Gaming and gambling have been widely accepted in Chinese
culture and did not carry the same kind of stigma that gambling
did in many Euro-American communities. There weren’t many
leisure activities for men who were living away from home,
especially for those who were isolated in remote work camps,
such as the camps of railroad workers. The gambling equipment
was simple, portable, and easily hidden from authorities. Over
time as the communities grew, more formal gaming parlors
were established and greeted with varying degrees of hostility
by the larger Euro-American community. The owners of gaming
establishments would order the necessary equipment through
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the same sources from which they purchased medicines and
favorite traditional Chinese foods, and through which they
received mail and newspapers from home. Gary Weisz, an avo-
cational historian of the Northern Pacific Rail Road, believes
that gambling was permitted by supervisors at many of the rail-
road’s work camps. In downtown San Bernardino, California,
where the remains of the former Chinatown were excavated,
the largest number of Asian coins recovered from a single site
in North America provided evidence of the use of both wen and
dong in gambling. Gambling was ubiquitous, to say the least,
in the places where Chinese workers were to be found in the
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.

CINESE QAMBLERS PLAYING FAN-TAN.

Figure 4.20. Illustration from 1879 of Chinese gamblers playing Fan
T'an. The details indicate that the Chinese wen were being used as
game pieces (like checkers, dominos, or go game pieces), and the bets
were all paid in circulating currency.

Stuart Culin was an early ethnographer who conducted
careful and extensive ethnographic studies of games around the
world, and his descriptions of games are considered to be the
most accurate of the time. Details were important to Culin who
was making comparative studies in an effort to understand the
relationships between peoples and their cultural practices, in
part by studying how games were played. He wrote an excellent
description of the use of wen in the game of fan tan in 1891 that
has been widely reprinted. He used the term cash for the wen, as
was the convention at the time, but he clearly describes the role
of the various coins and game pieces in fan tan:

Fan t'an is a game usually played upon a mat-covered table,
with a quantity of Chinese coins or other small objects
which are covered with a cup. The players guess what
remainder will be left when the pile is divided by four, and
bet upon the result. The name means ‘repeatedly spread-
ing out, and refers to the manner in which coins or other
objects are spread out upon the table. ...
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The t'an kun ['ruler of the spreading out’] takes a hand-
ful of bright brass ‘cash’ from a pile before him and covers
them with a shallow brass cup about three and one-half
inches in diameter, called the t‘an k'oi or ‘spreading out
cover. The players lay their wagers on