The famous Heaton Mint

The story of the Heaton Mint
begins in 18560, when Ralph
Heaton I1 purchased Matthew
Boulton's Suho Mint equip-
ment,

Boulton was a industrialist
wheo set up the Sobo Manufsc-
tory in Birmingham, England,
later teaming up with James
Watt to produce the most ad-
vanced versicn of the steam en-
gine, one that would Literally
herald the adveat of the indus-
trial revolution.

The Soho Mint, which was
established around 1788, had
recently gone out of business,
Bo when an od appeared in the
Birmingham Gazetfe on April
1, 1850, it created “great ex-
citement at the Heaton firm,”
writes James O, Sweeny in his
book A Numismatic History of
the Birmingham Mint.

By the end of April 1850,
Heaton had purchased the four
Soho Mint steam-powered
serew presses that were auc-
tioned off by Fuller and Horsey
Auctionecrs. “Though they
were made in the pericd 1730-
1810," Sweeny writes, “they
wiere still reasonebly modern in
1850; similar machines were
the mainstay of the Royal Mint
until 1880,

Sweeny notes the Heaton
Mint also ecquired six “cutting-
out presses” for produciog
planchets, as well as other ma-

Now all that remained were
orders for coing and tokens so
the new Mint could begin pro-
duction. The company dida't
have towalt very long.

That's because “The Britizh
Empire was in an expansionis-
tic mode,” Sweeny writes, “and
the need for minor coins wes
great, both at home and in the
colonies.”™

Because the Roval Mint and
the various mints in Latin
America wore unoble to keep
up to the increasing worl dwide
demand for copper coinage,
Ralph Heaton AND Sons, with
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its equipment and skills, was
at the right place and time to
satisfy the quest for inexpen-
sive base-metal coins and to-
leans.

Sweony writes that the first
order probably came from Aus-
tralia, to produce “trade tokens
for the mercantile establish-
ment of Messrs Annand
Smith,” Orders from other
countries soon began to flood
into the Heaton Mint, They
came from many parts of the
globe. In 1851, Chile requested
centaves and medio centavos.
Thie Chilean centave of 1851 ia
recogniced as the first coin {o
display the now-famous “H"
mark from the Heaton Mint.

The Boyal Mint followed
suit, contracting Heaton to
supply copper blanks so the
Royal Mint could mint copper
colnage for England.

Other countries began e or-
der coing as well, induding the
Province of Cannda. (For a
more complete review of the
coins and tokens the Heaton
Mint produced for the Bank of
Upper Canada and the Bank of
Quebec, as well as New
Brunswick, Nova Seotia, Princs
Edward Island and the Domin-
ion of Canada, see the next in-
stallment of this series),

By 1852, the Royal Mint had
80 much work manufacturing
gold and mlver coins that it
could not possibly bandle the
minting of copper coins. So the
Royal Mint advertised for bids
to produce the needed coinage.

According to Graham P.
Diyer, the Curator of the Royal
Mint, Ralph Heaton and Sons
and the Royal Mint gigned a
contract in 1853 o produce “a
total of nearly 500 tons of these
denominations (peace, half-
pence, farthings, half-farthings
and quarter-farthings)... but
this time for coins, not banks,”

Dyer goes on to say that the
vast majority of the English

copper coins produced from
1853 to 1856 were produced by

Ralph Heaton and Sons. But
because the Englizsh coppor
coins produced during those
years carry 0o "H™ mint mark,
Sweeny writes they aro “genor-
ally and mistakenly attributed
to the Royal Mint.”

Ower the years, the company
grew, adding additional equip-
ment, until it Goally outgrew
its focilities on Bath Strect in
Birmingham. Construction be-
gan on a three.storey brick
building on Icknield Street, By
1862, when the new building
was completed, the Heaton
Mint was the largest private
mint in the world.

In 1882, the [flNusirated
Times of Birmingham noted
the many accomplishments of
the Hoaton Mint:

*They were first employed in

1851 by the Enghsh Govern-
ment and subsequenily by For-
cign Powors, and daring the
last 10 years have executed for
different. States, no fewer than
1,050 millions of coins, weigh-
ing upwards of 5,260 tons, and
which, if placed side by side,
would extend over 14,800
ouiles”
Durnng the 1880s, the firm of
Ralph Heaton and Sons over-
saw the minting of coins in sev-
eral major world-class mints,
including the mint in Mar-
seilles, France as well as the
mint in Milan, Italy.

After Ralph Heaton 1T died
in 1862, Ralph Heaton I1T took
the reigns of power io the fam-
ily-run  enterprise. Ewen
though he was only 35 years of

age, he had been working for
the company for 22 years.
When Ralph I assumed con-
trol, Sweeny writes that he
*had been thoroughly trained
in all phases of coinage manu-
facture, having personally
managed the Marseilles opera-
tion for nearly three years. He
had eut his eyeteeth on the old
screw presses that were the
mainstay of *he company, but
alzo had extensive experience
with the European types of
lever presses that had been
adopted by the Paris Mint in
aboiit 1848, Indeed, he and his
brother George hid patented
improvements to the lever
press, and his plan for modern-
izing the Mint involved a grad-
wal transition to that type of
euipment.”

Ralph III's brand oew facil-
ity oo Icknield Streel began op-
erating with onc lever preas
and 11 screw presses. By 1858,
the company had purchased an
additional 11 lever preases, but
retained the aging screw
presses for some time,

Sweeny notes that gradually
“the screw presses were retired
from use, the last one (and cne
of the original Boulton presses)
continmed in service until 1832,
The lever presses were made in
Heaton's shops, and the experi-
ence gave rise to a new busi-
ness opportunity — that of the
manufacture of coining prosses
and other squipment.”

Ey 1864, the povernment of
Burma placed an order with
the Heaton Mint to not only

supply the eguipment and
start-up supervision, but also
the buildings for their mint in
Mandalay,

For the next few decades,
more orders for coins rolled in
from aroond the giobe - from
Hong Kong, Brunei, and
Guernsey, to Sarawak and
Fanzibar.

By the late 1880s, things'
were going well for the com:-
pany, which had just com-
pleted an order from the Chi-
nese government 1o provide a
complete mint {with 520
presses) in Canton,

By the time Ralph Heaton
HI was ready to retive, Sweeny
notes he “decided to convart
the family business into a pub-
licly held limited Labolity cor-
poraticn.” So in 1889 the new
company became known as
The Minol, Birmingham, Lim-
ibed,

The terms included contin-
wed emplevment for bis three
sons: Ralph IV as General
Manager. Gerald as Works
Manager, and Waller as Secre-
tary.
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