BRITAIN’S
CARTWHEEL COINAGE
OfF 1797

You've probably heard these words and names before: Cantwheel, Soho,
Matthew Boulton, and James Watr. But did you know how instrumental they were
in accelerating the Industrial Revolution?

Like the strands of a rope, the history of Britain’s 1797 Cantwheel coinage is in-
tertwined with the [ndustrial Revolution, And that change in the method of pro-
ducing goods for market is intermeshed with the Sohoe Mint and its owners.
Matthew Boulon and James Wt

We begin this story in Birmingham, England in 1759 when Matthew Boulton
Jr., mow in his early 305, inherited his father's tov business which mamufactured
many items, including buttons. Later that year. or possibly the following year,
yvoung Matthew Boulton's first wife Mary died.

“While personally devastating.” Richard Doty writes in his marvelous book,
The 5ol Mint & vhe Tnghistricilizavion of Money, “the deaths of his father and bis
first wife helped make Soho possible. His father had left the toy busincss. to him,
while the estate of his wife. who was a daughter and co-heiress of the wealthy
Luke Robinson of Litchlield. added to his growing resources.”

Daty, the curator of numusmatics for the Smithsonian Institute in Washington,
DC, notes that Boulton eventually wenl on 10 wed Mary's sister Annc, Lukc
Robinson’s ather danghter and now sole heir to the family fomune.

Boulton built 2 mill which he called Soho Manufactory, named for a place al-
ready called Sobo, near Birmingham, The mull was erected beside Hockley Brook,
which provided the water power to help power the new factory,

But the flow of water was unreliable for the Soho factory, which required a
constant amownt of power o run its machines. Boulton decided the solution fay in
u steam engine 10 pump water from the il end of hus factory hack up to the poaol
of water in froat.

Enter James Warr

A colleague named John Roebuck mentioned 1o Bouiton that he knew a Scots-
man who was working on o plan 10 improve the Newcomen sieam engine. which
could be usciul 1o Boulton's operation. His name was James Watt,

Doty writes that Watt “hit upon the idea of a separate condenser somewhat by
accident, but this apparatus (which got anound the aliermate heating and cooling of
the cylinder and thus saved betwieen two-thards and three-guaniers of the coal re-
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yuired by the simpke Newcomen maching) would one day render steum engines
cheap enough o compete with waler, animal, and manual power, [and] would un-
derpin the Industrial Revoluton.” _ .

Roebuck and Watt joined in partnership 1o improve Want's newfangled inven-
tien which promused to be much more efficient than the vld one beciuse it al-
lowed the evlinder to stay bot, while the condenser remained cool.

Rochuck was instrumental in helping Watt obtain a patent for the condenser
in exchange for Roebuck getting two-thirds of the fulure profits from the inven-
tion. The 14-year patent was granted in January 1769,

But by 1772 Roebuck was having financial diifsculties of his own. Roeback
owed large debes and couldn't pay his bills.

One of the people Rochuck owed money 1o was Matthew Boulion, who knew
Roebuck was in no position to pay his debi. So the ingenious Boulton suggested
he would cancel Rocbuck’s £1200 debt in exchange for his share in Wail's patent.

Rochuck agreed to Boulton's proposal and the deal was finalized in May 1773

At the time, Watt was still living i Scotland. But personal misfortune brought
Boulton, the industrialist, and Watt, the inventor, together after Wan's first wife
Margaret died during childbirth,

Watt arrived at Soho on May 31. 1774 where he was s00n put 1o work. “His
first task.™ Doty writes, “was 1o cary his improvements from the experimental to
the praciical stage.”

Because working the bugs out of Walt's new invention was going so slowly.
Bowlton took on the 1ask of extending the life of Watt's onginal 14-year patent.

This was accomplished in 1775 with the passage of an Act of Parliament which
increased the life of the patent to 1500,

On May 22. 1775, Boulton and Walt joined in a formal partnership called Boul-
ton & Watt, with Boulton getting two-thirds of the profits from the patent and
Wall onc-third, In exchange, Boulion had to pay off Watt's debis, fund his new
experiments, and pay him £300 4 year.

Thus a partnership was born which HW. Dickinson called “perhups the most
momentous in industrial history™ in his 1936 book titled Manhew Boulron.

CoINAGE & INDUSTRIALIZATION

In his book on Soho, Doty makes a direct link berween coinage and industrial-
ization. “Put simply, the heart of the new cconomic ways involved factories of
ane sort or another - groupings of people performing a srictly limited number of
productive tasks in buildings specifically constructed to or umvm:_d for the pur-
pose, These factonies would be located in considerution of availubility of water,
fuel, and access to markets, not in recogmition of earlier determinants of popula-
tion settbement.”

Doty continues: “From the beginning, the aspiring millowner discovered that
he could only attract workers in a particular way, and with a particular commod-
ity. And the aspiring millhand found that he could only survive in a new area full
of strangers if he received a particular commaodity. The commeodity in both cases
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was coin: the Industrial Revolution was based on the
payment of regular wages, in the form of coinage.”

Doty notes that “what the Industrial Revolution
initially and most urgenily required was a large
number of low-denomination coins. Without that
money, wages could not be paid. And without
monetary wages, only a fool would leive the clear
air of MNorfolk for the sooty air of Leeds, or Man-
chester, or Hull, or Birmingham.™

Doty writes about this major problem holding back the
Industrial Revolution: *As matters stood, there was Linle
small change in circulation, the Royal Mint having
ceased copper coinage just as the Industnal Revolu-
tion was geiting under way, while the last silver
struck in quantity deted hack to the 17505, What pre-
dominated on the lowest end of the monetary scale,
and what our worker might expect 1o find m his pay
packet, was a modley assemblage of counterfeit half-
pence and farthings (Boulton estimated that two out of
every three coppers were suspect; a slightly later observer
put the figure al an astounding ninety-cight percent), aug-
miented in and afier 1787 by private copper (okens - the more successful of which
were also counterfeited. The centre of counterfeil production lay in Bimangham.
just a mile or so from Seho - o the continued annoyance of Matthew Boulton.™

THE First Sotio MinNt

There were three different Soho Mints over the years. The first Soho Mint was
constricied in 1788 and 1789, But Boulton wanted his new mint to be different
than other mints in the world. He envisioned a mint whose minting presses har-
nessed the power from Watt's modified Newcomen engine. Scho would becoms
the first steam-powered mint in the world and would later employ other newly in-
venied mechanical devises and processes as well,

By the summer of 1790, Boulion ook out a patent on the steam-powered press,
Doty writes that by the end of that year, Boulton “had four presses on line - plus a
fifth, upon which “to make experiments’. The mint also boasted a “shaking ma-
chine’, employed to feed the whbes which in turn fed planchets 1o the presses: five
layers in {finger devices for positioning planchets and removing the struck coins):
and eight cufting out presses {two complete, the other six nearly so)” as well as
other industrial innovations.

BouLron’s First CoiNs

Although it was Boulton's wish that he mint the official coin of the realm.
minting British coins would have to wait. Boulton's first copper coinage were one
keping, two keping and three keping coins minted in 1786 and 1787 for Ben-
coolen, the East Indian Company's possassion on the island of Sumatra.
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By 1789, Boulton, as a subcontractor to John Westwood, began 1o mint tokens
for use in England and Ireland, as well as Parys Mine tokens for Thomas Willkams
n ‘Wales.

Doty writes that by 1791, Boulton was working on & new order for Williams.
But these halfpence differed from the previous order because they were “struck in
2 collar, for Boulton had finally managed to perfect the collarfejecting mechanism
on his press. The absolutely vertical edge, the precise, shallow relief inform us
that here is a modern piece of money.” In all, Boulwn produced more than a mil-
lion halfpence for Williams struck with the 1791 dae.

Later that year, Boulton got an order for coinage for the East India Company s
settlement in Bombay. During the course of the year, the Company ordered more
than 17 million coins for distribution in the Bombay Presidency. They included
half-pice, pice, 1& 172 pice and half-anna coins.,

Boulton and Watt were soon producing many other cowns and tokens as well,
including the famous large Monneron tokens for the French mercantile firm Mon-
neron Fréres, as well as one cent, 10 cent, 25 cent, 50 cent and dollar coins for
the Sicrra Leone Company for use in British West Afnica.

Ohver the next few vears, Sobo produced coinage for many countries including
Bermuda, the East India Company's colony in Madras, the Afncan Commitice of
Merchants for the Gold Coast, as well 25 2 wide variety of tokens for use in Bratain,

Unfortunately, the Soho Mint was losing money. Boulton was forced 1o bomow
money 1o keep his enterprise afloat and he wasn't getting as much business as he
would have liked.

In & letter written February 18, 1796 to Robert Wissett, an important ally who
worked for the East India Company, Boulton wrote: 1 remember you askd me if
my Mint is employd 1o which | answer wih a Sigh, No excepl now & then a day
for a few provincial 172 pence.” (The spelling is as it was onginally wrilten).

But despite the doom and gloom, Boulton's fortunes were about to tum for the
hetter. Britain was experiencing a worsening copper shortage. And after many
years of lobbying the British government 1o et him produce copper coinage for
Britain, Boulton was about to get his wish.

Ttk CARTWHEEL COINAGE oF 1797

A motion 1o mint copper coins was introduced in Parliament on March 3, 1797.
Doty writcs that “Richard Brinsley Sheridan introduced a motion in the House of
Commons requesting a copper coinage from the King, to be minted in the form of
pence, twopence and threepence (the laner concepl would soon be dropped, when it
becime clear that a threepenny copper piece would be too heavy for commerce).”

That same day, Boulton received word that his firm was about to be awarded
the contract to mint the official copper coins of Great Britain.

Coin production began at Soho on June 19, 1797. And what coinage i Was.

Two coins were ordered: a 36 mm. pence weighing exactly one cunce and a 41
mm. twopence with the weight of two ounces of copper, whach were their respec
tive values in copper.
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By the AING.
A PROCLAMATION
For giving Curmency [0 @ e
Coinage of Copper Mongy of One Fenmy
and Too Peany Picces.
GEORGER,

Whereas, in confequence af bhe unamimous
Address of Our Commong of Great Britain, tn
Parliament assembled, proying,. that We wopld
be graciouily pleased to give Directions that
Measures might be taken for an immedinte
Supply of such Copper Coingge as might be
Best adupted to the Payment of the Laborious
Poor in the present ‘Exigency; We have
L thought fit 1o erder that cerbain Pieces of

Copper should be coined, which should go and
pass for One Penmy and Tuo Fennies, and that
each of such Pieces of One Perny should weigh
e Qunee Avvirdupois, and ihat each of such
Taecke Pemmy Pieces shonld weigh Tow Ounces
Avoirdupois; the intrinsic Valve of such Pieces
of One Tenny and Tro Pensdes, Workmanship
included, corresponding as nearly as passible
with the nominal Value of the same respec-
tively; every such Plece fiaving, on one Side
thereof Our Ef figies or Toriraiture, with Or
Name or Title, and on the Reverse the Fequre
of Britannia, represented sitting on a Xpek in
the Sea, holding a Trident in fier Left Hand,
and a Brarch of Offve in her Kight Hand,
wnth the Year of our Lord: And uliersar
Tenny and Tuv Penmy Piece: of Coppes, of the
Weight and Description afocesaid, fave been
corned, and will fe soon ready for Delivery,
acpording to the Onders that We Eﬂwfwu
for that Turpose: We fave therefore, nith the
Advice of sur Privy Council, thought [it to
ixswe tiis Our Rpgal Proclamation, and We
do herety ardain, declare and commarnd, That
all the said Pleces of Copper Money, to colned
as aforesaid, shall be current and Lrarful

Money of Cur Kingdom of Great Brvain, end
shail pass and Be received as current and
lewiful Money of Our said Ringdpm, that is

to say, such Perny Picces as of the Value of
(e Penny, and such Tuwo Feany Peces as of
the Value of Two Tennies, in oif Payments
and Transac tions of Meney; provided that

ro Person shail be obliged to tale move of

such Copper Money {n ary one Paynent, than
shall be of the Value of One Shilling, after the
Rate aforesoid, Given at Our Court 2t 5t '
Fames's, the Twenty-sigth Day of July One
thowsand seven fundred and ninety-seven, in

_I the Thirty-sevenths Year of Cur Reggn.

G save the King.

Previous o the issue of these coins, pennies were composcd of silver, This pew
coinage marked the first time Britannis appeared on pence and twopence, Britan-
mia appeared on the British penny for the last time in 1970.

The pence and twopence were not only minted in 1797, bat also in 1798 and
1799, All bear the same date: 1797, Bouiton had the dies desmoyved on Tuly 26, 1799,

Doty notes the 1otal number of pence and iwopence that were minted al Soho
consisted of 43,969,204 pence and 722,180 twopence for a grand total of 44,69,
384 cains,

“To azsisd the immediate curculaton of the new money,” writes Glyn Davies, in
his monumental book A History of Money: From Ancient Times to the Present
Day, “Boulton managed to obtain early onders from bankers in Scotland as well as
froan the larger number of smaller bankers in England and Wales, while the gov-
emment agread 1o use the coin straight away 1o pay the armed forces and their
suppliers in Deptford, Greenwich, Woolwich, Chatham, Skegness. Portsmouth
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The coins were called Canwhezls because of their resemblance 1o the wheels
on carts, Due 10 their massive size and weight. they were not universally popular
all the lime.

Bui over 200 years afier they were produced, they are attractive coins which
have much to teach us. O

George Manz writes for nunsiomatic publications in Great Britain, the Unired
States and Canada. He i president of George Manz Coins, specializing in Canadian,
Newfoundland, U8, and world coins, as well as medals, tokens, mumizmatic books
and oxded and enriows mewey. Free lins (please specify which lises you want) are aval-
able from George Manz Cains, PO BOX 3626, Regina 3K S4P 3L7 Canada. (306)
352-2337, email; gmanz@ sk sympatico.cn webtite! www YeorgemanIooms. cont
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