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ART. V.—On certain Plumbago Moulds, found in Netherwas-
dale, Cumberland. By R. S. FERGUSON, M.A., & LL.M. 

Read at Hexham, July 6th, 1876. I HAVE the honour of exhibiting this day two blocks of 
plumbago, which form a mould, whose halves have 

cut on their insides the obverses and reverses of some 
English coins. 

The history of these blocks, so far as known, has been 
furnished to me by the Rev. T. Paitson, M.A., of Nether-
wasdale, Cumberland, and is as follows :—" They were 
found in April, 1865, by a labourer named Tyson, in a 
small cairn of stones in a straggling oak coppice a little 
outside the village of Netherwasdale, and near to the river 
Irt. The heap of stones, which I examined myself after-
wards, was not near any public road, and about a quarter 
of a mile from any dwelling houses. Tyson, as I remem-
ber, was picking out the larger stones for walling purposes 
when he made the discovery. My impression is that the 
blocks must have been placed there for secrecy." 

As history thus tells us little, we must try and gather 
what we can from the internal evidence afforded by the 
mould itself. And, first of all, it is composed of two blocks 
of pure Cumberland plumbago, one weighing 5oz. 3dr., and 
the other weighing 5oz. 7dr. The fact that these blocks 
are blocks of pure Cumberland plumbago is a proof of 
the genuineness of the discovery, for that material is now 
both rare and expensive, the mines having been closed for 
many years. The blocks have a pin-hole through them, 
and when pinned together by a wooden pin, it is easy to 
see that a place has been cut for passing in molten metal, 
and that the blocks have been used for the manufacture 
of coins by casting. This gives us at once the clue to 
what these blocks are ; they are the working tools of some 

coiner 
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coiner of long ago. It is well known that all sterling 
English money was hammered or milled, not cast ; and 
therefore a mould for casting coins can be nothing else 
than the machine by which some coiner defrauded the 
King by imitating in base metal the coinage of the realm. 

The mould, when open, exhibits the dies of the obverses 
and reverses of five coins, namely, of a silver groat, a silver 
half-groat, and three silver pennies. All the pennies are 
the same, and one appears to be a failure and of no use, 
for the pin-hole goes through it. They have been en-
graved with the point of a knife, or with some sharp 
instrument, and present this peculiarity—that the dies are 
not sunk into the plumbago, but are raised, while the 
plumbago is cut away around them, and thus the casting 
comes out a solid sheet, the coins being surrounded by a 
thicker mass of waste, from which they have to be cut out 
by a knife or chisel. The reason of this is, that the coins 
are so excessively thin, that the molten metal would not 
run into the mould were not this device adopted. With 
the assistance of my practical and ingenious friend Mr. 
Cory, I have succeeded in turning out some very good 
imitations of the coins, of which these moulds were 
designed to furnish counterfeits. At first our attempts 
were by no means happy, but we found that the secret of 
success consisted in first heating the plumbago blocks, to 
a degree far beyond that at which they could be safely 
touched with unprotected hands. In fact the coins to be 
counterfeited are so thin, that a cold mould chills the 
metal as fast as it is run in. However, by first baking 
the blocks well to a high degree of heat, it is quite !clear 
that, with practice, extremely good counterfeits could be 
turned out. 

As to the coins, for whose counterfeiting this mould 
was made, the largest coin is a groat of either Edward 
IV. or Richard III. On the obverse is the King's head, 
which, in these forgeries, much resembles a death's- 

head. 
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head. It is crowned with an open crown; of the legend I 
can only read the letters " ARDUS," which belong alike to 
Edwardus and Richardus. On the reverse are the cross 
and pellets, long characteristic of the early English coins, 
and said to be derived from the Roman as, and two legends 
—the inner one is " Civitas London," and the outer one 
" Posui Deum Adjutorem Meum." The second coin, in 
point of size, is the half-groat, exactly similar to, but 
smaller than, the groat. The other three dies are all 
intended to counterfeit the same coin. On their reverse 
is the cross and the quartered arms of France and Eng-
land. The obverse puzzled me long, and it will probably 
puzzle you more. If you inspect it with the eye of faith, 
you will find it has on it the figure of a king, robed, 
crowned, sitting in a chair of state, with a sceptre in one 
hand and an orb in the other. The coins are, therefore, 
silver pennies of Henry VII. ; the legend I cannot read, 
but it will be " HENRIC. DI. GRA. REX. ANG," and on the 
reverse, " CIVITAS EBORACI," for the mint mark of a key, 
discernible on the counterfeits which Mr. Cory and I suc-
ceeded in making, shows that these three coins (the three 
smaller ones) were intended forgeries on the York mint. 

We now know all that can be known about these 
moulds. They are the tools of some coiner, who lived 
in the reign of Henry VII. He must have been of 
some education, for he could engrave Latin backwards 
with a high degree of correctness ; therefore he would be 
entitled to the benefit of his " clergy," and was probably 
an ecclesiastic—possibly a monk of Furness, and the 
monks of Furness owned Borrowdale. Further, he was 
probably a Cumberland man, for he knew where to find 
his plumbago in Borrowdale, and to carry it by the passes 
over Styhead to Wasdale. He had probably travelled 
abroad, for he knew, at a time when the use of Cumber-
land plumbago was confined to the marking of sheep, its 
properties in resisting heat, which he turned to such good 

or 
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or bad purpose. It is known that most of the counterfeit 
money of the time was made abroad at Luxemburg, and 
imported in bales of cloth ; at that place he probably may 
have picked up his knowledge. His name we cannot hope 
to know ; he never returned to reclaim the tools he had 
secreted in the place, where they were found in 1865. 
Probably he fell into the clutches of the law, and suffered 
the penalties provided for gentlemen of too much ingenuity, 
who imported or made pollards, crockards, suskins, dot-
kins, gaily-pennies, and other base money. 

 
 
tcwaas_001_1878_vol3_0008


	Page 1
	Page 2
	Page 3
	Page 4
	Page 5



