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                                             Editor: David Powell   

A free newsletter to all who share our interest in these fascinating and often enigmatic pieces. Please send the editor at least 

one 300 dpi JPEG scan, or a sharply focused photo print, of any interesting leaden token or tally  in your collection. Send 

images as email attachments to mail@leadtokens.org.uk   Please note that the old david@powell8041.freeserve.co.uk  ad-

dress advertised on earlier versions of LTT is no longer active. 

Square & Unknown; is it a Token? 
 
Lead tokens are usually round, with certain notable exceptions; which means that when an unidentifia-

ble square or approximately square one is found south of the Scottish border, which does not fit into 

one of those known categories, doubt arises as to whether the piece is genuinely a token, or has some 

other purpose.  My thanks to Caroline Nunneley {Fig.1} and Hugh Williams {Fig.4}, whose contribu-

tions from the Thames foreshore and Farnham, respectively, stimulated this article, and also to James 

Prater, whose later contribution overleaf from Dargate, near Whitstable, makes a fitting addition.   

 

 

Scotland is different; certain areas are known to have favoured square or rectangular communion to-

kens {CTs}, with Glasgow, Aberdeenshire and Fifeshire in particular having their own notable styles.  

If you find a lead token of that shape in Scotland, you have to think CTs first.  What, though, if you 

find one down south?   Weights are one possibility, and of course there is nothing to stop a token issu-

er bucking the trend and issuing an unusually-shaped token if he wanted to, even though it wasn’t that 

much done.  However, trying to work out the purpose of any given piece can be difficult. 

 

        -:-:-:-:-:- 

 

Caroline’s Fig.1, which alone I have magnified 3:2 because of its very small size,  is a Thames fore-

shore find, and delightfully crisp.  Leaving aside the shape, though, we have an immediate anomaly; if 

this is a token, the size says mid-16th cent, the style early-mid 17th.  The triad so beloved of the 17th 

cent is inverted, but that is possibly of no great issue.  Either: 

1) R= issuer's forename, A = his wife's forename, E = surname; or, less likely… 

2) R = Issuer's forename, A = issuer's surname, E = location. 

 

Fig.2 is similar in concept, if not quite as pretty; probably, as there are only two initials, the issuer was 

not married. It is more of the normal size for a mid-17th cent token.  Williamson, when he wrote 

about the main copper/brass series in 1889, knew of about 25 square pieces and four or five diamond-

shaped ones; not that it mattered whether the design is horizontally or diagonally arranged to the user 

of the piece.  The town piece from Louth, Lincs {Fig.3}, is about as near as the main series gets to 

Fig.1.   The photographs of Figs.2-3 look ridiculously large when expressed at the same scale as Fig.1. 

 

Quite a large number of lead tokens are uniface but those of the finest of the early-mid 17th cent man-

ufacturers, such as made Fig.1, tend not to be.  That argues somewhat against Fig.1 being a token, but 

it is not conclusive.  So, could it be a weight? 

 

The few lead pieces in Paul & Bente Withers' book on coin weights seem to be square, and reproduce 

the ship depicted on the mediaeval noble without initials; however, I guess that coin weights are but 
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one of a number of categories of weight.  There may have been weights for Government or municipal 

use, as well as for use by private individuals.  Apothecaries are one class of tradesman who may have 

required small weights of the sizes shown, but there may well have been others.   Norman Biggs is 

one of the foremost recognised authorities on weights, and wrote a number of small introductory 

books on the subject back in the 1990s, should you need to investigate further.  My own amateur gut 

feeling is that most weights with two or three token-like initials were likely to be private ones, or en-

dorsed on behalf of some authority by the initials’ owner, but it is not a subject I am much conversant 

with. 

        -:-:-:-:-:- 

 

Hugh’s piece {Fig.4}  was found near  Farnham Castle, home of the Bishops of Winchester, and 

measures 2.1 x 2.1 x 0.2cm.  It could be an early monetary token, but that is not certain.  Ecclesiastical 

estates were amongst the primary users of early tokens, particularly before the Reformation, and I 

would think that some connection with the castle is very likely.  Such castles and estates were big 

businesses, with a whole variety of administrative functions, many of which might have employed 

tokens as either (i) direct monetary alternative, (ii) tokens for piece-work, to be redeemed for money 

later, or (iii) passes, giving permission to be in or on certain areas of the owners’ domain. 

 

Economic life in castles and abbeys was not all taking in public donations and giving out to charity; 

there were animals to be looked after and taken to market, supplies to be procured,  maintenance to be 

done, and a host of other things. Just as some large official organisations today, such as the police or 

the Forces, deploy both their own dedicated personnel and civilians, the big ecclesiastical houses of 

mediaeval times will probably have done so as well; in which case, different monetary arrangements 

may have applied to each category of employee, as some had to interact with the outside world and 

some not.  It is also not impossible that Fig.4 is a private ecclesiastical weight. 

 

James Prater’s Fig.5, according to Tony Gilbert, depicts flowers and fruit in a manner 

often seen in carvings, and is symbolic of harvest, but its precise purpose is uncer-

tain.  Figs.6-7 are likewise diagonal and anonymous, but crosses, shields and lis have 

more of an official look, so are maybe weights.  Fig.8 is back again to something 

along the lines of Hugh’s Fig.4, although it is only a mere 13mm square.  It has pel-

lets in the quarters but I do not know the provenance; the last owner was from Kent, 

but I do not know whether he found it lo-

cally.   

 

The rest are a mixed bag.  Fig.9 is known to be a Cumbrian communion token {CT}, by virtue of hav-

ing been discovered just outside the boundary of a church whose parish name features the displayed 

initials prominently.  Figs.11-12 could also be CTs, but no-one knows where they came from.   

 

The cryptic symbol {animal?} on Fig.10, argues that it is an apothecary’s weight, as also does its tiny 

size. The older apothecary pieces often have strange characters on them; if you do encounter them it 

is a useful clue as to where to look. If not an issuer’s mark, it is some short of shorthand. “T” and 

“TC” we have discussed before, as being potential town pieces, either for small change for the distri-

bution of alms {Fig.14,15,17}, and regardless of usage the presence of the earlier and more elaborate 

Lombardic script, as in Figs.13,15,16, indicates a date probably earlier than 1560.  Perhaps these early 

town pieces were made square in order to distinguish them from the more conventionally round pieces 

of the merchants?  Just a thought.  Finally, Fig.18 is a klippe, a technique discussed a little more in 

connection with the first of our readers’contributions overleaf.  You could cut them any shape you 

like , but obviously straight-sided ones, such as squares and rectangles, were easier. 
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Readers’ Correspondence 
 
My thanks to Adrian Savage {Fig.1} for this nice klippe from his native Cumbria. 

He quotes that the land owner, who came from Abbeytown, near Workington, did 

research on it himself and established that it was a farm token used in connection 

with the purchase of goods from RC, whose identity he established but Adrian 

cannot now remember.  

 

The klippe, as they are known, is an interesting idea; making yourself a counter-

stamp, or getting one made, and then using it to repeatedly stamp metal sheet 

which is then cut out into individual pieces with shears. The technique was quite popular in the end-

16c and early-mid 17c, on the continent as well as in England, and particularly in Scandinavia. I am 

not saying that Fig.1 is necessarily that early,  for it feels a tad large for that date, although it could be.  

In Britain, the copper Bristol tokens of the 1590s and the tiny tin farthings of 1613-45 were made in 

this manner.   I am not really aware that England made many klippe leads, although a few are found, 

and a number of early Scottish communion tokens were made thus. Adrian’s piece felt that it had a 

sense of Scotland or the Borders about it, even before I looked up where Abbeytown was.  

 

Andrew Marsh, mudlarking in central London, has found a BNJ54 type M folded, in the manner of a 

love token {Figs.2a,2b}.  Given that type M  largely has an ecclesiastic feel about it, whilst type L 

feels correspondingly secular, this is interesting.  I’ve magnified it 3:2, to make it more visible. 

 

I have never been able to get enthused 

about the practice of bending coins, which 

at various times has seen them  used as vo-

tive offerings or for warding off evil. Were 

monks that superstitious? I would like to 

think not, but maybe.  Plus, the attribution of type M to religious houses is not wholly decided, for 

there are quite a number of secular objects amongst its several dozen depictions; however, most of 

these, but not all, are readily explainable in that they might be used by one or other of the faculties of 

a large abbey estate.  Andrew risked trying to straighten his piece, with results as shown {Figs.2c,2d}, 

revealing it to be known piece M.37; a ewer, possibly associated with the kitchen, dairy or refectory. 

 

The other well-known use of bent tokens is as love gifts, another practice which I have difficulty iden-

tifying with; rather unlikely for a monk, but then one of the other type Ms does depict genitals, so let 

us not rule it out.  Finally, it could also have been bent as a means of intentional invalidation, by 

which the piece could be reliably prevented from ever being used as coin again. 

 

Fig.3, found by Mark Iglesias, is another Thames foreshore find, 

this time from Pimlico.  The  obverse depicts what is probably a 

thin bell rather than a lis, with “P” to the left.  Superficially the 

reverse looks like a large 4 with a bit chipped out, but that 

doesn’t feel right for the period.  I think it is a church building, 

and that you can see the entrance and the tower. 

  

The cross, if that is what it is, indicates an ecclesiastical rather than civil piece.   “P” could well stand 

for Poor, or Pauvre if French {the odds favour English, given the findspot}, indicating a token associ-

ated with charitable donation; although if so, why would a bell feature?  The other possibility is that P 

is the initial letter of a parish or abbey name, and that someone, in the latter case a monk, is paid for 

ringing said bell.   Contrary to what we might think, we know that the Church did pay its people for 

specifically doing such things, as is discussed in LTT_34, pages 2-3. 

  

The diameter is “about that of a 17th cent token”, although I have again magnified it a little here.  In 

terms of style and texture, I am inclined on balance to think that that is the age it fits. 
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Municipal Tokens for the Payment of Work Done 
 
One of the common conditions of feudal tenancy was that payment was often made to the landlord in 

the form of some sort of service; typically, an agreed number of days’ service of specified type, which 

would either be in lieu of, or as well as, some other payment.  Midway between that and today’s idea 

of earning a wage or salary and paying all other expenses, including rent, out of that, was the idea of 

what the Polish called “szarwark”; the idea of the local authority being able to demand a certain 

amount of mandatory public service from its citizens, but paying them for it. 

 

Such work could be either for routine purposes, such as maintenance; at other times, such as those of 

impending unrest, it could be for more serious emergency work, like building and strengthening forti-

fications.  Gdańsk was one city which adopted such an approach; in the 16th cent it established a mu-

nicipal department to oversee the physical aspects of its defences, and amongst its various officials 

was one, the "Zeichenwerfer", whose role was to distribute lead tokens to the conscripted workers by 

way of remuneration.  These “wall tokens” were then exchanged at the town hall for cash.  I do not 

know how many represented a day’s pay, but I would guess that one token represented either a quar-

ter, half or whole day.  14 days’ work were required of each inhabitant eligible for duty, and the pay-

ment for each was initially set to 2 groszy per day, increasing to 4 groszy at the end of the 16th cent.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Generally these pieces bear the Gdańsk coat of arms {Figs.1-5,7,8}. In the mid-1570s, however, per-

haps due to a special need caused by the various European wars, a number of different animals are in 

evidence {Fig.6}; the meaning of these is not known, and it can but be conjectured that they are prob-

ably differentiating symbols associated with the specific functions or groups of workers.  Most are 

uniface, although some repeat the date on the reverse. The shapes are various; do they too have mean-

ing?  Maybe a quarter {Fig.8}, half  or whole day’s pay?  An idea, just guessing. 

 

Issued for reasons which were common enough, there 

is no reason why such usage should be peculiar to 

any particular country, and it is quite feasible that, 

unbeknown to us, such practices were used in Eng-

land, or indeed, other European countries.  Nor does 

the use of symbols to distinguish sub-issues differ 

that much from the use of shop signs on commercial 

pieces or table numbers on communion tokens.  So, 

be on the lookout for possible British equivalents! 

 

Postscript:  For the above information I am grateful to 

an article by Tomas Maćkowski  in "Studia Historica 

Gedanensia", Vol. IX {2018}, p.102-116.  He illus-

trates some further examples of animal pieces, 

amongst which are Fig.9-15.  The full article is online 

at  https://www.ejournals.eu/Studia-Historica-Gedanensia/2018/Tom-9-20178/art/13907/ 
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Hand-, Spann-, Fron- and Schippen-dienste 
 

These pieces  from Schaumburg-Lippe, in Lower Saxony, continue the ideas discussed on the previ-

ous page.  There were various types of compulsory labour enforced from time to time by the state or 

local authority, known in Germany as follows: 

 Handdienste:   Manual services, other than that mentioned below{Fig.16-18} 

 Spanndienste:   Services connected with transportation by horse and cart {Fig.19} 

 Frondienste:   Agricultural services 

 Schippendienste:   Shovelling, i.e. clearing and construction {Fig.20} 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The various initials  on the pieces, some counterstamped, are  probably those of the authorising offi-

cials; the LF-counterstamped Fig.19 is the piece most commonly 

encountered.  The above are all thought to date from c.1734-40, 

and by hindsight  Fig.20, previously shown in LTT_137 with the 

suggestion that it might be a peat token, is probably a schip-

pendienste.  It is of a slightly updated design, but it comes from 

the same  location, as the similarity of the arms bear witness. 

 

Hands, spades and horses are all common enough themes on British tokens. The usual interpretation is 

that a single splayed hand represents the issuer of a glover, and that a spade is often a baker’s peel, the 

long-handled version used for getting loaves in and out of the back of deep ovens.  Horses have had 

multiple uses the world over, mostly in connection with the transport of both goods and people before 

the days of mechanised alternatives,  but also for sport and ceremony.  So, we have more than enough 

reasons to explain away the use of these three themes without even thinking about the continental rea-

sons above; but who knows if, amongst the many British pieces bearing these designs, there are some 

whose origin is payment for compulsory labour  along the lines of Handdienste,  Spanndienste and 

their companions above? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

        -:-:-:-:- 
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Left-Handed Engravers 
 

We are used to retrospective initials on lead tokens; a quick scan of one  

database recently revealed 161 examples in a list of some 2700+ pieces, 

amongst which there were quite a proportion which had no initials on at 

all.  So, we are talking well over 5%, perhaps nearer 10%; somewhere 

near the proportion of left-handers in our current population, although 

we know that in former generations the use of the left hand for writing {and no doubt engraving} was 

discouraged.  So, how many of our retrograde pieces were made by genuinely left-handed people, and 

how many by right-handed ones who couldn't work out that you had to carve moulds back-to-front to 

get the result the right way round?  Plus, with an object like a beer-mug, it wouldn’t exactly matter. 
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