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St. Patrick Coppers 1674-1675 (1681): Introduction

Originally minted for use in Ireland, St. Patrick coppers had a long and varied history. An English Quaker
merchant in Dublin named Mark Newby (or Newbie) acquired a large supply of these coins which he took with
him in 1681 when he emigrated to West New Jersey (New Jersey was divided into separate Eastern and Western
colonies from 1676-1702). On May 18, 1682 the General Free Assembly of West New Jersey granted Newby's
coppers legal tender status and allowed them to circulate as small change at the rate of a halfpenny, replacing
wampum. The only restrictions were that Newby had to put up surety (300 acres of land) that he would exchange
the coppers for "pay equivalent" on demand and that one was not required to accept more than five shillings in
coppers at one time. When Newby died about a year later, in the fall of 1682, his estate included £30 in coppers,
estimated at roughly 10,800 coins. Newby's St. Patrick coppers filled an important need in local commerce and
remained in circulation throughout the colonial period. In fact, in 1881 the eminent New Jersey copper specialist
Edward Marris stated that St. Patrick coppers continued to be found in change in western New Jersey into the
early 19th century.

Several theories have been put forth on the origins of the Saint Patrick coppers. The most plausible is that the
tokens were minted in Dublin around the period 1674-1675. A single smaller size or "farthing" coin was found in
a hoard of 273 coins recovered from the yacht Mary which sank on March 24, 1675, on its way from Dublin to
Chester. From this it is certain the production of these coins date to at least 1675. Although there is no evidence
as to how much earlier the coins were minted, it is suspected they were part of a coinage sanctioned by Arthur,
Earl of Essex, who was the Lord Lieutenant of Ireland from 1672 to 1677. The connection to the Lord Lieutenant
is suspected because these coins were carefully made with high quality standards. Each blank planchet had a
drop of molten brass added to the obverse before striking. This served a dual purpose in that it made
counterfeiting more difficult and gave a golden appearance to the royal English crown on the top of the coin.
Also, during minting each coin was given a reeded edge to prevent clipping. Additionally, special presentation
copies were made, for a few examples of the smaller size coins survive that were struck in silver or gold. Also,
the coins had a royalist legend on the obverse (FLOREAT REX - May the king flourish). All of these facts
suggest the coins were designed to have an official status and were not merely a private merchant issue.

Saint Patrick coppers were issued in both large planchet and small planchet varieties, which numismatists have
traditionally called a halfpenny and a farthing. Recently this terminology has come into question, for
contemporary sources only mention halfpence. Philip Mossman has explored this question further by
demonstrating the weight of the smaller coin was too heavy for the normal 2:1 ratio of halfpenny to farthing. He
concluded that both coins were halfpenny tokens. Most probably, the larger and heavier coins (averaging about
135.7 grains) were produced earlier. These coins are found in only about ten varieties. In all there are about five
obverse dies and six reverse dies used in nine or ten combinations. This suggests a rather brief minting period,
that could at a maximum have only extend over the life of the five obverse dies. It also appears these dies were in
simultaneous or at least overlapping use based on the obverse and reverse combinations listed by Vlack (both
obverses 1 and 4 are found with reverse B and obverses 2, 3 and 4 share reverse C). Extrapolating from what we
know about later colonial American minting operations such as the Massachusetts coppers, these eleven dies
would have lasted no more than one year (at the Massachusetts mint in 1787 eleven dies were cut and used to
make about 90,900 cents and in 1788 twenty five dies were produced to mint some 210,000 cents).

The smaller planchet coin seem to have been much more extensively minted as over 120 die varieties exist! Such
a massive die production would clearly have kept the mint in operation for at least two to three years. Not only
were these smaller sized coins easier to mint but they were also more profitable. Mossman has calculated that
based on the cost of operations and supplies the minting of the large planchet 135.7 grain halfpenny left the
minters a profit of 49.1%. By switching to the smaller planchet 92.3 grain halfpenny minting profits were
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increased to 119.1%. No doubt the minter's enthusiasm for the smaller planchet coins led them to produce the
gold and silver presentation copies of these coins for distribution to influential officials in return for their support
of the weight and size reduction of the coin.

A large number of St. Patrick coppers were sent to the Isle of Mann where they were used as the standard
currency during the minority of the Earl of Derby, hereditary lord of the island. When the earl became of age, the
coins were demonetized by the act of Tynwald on June 24, 1679. Two years later in some unknown manner Mark
Newby acquired a large supply of these coins in Dublin which he brought with him when he set sail for America
from Dublin on the ship Owners Adventurer on September 19, 1681.

The problem for American colonial numismatics is we do not know exactly which kind of St. Patrick coppers
Newby brought with him. It had long been thought only the large planchet coins were imported since the West
New Jersey legislation spoke only of "halfpence" and until recently only the large planchet coins were
considered to be halfpence. Also, in excavations of colonial sites only a few St. Patrick coppers have been found
and they have been the larger planchet variety. However, according to Breen, a significant number of the smaller
planchet St. Patrick coppers have been discovered in hoards with later 18th century coppers (Woods halfpence,
Rosa Americana coppers and George II halfpence). Based on this evidence we can assume the smaller sized coin
circulated in the colonies but we do not know for sure if they were part of Newby's 17th century supply or if they
were brought over later in the 18th century.

The obverse of both size coins show a kneeling King David (wearing what in heraldic terms is called an eastern
crown) playing the harp as he looks up at the English crown with the legend FLOREAT REX (May the king
flourish) above. The reverse of the larger coin shows Saint Patrick with miter and crozier blessing a congregation
with a shamrock. Behind Patrick is the heraldic shield of the city of Dublin consisting of three castles (each pair
of towers represents a castle). Above is the legend ECCE GREX (Behold the flock). The reverse of the smaller
planchet coin shows Saint Patrick wearing a miter and holding a Metropolitan cross as he banishes various
reptiles and serpents from the country. Behind him is a church. The legend reads: QUIESCAT PLEBS (Let the
people be at ease).
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