A N E A R L Y F O U R T E E N T H - C E N T U R Y COIN
H O A R D F R O M T H E CO. R O S C O M M O N
M I C H A E L D O L L E Y A N D M I C H A E L K. M U R P H Y

IN June 1969 there came to light at Cams near Carnfree, the inauguration place of the
O'Connor kings of Connacht, a little to the east of Tulsk in the Co. Roscommon, a
surface-scatter of exactly 160 coins of the late thirteenth and early fourteenth centuries.
An unusually dry summer had resulted in marked abrasion of the topsoil by cattle
gathering at a shelter-belt at the foot of the mound—an Irish parallel is afforded, of
course, by the circumstances of the discovery in 1942 of the celebrated hoard from
Corofin in the Co. Clare.1 There was no trace of a crock or of any metal vessel, but even
the quite exceptionally calcareous nature of the soil at this place would seem insufficient
of itself to explain the very high degree of preservation of so many of the coins, and it
must appear more than probable that they had been hidden away in the first place in
a container of some sort, be it of cloth, leather, wood, or horn,2 which had disintegrated
only very shortly before the exposure and recovery of the contents. The 160 coins, all
silver pennies, eventually reached the National Museum of Ireland, and aroused more
than ordinary interest because they suggested that the hoard as concealed might have
been the round sum of a mark by tale. Unfortunately a few more pieces have since come
to light, though the possibility still exists that we are dealing with a mark by weight and
not by tale. Evidence exists in plenty to show that the native Irish as well as the AngloIrish were familiar with the mark of silver as a monetary unit.3
In the listing of the hoard that follows and which appears by kind permission of Mr.
John Teahan, M.A., Keeper of the Art and Industrial Division of the National Museum,
the coins are described under reigns and mints according to the classifications proposed
by Dolley4 for the Anglo-Irish element, by Blunt5 and by the Fox brothers6 for the
English coins of Berwick and of the other English mints respectively, by Burns7 for the
Scottish element, and finally by Chautard8 for the solitary sterling from the Continent.
The weights were obtained in grammes to four places of decimals on the portable semiautomatic balance belonging to the Ulster Museum, and have since been converted to
their troy equivalents. A circumstance to be stressed, we feel, is that the great majority
of the coins had not so much as tarnished, a factor which may go part of the way to
1

BNJ xxxiv (1965), pp. 98-103.
Mr. W. A. Seaby, F.S.A., has been kind enough
to point out to us the importance of rams' and cows'
horns as receptacles for coin-hoards throughout the
Middle Ages, and cites later fourteenth-century
examples from Castle Enigan (Co. Down) and
Knockagh, Monkstown (Co. Antrim) as well as earlier
precedents f r o m Kirk Maughold (Isle of Man) and
Caldale (Orkney). A late Tudor example actually
f r o m the Co. Roscommon is the pre-1895 find f r o m
Cloncanny Bog (infra, p. 89, n. 6), and there is
another of the same date from Cloonfad just over the
mearing with the Co. Mayo which came to light in
2

1887 (RIA Antiq. Committee MS. minute-books,
3
vii, p. 26).
Eigse, xii. 3 (1968), pp. 173-6.
4
PRIA 66c, 3 (1968), pp. 235-97.
5
NC 1931, pp. 28-52.
6
N o w made most conveniently available in J. J.
North's excellent but curiously neglected little monograph, The Coinages of Edward I and II (London,
1968).
7
E. Burns, The Coinage of Scotland (Edinburgh,
1887).
8
J. Chautard, Imitations des monnaies au type
esterlin frappees en Europe pendant les XUle et XI Ve
siecles (Nancy, 1871).
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explaining the unusually high average weight. One of the coins is broken, probably
quite recently, and a few are slightly chipped, but most of the pieces certainly would not
disgrace the most selective of cabinets.
The list of the hoard runs as follows:
I R E L A N D
EDWARD

Dublin

Dolley class I

Waterford

I

18-8

II

21-7

VI

22-1, 21-8

4

Dolley class II

22-0, 21-0

2

E N G L A N D
EDWARD

I

Berwick

Blunt class

Illb

22-3

Bristol

Fox class

II
Illb
Hlg
IXb

21-2, 20-6

Bury St.
Canterbury

Chester

Edmunds

20-8
22-2
20-4

22-1

F o x class

IXb
Xb

Fox class

Illb
IIIc
Illd
nig
lVa
lVc
IVd
IVe
IXb
Xa
Xb

20-7
20-4
22-3, 21-8, 20-7
21-0
20-8
21-5 (2)t, 21-4
21-1
22-3, 21-5, 21-2 (2), 21-0, 20-9, 20-3*

Ixb

20-7

1
2

Fox class

21-8, 20-9
20-7
21-6, 21-1, 20-7, 20-3

21-2, 20-8

Exeter

Fox class

IXb

21-6, 21-3

London

Fox class

Ic
II

20-3
22-1, 21-3,21-1 (2), 21-0(2), 20-6, 20-4,
19-8
21-2*, 20-9, 19-6, 17-5
21-8, 21-4, 20-8, 20-3, 17-8
22-1, 21-1 (2), 18-1
22-2, 20-7
21-2^ 21-1, 20-4
21-3, 21-1, 19-1
21-6, 21-4, 20-9, 20-8
22-4, 21-4, 20-9, 19-9
21-3 (2), 21-2

IIIc
Illd
Illf

nig
IVa
IVb
IVc
IVd
IVe
VIb
Chipped.

21-1

t 1 chipped.

25
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Newcastle

upon Tyne

York (regal)

F o x class
F o x class

COIN

Vila
VIHb
IXa
IXa/IXb
IXb
Xa/IXb
Xa
Xb

21-3
20-6
22-5, 20-5
16-4 (fragment)
21-5, 21-3, 20-9 (3), 20-6, 20-4
21-6
21-8, 20-3
21-9, 21-6, 21-5, 21-3, 18-1

IXb/IXa
IXb

21-7
20-7

2

IIIc
Ille

21-8
21-1, 20 0

3

63

105

EDWARD I or EDWARD I I
Bury St.

Edmunds

Canterbury

F o x class

Xc-f

21-7

F o x class

Xc-f

22-0, 21-9, 21-8, 21-7, 21-5, 21-3 (2)
21-0 (3)*, 20-9, 20-8, 20-4t, 20-3,19-1

16

Durham (episcopal)
F o x class
Xc-f
21-5 (2), 19-3
N . B . all 3 coins with cross moline of Bishop Bek.
London

F o x class

Xc-f

F o x class

Xlb
XVb

Canterbury

Fox class

XIa
Xlb
XIII
XVb

19-3
20-6
21-0
22-0

London

Fox class

XIa
Xlb
XIII
XIV
XVa

22-5,
23-6,
21-6,
21-8
21-3,

Bury St.

Edmunds

3

22-Ot, 21-8, 21-7, 21-6, 21-4;, 21-3,
21-1 (3), 21-0, 20-8
EDWARD I I
22-3
21-1

11

31

2

4
22-1, 21-1
21-4, 21-3
21-2, 21-0, 20-8
20-4

13

19

SCOTLAND
ALEXANDER I I I
With 4 mullets of 6 points: Burns gp. I, cl. i/iii, fig. 145
„
„
„
„
„
„
II, cl. iii, fig. 198
„
3
„
„
,, and 1 of 5 points: Burns gp. II, cl. iii, fig. 199

21-1
21-6
21-4

GELDERLAND
COUNT RENAUD
Arnheim

Chautard, pi. xxxi, no. 3 var. (pellet for
saltire stop in obverse legend)

19-2

1
165

* 1 chipped.

F Retrograde s in DNS.

+ Obverse legend ends with colon stop.
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A firm terminus post quern for this most interesting hoard is afforded by the presence
of the Bury St. Edmunds and Canterbury pennies of Fox class XVb, and the more so
since they are supported by two class XVa pennies of London, and by class XIII and
XIV coins in appropriate proportion. A fairly exact dating of class XVb can be
arrived at on the basis of recent and authoritative discussion of the chronology of class
XVa by Mr. Peter Woodhead and Mr. B. H. I. H. Stewart,1 and it seems impossible
to place the concealment of the Cams hoard earlier than c. 1321, and even as early as
this only on the assumption that the latest of the English coins had been brought over
to Ireland immediately after they had been put into currency. A date of deposit somewhere around 1325 would seem a more realistic estimate, but the task of the numismatist
is made more difficult by the circumstance that there is a certain amount of evidence that
the flow of English coin into Ireland very largely dried up with the second quarter of
the fourteenth century.2 In theory at least, the Cams hoard could have been buried quite
a few years after c. 1325, the absence of the relatively rare coins of class XVc and of the
extremely rare—at least in Irish contexts—coins of class XVd being of no significance.
For some little time now, Irish numismatists have begun to suspect that hoards composed
entirely of coins of Edward I and Edward II may in some cases have been concealed as
late as the second half of the fourteenth century, a whole quarter of a century, that is,
after the issue of the latest coin, and at least two attempts have been made to devise
formulae which could translate suspicion into probability if not into strict proof.
The first of these formulae amounts to a broad analysis of the content of individual
hoards in an attempt to determine whether the proportion in which coins of the different
mints occur affords any clue to the date of concealment, the theory behind the approach
being grounded on the observation that not all mints were open throughout the period
under review, while output at each and every one, even when they were open, could and
did fluctuate within very wide limits. The formula has been described in detail in a recent
fascicle of the Proceedings of the Royal Irish Academy,3 and by means of it the pattern
of the Cams hoard can be expressed thus:
L/C

2+

L/D
28 +

L/Bu
14+

L/Br
17+

L/Be
87

Disappointingly there is no 'match' at all with the patterns presented by other finds
from these islands, and all that is really highlighted is the curiously small number of
coins of the mint of Durham. On the other hand, this failure to 'match' is something that
should surely be pondered, and it could suggest that the composition of the Cams hoard
is in some way extraordinary. If this once be accepted, there is room perhaps for the
germ of a suspicion that the Cams hoard could be a mark payment made up out of coin
from two distinct sources, money actually in circulation at the time of the concealment
and older money brought out for the purpose from some reserve.
A second line of approach involves detailed metrological analysis of the hoard, and
at this point it may be observed that Irish students are disturbed by a failure to supply
details of individual weights that is characteristic of some but not all hoard-reports
emanating from institutions fortunate enough to be equipped with fully automatic
balances. Comparative material is essential, and one cannot have too much. The formula
1

BNJ xxxv (1966), pp. 1 2 8 ^ 7 .

2

SCMB 1968, pp. 161-6.

3

Supra, p. 84, n. 4.
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which has been suggested as appropriate for the determination of the approximate date
of concealment of fourteenth-century Irish hoards was set out a year or two back in a
paper published in Seaby's Coin and Medal Bulletin,1 and assumes that a normal sterling
will lose on average one grain for every two decades that the coin is in currency.
Disconcertingly the application of the formula to the Cams hoard throws up a seemingly
nonsensical result. The date of concealment it appears to postulate is one c. 1305, a date,
that is, more than fifteen years earlier than the earliest possible date for the striking of
the latest of the individual coins. Again, though, the negative result is not without value
if it has generated suspicion that there is something exceptional where the composition
of the Cams hoard is concerned.
Two tried formulae, then, appear to have broken down when applied to this new
hoard from Ireland, and this despite the fact that they have proved efficacious in the
case of other hoards of the same period, and the student can only step back and consider anew whether or not the content of the Cams hoard is typical. Such reconsideration
cannot afford to continue to ignore two factors which it is easy to overlook. The first of
these concerns the condition of the pre-1285 coins which generally will be found to
evidence remarkably little wear, a phenomenon which is amply—and less subjectively—
corroborated by the coins' relatively high weight. The second factor concerns the number of these pre-1285 coins. It is a remarkable fact that 40 per cent of the coins in the
Carn hoard appear to have been more than forty years old at the time that they were
hidden, and if it had not been for the fact that the coins recovered to date amount so
nearly to the round sum of a mark by weight if not by tale, one might very well have
asked whether or not it were possible for the abrasion of the find-spot to have brought
to light coins from two distinct hoards. This figure of 40 per cent, incidentally, merits
comparison with figures supplied by some other hoards of approximately the same
period. We may begin with the two parcels from Neath Abbey2 which appear to have
been money in circulation and to have been concealed late in the autumn of 1326, and
here the corresponding figures are 25 per cent and 28 per cent of the totals. For practical
purposes, too, the Edward I and Edward II sterling element in the great Montrave hoard3
from Scotland may be treated as a hoard within a hoard, and again, but this time on
the basis of well over 8,000 coins, the figure for pre-1285 coins is in the region of 28 per
cent of the whole. The recent Renfrew hoard4 also from Scotland is to be disregarded
since there has already been postulated with great plausibility an amalgam of two
hoards very similar to that which is now being suggested for the new find from Cams,
and it would seem very likely that the Bootham find5 from York likewise was put together
out of coins from two sources. On the other hand, the Knaresborough hoard6 also from
Yorkshire does seem to be a sample of coin actually in currency at the beginning of the
reign of Edward III, and here the proportion of pre-1285 coins falls below 20 per cent.
What seems very clear is that almost all of the anomalous or discrepant features of
the Cams hoard vanish if we are prepared to accept the hypothesis that c. 1325 there
was committed to the soil a mark in silver made up for the occasion out of coins from
two distinct sources. Brought together for this purpose would have been a sizeable
1

4

2

5

Supra, p. 87, n. 2.
BNJXXVIII. ii (1956), pp. 294-8 and iii (1957), pp.
555-9.
3
B Y / x x x i (1962), pp. 80-7.

6

BNJxxxv (1966), pp. 128-47.
BNJxxvII.
iii (1954), pp. 281-93.
BNJ xxxii (1963), pp. 117-26.
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number of coins hoarded since the last years of the preceding century, and a considerably
larger number of coins taken out of currency. If we accept 30 per cent of pre-128 5 coins
as a rough norm for a currency hoard from the 1320s, then the probability is that the
proportion of coins brought out from a safe place and added to those taken out of
circulation was of the order of one to two, a calculation that may seem to be borne
out by a consideration of the pattern of the Montrave hoard where coins certainly of
Edward II, i.e. of Fox classes Xla-XYc, constitute approximately a fifth of the English
sterling element in the find. On this analogy, the hoarded pre-128 5 element where the
Cams find is concerned, would not have exceeded sixty coins, and it is our suspicion
that it was more probably in the region of forty, a total, however, that is more than
sufficient to account for the number of really choice pennies of Fox classes III and IV
that are such a feature of the new discovery.
Medieval coin-hoards from the Co. Roscommon are not all that common, and still
the most sensational is the as yet unpublished 1941 find from Drummercool, just to the
west of the Shannon, a hoard which seems to have been occasioned by the spectacular
rout of the Englishry at Athankip in 1271.1 It could well be, though, that the new find
from Cams is not the only Co. Roscommon hoard to be composed predominantly of
English pence of Edward I and Edward II. In one of the early volumes of the Proceedings
of the Royal Irish Academy,2 there is a tantalizing reference to an assemblage of coins
and other objects brought to light in 1851 as a result of a drainage scheme on a crannog
in the lake of Cloonfinlough a few miles to the west of Strokestown. The key passage
runs as follows: 'one coin of the Emperor Hadrian: one bulla, Pope Paul V.: sundry
silver coins, most of them Edwards, and one so late as James, 1690, and one silver coin
unfigured in any collection that I have seen.' The probability is that we have here a
second hoard of the same general type as that from Cams, albeit one on a much smaller
scale, and it remains for us to speculate briefly on the events which could have resulted
in such parcels of money being committed to the soil in what is now the Co. Roscommon
during the second quarter of the fourteenth century—for our next coin-hoards from
this county we have to come down to the second half of the reign of Elizabeth with its
minor finds from Lough Ackrick,3 from Cuilleenoolagh near Ballyforan,4 from a townland just east of Roscommon Town,5 and from Cloncanny Bog on the Co. Galway
mearing near Creggs.6
Unfortunately for this purpose, the Annals of Loch Ce7 exhibit a lacuna at precisely
this juncture,8 but the parallel Annals of Connachl9 spell out in fair detail the sorry tale
which begins with the inauguration of Fedlimid mac Aeda meic Eogain actually at
Cams in 1310,10 and the counter-inauguration at the same spot in 1315 of the rival
1
Cf. BNJ X X V I I , ii (1953), p. 214. Scrutiny of the
actual coins and a visit to the find-spot have convinced one of the present writers (M. D.) that the
hoard was concealed during or immediately after the
battle, and suggested to him that the 'lost' castle of
Athankip may well lie under the modern Carrick-onShannon.
2
PRIA v. ii (1852), pp. 208-14—the passage
quoted will be found on p. 210.
3
Numismatic Society of Ireland Occasional Papers
5-9 (1968), pp. 1-3.
4
BNJ xx.vHI. iii (1957), p. 594 in turn basing itself

on BNJ X X V I I . ii (1953), p. 214. One of the present
writers (M. D.) has listed the coins, and early publication is promised.
5
Unpublished—information in possession of one
of the present writers (M. K. M.).
0
JRSAI xxv (1895), p. 230.
7
W. M. Hennessy, The Annals of Loch Ce (2 vols.,
London, 1871).
8
Ibid, i, p. xiv, etc.
s
A. M. Freeman, Anna/a Connacht: The Annals of
Connacht (Dublin, 1944).
10
Ibid., pp. 222 and 223.
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claimant Ruaidri mac Cathail Ruaid. The deaths of both the protagonists in the following
year brought no respite from these internecine feudings, and the 1320s are studded with
O'Connor reverses which range from the death of Cathal mac Domnaill meic Taig in
13242 to the wounding of Toirrdelbach mac Aeda meic Eogain in 1330.3 To these military
disasters were added purely natural calamities,4 and it would have been an extremely
shrewd observer and reader of the local scene who could have prophesied c. 1325 that
minor dissensions among the de Burgo intruders would flare up in the course of the next
decade and result in the secession from the English and Anglo-Irish causes of the whole
of the Connacht branch of this great Norman family. The more common opinion would
have been that the Irishry of what is now the Co. Roscommon could expect from the
warring de Burgo lords only more repressions and exactions, and if there is one entry
in the Annals which could underlie the concealment of our hoard at Cams it is surely
one under the year 1328 which Freeman has Englished: 'Walter Burke made a great raid
on the Connachta, plundering many of the officers of Toirrdelbach O Conchobair, King
of Connacht.'5 Patently, though, it cannot be pretended that this is anything more than
one likely occasion for the concealment of the coins in question, and there remains the
greater probability that we do not know, and probably never will know, why this sum
of apparently one mark should have been buried c. 1325, or perhaps a little later, at the
very foot of the great inauguration mound of the O'Connors.
In conclusion it may be found useful to have a summary of the find in slightly modified
Inventory format:
CARNS, n r . C a r n f r e e , C o . R o s c o m m o n , J u n e 1969.
165
English, A n g l o - I r i s h , Scottish, a n d C o n t i n e n t a l .

D e p o s i t : c. 1325.

ENGLAND (155 pennies). E d w a r d I — B e r w i c k : B l u n t cl. iiifl, 1. Bristol:

St. Edmunds:
ix, 1. Exeter:
1; x a a n d b,
E d w a r d I or

F o x cl. ii, 2 ; iii, 2 ; ix, 1. Bury
F o x cl. ix, 1; xb, 2. Canterbury:
F o x cl. iii, 8; iv, 6; ix, 3; xa a n d b, 8. Chester: F o x cl.
F o x cl. ix, 2. London'. F o x cl. i, 1; ii, 9 ; iii, 15; iv, 17; vi, 1; vii, 1; viii, 1; ix, 10; x/ix,
7. Newcastle:
F o x cl. ix, 2. York (regal): F o x cl. iii, 3.
E d w a r d I I — B u r y St. Edmunds:
F o x cl. xc-f, 1. Canterbury.
F o x cl. xc-f, 16. Durham

(all B i s h o p B e k ) : F o x cl. xc-f,
xi, 1; xvb, 1. Canterbury:

3. London:

F o x cl. xc-f,

F o x cl. xi, 2 ; xiii, 1; xvb,

11. E d w a r d I I — B u r y St. Edmunds:

1. London:

F o x cl.

F o x cl. xi, 6 ; xiii, 4 ; xiv, 1; xva, 2.

IRELAND (6 pennies). E d w a r d I — D u b l i n : D o l l e y cl. i, 1; ii, 1; vi, 2. Waterford:

D o l l e y cl. ii, 2.

SCOTLAND (3 pennies). A l e x a n d e r I I I ( s e c o n d c o i n a g e ) — B u r n s gp. i, 1; gp. ii, 2.
CONTINENTAL (1 sterling), GELDERLAND. R e n a u d — A r n h e i m : cf. C h a u t a r d , pi. xxxi, 3, 1.
M . D o l l e y a n d M . K . M u r p h y in BNJ xxxix (1970), p p . 8 4 - 9 0 .
D i s p o s i t i o n : t h e w h o l e h o a r d passed t o t h e N a t i o n a l M u s e u m of I r e l a n d w h e r e t h e great m a j o r i t y
of t h e coins h a v e been retained.
T h e r e w a s n o trace of a n y c o n t a i n e r .
1
A. M . Freeman, Annala Connacht: The Annals of
Connacht (Dublin, 1944), pp. 234 and 235.
2
Ibid., pp. 258 and 259.
3
Ibid., pp. 268 and 269—accepting Freeman's
argument that it was one or more of the king with
opposition's followers and not the king with opposition

himself who was slain in fact on this occasion.
4
The Annals record for example murrains under
1324 and 1325, smallpox under 1327 and both cropfailure and an epidemic (? influenza) under 1328.
5
Ibid., pp. 264 and 265.

