
VI Roman Coin Hoards from Lancaster

by D.e.A. Shotter

Whilst a full report on Roman coins found in Lancaster will
appear in the forthcoming volume on Lancaster Excavations, it is
worth producing a brief note on hoards of coins of the Roman
period found in the area.

The deposition of hoards was normally a response to military
or economic threat, after which the hoarder hoped to be able to
recover his savings. In the north of Britain, the chief periods
of deposition are - 1) The reign of the Emperor Marcus Aurelius
(16l~180 A.D.) which is generally taken as a period of military
disturQance; 2) The period between 270 and 285 A.D., a time of
monetary upheaval; 3) The last quarter of the fourth century
A.D •. in the upheavals which accompanied the collapse of the
occupation of the north.

Four~r possibly fiv~ hoards are recorded as having come from
the City area itself, and one (possibly two) from the surrounding
area. Unfortunately, as is often the case in urban areas, most
of the~e hoards have been recovered during development operations
dur~ng the 19th century and dispersed before an adequate record
was.made. Such information as there is on these hoards is to be
found in W.T. Watkins Roman Lancashire (p. 188).

Two certain hoards which he records are -

1). About 100 coins of Probus and Constantine (282-337 A.D.),
whi'chwere found a little previous to 1836 in the Churchyard.
The exact scope of the hoard is of course difficult to determine
because of the vagueness of the record; particularly it is not
possible to say when it was deposited. Since, however, excavation
has shown that the Wery Wall fort will have been in occupation in
the 330's and beyond, it is likely that his hoard will have
contained coins later than Constantine and perhaps represent one
of those resulting from disturbances later in the fourth century
.A.D.

2) About 100 Silver Denarii of the early Empire, found in 1856
during building work near the Wery Wall "at the bottom of Bridge
Lane". "Early Empire" would reasonably cover a period up to
Harcus Aurelius: thus this hoard could well be one of those
deposited in his reign when there appears to have been some lack
of political and military certainty in the north. The lack of
information about this hoard is particularly annoying, since the
contents of silver hoards of the Early Empire can provide good
evidence of coin circulation and length of life - the more important
since the historian Dio Cassius (58.15.3) tells us that Trajan
called in old silver coins for reprocessing. Watkin says that
fourteen coins from this hoard were ~cquired by a Mr. Dalzell;
the significance of this is that Watk1n~ coin list for Lancaster
is based largely upon the Dalzell collection (pp. 189-192), and
does contain some silver of Vespasian, Titus, Domitian, Trajan
and Hadrian, which could represent a part of the hoard. At the
same time, the presence of hoard coins in a site coin list will
lead to distortions if one attempts to represent distribution in
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a histogram, since such distribution diagrams properly deal with
coins that have resulted from "casual" rather than "deliberate"
loss.

3) The Huseum Records have a note of "about 30 Coinsn being
found in Albert Square some time before 1931. Albert Square led
off Bridge Lane on to the site presently being developed as part
of the Nitre House complex, and must have been very close to the
site of the Bath-house referred to in RIB 605. No details of
the coins have been preserved. ---

4) Excavation of the "Bath-house" site on Vicarage Field in
1973 produced a small hoard of debased Antoniniani, ranging in
date from Gallienus to Carausius (253-293 A.D.). This hoard
(reported in Contrebi§ 1, 2 (1973) 9ff) falls into place as one of
those resulting from economic upheaval in the late third century.

5) A possible fifth hoard is concealed in the report by
Watkin (p. 188) that when the Vicarage was built in 1830, a "large
number chiefly of Claudius, Vespasian, Domitian, Trajan, Hadrian,
Antoninus Pius and Marcus Aurelius, were found". Neither the
number nor the denominations are specified, but it is worth noting
that the information that survives suggests a typical hoard of
the mid-second cnetury. The 1975 excavations on the Vicarage
site have shown that this was part of the earliest fort site on
Castle Hill (Contrebis 3, 1 (1975), 34); it is less common for
hoards to be buried on Roman sites, for security would normally
demand a more effective place of concealment. A parallel which
comes to mind is the discovery in 1929 of a hoard of silver
denarii beneath a barrack-room floor at Birdoswald on Hadrian's
wall. In passing it should be noted that the most recent
Vicarage excavations produced from silver coins (of Vespasian,
Trajan, Hadrian and Antoninus Pius) in circumstances which are
suggestive of a dispersed hoard.

From the area around Lancaster, there is one certain hoard
and hints of another.

1) In 1975, 34 barbarous imitations of radiate coins from
Gallienus to Aurelian (253-276 A.D.) were discovered on
Docker Moor (Contrebis 3,1 (1975) 43 f).

2) Some years ago, I reported on two silver Denarii of the reign
of Alexander Severus (222-235 A.D.) which had been found at
Si1verdale (91 2 72(1972), 333 f). The circumstances of this
find suggested deliberate deposition - either for votive purposes
or possibly to conceal. Some interest is added to th~s find by
the fact that some 2~~ of Roman coin hoards discovered in
Lancashire were deposited between 230 and 250 A.D. The fact
that all of these hoards consist of or contain silver coins,
coupled with the increasing uncertainty attaching to the silver
coinage during this period, suggests that people were hoarding
good coins perhaps because of, or in fear of measures to recall
silver as Trajan had done some 140 years previously.
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