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In 2008, a group of ten aes-coins of the Roman Emperor, Vespasian (AD 69-79), was 
found in the vicinity of Capernwray, and reported to Dot Boughton, the Finds Liaison 
Officer for Lancashire and Cumbria in the Portable Antiquities Scheme. The precise 
findspot is not given here, but is recorded on the PAS database. 

The coins were poorly preserved, which rendered impossible precise identification of 
some of them, although it was clear that all ten were of Vespasian's reign - a time 
when the Roman military presence in the North West was being established and 
consolidated (Shotter 2001). It did appear, however, despite the difficulties caused by 
corrosion deposits on the coins, that they were probably not much worn when lost. 

The coins consisted of three sestertii, one dupondius and six asses, making a total 
face-value of 20 asses, which would have represented a little in excess of a day's pay 
for a legionary soldier. As there were no signs of a container or, indeed, of a prepared 
place of deposition, it remains unclear whether the coins should be regarded as a 
hoard or as a multiple casual loss. 

Distinguishing between a savings hoard and a multiple casual loss is not always easy, 
as many reports lack vital details relating to the nature of the deposition - whether the 
coins were in any kind of container, and whether their place of discovery showed 
signs of deliberate selection and preparation. Further, it is often the case that, in 
agricultural land, the coins have over the years been spread by such activities as 
ploughing. Even the denominations, dates and types of the coins do not always help in 
making a distinction between the two types of deposit, as is shown by two groups of 
denarii found at the fort of Birdoswald on Hadrian's Wall - one in 1930, the other in 
1949 (Richmond 1954; Shotter 1990, 179f and 201 ). 

In 1930, 30 denarii were found during an excavation at Birdoswald, concealed in the 
base of a pot which was hidden beneath a floor in a barrack-block; the date-range of 
the coins was 136 BC to AD 122. These coins were judged to have constituted a 
savings-hoard, as the evidence clearly pointed to their having been deliberately 
concealed in the spot where they were found. A savings-hoard effectively acted as a 
'private bank', where the place of deposition was (hopefully) known only to the 
owner, and in which coins could be taken out or added according to the owner's needs 
and wishes. It is a common misconception that hoards were groups of coins buried in 
times of danger; the termination-date of a hoard simply represents a point in time 
beyond which coins were no longer added to or subtracted from the owner's savings. 

The group found at Birdoswald in 1949 consisted of 28 denarii contained in a bronze 
wrist-purse, which was lying beneath rampart-material to the north of the fort's east 
gate; the date-range of these coins was 138 BC to AD 119, virtually identical to that 
of the 1930-find. The circumstances of discovery, however, led to this group of coins 
being adjudged at a Coroner's Inquest to have been a multiple casual loss, because 
there was no sign that they had been deposited deliberately. These coins and the wrist
purse are on display in Tullie House Museum and Art Gallery in Carlisle. 
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Two other small groups of Flavian aes-coins have been reported over the years in the 
North West: in 1965, six coins of Vespasian and one of his elder son, Titus (as 
Caesar), were found at Stanwix, Carlisle (Robertson 2000, 12; Shatter 1990, 207). 
This group was thought to have been contained originally in a leather purse. In 1999, 
another small group of seven aes-issues - four of Vespasian and three of Titus (as 
Caesar) - was found during an excavation by Carlisle Archaeology Ltd near the 
western defences of the Roman fort at Carlisle (Zant 1999, 2). In neither of these 
cases was it possible to determine whether the coins constituted hoards or were 
multiple casual losses (Shotter 2000a). It is worth noting that the purchasing-power of 
all three recorded groups ofFlavian aes-coins would have been similar. 

Thus, it can be seen why it has not proved possible to be certain about the status of the 
coins from Capernwray; for the record, these coins are: 

Sestertii 

Dupondius 

Asses 

3 

6 

(inc as RIC 22 (Vespasian), 159, 190) 

(as RIC 22 (Vespasian), 268) 

(inc RIC 22 (Vespasian), 302(2), 1164). 

The date of issue of the six co ins that could be fully identified is AD 71, suggesting 
that their deposition/loss was probably connected with the earliest Roman military 
activities in the North West, during the governorship of Quintus Petillius Cerialis 
(Shotter 2000b ). 

It is understood that the coins from Capernwray are to be acquired by Lancaster City 
Museum. 
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