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In 1533-4, a Roman coin hoard of both gold and silver was found in Furness, 
somewhere near Ulverston. Information about it comes in the form of a letter dated 
3 April, 1534, from Sir James Leyburn to Sir Thomas Cromwell, written from Ashton 
Hall (Gairdner 1883, 432). Cromwell was then at the height of his power. 

'Touching the gold and silver found in Fornes, near Owstone [Furness, near 
Ulverston] a commission was directed out of the Duchy to Sir Thomas 
Longton, Sir Thomas Hawllsaa [?], Sir Harry Ferryngton, Andrew Barton and 
myself, to make enquiry; to which we made a return on the l 5th day after 
Easter that we could hear nothing of the gold but only three pieces, and about 
40 oz of silver. Two of the gold pieces were sold to a goldsmith at York; the 
third we have delivered, with this inscription "Augustus Caesar Nero". We 
have bound the finders to appear at the Duchy Chamber, Westminster, to be 
examined. The baily of the abbot of Fornes and of my Lord Derby made arrest 
of the ground the day after the treasure was found'. 

The King, through the prerogative of either the Crown or else of the Duchy of 
Lancaster, took a great interest in finds of treasure, as they went under law to the royal 
coffers if there were no other legitimate owner. The usual approach was to appoint a 
number of local gentry to a royal commission to examine witnesses and seize any 
bullion. The implication of the letter is that the witnesses would be hauled off to 
Westminster to explain themselves. This was a form of intimidation and a show of 
power, as the costs of going there from Furness and staying there while the 
commission sat were by no means negligible and the finders were unlikely to receive 
recompense. 

The implications are that it was on Furness Abbey lands, and lay within the remit of 
the Duchy of Lancaster, but that does not greatly narrow down the possible find spot. 
There may be a detailed report of this Royal Commission in Duchy of Lancaster 
papers at The National Archives, but if so no reference to them has been found and 
the fate of the coins is unknown. A later coin find from Scathwaite near Ulverston in 
1621-2 is detailed in the report of just such a Duchy commission (White 1996). 

The coins found consisted of at least three gold pieces, aurei presumably, of which 
one was identified as of the Emperor, Nero, while the bulk, 40 oz, was of silver. If 
these were silver denarii of the first and second centuries, that weight would have 
equated to more than 200 coins. The obverse of the coin of Nero is given as 
A VGVSTVS CAESAR NERO; this should be read as NERO CAESAR 
A VGVSTVS. Aurei with this obverse legend were issued between AD 64 and AD 68, 
and represented one part of Nero's coinage-reform of AD 64. In essence, he reduced 
the weight of the aureus, enabling more coins to be struck from the bullion; the 
purpose of this reform was almost certainly to make it easier to pay the huge bills that 
accrued from the rebuilding of Rome after the Great Fire of AD 64 (Shotter 
forthcoming). 
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Mixed hoards of gold and silver coins are not all that common in the North West; five 
are recorded, though with detail of variable quality: 

Carlisle, 1763: a large hoard was found on the eastern outskirts of Carlisle, 
which is said to have consisted of denarii, together with a single aureus of 
Nero (Shotter 1990, 183); 

Shap, pre-1833: a substantial hoard, containing both aurei and denarii, is said 
to have been found to the north of the village, at The Brinns Farm (Shorter 
1990, 198); 

Manchester, 1840: a hoard was found in Trafford Street, containing aurei and 
denarii (Shorter 1990, 136-7); 

Lancaster, 1856: it is said a hoard of 100 denarii, found in 1856 near to the 
Wery Wall, may have contained a single aureus of Galba (Shorter 1995, 49); 

Old Carlisle, 2000: a small hoard of 17 denarii was found to contain a single 
aureus ofVespasian's son, Titus (Shorter forthcoming). 

In a sense, because gold coins were probably used to pay senior staff in the Roman 
army and administration, it is not too surprising if some such coins appear in hoards in 
places such as Carlisle, Lancaster and Manchester. It is potentially more interesting 
when such hoards appear away from known Roman centres; in these cases, they may 
suggest that there is a nearby Roman site that has not been recognised, or that there 
were some significant people within the rural economy in the North West, presumably 
after retirement from posts in which they had earned high salaries. In the case of the 
hoard from Ulverston, the discovery brings into high relief the proposition that there 
is a great deal yet to learn about south Cumbria during the Roman period (Shorter 
2007, 237ff). 
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