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In 2010, a Roman hoard, consisting of 30 coins, was recovered from a location in the 
vicinity of the village of Silverdale. The precise findspot has been communicated to 
the Portable Antiquities Scheme and is held in its database. 

The coins were all radiates and local copies of the mid-third century AD, and were 
generally of very inferior manufacture and in a poor condition, which in a number of 
cases precluded complete identification. The evident date-range of the prototypes of 
the coins in the hoard was from the mid-AD 250s to the AD 270s or 280s, although 
coins of such poor quality might have been made at any time in the later third century. 
The contents were as follows (reference is made to the following principal listing of 
Roman coins; RIC: Mattingly et al 1927-33): 

Reign 

Gallienus (Joint Reign) 
Gallienus (Sole Reign) 
Claudius II 
Aurelian 
Postumus 
Victorinus 
Tetricus I 
Tetricus II 

No 

1 
1 
2 
1 
4 
7 
8 
2 

Unassignable radiate copies 4 

Reference 

RIC 5 (Gallienus Joint Reign), 156 
RIC 5 (Gallienus Sole Reign), 525 
Reverses illegible 
RIC 5 (Aurelian), 135 
including R/C 5 (Postumus), 58, 64, 318 
including RJC 5 (Victorinus), 61, 110, 118 
including R/C 5 (Tetricus I), 106, 148 
Reverses illegible 

The period of these coins was one beset by crises: although there were many 
individual outbreaks of trouble for the Roman government, the two principal areas 
were the threats from outside to the Empire's territorial integrity and the internal 
political instability caused by the frequently dubious loyalty to the government of the 
armies and their commanders. At the beginning of the third century, the Emperor, 
Septimius Severns, had effectively placed the Empire in the hands of its armies and 
their commanders: his over-generous treatment of the former in terms of pay and 
bonuses, and his enactment that passage through the ranks of the army would provide 
the route to major appointments, ensured that Rome and the Empire were now at the 
mercy of the army, a situation that Rome had been trying, with only intermittent 
success, to avoid since the second century BC. Severns' dying words, as recorded by 
the historian, Dio Cassius (Roman History 76.17, 4; see author's note), set the tone for 
most of the third century: 'Give money to the soldiers, and ignore everyone else'. 

In the 250s, Rome had many able military commanders, and most of them became 
Emperors, either in the central government or in rebel movements: Valerian; his son 
Gallienus; Claudius Gothicus; Aurelian; and Postumus. Gallienus, who was perhaps 
more addicted to pleasure than hard work, ruled jointly with his father from AD 253 
until the latter's death in the east in AD 259160, and then alone until his own death in 
AD 268 (Shatter 2003, 395-400). The crisis in the east which led to Valerian's death 
precipitated (or provided an opportunity for) the most serious of the mid-third-century 
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uprisings, the establishment by Postumus of the 'Independent Empire of the Gauls' 
(Imperium Galliarum), which involved the western provinces of the Empire 
(including the two British provinces) and lasted until the defeat by Aurelian (AD 270-
5) of father and son, Tetricus I and II, in AD 273. In between, seven men in 
succession had ruled the 'Gallic Empire' (Reece 1970, 126-7; Shatter 2003, 396-7). 

This was not, however, a crisis that was simply military and political in nature; it also 
had profound economic implications. The combination of external and internal 
hostilities will have led to a disruption of commercial activity, one of the great bonds 
of the Roman Empire. As a result, manufacturing and commerce must have come to 
operate on a much more localised basis (Williams 1985, 18-23). There was also a 
marked effect on the coinage: inflation had been a developing problem in Rome and 
the Empire since the second century AD. The lower denominations of the money
system became redundant and, by the close of the second century, the denarius and 
the sestertius were the principal coins in circulation. In addition, the denarius was 
progressively debased, so that a coin which had at one time been noted for its purity 
had, by the late second century, sunk to containing little more than 50% silver. 
Indeed, it is not unusual in the Severan period to find denarii which are visually of 
good quality but which, on analysis, are found to contain no silver whatever (Shatter 
2009, 372). 

The third century saw the introduction of new, higher, denominations: a double
denarius (or antoninianus, as it is usually called today) was introduced by Caracalla 
in the second decade of the century (Reece 1970, 104-6). It was slightly larger than 
the denarius, its silver alloyed with other metals, and it was characterised by the 
depiction of the imperial head on the obverse wearing the radiate crown of the sun. 
Severns Alexander (AD 222-35) tried to stem the rising tide of the antoninianus, but 
to no avail: economic conditions meant that this higher-denomination coin was 
necessary and, by the mid-third century, the denarius had effectively disappeared 
from the system. Contemporary with this was the introduction of a double-sestertius 
by Trajan Decius (AD 249-51), again characterised by the radiate obverse, the only 
feature which distinguished it from the old 'single' sestertius. Indeed, the appearance 
of this doubled denomination may have given new life to old and worn sestertii as 
people tried to pass them off as the new coin! This may indeed be the explanation for 
the appearance of very worn sestertii of the first and second centuries m 
archaeological contexts dating to the mid-third century (Casey 1988, 46). 

Worse, however, was still to come: although some silver-washed antoniniani 
continued to be struck, by the AD 250s, the coin generally took on the appearance of a 
small copper piece of variable size and quality, the obverse radiate crown providing 
the only real reminder of its origin in Caracalla's antoniniani. The reason for this 
further deterioration was undoubtedly the fact that external threats to the Empire's 
stability were now compounded by serious internal discord, in the shape principally of 
the Gallic rebellion. From the point of view of the coinage, the most serious aspect of 
this was the fact that the winning and retention of the loyalty of individuals and 
armies to either the central authority or to the Gallic rebellion had to be purchased 
(Shatter 2003, 394). That inevitably meant the 'printing of money' and the further 
debasing of the currency. 

In a situation of hyperinflation, the mints - official and unofficial - were clearly unable 
to keep up with the demand for coinage, with the result that local people were left 
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with little alternative but to make their own. Some of this was, in terms of quality, 
passable; much of it, however, was execrable, of widely-varying sizes and flan
shapes, with imperial portraits which were (and are) often unrecognisable, with 
blundered, illiterate or absent legends, and reverses which showed unrecognisable 
'matchstick' figures where there should have been portraits of divinities or 
personifications of 'virtues'. In the end, the only notable feature on these coins was the 
prominent radiate crown on the obverse head. It is little wonder that these 'radiate 
copies' were once called 'barbarous radiates' (Williams 1985, 116; Boon 1988, 126-
32). 

A recovery began with the accession of the Emperor Aurelian (AD 270-5), who 
succeeded in bringing the Gallic rebellion to an end. He also began a programme of 
reform, which would continue intermittently until the much more far-reaching reforms 
attempted by Diocletian in the AD 290s (Williams 1985, 115-24). Aurelian's reforms 
embraced the coinage, and a start was made with the production of a 'reformed' 
radiate of much-improved quality, with at least a nominal silver-content. Importantly, 
there seems also to have been an attempt to establish a visible value for this new 
radiate, and thus a link with 'pre-crisis' coinage. It was frequent now for coins to carry 
some indication of their mints of origin; to this was sometimes added 'XX.I' or 
something similar. 'X' was historically the value-mark of the denarius, indicating that 
it was equivalent to ten asses; although, since the early second century BC, the 
relationship had changed to 16 asses, 'X' was retained as the value-mark of the 
denarius (Reece 1970, 56). Aurelian's addition, therefore, would seem to have been 
intended to indicate that his new coin was equivalent to two denarii, the face-value of 
Caracalla's antoninianus. 

However, although the reformed radiates of Aurelian and his immediate successors 
certainly reached Britain, their numbers seem to have been relatively small. For 
example, during excavations in Lancaster in 1973, a small hoard was found in the 
bath-house on Vicarage Fields, which terminated with coins of the British rebel, 
Carausius, and included two of Claudius Tacitus (AD 275-6) (Shatter 1990, 134f). 
More recently, a hoard has been recovered in the Arnside-area, which terminated with 
issues of Carausius' successor, Allectus, and contained coins of the Emperors Tacitus 
and Probus (AD 276-82) (Shatter 2010). 

For the most part, however, it would appear that the coinage in circulation in the 
North West during the last quarter of the third century was supplied by the continued 
copying of earlier radiates, especially those of the Gallic rebels (Mattingly 1963). Was 
this simply a sign that insufficient quantities of the new coin were being made, or did 
it perhaps indicate that the Romano-British were not altogether happy with their 
return to the authority of the central government? It would appear that, for many, the 
British rebellion of Carausius and Allectus (AD 286-96) was viewed as the natural 
(and perhaps welcome) sequel to the Gallic rebellion (Casey 1994); possibly this 
reflected a conviction that British difficulties, particularly those of a military nature, 
required 'local' solutions. 

Other factors possibly served to exaggerate this pattern in circulating coinage: for 
example, the Emperor Constantine encouraged the falsehood that his father, 
Constantius I, was descended from one of the military heroes of the mid-third-century 
crisis, Claudius II 'Gothicus' (Panegyricus 6.2; see author's note). This may have led 
to a renewed episode of copying and use of his coins. Secondly, it is clear that, despite 
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Diocletian's reforms of the AD 290s, which set out to return visible respectability to 
the coinage, economic problems continued, as can be seen from the publication in 
AD 301 of an 'Edict of Maximum Prices' (Williams 1985, 224-8), which was an 
attempt to revive Empire-wide trade, but which unfortunately overlooked the fact that 
one of the biggest costs in commerce at that time was that of transport. Further, at 
around the same time, Diocletian and his colleagues issued a coin with the legend, 
SACRA MONET A, which was effectively an admission that it was up to the gods of 
Rome to protect the integrity of a coinage that human agencies evidently could not. 
The onset of renewed crisis is made plain by the declining size of Diocletian's new 
coins, which is vividly demonstrated by the fact that the 'standard' reverse-legend, 
GENIO POPVLI ROMANI, had to be shortened to GENIO POP ROM. Diocletian's 
reformed coinage, like that of Aurelian, is not commonly found on British sites, 
although it does appear in hoards. It may be that, as the quality of Diocletian's new 
coinage declined, the instincts of savers were to hold onto the coinage of better quality 
and higher intrinsic value, thus anticipating the 'law' of the Tudor financier, Sir 
Thomas Gresham, that 'bad money drives good money out of circulation' (Casey 
1988, 49). 

It was not until Constantine I had re-established some degree of order in the Empire 
that confidence began to return. Constantine's coinage is relatively abundant in 
Britain, not least because, for a time, there was a mint in London that was producing it 
(Reece 1970, 140-3). Despite this, however, it is evident that old habits died hard; for 
there is clear evidence (Shotter 1978) to show that it was not uncommon for radiates 
of the third century and local copies of them to continue to circulate into the later 
years of the fourth century, alongside contemporary coins. It is clear that, in this, as in 
other matters, many of the Romano-British of the late fourth century (and beyond) 
remained culturally and emotionally attached to the old certainties which Rome and 
the Empire were still seen to represent. 

AUTHOR'S NOTE 

Dio Cassius Roman History, Book 76, may be accessed in Volume 9, Books 71-80 of 
the edition and translation by E Cary and HB Foster (1927) in the Loeb Classical 
Library Series (number 177); Cambridge, Massachusetts. 

Panegyricus 6 can be accessed, in Latin text only, in RAB Mynors (ed), 1964 XII 
Panegyrici Latini, Oxford (a collection of 12 ancient Roman orations). 
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