
AN EIGHTEENTH-CENTURY COIN-CLIPPER. 

By VERNON B. CROWTHER-BEYNON, M.B.E. , M.A., F.S.A. 

~II( _ OT long ago there came into my possession, among a 
~ miscellaneous lot of coins and tokens which had belonged 

to an old friend, now deceased, a much-worn shilling 
of William III, wrapped in a paper bearing the following 

inscription: "Shillg milld by Mr. Guests Engine I5th Octor I767 
who was executed the day before for filing and milling Guineas." 
The nature of the paper and the style of hand-writing suggest that 
the document is contemporary with the date stated. 

In the hope of obtaining some further information as to the 
episode referred to, I betook myself to the British Museum Reading 
Room, where, in a bound volume of Reports of " Proceedings on 
the King's Commissions of the Peace, Oyer and Terminer, and 
Gaol Delivery for the City of London; and also the Gaol Delivery 
for the County of Middlesex, held at the Justice-Hall in the Old 
Bailey" for the years I765-7, I found the account of the trial of 
William Guest . It took place on some day during the week, 
September 9th-I6th, I767, before" the Han. James Hewitt, Esq., 
one of the Justices of His Majesty's Court of Common Pleas," and 
a London (as distinguished from a Middlesex) Jury, the Lord Mayor 
at the time being Sir Robert Kite, Knt. The Report states that 
"William Guest was indicted for high treason, in filing, impairing, 
lightening, and diminishing a guinea and a half-guinea, the current 
coin of this Kingdom, against the form of the Statute." 

As to the particular Act on which the charge against Guest was 
based, it would appear that the Statute 8 and 9 William III, 
chap. 26, "for the better preventing the counterfeiting the coin of the 
Kingdom," by making such offences high treason and punishable 
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by death, was first passed as a temporary measure which was to 
remam m force" until the end of the next Session of Parliament 
and no longer." By 9 and IO William III, chap. 2I, however, it 
was extended to I70I, and the first Parliament of Queen Anne gave 
it a further extension to I709. By the Statute 7 Anne, chap. 25, 
it was made perpetual, and it was not till I832 that the Statute 2 
William IV, chap. 34, abolished the death penalty for this class 
of crime. 

The quality of the Reports in the present volume falls far short 
of what we are accustomed to at the present day. Misprints are 
not infrequent; the sense is sometimes obscure and the punctuation 
is peculiar. In spite of these defects, it is possible to make out 
a fairly connected story of the trial. 

The first witness called is John Leach, who describes himself 
as "a teller in the Bank," which presumably means the Bank of 
England. He states that William Guest had been a teller in the 
Bank between two and three years. His evidence continues as 
follows :_1 

Q.: Did you ever observe any conduct in him different from 
the rest? 

Leach: I have seen him pick new guineas from the old ones. 
Q.: How long ago is that? 
Leach: Six months ago at least. 
Q. : Did you attend to this after to see whether it was a frequent 

practice? 
Leach: I did. It was his frequent practice: it created a 

suspicion in my mind and I communicated my suspicions to some 
others. On July 4th he paid some money to Mr. Richard Still, 
a servant to Mr. Corner, a dyer on the Bank-side, Southwark; at 
the time, I saw Mr. Guest take some money out of a bag in the drawer 
and put it among the rest on the table, and when he had paid the 
man, I went out after him and asked him if his money was right and 

1 With the exception of passages enclosed in square brackets, the following is 
a verbatim copy of the printed Report. 



An Eighteenth-Century Coin-Clipper. I95 

begged the favour of him to walk into the pay-office and let me tell 
the money over, which he did, and out of the thirty guineas there 
were three of them seemed to me to be newly filed; he said that 
was all the gold he had about him. I carried them [sic] three guineas 
into the hall and showed them to Mr. Robert Bell; he looked at 
them; then I desired he would carry them up to Mr. Race, the 
cashier. 

Q.: Did you go up with him? 
Leach: No, I did not then. 
Q.: How did they appear to you to have been filed? 
Leach: They appeared to me as if the right milling had been 

taken off and then filed. 
Q.: You say, when he paid some money, you observed he took 

some out of a bag in the drawer. Is not that what is commonly 
done? 

Leach: That is very seldom done in the Bank; it is sometimes 
done; this was not the whole of the money, but part; it was mixed 
with the money on the table; we put our guineas in one drawer, 
-silver in another, moidores in another, ports in another. 

Q.: What was done with the three guineas ? 
Leach: Mr. Race weighed them in my presence; they all thr~e 

weighed fifteen p"ennyweights nine grains; the weight should be 
-sixteen pennyweights four grains and a quarter. 

Q.: What is the difference? 
Leach: Nineteen grains and a quarter, that is three shillings 

and a penny according to the standard. 
Q.: Did you weigh them separately? 
Leach: Yes; one of the guineas weighed five pennyweights, 

three grains and nine-sixteenths; that was a guinea of the late 
King's; there were two of his present Majesty; one wants about 
ienpence, the other about thirteen or fourteen pence. 

[Richard Still is then called and is identified by Leach as the 
man from whom he received the three guineas. He corroborates 
Leach's evidence and states that all the money he had about him 
when he received the thirty guineas from Guest was some halfpence 
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and eighteenpence in silver. Robert Bell, another teller at the Bank, . 
is the next witness.] 

Bell: I remember on Saturday, the 4th of July, Mr. Leach 
brought me three guineas which appeared to me to be recently 
filed, two of his present Majesty's and one of George IId. I carried 
them to Mr. Race by Mr. Leach's desire, and Mr. Race with great 
deliberation looked at the edges of them in his custody. He closed 
them in a paper and wrote 4th of July upon them and said to me, 
" You will carry these to Mr. Leach and desire him to keep them 
in his custody." I delivered them back to Mr. Leach. 

[Daniel Race is called, and confirms the evidence of the previous 
witness, after which Leach is ordered to produce the three guineas 
in question. This he does, and testifies that they have been in his 
custody and locked up (except when submitted to Mr. Race) during 
the whole period since July 4th, and are in the same condition as 
when he first received them. Jeremiah Thompson, one of the 
Cashiers at the Bank, then gives evidence as to the procedure in 
connection with collecting the tellers' bags.] 

Thompson: The method is, every cashier, in his turn in waiting, 
takes the tellers' bags and locks them up in a particular place every 
night; every teller has his name put to his bag, as they are all set 
down in a book. 

Q.: Are the bags sealed ? 
Thompson: No, they are not; the Cashier in waiting that takes 

the bags, he finds so much money upon every bag, and we examine 
the book to see that they agree, that they make a balance, and then 
we lock them up and they are delivered out the next morning. 

Q.: Are there anybody else besides yourselves as a check? 
Thompson: There are two locks upon the door of the cupboard 

where they are locked in; the Cashier in waiting has one and some 
one of the indoor tellers have [sic J the other key; the Cashier cannot 
come at these bags without the teller. That indoor teller is one 
that is in waiting for the night and we keep a check for them all. 

Q.: Who are the waiting indoor tellers ? 
Thompson: They take it by turns . 
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Q.: "Who were in waiting that night, the 4th of July? 
Thompson.; Kemp and Lucas were; the key is kept by one 

of them, I do not know which of them. I received orders from 
Mr. Race, the Chief Cashier, to inspect into Mr. Guest's bag of the 
4th of July, and one or two of the tellers to be with me; Mr. Lucas 
and Mr. Kemp were present. The whole sum was £r,800 r6s. 6d. in 
severa] bags; there were five hundred pound bags tied together, 
thirteen bags in all. I was ordered to see if there were any new 
guineas fresh filed; Mr. Kemp and Mr. Lucas told the money over; 
there was one bag in which was forty guineas, which seemed fresher 
than the others did, upon the outside. 

Q .. : When you speak of fresher, what part do you mean? 
Thompson: I mean the edges. 
Q.: Whether you compared these to any of the other guineas 

in the other bags ? 
Thompson: Yes, they were compared, and they all appeared 

fresher than the rest. 

[A brief cross-examination of Thompson elicits the fact that 
Guest's cash bags, after examination, were sealed and placed under 
lock and key till the day of the trial.] 

Thomas Lucas: I am a teller in the Bank; we take it by turns 
to be waiting tellers. I was in waiting on the 4th of July and Thomas 
Kemp was the other. 

Q.: In what manner do you take care of the money? 
Lucas: We receive it from their own hands; it is in my custody 

from that time till I deliver it to a porter, who puts it in a box, 
and from thence it is wheeled into the treasury. We found in a 
bag of Mr. Guest's forty guineas. 

C[ounselJ for prisoner: I admit that with all my heart, that 
these forty guineas were found in Mr. Guest's bag. 

Q. to Lucas: How did they appear? 
Lucas: They appeared much fresher on the edges than the 

other guineas. 
Thomas Kemp: I am a teller at the Bank; I was there that 

evenmg. I examined these forty guineas. 
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Q.: Whether you made any particular observation on them? 
Kemp: They appeared to me to be all fresh filed on the 

edges. 
Q.: Did you weigh them ? 
Kemp: I did; there was a deficiency from about 8d. to 14d. 

one with the other. I cannot be certain to a penny; there was 
a deficiency in everyone of them. 

Mr. Sewallis: I belong to the Bank; I made a search in the 
house of Mr. Guest in Broad-street-buildings in the month of July 

. last; in a two pair of stairs room was a mahogany nest of drawers, 
the top of which was forced open in the presence of Mr. Hall, 
Mr. Humberton, and my Lord Mayor's officer; there' we found a 
vice, files and other things. 

Thomas Humberton: 1 am a servant in the Bank; I was 
present at a search made at Mr. Guest's house; I asked him, while 
he was at the Bank, for his keys of his bookcase and a cupboard; 
I told him I was going to search his house. This was on Monday, 
the 6th of July; there were warrants out against him; he said he 
did not know what authority anybody had to search his house 
and refused to deliver his keys. I found all the things there; they 
were under seal till before the Grand Jury yesterday, and they are 
now under the seals of the Grand Jury. 

They were opened and produced in Court. (Note, they were 
such as were apt and proper to effect or contribute to the commission 
of the particular offence with which he was charged in the indictment on 
which he was tried " and a bag with IOO guineas, and two bags of gold 
filings.) 

Humberton: We found these things under the flap of a small 
chest of drawers; there were three drawers on each side and a drawer 
went quite cross [sic] at the bottom, about four inches de~p. As it 
opened at the top, a flap before fell down and there was a skin lay 
at the bottom, fastened to the back part and a hole in the front 
part of it, to fasten to a button on his waistcoat, in the manner the 
jewellers use them; in that leather lay the utensils and the smallest 
parcel of gold dust loose, and another parcel in a paper by it; and 
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another (the largest parcel) in a secret place under the leather, in 
a place about six or eight inches square, under the middle of the 
leather; we observed there was some yellow stuff on the teeth 
of the file. 

C[ounsel] for prisoner: We do not controvert the finding these 
things. 

Q.: What is the weight of the gold filings? 
Humberton: The weight is four pounds, eleven ounces and 

nineteen pennyweights; that is the weight of all the filings together. 
Q.: How much was in that that was concealed under the 

leather? 
Humberton: That was the greatest quantity; that was three 

pounds, seven ounces and twelve pennyweights; that seemed to 
be very clean, cleaner than the other two parcels; the other parcel 
next to that weighed one pound, three ounces and two penny
weights; the inferior parcel is one ounce, five pennyweights; that 
was loose upon the leather, with a good deal of dirt in it; I have 
delivered some of each parcel to Mr. Chamberlaine. 

Joseph Nichols: I am one of the moniers in the Mint, that is 
one of the coiners. 

Q.: How long have you been in it ? 
Nichols: I have been employed twenty years in it, apprentice

ship and all. 
Q.: Do you know the use of these tools here produced? 
Nichols: I do; here is one very capable of milling money 

round the edges. 
Q.: Look at these three guineas. (The three guineas were part 

of the thirty the prisoner paid to Richard Still.) , 
Nichols: These are filed guineas; they have had a fresh edging 

put upon them. 
Q.: Look at these guineas. (The hundred guineas found in the 

prisoner's drawer, put into a hat.) 
Nichols (he looks at several of them): These are all artificial 

edges; I do not see one but what is; they all appear to have fresh 
edges on them. 
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Q.: Now look at the forty guineas found in his bag. 
Nichols (he looks at them): There is not one of these, as I can 

perceive, but what is fresh filed; all I have seen might be edged 
with such an instrument as this produced; they were not done in 
the Mint at the Tower. 

Mr. Chamberlaine: These three guineas (producing them) are 
three guineas which Mr. Nichols put edges on in my presence, with 
the instrument found in the prisoner's room; they were quite plain 
before. 

Q. to Nichols: Compare these with the others found in the 
prisoner's drawer. 

Nichols (he looks at divers of them and compares them together) : 
They are so near alike that I believe they were all done with the 
same tool. 

Q.: Are you in the branch of milling ? _ 
Nichols~' I am not; that is a particular office. 
C[ounselJ for Crown: They in that office cannot be called upon 

to give evidence how money is milled; they are strictly forbid it. 
Humberton: I took out three small parcels of filings out of the 

three parcels and delivered them to Mr. Chamberlaine. 
Chamberlaine: I delivered the same quantity of filings which 

I received of Mr. Humberton to Mr. Lucas. 
Joseph Lucas: I received three parcels of gold filings of Mr. 

Chamberlaine to assay; I assayed them separately and found them 
agreeable to the standard of our money; that parcel that was said 
to be found upon the leather was mixed with a great deal of dirt; 
I was obliged to wash and dry it; when I had done that, upon the 
assay, I found it deviated a little from the true standard, but within 
the limits of our money. I think it might come from the filings 
of our guineas. The others were very exact to the standard. 

Samuel Lee: I am a teller at the Bank. I think it was the latter 
end of March the prisoner had a bar of gold; it was, I believe, 
between five and six inches long, under two inches wide, and better 
than half an inch deep. I asked him how he came by it; he said 
he had it from Holland; I had it in my hand; I said I thought it 
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was not like a regular bar of gold, it had a deal of copper on the 
back of it; he said it must be filed off, and that all bars of gold 
were so. 

Q.: Did you ever see bars of gold at the Bank before? 
Lee: I have, but never saw any with such scum on them as 

that had. 
Q.: How often have you seen bars of gold? 
Lee: I have seen bars of gold scores of times before I went 

in to the Bank. 
Thomas Troughton: I am a jeweller; I have known the prisoner 

four years; I sold an ingot of gold for him the I2th of June last ; 
there was about forty-eight ounces of it. I sold another ingot of 
;gold for him about six months ago, that weighed forty-six ounces 
'Or thereabouts. 

Q.: Did you get the price of standard gold for these ingots ? 
Troughton: I got thereabouts. 

Cross-Examination. 

Q.: Have not you a great many ingots come from abroad? 
Troughton: We have. From different places. 
Q.: Did this raise any suspicion in your mind at that time? 
Troughton: No, it did not. 
Q.: Was it standard? 
Troughton: All gold ought to be standard; there is bad and 

,good gold. 
Q.: Did you observe any appearance of copper or filing? 
Troughton: No, none at all; this appeared like other bars of 

:gold that came from abroad; I understood it as such. 
Q.: How long did they appear to be ? 
Troughton: I took them to be about a foot long; there are 

various lengths of them; they come from abroad. 

[The next witness called is a former servant of Guest's.] 

Esther Collins: I did live servant with Mr. Guest between four 
and five months; I left his service about the latter end of August 
-or beginning of September, about a year ago. 
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Q.: Did you observe anything in your master's behaviour? 
E. Collins: Some little time before I came away he used to be 

in the back parlour. 
Q.: How long before you came away? 

. E. Collins: About a month before. 
Q.: What was the furniture of that back parlour? 
E. Collins: A desk and half a dozen chairs. 
Q.: What sort of a desk? 
E. Collins: The same sort as other people's, a writing-desk; 

I saw it open one Sunday, when Mr. and Mrs. Guest went out. 
a walking; he left his book-case open; I never saw the inside of it 
before; I went into the room to take his clothes away; the top' 
being open, I looked into it; there I saw a glass cup with some· 
yellow dust in it, and by the cup was a file, much like this that. 
lies here; 

[This closes the case for the prosecution.] 

Prisoner's defence. 

I am innocent of the thing laid to my charge. 

For the prisoner. [The first witness for the defence is :] 

Robert Featley: I am an optical instrument maker. 
Q.: Look at this tool. (He takes it in his hand.) 
Featley: This is fit for various other uses where the edges. 

require milling. 
Q.: Have you milled edges to things in your way? 
Featley: We have, to scores of optical instruments, this is, 

proper for several particulars, microscopes and things in our way. 

Cross-examination. 

Q.: Did you ever see any of these kind of instruments before' 
in your trade ? 

Featley: No, I never did. 
John Hunter: I am conversant III mathematical instruments· 

and clock-work both. 
Q.: To what purpose is such an instrument as this applicable?' 
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Hunter: We have several milled nuts, both in the mathematical 
and clock way; this is more useful than anything we use, for 
anything that will go into it; it is as great an improvement as ever 
I saw; the edges of jestering nuts for regulating clocks might be 
done with this. 

George Hodgson: I am a. c[l]ock maker; I can make this 
instrument useful in several things that I do. 

Q.: Mention some of them. 
Hodgson.' For milling the screws for regulating pendulums, 

that is the screw at the bottom to raise the ball, to make it go faster 
and slower. 

To his character. 

Alexander Sharp, Esq.: I took lodgings at Mr. Guest's in 
December, 1764, and lodged in his house six months; I had very 
little opportunity of knowing him much; I knew none of his con J 

nections so as to know his character; I very seldom was with him. 
Mr. Greathead: I have known him since November last; before 

I went to lodge with him, I had a very good character of him; he 
bore a very good character as far as I could find. 

Mr. Mowbray: I have known him from his infancy; he bears 
the character of a very honest man; his family is in the greatest 
repute in the town he was born [sic]. I never heard any accusation 
against him till this charge. 

William Lewis: My knowing and having acquaintance with 
him commenced when he was an apprentice at Worcester; the 
universal character that he bore has been that of a diligent, honest, 
sober man. I knew his father and grandfather; I have had con
nections with them all my life-time; I am one of his securities since 
he came to be in the Bank. Everybody that had any connections 
with him have the same opinion with me. This thing was of the 
utmost astonishment to me when I heard of it . His father was 
a minister. 

John Eldridge: I have known him about five years; he is a 
very sober, diligent, honest man ; a man that I und erstood bore 
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as fair a character as any man in the kingdom from the goodness of 
his character. 

[Sir Thomas Antwhistle, John Topham and William Smith, 
who had known Guest for three, twenty, and four to five years 
respectively, also testify to the prisoner's good character in general 
terms, and the report ends with laconic brevity.] 

"Guilty. Death." 

He moved an arrest of judgment, but it was over-ruled by the court. 

A perusal of the report can leave no doubt that Guest was 
rightly convicted. The chain of evidence seems quite complete, 
while the suggestion of the defence that the "engine" might 
conceivably have been useful in the manufacture of clocks and 
scientific instruments, strikes one as very unconvincing as an 
argument in the prisoner's favour. It is somewhat disappointing 
that no actual description of Guest's apparatus emerges from the 
report. It must, I think, have been a mechanical contrivance of 
some kind and not merely a tool, in the limited sense of that word. 
It is described in the paper before us as an " engine," and it appears 
to have impressed the skilled witnesses who examined it as an 
efficient appliance. John Hunter's phrase: "This is more useful 
than anything we use, for anything that will go into it" suggests 
something in the nature of a machine, and, if we examine the milling 
on the William III shilling exhibited, it will be seen to have been 
applied with a perfect regularity which would be almost impossible 
to achieve without mechanical aid. If the milling on this coin is 
compared with that on a guinea of George Ill's first coinage, which 
would be the current issue at the time, it will be seen that whereas 
the milling on the latter consists of curved lines, that produced by 
Guest's machine is composed of straight lines. This difference, 
however, would be unlikely to attract attention, except under close 
examination, and it is evident that Guest was able to carry on his 
nefarious practices for some considerable time without detection. 

There are one or two points in the report which may, perhaps, 
justify a word of comment, even if they have no direct bearing on the 
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issue. In the first place, it is a little odd that although the indictment 
charges the prisoner with" filing, etc., a guinea and a half-guinea," 
there is no mention in the evidence of a half-guinea at any point 
during the trial. 

Then we have John Leach, the first witness in the case, describing 
the method employed in the Bank for sorting the cash: "We put 
our guineas in one drawer, silver: in another, moidores in another, 
ports in another." It is unnecessary to remind our members of 
the large quantity of foreign, and particularly Portuguese, money 
which was in legalized circulation in this country at the period we 
are considering. Those of us who are interested in coin-weights 
are familiar enough with the weights representing these foreign 
currencies, such as the moidore, pistole, and their fractional parts. 
The well-known weight bearing the indication of current value, 
£3 12S. od., represents the Portuguese gold piece which Snelling1 

calls a " double Joannes," but which seems to have been known in 
this country as a "Portague" (also spelt Portigue and Portegue), or 
more familiarly as a "port." Mr. W. J. Andrew, F.S.A., has kindly 
furnished me with an interesting reference to Marlowe's" Jew of 
Malta" (1. 2) :-

" Ten thousand portagues, besides great pearls, 
Rich costly jewels and stones infinite." 

John Hunter, in his evidence, employs a term" jestering nut," 
which I have not been able to find in any dictionary. Two practical 
clock-makers from whom I have enquired have never heard . the 
expression as a technical term in their trade, and one would be glad 

• to know its origin. One of my two clock-maker friends makes the 
suggestion that it may be a corruption of " adjusting nut." 

To revert to the story of William Guest. For the final act of 
the drama we must tum to the pages of the Gentleman's Magazine, 
where, under date October 14th, 1767, we read :-" William Guest, 
for filing guineas; John Spires and Wm. Bryan, for the highway ; 
[i.e. highway robbery], and Thomas Davis, for burglary, were 

1 A View of the Coins at this Time Current T hroughMtt Europe, 1766. 
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executed at Tyburn. Mr. Guest was drawn in a sledge to the gallows, 
and after the three others were tied up, he got into the cart; he was 
not tied up immediately, but was indulged to pray on his knees, 
attended by the Ordinary, and another clergyman of the Church of 
England. He joined in prayers with the Clergymen with the 
greatest devotion, and his whole deportment was so pious, manly, 
and solemn as to draw tears frQm the greatest part of the numerous 
spectators. " 

It is, of course, quite impossible to say anything definite as to 
the history of the shilling exhibited. It may be that someone who 
had access to Guest's engine after the culprit's execution thought 
he would like to experiment with it and selected a worn coin for the 
purpose, afterwards preserving it as a curiosity, accompanied by 
the explanatory memorandum. It is even conceivable that some 
enterprising person may have contrived to get a supply of coins 
"milld by Mr. Guest's engine" for the purpose of selling them to 
those who desired to indulge a morbid taste for criminal mementoes. 

Be that as it may, the coin and the accompanying note have 
survived long enough to be exhibited, after more than a century 
and a-half, at a Meeting of the British Numismatic Society held at 
a spot approximately midway .between the place where the crime 
was committed and the scene of its expiation on the gallows. 
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