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FROM the 1780s to the 1840s, the Soho (Birmingham) firm  of  Boulton, Watt & Company 
was in the vanguard of  coining innovation. One of  its founders,  Matthew Boulton, secured 
a patent for  the first  steam-powered coining press in mid-1790. The company went on to 
produce the first  truly 'modern' coins, created by means of  the new device, in 1797. This 
was the British 'cartwheel' penny, and the form  assumed by the new coin was both a 
reflection  of  the demands of  the new machinery and the convictions of  its inventor as to the 
perfect  function  and appearance of  the coin. Later coinage inventors, their work solidly 
grounded on Boulton's precedent, retained most of  his concepts as to preferable  monetary 
form.  So it is that our coinage since his time has generally stressed low relief,  and has 
usually been struck in a close collar. 

The activities of  Boulton, Watt did not abruptly cease with the securing of  the right to 
strike British copper coins in 1797, even though such a contract had long been a primary 
goal. Instead, having gained acceptance of  a new form  and mode of  production for  coinage 
in one country, the firm  now sought to bring its achievements to others. 

It essentially did so in two ways, broadly demarcated by time. In the first  phase, it 
shipped coinage on the new model to a receptive outer world. Even prior to the British 
issues of  1797, we find  it making coins for  Madras, Bombay, Sierra Leone, and Sumatra, as 
well as halfpenny  tokens for  a dozen concerns in England, Scotland, Ireland, and Wales. 
These latter were seen by Matthew Boulton as a stopgap measure, providing necessary 
small change prior to Boulton, Watt's obtaining of  the right to strike official  British coin. 
He also saw the tokens as a way of  influencing  official  policy in his direction.1 The company 
intensified  its coining activities after  1797: in the following  year, it undertook to supply the 
new United States Mint at Philadelphia with copper planchets for  cents and half  cents. This 
lucrative business was only interrupted once (by the War of  1812) until the Americans 
finally  cancelled the arrangement in 1837. Boulton, Watt continued to supply finished  coins 
to the outside world as well, and its role in the Bank of  England silver token issues is well 
known. 

The purveyance of  coinage to the world is one of  the best-known activities of  Boulton, 
Watt & Company. But the firm  also supplied entire mints. This formed  the second phase of 
its work, and it is this aspect of  the business which forms  the concern of  this paper. The 
idea was a logical development in Matthew Boulton's thinking. At first,  he determined to 
give a new type of  coin to Britain and the world. But it soon became obvious to him that 
there was also a market for  the machinery which produced that coin. Why not export the 
machinery, and let the world create its own coinage on the new model? 

Boulton, Watt was doing so by the late 1790s. It entered into a contract with the Russian 
Imperial Government in 1796; despite initial difficulties,  a steam-powered mint was in 
operation in St Petersburg by 1805. Additional contracts were soon secured in Europe: the 
Danes were striking coins on Boulton's new presses in 1809, and by that time the company 

1 Matthew Boulton to Jean-Pierre Droz, 7 March 1787, Matthew Boulton Papers (hereafter  BRL), Correspond-
Birmingham Reference  Library, Archives Department, ence, Boulton to Droz, 1787-8. 
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was also supplying new machinery to the Royal Mint itself.  Its presence there would make 
possible the extensive recoinage of  1816 and subsequent years. 

Matthew Boulton died in 1809, his partner, James Watt, in 1819. By the time of  the elder 
Watt's death, the enterprise which he and Boulton had founded  was preparing to export 
coining machinery far  beyond the confines  of  Europe. In effect,  what had begun as a local 
activity, an offshoot  of  the British Industrial Revolution, was about to become global. 

Logically enough, the company's earliest extra-European enterprises centred in India. 
There, mechanized mints were set up in Calcutta and Bombay. India had previously 
received coins on the new model directly from  Birmingham; now, it could strike its own, and 
it began doing so in the early 1820s. 

At first  glance, the area to which Boulton, Watt now turned its attention was by no means 
logical. But it did reflect  British industrial and political concerns of  the period. The company 
undertook to send mint machinery to Mexico in the mid-1820s, and it would remain active 
there until the late 1840s. 

The form  and the very possibility of  such an enterprise were conditioned by events 
taking place in Latin America between 1808 and 1825. The Napoleonic occupation of 
Spain (coupled with an almost immediate revolt against it in the Americas) meant that the 
old, closed Spanish economic system no longer obtained. While trade with the Spanish 
Indies continued to be risky, it was henceforth  far  easier than it had been in the days of  firm 
Spanish colonial control. Trading patterns established at this point would tend to persist 
even after  the return of  peace, especially as British businesses, faced  with a contraction in 
home markets after  Waterloo, became increasingly concerned with gaining contacts abroad. 

In the Americas, most of  the Spanish Empire had turned its rebellion against Napoleon 
into one against continued colonial status, and it had secured its independence by 1825. 
The new nations, suddenly deprived of  their traditional trading connection with Spain, 
were also looking for  new markets or the extension of  old ones. Industrial Britain was a 
logical destination for  their products and object of  their attentions.' 

This was certainly the case in Mexico, which had secured its independence by late 1821. 
Here, however, two other phenomena deserve mention, for  they would both have an effect 
on the numismatic history of  the young nation, and on the economic fortunes  of  Boulton, 
Watt & Company. 

First, when normal internal trading patterns had been disrupted during Mexico's 
struggle for  independence, the Spanish Crown had authorized the establishment of  several 
emergency royalist mints, whose coinage would supplement that of  the main facility  at 
Mexico City. Makeshift  mints were soon functioning  at Chihuahua, Guadalajara, Guan-
ajuato, Durango, and Zacatecas, all located in the silver country of  the centre and north. 
These mints had been found  useful  in colonial days, and they were allowed to remain open 
after  Independence. Indeed, they were a vital necessity at the time: communications were 
no better after  1821 than they had been before,  and continuing internal unrest also 
rendered advisable the existence of  subordinate facilities.  In point of  fact,  it encouraged 
the creation of  still others: at one time or another, the Mexican Republic would have a 
total of  fourteen  federal  mints. 

The large number of  mints was recognized and to a degree encouraged by Mexico's first 
basic law, the Constitution of  1824. Written by men who were all too aware of  the 
centralization which had been at the heart of  Spanish colonial government, the new 
document vested preponderant powers in the states, including a right to coin money. In 
response to the clauses of  the Constitution, Mexico would erect and long maintain a dual 
monetary tier, one state, the other federal,  but both accomplished at the same facilities. 
The decentralization inherent in such an arrangement meant a lack of  firm,  consistent 
control over many of  its aspects. It was this second phenomenon which created the climate 
in which Boulton, Watt & Company was able to do business. 
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The firm's  first  orders for  Mexico were generated in 1825, its last in 1849, at a time when, 
technically, it was no longer even in existence. It would have business connections with five 
mints in all, those of  Mexico City, Chihuahua, Culiacan, Zacatecas, and Guanajuato. 
These ties varied greatly in length and in intensity. Dealings with Mexico City never went 
beyond the preliminary stage. Machinery was shipped to Culiacan, modified  to be worked 
by cattle rather than by steam. Zacatecas received dies and some machinery, Chihuahua 
dies alone. Mexico City was dealt with in the late 1820s, Culiacan in the early 1830s, 
Zacatecas and Chihuahua on scattered occasions in the 1840s. These brief  encounters need 
not detain us here; we are concerned with the heart of  the matter, which was always 
Guanajuato. 

Machinery, dies, parts, technicians and mechanics went back and forth  between Soho 
and the north-central Mexican mining town from  the middle 1820s to the later 1840s. The 
great majority of  the Birmingham archival material on Mexico concerns that mint,2 and, 
despite lapses due to loss of  correspondence, it affords  us a remarkably clear picture of  the 
relationship between the British industrial concern and the Latin American mint. I have 
chosen to report my findings  here for  two additional reasons. First, the volume of  coinage 
(usually silver) from  the Guanajuato facility  was enormous, frequently  outstripping that of 
the capital itself.3  And, secondly, the correspondence has preserved much more than the 
simple record of  the daily operations of  a nineteenth-century mint. The isolation in a 
strange country, with the personality clashes which this inevitably engendered; the 
reconstruction of  machinery intended for  a benign European environment to make it 
functional  in a hostile American one; an increased self-reliance  on the part of  the coiners, 
as they met and overcame their problems - these matters, too, are found  in the 
correspondence. We have, in fact,  a story which goes beyond numismatics, and which 
incorporates in its telling many of  the elements of  the Industrial Revolution itself,  as it 
spread from  its homeland to new, uncharted regions. 

In all of  this, Boulton, Watt rarely dealt directly with the mint which it was supplying. 
Instead, Soho's business was carried on through an intermediary, the Anglo-Mexican Mint 
Association, a subsidiary of  Manning & Marshall. The fact  that an English firm  should be 
entrusted with the operation of  a Mexican mint underscores the close economic ties 
between the two countries at this time. It was followed  by similar contracts between other 
British companies and other Mexican mints. On 31 May 1825, the Association's manager 
in Guanajuato, John William Williamson, concluded an agreement with state authorities in 
Guanajuato, by which the London concern would have the sole right to coin money there 
for  a ten-year period. Later agreements clarified  and extended the original one: that of  7 
May 1827 set 24 April 1828 as the date upon which the contract would begin to operate, 
and a second agreement, concluded on 7 May 1830, gave the Association an additional 
four  years on the life  of  the contract. The state also provided the site for  the mint, which 
was to be extended and improved. 

In return, the Association pledged itself  to bring in the machinery which would turn a 
ramshackle, emergency establishment into an up-to-date mint, of  which the people of  a 
new nation might well be proud. The Association would also build a modern assaying 
facility,  and it would pay the salaries of  the official  assayer and his colleague, the inspector, 
in addition to a thousand pesos a year to the state by way of  rent. At the end of  the 

2 The heart of  the correspondence between Boulton, 
Watt & Company and the Anglo-Mexican Mint Association 
will be found  in BRL, Mexican Mints Box. Unless otherwise 
indicated, all succeeding citations come from  that source. 

3 See Alberto Francisco Pradeau. Historia  numismatica 
de  Mexico,  3 vols. (Mexico City: Sociedad Numismatica de 
Mexico, 1957-61), I, 34 and III, 115 for  comparative figures. 
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arrangement, the new machinery and assaying equipment would be turned over to the 
state at no cost; Guanajuato would then be the proud possessor of  a modern mint.4 

In reality, the state never got its mint. Despite local opposition in the 1840s and later, 
Manning & Marshall and its successors continued to obtain renewals of  their agreements. 
There was a brief  period in the 1870s when the federal  government succeeded in breaking 
the contract, thus gaining control over public property, but desperate financial  affairs 
compelled it to return it to private hands. Not until 1895, after  the iron peace of  Porfirio 
Diaz had improved the financial  climate, did the contract system finally  come to an end. 
The central government rescinded the agreements at Guanajuato and Zacatecas, by virtue 
of  buying out the rights of  the franchise  firms.  The Guanajuato mint lingered on for  a few 
years as a purely federal  facility.  It was finally  closed in mid-1900 and never reopened.5 

The connection of  Boulton, Watt & Company with the Guanajuato mint dates from  the 
summer of  1825. On 18 August, Robert Mushet, who was entrusted with the project by the 
Anglo-Mexican Mint Association (and who was still at his post with the Royal Mint as 
well), requested an estimate for  four  coining presses, to be worked by hand but which 
could be converted to steam or horse power, eight planchet or cutting out presses 'to be 
worked by hand, similar to those formerly  used in the old [Royal] Mint,' two milling 
machines, and a die multiplying press.6 Matthew Robinson Boulton's reply of  the following 
day is partially illegible, but in its course he apparently advised the use of  steam to power 
the equipment7 - in which, of  course, the firm  of  Boulton, Watt & Company was a 
specialist. By the next day, Mushet was amending his request. His letter to Boulton on the 
twentieth inquired about additional expenses if  the coining presses were modified  to be 
worked by either steam or horse power. He added that he was primarily thinking in terms 
of  the latter, as 'the scarcity of  fuel  [in Guanajuato] puts the steam Engine out of  the 
question'.8 Had the Association recalled these words, a great deal of  trouble might have 
been avoided. As it was, it would blithely order steam engines all the same, find  that it had 
no use for  them, and be forced  to sell them back to Boulton, Watt'at a great loss. 

Meanwhile, Boulton went ahead with the affair.  He sent Mushet an estimate on 24 
August, wherein he determined that the cost of  providing four  coining presses, six planchet 
presses, two milling machines, a die multiplying press, and the various shafts,  pulleys, 
wheels, tools, etc. needed to render the machinery operative, all delivered at the port of 
embarkation, would amount to £4,478. The machinery would weigh between twenty-one 
and twenty-two tons, and it would take a minimum of  five  months to complete.9 By the 
time the Association received this estimate, it was leaning in favour  of  the adoption of  steam 
power for  its mint. Early the next month, Mushet authorized Boulton to supply the 
machinery, plus two steam engines, one to be used for  a rolling mill, the other for  the 
coining presses and related machinery. Together with spare boilers and parts, the two 
engines would represent an additional cost of  £3,684, bringing the total investment in the 
mint to a trifle  over eight thousand pounds.10 

4 Mexico, Memoria  presentada  d  la Cdmara  de  Diputados 
en 20 de  Octubre del  presente ano por el Secretario  de  Estado 
y de  Despacho de  Hacienda,  sobre la creacidn  y estado  actual 
de  las Casas de  Moneda  de  la Republica, mandada  imprimir 
por acuerdo  de  la misma Cdmara  (Mexico City: Tipograffa 
de M. Murguia, 1849), p. 33. 

5 For a detailed account of  the friction  between the state 
and federal  authorities and the contractors of  the Guan-
ajuato mint, see Pradcau. III. 113-63. The official  Mexican 
version of  matters down to the late 1840's will be found  in 
the Memoria  cited above, pp. 33-4. 

6 Robert Mushet to Matthew Robinson Boulton. 18 

August 1825. 
7 Matthew Robinson Boulton to Robert Mushet. 19 

August 1825. 
s Robert Mushet to Matthew Robinson Boulton. 20 

August 1825. 
9 Matthew Robinson Boulton to Robert Mushet. 24 

August 1825. 
"' Robert Mushet to Matthew Robinson Boulton. 8 

September 1825. Mushet mentions a letter from  Boulton 
of  27 August, in which Boulton presumably made a deter-
mined argument on behalf  of  steam power for  the mint 
machinery. 
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Work now got under way. A few  days after  the letter of  authorization of  8 September, 
Boulton, Watt set down on paper a list of  articles it was furnishing  the 'Mint for  Mexico.' 
This included two steam engines of  fourteen  and ten horsepower, with extra boilers of 
seventeen and twelve horsepower. (These engines, typical Birmingham products of  the 
day, strike us as being absurdly small for  the purposes for  which they were intended. But 
the early steam engines had very limited power, as well as being very wasteful  of  fuel.  The 
latter characteristic would occur to someone in the Anglo-Mexican Mint Association well 
after  it was too late to do anything about it.) The remainder of  the list is taken up with 
coining presses, connecting shafts,  nuts, bolts, and the other bits of  machinery which, 
unobtainable in Mexico, would have to be made in England." By this time, Boulton, Watt 
had reconsidered charges on the larger of  the two steam engines. The total cost of  the 
apparatus would now amount to £8,281, where it would remain.12 

As the year progressed, details were added to the general picture. Mushet submitted a 
plan for  the arrangement of  the mint machinery, which elicited a reply from  Boulton on 23 
September, counselling modifications.  He was concerned that the fourteen-horse  engine, 
intended for  rolling ingots into strips for  planchets, might not be powerful  enough for  the 
purpose. He suggested running the two engines in tandem to accomplish this aspect of  the 
operation.13 Meanwhile, with an eye to the difficulty  of  obtaining coal in the neighbourhood 
of  Guanajuato, the Association had decided that, regardless of  how its boilers were set up, 
they would have to be powered 'exclusively' by wood.1 4 

The winter of  1825-6 appears to have progressed without incident. By the first  days of 
March, however, Mushet was beginning to ask when the machinery would be completed. 
Could any be sent out now, as 'by recent letters from  Guanaxuato [sic] it is very desirable 
that some parts of  the Machinery . . . should be forwarded  as soon as possible'. This letter 
is also important in that it makes the first  mention of  something which was to be of  great 
significance  in future,  the provision of  dies  for  the Mexican mint. Mushet inquired as to 
whether Boulton, Watt had the means of  multiplying dies at its Soho concern, providing 
that the puncheons for  doing so were sent from  Guanajuato. He estimated that one 
hundred pairs of  eight real dies, fifty  pairs of  four  real dies, and twenty-five  pairs each of 
two and one real dies would be required.15 

Here, Mushet and the firm  he served were crossing onto debatable ground. If  the 
Guanajuato mint were to strike the huge amount of  coinage it was intended to produce 
(and we must bear in mind that the steam technology proposed for  the facility,  while 
accelerating the rate of  production, would also use dies in greater numbers than the old 
technology), where were all those extra dies to come from?  In theory, dies at subsidiary 
Mexican mints such as Guanajuato had to be created from  masters or puncheons done in 
Mexico City, an early attempt at quality control by the central government. In practice, the 
supply of  master dies was frequently  interrupted by poor communication and civil 
disturbance,16 and in any case, official  Mexican dies had been often  found  to be of  poor 
quality, which, as an official  of  the Mint Association would later observe, positively invited 
counterfeiting.17  Since that was the case, why not have the dies made at Soho, along with 
the machinery which would use them to strike coins? As will be seen, this would open up 

1 1 'List of  Articles of  a Coining Apparatus for  Robert 
Mushet to be furnished  by Boulton, Watt & Co., Septr. 
1825.' 

1 2 Undated memorandum in Matthew Robinson Boul-
ton's hand, entitled 'A Mint for  Mexico'; it mentions corre-
spondence of  24 and 27 August and 20 September 1825, and 
it almost certainly dates from  late September 1825. 

1 3 'Remarks on Plan of  Mint transmitted by R. Mushet 

Esqr.', 23 September 1825. 
1 4 Robert Mushet to Matthew Robinson Bouiton, 21 

September 1825. 
1 5 Robert Mushct to Matthew Robinson Boulton, 4 

March 1826. 
1 6 Pradeau, I, 32-3. 
1 7 George B. Lonsdale to Boulton, Watt & Company. 13 

January 1830. 
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an entirely new emphasis in the activities of  Boulton, Watt & Company; it would also 
involve the firm  in a second enterprise - smuggling. 

All of  this lay in the future.  For now, the Association was more concerned with 
obtaining trustworthy personnel for  its mint. In the same letter in which he inquired about 
the state of  the machinery, Mushet asked if  a 'Young Man of  great respectability' who had 
been given the post of  master of  the Guanajuato mint could come to Birmingham to watch 
the machinery being fitted  together. Boulton's partner James Watt, Jr had apparently said 
that he would be welcome. Mushet also asked Boulton to look for  'an experienced 
workman to accompany and erect the Machinery at Guanaxuato'.18 These requests by 
Mushet were mentioned by Boulton a few  days later in a letter to Watt. He observed that 
'the young Mint Master' was most welcome, but that he would do well to wait another two 
or three weeks before  making his visit, by which time the machinery would be nearer 
completion. Boulton was hopeful  about finding  a competent mechanic to go out with the 
machinery, and he was making inquiries in Manchester for  such a person. Mushet would be 
wise to give him some information  as to a maximum salary and other considerations of 
employment.19 

Watt communicated Boulton's thoughts to Robert Mushet, who replied to Boulton in a 
letter of  10 March. The Association would need two mechanics, whose salaries would 
range between £200 and £300 per annum. They should be prepared to go to Mexico for  a 
term of  five  years, their passage paid by the Association. Lodgings would not be 
provided.20 Perhaps in an attempt to secure a liberalization of  the terms which the 
Association (which always drove a hard bargain with its employees) was willing to extend, 
Watt, who had seen Mushet in London, decided to show the latter one of  the contracts 
recently drawn up for  those workers leaving England for  the new Calcutta mint.21 

In the middle of  April, the long-deferred  visit by the aspiring mint master took place. He 
was a Scotsman named G. Cumming Scott, whose accomplishmentswere listed in a letter 
of  the fifteenth  from  Robert Stevenson to Matthew Robinson Boulton.22 The young Scott 
who was introduced to Watt as well as to Boulton, presumably made a favourable 
impression on both and profited  from  his examination of  the machinery. 

The attentions of  the Birmingham firm  were soon turned to matters more immediately 
important to themselves than the education and choice of  employees for  someone else's 
mint: on 19 July, Robert Mushet suddenly informed  Boulton, Watt that the Association 
had decided not to ship the mint machinery to Mexico for  the time being; additional details 
would follow.  Meanwhile, those workmen who had agreed to go to Mexico would have 
half  their salaries during the period of  suspension ('supposing it limited to 12 months'); 
Mushet wished for  Boulton to arrange matters with them on that basis, 'or on one less 
expensive' if  possible.23 

This information  apparently came as a complete surprise to Boulton, Watt. A 
communication from  that company to Mushet observed that the machinery had been 
scheduled for  shipment at the end of  August; what should be done now? How long would it 

l s Robert Mushet to Matthew Robinson Boulton, 4 
March 1826. 

''' Matthew Robinson Boulton to James Watt, Jr. 7 
March 1826. 

211 Robert Mushet to Matthew Robinson Boulton. 10 
March 1826. 

2 1 James Watt, Jr. to Matthew Robinson Boulton. 10 
March 1826. 

2 2 Robert Stevenson to Matthew Robinson Boulton. 15 
April 1826. 

2 3 Robert Mushet to an unnamed correspondent (prob-
ably James Watt, Jr), 19 July 1826. A file  in the Public 

Record Office,  London (Mint 13/200, the record book of  the 
Anglo-Mexican Mint Association from  May 1825 to Octobcr 
1827) gives one reason for  that firm's  decision to refrain  from 
sending steam-powered machinery to Mexico. In a contem-
porary copy of  a letter to Matthew Robinson Boulton dated 
9 April 1827. Robert Mushet observed that the enterprise 
had been abandoned 'in consequence of  a deficiency  of 
Water at Guanaxuato [sic]' — an obvious necessity if  steam 
engines are to operate successfully.  This letter is missing 
from  the files  consulted at Birmingham, and I am most 
indebted to Mr G. P. Dyer of  the Royal Mint, Llantrisant, 
for  bringing it, and Mint 13/200, to my noticc. 
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remain at Soho before  it finally  went to Mexico? As for  the men who were to accompany it, 
Boulton, Watt would attempt to keep them happy and gainfully  occupied during their 
enforced  waiting period; but it made no promises on that point.24 

It soon became obvious that the Anglo-Mexican Mint Association had no definite  plans 
for  its machinery, except to sell it back to Boulton, Watt. It came to this conclusion by 
stages. In April 1827, Matthew Robinson Boulton was preparing a preliminary memoran-
dum on expenses needed to convert the Guanajuato machinery from  steam power to 
horse, adding in the amount the Association would be allowed for  the engines and related 
items taken back by the company. Approximately £3,200 would be credited for  the return 
of  the machinery.2"1 This figure  would change on several occasions, as the Association 
failed  to make up its mind. But a new stage was reached within two months, when Robert 
Mushet asked Matthew Robinson Boulton for  a new estimate for  new machinery for  the 
Guanajuato mint. 

It is at once apparent that the scale of  the proposed operation had been drastically 
reduced. Instead of  four  coining presses, to be worked by steam, Mushet now asked for 
two, 'to be worked by hand'. The order for  six planchet cutters was cut in half,  and the 
machines now requested were to be constructed 'on the plan of  those in former  use in the 
old [Royal] Mint, and to be worked by hand'. Mushet went on to inquire about the likely 
weight of  such machinery, and the time when it could be delivered in London for  shipment 
to Mexico; delivery in London on or prior to 1 October would be desirable. 

The core of  Mushet's letter followed.  In the event of  'a Mint of  this size and 
construction' being substituted for  'the more perfect  one still with you', could the present 
one be sold; if  so, what sort of  loss might the Association expect to sustain?26 

Boulton's reply of  16 July has not been found,  but it is mentioned in Mushet's next 
letter. The former  may have suggested that the machinery already constructed could be 
converted to hand operation more cheaply than the cost of  purchasing new equipment; in 
any case, Mushet authorized him to so convert two of  the coining and three of  the cutting 
out presses. He also asked whether the milling, or edge-marking, machine could be so 
altered; if  so, it should accompany the rebuilt presses, and the die multiplying mechanism 
should also be readied for  shipment. The indication is that, while the mint would 
henceforth  be conceived on a reduced scale, things were moving at last, and machinery and 
employees would soon be sent out to Guanajuato.27 

There remained the question of  the steam engines and other unwanted machinery. 
George B. Lonsdale, who had recently been appointed Secretary of  the Anglo-Mexican 
Mint Association (and who would be the usual correspondent between that firm  and Soho 
from  that time forward),  wrote on 15 October that ' a negociation [sic] is now going on for 
its sale'. Could Soho get drawings made 'as soon as they possibly can', to be forwarded  to 
London? A notation at the bottom of  this letter indicates that it was answered four  days 
later.28 These deliberations do not appear to have come to anything. 

Boulton, Watt agreed to take back the two steam engines, along with the shafts  and 
flywheels  necessary for  their operation, for  the sum of  £2,187; a bill of  exchange for  that 
amount was drawn up and signed on 11 February 1828.29 Four days later, matters took an 
abrupt if  temporary change in direction. Lonsdale wrote that the Directors of  the 

2 4 Boulton, Watt & Company to Robert Mushet, 24 
August 1826. 

2 5 'Estimate with the view to the proposition of 
substituting Horse power for  Steam or working by hand', 13 
April 1827. 

2 6 Robert Mushet to Matthew Robinson Boulton, 12 July 
1827. 

2 1 Robert Mushet to Matthew Robinson Boulton, 20 July 
1827. 

2 8 George B. Lonsdale to John Robinson. 15 October 
1827. 

2y> Boulton, Watt & Company to Anglo-Mexican Mint 
Association, 11 February 1828 (contemporary copy). 
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Association were in contact with the Austrian Government, with 'hopes of  effecting  a sale 
of  the Mint Machinery as originally  constructed'.  That being the case, if  the Austrians 
agreed to purchase the mint, 'the abstracted Machinery must be replaced, as also the 
Steam Engines'; how long would this take? Lonsdale closed by apologizing for  'the trouble 
and inconvenience you have experienced'30 — which was probably the least he could have 
said. The words 'abstracted Machinery' probably refer  to the coining presses and other 
apparatus which had been sent out to Mexico the previous October. 

For a time, the Association was optimistic about the prospects of  selling its mint on the 
Continent. On 16 February, Lonsdale mentioned 'a tracing of  the plan of  the Guano. Mint 
found  in my office'.  As it was the 'intention of  the Directors to send [it] to Germany by 
Tuesday's post', could Boulton guarantee its accuracy?31 There is no other reference  to 
Germany in the entire correspondence; the letter almost certainly pertains to the Austrian 
venture. 

But after  a promising beginning, the scheme collapsed. The reasons are not known, but 
by the following  August, Lonsdale was once again inquiring whether Boulton, Watt was 
disposed 'to purchase the [remaining] Machinery belonging to them [the Association], and 
now lying at your Foundry also, the terms upon which you will take it off  their hands'.32 

Boulton would eventually assess the goods remaining at Soho at £3,824,33 but years of 
dispute over the proper value of  the machinery would still ensue. By the middle 1830s, a 
gentleman named Frederic Grellet was making inquiries about the apparatus, at first  on 
behalf  of  one James Brown;34 by June 1837, we find  him introducing a Dutchman named 
Poelman to Boulton, Watt & Company, with an eye to the sale of  the machinery to the 
Utrecht mint.35 This is the last reference  we have to the problem. Whether the sale was 
concluded, upon whose behalf  Grellet was working, indeed, the very identity of  the owners 
of  the equipment at this time - upon these matters we cannot at present be certain. 

While all of  this was taking place, the Association halfheartedly  debated making a final 
effort  to obtain its original dreams for  the Guanajuato mint. A note made at Soho on 29 
May 1835 refers  to a letter from  Lonsdale on the nineteenth, asking how much it would 
cost 'to restore the Anglo Mex. Mint to its original state'. Boulton, Watt & Company put 
the figure  at £4,286;36 Lonsdale does not appear to have brought up the matter again. The 
Association allowed the project to languish, and the Guanajuato mint would not be 
equipped to work by steam until 1867.37 

Even as it had been decided not to send some of  the mint apparatus to Mexico, other 
parts of  it had been shipped, and with it, British mechanics to set it up. The list of  articles 
to be dispatched included the two coining presses, a die multiplier, a milling machine, and 
a turning lathe.38 The whole occupied seventy-three large boxes, and it was scheduled to 
leave England on 3 October.39 

The more modest requirements of  the mint had resulted in changes in personnel. The 
much-esteemed Mr Scott had been let go, for  an expert on steam coining presses would 
hardly be needed at Guanajuato if  no such presses were being supplied. Instead, two 
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other people had been engaged, each of  whom was to prove a liability to the Association. 
The more important of  the two was Robert McLeish, whom the company, upon 

Boulton's recommendation, agreed to engage on 4 August 1827. The directors wished to 
know whether he could erect a steam engine without assistance.41 Boulton replied that 
McLeish was indeed capable of  such a task, being 'the person upon whom the erection of 
the Engines would have devolved had they been sent out'. He went on to inquire whether 
McLeish should be told to get ready for  the voyage, and when he should expect to 
embark.42 Mushet replied that the mechanic would be required to sail for  Veracruz (the 
Mexican east coast port most commonly involved in commerce with Europe at the time) 'in 
the same ship with your Machinery'. He would be responsible for  its safe  delivery to Welsh 
& Company of  Veracruz, shipping agents for  the Mint Association. 

Once in Guanajuato, McLeish would turn dies for  coinage, as well as performing  any 
other work connected with the coining and cutting out machines which might arise. His 
services might also be required by the Anglo-Mexican Mining  Association, which owned 
several steam engines in the Guanajuato district.43 They must have been used to pump 
water from  silver mines, and we now have an explanation as to the Association's concern 
with McLeish's technical expertise with this type of  machinery. McLeish in fact  accepted 
the position, and he went to Mexico with the first  machinery in the autumn of  1827. 

The other person engaged at this time was a blacksmith named Edward Riley. In the early 
part of  September, Mushet observed that a smith would be needed, and he stressed the fact 
that the Association had in mind someone 'of  unexceptionable character with Sober 
habits'.44 Could Soho supply such a man? 

Soho could, or thought it could. The services of  Edward Riley were arranged for  later 
that month. Boulton, Watt suggested details of  the contract to be drawn up between the 
artisan and the Association, which the latter rejected as overly generous. As it was finally 
written, the contract gave Riley a salary of  £150 for  the first  year, £175 for  the second, and 
£200 for  the third. His expenses out to Guanajuato would be paid by his employer, but 
only at the expiration of  his contract. And he would have to go out alone: the Association 
refused  to pay passage for  his wife  and child.45 Riley agreed to the terms, albeit reluctantly, 
and he was advanced seventy-five  pounds for  his passage. He would also travel with the 
machinery, now set to leave England in the first  week of  October.46 

Some of  the machinery and its keepers sailed on schedule. The shipment included the 
coining and die multiplying presses, planchet cutters, and a turning lathe. It omitted the 
milling machine, because we find  Lonsdale asking that it be sent, along with a second such 
mechanism, from  Soho to Mexico over four  years later, at the request of  the Guanajuato 
coiners.47 Adapted to be worked by hand, the two milling machines were eventually 
shipped from  Birmingham (March 1832).48 

Based on average sailing times current in those days, the vessel, its passengers, and its 
cargo would have reached Veracruz towards the end of  November 1827. There followed 
the arduous trip over the eastern rim of  the mountains. The equipment was carried by 
muleback, and much correspondence has survived as to the optimum weight and size of 
each package carried in this fashion.  The weight would eventually be fixed  at 205 pounds 
gross, with the dimensions of  each crate not to exceed forty-two  by twenty by twenty 
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inches.49 The first  of  the apparatus must have reached Guanajuato in February 1828, along 
with Robert McLeish, the person entrusted with its safe  delivery.50 

But not all of  it arrived at the same instant. In mid-1830, the Anglo-Mexican Mint 
Association received word from  the mint that it was in the process of  adapting one of  the 
planchet cutters for  use as a press for  striking small coins. It was obliged to do so because 
only one of  the Boulton, Watt coining presses had yet arrived at Guanajuato ('which I 
suppose to be so continually employed in striking dollars, that it cannot be spared for  other 
purposes'). The second press was still on the coast, very likely on the Veracruz docks 
where it had been deposited late in 1827. Lonsdale blamed administrative incompetence 
on the part of  the company's agents in Veracruz,51 but the fact  that no one had bothered to 
travel from  Guanajuato to the coast to retrieve it may probably be blamed on the political 
unrest of  the period, soon to be crowned with the first  of  several dictatorships of  the 
durable Antonio Lopez de Santa Anna. The one British press which had arrived had not 
appeared at Guanajuato in February 1828; it was still sitting in Jalapa, on the road between 
Veracruz and Guanajuato, until at least the end of  July. Prior to its arrival, the coiners had 
to make do with a locally manufactured  press which gave rather poor results.52 The 
multiplying press would languish in Jalapa for  nearly a year longer. 

That it did so was the decision of  a Scotsman named Baird. A carpenter by trade, he had 
been appointed by the mint's Acting Director as foreman  of  the operation. When Robert 
McLeish came to Guanajuato early in 1828, he was put under Baird's charge. The two men 
appear to have taken an instant dislike to each other, and McLeish vented his feelings  in a 
letter written to Matthew Robinson Boulton, dated 18 May 1829. 

He said that Baird had not allowed him to get on with his work, that he knew nothing 
about erecting mint machinery, but that he took all credit for  whatever labour McLeish was 
able to accomplish in that regard. Baird had taken it upon himself  to order the multiplying 
press left  at Jalapa, informing  McLeish that it would not be required, and that dies would 
be manufactured  in the time-tested, traditional way, with all of  their elements punched in 
by hand. McLeish wryly observed that, considering the poor quality of  the local cast steel 
being used for  the purpose, it took some three hours to make a die, and rather less time 
than that to break it. 

Despite disagreements with his supervisor, McLeish had succeeded in setting up a rolling 
mill (ordered from  Rennie & Company, another of  the early British machinery manufac-
turers), two planchet cutters, and the single coining press which had arrived thus far.  He 
also mentioned a milling machine, which was almost certainly a local product. 

Happily, Baird left  the Association's employ around the beginning of  April 1829, and 
McLeish was now able to get down to serious work. He had recently dispatched two 
wagons to Jalapa to pick up the multiplying press, and he expected it to arrive in another 
three weeks. It would be set up as soon as it came to Guanajuato. The mint had also 
requested British steel for  dies, so that, it was hoped, operations would soon improve in 
that area. 

But McLeish's spirits remained low. He was being forced  to work overtime by the 
company, and when he asked for  additional wages had been told that he 'ought to be 
content with my Salary, & work any time call'd upon". In addition, Edward Riley had 
proved to be an embarrassment. While the Mint Association may have wanted a worker 
'with Sober habits', Riley did not correspond to anyone's definition  of  the term. During the 

4 9 George B. Lonsdale to Boulton. Watt & Company, 20 5 1 George B. Lonsdale to Boulton. Watt & Company, I 
August 1830. " July 1830. 

5 0 Robert MeLeish to Matthew Robinson Boulton. 18 5 2 Edward Riley to John Robinson. 31 July 1828. 
May 1829. 



134 BOULTON, WATT AND THE GUANAJUATO MINT 

course of  this residence at Guanajuato, he had been thrown in jail twice for  public 
drunkenness and, in McLeish's quaint turn of  phrase, for  'threating & illtreating 
Englishmen1. He had finally  run away the previous week and had not been seen since.53 

Considering the separation from  his family  and the less than generous terms of  his 
employment (about which he had already complained to Boulton54), Riley might have 
been excused an occasional spree. On the other hand, he does not appear to have returned 
to his family  in England: late in November 1829, his wife  was writing to Boulton, Watt as 
to his whereabouts. She had recently contacted the Association's London office  concerning 
payment of  her allowance from  her husband's salary, only to be informed  that no 
allowance was admissible, in that Riley had broken his contract with it some six months 
previously, and in fact  owed it nearly £40.55 The surviving correspondence does not 
indicate the outcome of  her letter, nor is anything further  known about Riley. 

But he would have to be replaced, and so, in short order, would Robert McLeish. The 
latter's term would end in early September 1830; by 13 August of  that year, Lonsdale was 
writing to Boulton, Watt regarding his successor. A person of  'good temper & docility' was 
required, doubtless a reference  to McLeish's refusal  to work additional hours for  no pay. 
As for  technical accomplishments, the replacement must know how to harden dies. The 
Association had someone in mind for  the position, but, as the person in question had had 
no training in that form  of  work, was it possible that he could learn it at Soho in six or eight 
weeks' time?36 

Apparently, Boulton, Watt & Company did not believe that he could,37 and the firm 
seems to have recommended one of  its own instead. This was James Cottrell, whom the 
Association agreed to hire, providing he would accept lower wages than those McLeish 
had enjoyed (the price of  labour had declined since 1827 and, in any case, McLeish might 
have been overpaid for  his services), providing also that Cottrell would agree to work 
nights if  requested to do so. He would also have to go to Mexico alone, leaving his wife  in 
England.58 After  some hesitation, Cottrell agreed to the terms, and he was scheduled to 
leave for  Mexico about the middle of  January 1831.59 

His appointment was not a happy one. Although well-spoken of  when he first  arrived at 
Guanajuato,60 it developed that Cottrell, like Edward Riley, suffered  from  a drinking 
problem. For this reason, he was reluctantly let go in mid-1834, after  repeated warnings. 
Once again, the Mint Association found  itself  coming to Soho for  advice on employee 
selection.61 

Cottrell's salary had been reasonably decent by the standards of  the day. It had begun at 
£17 per month, a figure  which would increase by a pound per month for  each year's service. 
But Cottrell had had to sign a contract for  five  years in order to secure these terms, and 
there does not seem to have been any provision for  his return to England to see his family 
during the course of  the agreement.62 An arrangement had been made for  Agness Cottrell 
to receive £10 monthly from  her husband's wages, to be paid to her at Soho.63 She 
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encountered great difficulty  in extracting the money from  John Robinson, who acted as the 
Association's paymaster in this instance. This caused acute economic distress each month, 
for  the Cottrells had a large family.  She therefore  took the unusual step of  a direct appeal 
to Matthew Robinson Boulton.64 No more is heard of  the problem, but concern over the 
state of  his wife  and family  may have played a part in James Cottrell's personal difficulties 
in Guanajuato. 

The alcoholism of  an earlier employee may have been a factor  in a momentous decision 
taken at the Guanajuato mint. It was determined that at least some of  the facility's  dies 
would be manufactured  at Soho by Boulton, Watt & Company. This idea had been 
discussed as early as March 1826, when Robert Mushet had asked Boulton whether his firm 
had the means of  multiplying dies, if  the Guanajuato mint sent it the puncheons for  doing 
so.6 5 As Boulton observed to his partner, Soho could certainly produce dies for  the mint in 
this way, but at the expense of  other work being done for  it, i.e., the creation of  mint 
machinery.66 And Mushet soon concluded that there was no great urgency in the matter 
after  all, and that coining dies would not be needed 'before  the Machinery of  the Mint ' .67 

There the matter rested for  the time being. In March 1828, the Association requested a 
shipment of  high-quality steel for  making dies, to be sent to the Guanajuato mint.68 A 
formal  order for  the steel was finally  drawn up in October. In the meantime, Edward 
Riley, who was entrusted with die manufacture  at Guanajuato, would have to use inferior 
local steel for  the purpose. But Riley abruptly left  the mint's service, as we have seen, 
owing in part to his drinking problem. This, poor Mexican steel, and the tardy arrival of 
the English product (Robert McLeish was still awaiting it the following  May), put coining 
operations at Guanajuato in a desperate situation. That being so, 'the Director ask'd me 
whether your Firm would compleat dies for  them, & I gave my opinion yes'. Robert 
McLeish was ordered to 'get dies ready for  Patterns to be sent to Soho', which would 
shortly leave the Mexican mint. In essence, technological difficulties  and personal 
problems were about to lead to a dramatic new chapter in the dealings between Boulton, 
Watt and Mexico.69 

Once the decision had been taken, progress towards implementing it was fairly  rapid. A 
pair of  pattern dies was forged  in Mexico, and it and 'specimens of  a coined dollar [eight 
real piece] and a blank one' were forwarded  to Boulton, Watt at the end of  1829. A request 
was made for  estimates of  costs of  making dies at Soho, and when such dies could be ready 
for  shipment to Guanajuato. The information  would be sent on to the mint in that city. 
Presumably the pattern dies mentioned here were those prepared by McLeish.70 A dated 
memorandum from  Soho added up the charges which would be involved: assuming that 
600 dies were needed, they could be furnished  for  l is . 6d. per die, in an unfinished  or soft 
state.71 The Association formally  requested Boulton, Watt to prepare dies for  its mint on 5 
January 1830.72 

In the instructions he sent with the pattern dies, Robert McLeish stated exactly what 
would be needed, and why. The dies to be sent out must strictly follow  the patterns he sent; 
the quality of  engraving could be improved upon, 'but nothing must be introduced or 
omitted and the shape of  every thing must be preserved'. This included the odd figure  eight 
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(the mark of  denomination: eight reales), which was open at the top, which 'must be 
preserved'. Blank spaces should be left  on the reverse dies, for  'the two letters which are 
the initials of  the Assayers of  the State & Federation, and the last figure  in the date'. 
Further, the dies should not be hardened when they were sent out. McLeish was thinking 
in terms of  300 pairs of  dies and 150 restraining collars. Half  should be shipped as soon as 
they were finished  and the remainder 'by future  opportunity'.73 

In his letter of  5 January 1830, Lonsdale expressed his own concern about the project. 
Those working in Mexico would need to be able to punch in the dates and initials required 
with absolute perfection,  'as any deviation from  their [the Guanajuato state government's] 
rules & regulations would defeat  the whole Scheme of  manufacturing  the Dies &c in 
England'. He also pleaded with the Soho firm  to adhere strictly to the pattern, even to the 
point of  preserving defects  such as the open figure  8, 'which although a deformity  in our 
eyes, is not so in those of  the Mexicans'.74 Lonsdale would next request what was an 
evident impossibility: his asking that Soho conform  'as nearly as possible' to the pattern 
coin did not mean that it was to imitate 'the coarseness of  the workmanship'; one of  the 
reasons the Association wanted English dies was to produce coins which could not be 
counterfeited  in Mexico. Lonsdale then requested a specimen coin as soon as Boulton, 
Watt had finished  a pair of  dies.75 Viewing the resulting impressions early in March 1830, 
he pronounced them 'a perfect  facsimile',  which could not conceivably cause distress to the 
jealous authorities at Guanajuato. Could the dies be ready in fourteen  days, as a vessel was 
leaving London for  Mexico at that time?76 

In so asking, Lonsdale betrayed his ignorance of  the workings of  Boulton, Watt & 
Company, which rarely delivered anything on time. The firm  disabused him of  his hopes 
the following  day, whereupon he attempted to get the dies sent on a later ship, scheduled 
to depart for  Veracruz during the first  week of  April.77 As it happened, Lonsdale was 
obliged to allow Boulton, Watt to create its own timetable, partly because of  delays in 
sailing times, partly because the Soho firm  held all the cards. In a letter of  29 April, 
Lonsdale admitted defeat,  asking simply that Soho forward  'whatever may be ready' for 
shipment to Mexico on 15 May.7 8 

This was done. The first  portion of  the order, consisting of  three cases containing 103 
dies, thirty-seven collars, twelve pairs of  layers-on, and a matrix plate for  creating number 
and letter punches, left  Birmingham on 3 May. Another thirty-six dies followed  a week 
later in a fourth  case.79 They sailed on the Dasher. 

On 31 March 1831, Lonsdale informed  Boulton, Watt that word had been received in 
London of  the arrival in Guanajuato of  the shipment, which seems to have been received 
in late November. Unfortunately,  the six months spent in transit had left  their mark. The 
dies had been packed in Russian tallow, which was then in common use as a protection 
against moisture. When the first  case of  dies was opened, all were found  to be rusty: the 
tallow apparently contained salt. White wax was suggested as an alternative in future:  once 
it had served its purpose, it could be recycled into candles at the mint.80 

Meanwhile, more dies were leaving Soho, and more would soon arrive in Guanajuato. 
On 1 July 1830, Lonsdale told Boulton, Watt that the mint now desired some of  its dies 
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sent out in a hardened state, with all elements punched in — ten pairs dated 1830, another 
fifty  pairs dated 1831.81 This was a distinctly unusual request, and one might conclude that 
the facility  was now so desperate for  dies that it was willing to accept the risk that the 
assayers might leave office  before  the dies arrived, and a new combination of  initials would 
render them useless for  coining. Someone in the Association had second thoughts: two 
days later, Lonsdale rescinded the order.8 2 But a smaller one for  finished  dies was placed 
later that month,8 3 and it probably arrived in the autumn of  1830, at about the same time as 
the four  cases mentioned above. The coiners found  them most satisfactory,  and six more 
pairs, now dated 1831, were ordered on 8 January of  that year.84 

A notebook entry of  31 March 1831 states that the Guanajuato mint's original order had 
finally  been completed. Another six cases of  dies, 329 in all, were now at Soho, awaiting 
shipping instructions from  the Association. Additional collars and layers-on were also in 
readiness.85 

Thus far,  the dies manufactured  had been intended for  silver coinage of  the eight real 
denomination. But Soho would now venture into gold coinage as well. In mid-February 
1831, Lonsdale requested an estimate of  charges for  engraving a set of  master dies and 
taking impressions from  it for  three to six pairs of  working dies.86 The design wanted was 
enclosed in the letter and later lost, but we are safe  in assuming that dies for  the doubloon 
or eight escudo gold piece were under discussion here. Boulton, Watt's reply was 
satisfactory,  and Lonsdale therefore  ordered it to prepare a set of  master dies and to take 
four  pairs of  impressions for  coining doubloons from  the masters. As with the puncheons 
for  the silver piece of  eight, the originals here would incorporate all elements to appear on 
the actual coins except for  the assayers' initials and the final  figure  in the date. The working 
dies would be prepared with these last elements punched in, and hardened so that they 
could be put in service as soon as they arrived at their destination.87 Lonsdale received trial 
impressions from  the new dies on 24 March, pronounced them good, and instructed Soho 
to complete the working dies in time to send them to Mexico on board the April packet.88 

The coining dies in fact  left  Birmingham on their long journey to Mexico on 18 April. The 
masters remained at Soho, retained there for  future  use.89 

While the Guanajuato mint was finding  a solution to its requirements for  dies in one 
area, it was allowing the situation in another to reach a point of  desperation. This was the 
category of  'small money', or subsidiary silver coinage. To a letter of  12 August 1834, 
Lonsdale appended the observations of  Edward Hurry, who had gone out to Guanajuato 
in a senior capacity some years earlier. Hurry said that the current state of  engraving for 
smaller coins was 'so bad that we must be under the necessity of  risking an Importation of 
Dies'. That being the case, Lonsdale directed Boulton, Watt & Company to prepare six 
pairs each of  four,  two, one, and half  real dies as quickly as possible. As with the larger 
dies, the areas for  the assayers' initials and the final  digit of  the date were to be left  blank 
on the smaller; the dies were to be sent out soft,  along with the letter and numeral punches 
which would be necessary to finish  the work.90 

8 1 George B. Lonsdale to Boulton, Watt & Company, 1 
July 1830. 

8 2 George B. Lonsdale to Boulton. Watt & Company, 3 
July 1830. 

8 3 George B. Lonsdale to Boulton. Watt & Company, 13 
July 1830. 

8 4 George B. Lonsdale to Boulton. Watt & Company, 8 
January 1831. 

8 5 BRL, Mint Book [Number 38], pp. 207-208. 
8 6 George B. Lonsdale to Boulton. Watt & Company. 15 

February 1831. 

8 7 George B. Lonsdale to Boulton, Watt & Company, 18 
February 1831. 

8 8 George B. Lonsdale to Boulton. Watt & Company. 25 
March 1831. 

8 9 BRL. Mint Book [Number 38], p. 211 (entry of  19 
April 1831). 

9 0 George B. Lonsdale to Matthew Robinson Boulton. 12 
August 1834. Hurry's observations are undated but were 
likely sent to England early that year, and a copy of  them 
was appended to this letter. 
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There ensued extensive correspondence as to the accuracy of  the dies to be sent. The 
four  real dies came in for  the greatest criticism. Writing on 12 September, Lonsdale 
observed that a specimen coin had been received on the ninth, but that it had many 
incorrect elements, such as limited space for  the assayers' initials, the lack of  a dot after  the 
obverse legend, a Liberty cap of  incorrect size, etc., all of  which would generate suspicions 
on the part of  Mexican authorities, who would forbid  the use of  the dies 'if  they differ  in 
any way from  their own'." The half  real and real likewise came in for  criticism, the 
engraving deemed too large for  the modules of  the coins. Lonsdale was uncertain as to the 
justice of  this view, however (as Boulton, Watt must have been unclear as to its meaning), 
and Soho was directed to be the final  judge of  its own work.92 Despite these quibblings 
over designs, the dies were prepared to everyone's satisfaction  at last, and they departed 
Birmingham on 28 February 1835. Significantly,  the original dies for  each denomination 
were shipped as well.93 

The purveyance of  coinage dies to the Guanajuato mint would claim the attentions of 
Boulton, Watt during the final  two decades of  that firm's  existence. What were these dies 
like? Were they faithful  copies of  the Mexican originals, whose products could pass 
unnoticed among the other coins of  the Mexican Republic? Or were they different  enough 
to generate comment and cause suspicion? 

The answer depends on the denomination. For the eight real coin, which was always the 
most important denomination struck at the mint (indeed, at all other Mexican federal 
mints as well), the British dies were fairly  faithful  copies of  the Mexican prototypes. But 
the peculiar long denticles were abandoned for  the borders, and the obverse eagle and 
reverse Liberty cap were both rendered with somewhat greater skill on the British dies 
than they had been on the Mexican ones (pi. 1, no.l). These changes took place on 
1830-dated coins, the 'improved' version evidently representing the first  shipment of 
Birmingham dies. The new dies displayed one additional point of  difference.  Original 
Mexican dies had featured  a single dot after  the date, separating it from  the assayers' 
initials. Writing at the beginning of  1831, Lonsdale complained that the six pairs of  1831-
dated dies sent out the previous July bore three dots in that position (pi. 1, no. 3). He 
requested Boulton, Watt to remove the two extra ones on dies prepared in future.94  In this 
instance, his plea for  consistency between the new and the old was ignored, and the spare 
stops remained on pesos struck by the Guanajuato mint through 1843. Lonsdale had 
greater success with another denomination. Boulton, Watt had initially prepared dies for 
the four  real piece with the same superfluous  dots in the same position, but an irate letter 
persuaded the firm  to abandon them.9 5 They never appeared on smaller silver coins, even 
in the pattern stage. Nor are they found  on gold. 

Pradeau speculated that the triangle formed  by the three dots might have been intended 
as a secret reference  to Freemasonry.96 It is certainly true that the Masonic movement had 
many adherents among the educated minority of  the day — indeed, some of  the earliest 
political battles in the new nation had been fought  between conservative escoseses (Scottish 
Rite Masons) and liberal yorkinos  (York Rite Masons), the former  supported by the 
British minister H. G. Ward, the latter by his American counterpart, Joel R. Poinsett. But 
it is also possible that the triangle formed  by the dots was intended as a privy mark to 
indicate the origin of  the dies. It also appeared on pesos from  the Chihuahua mint, at a 

1,1 George B. Lonsdale to Matthew Robinson Boulton, 12 
September 1834. 

9 2 George B. Lonsdale to Matthew Robinson Boulton, 31 
October 1834. 

9 3 BRL. Mint Book [Number 28], p. 198. 

9 4 George B. Lonsdale to Boulton, Watt & Company, 8 
January 1831. 

9 5 George B. Lonsdale to Matthew Robinson Boulton, 12 
September 1834. 

9 6 Pradcau. Ill, 116-17. 
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time when Boulton, Watt was making dies for  that facility  as well as for  Guanajuato.97 

While Pradeau recorded such extra dots on issues from  San Luis Potosi and Guadalajara,98 

he provided no illustrations. For now, the meaning (if  any) of  the three dots cannot be 
deciphered; but their employment as a secret mark by Soho cannot be discounted. 

For gold, there was little obvious change in dies until the end of  the 1830s. An 
examination of  an 1830 doubloon, struck from  Mexican dies, with an 1832 coin of  the same 
denomination, manufactured  from  dies provided by Boulton, Watt & Company, shows 
only minor differences  in the eagle, the position of  the pole of  the Liberty cap, in the mint 
mark, and in the figures  of  the date. The greatest variation between the two coins lies in the 
use of  long denticles in 1830 and shorter ones in 1832, parallelling a phenomenon already 
seen on pieces of  eight of  the same period (pi. 1, nos 2 and 4). 

For minor coinage, the changes were more obvious. The lament of  Edward Hurry had 
some substance: the quality of  engraving for  subsidiary coins was wretched, as a 
photograph of  two one real pieces attests (pi. 1, no.5). As has been noted, dies for  minor 
coinage were sent to Guanajuato in February 1835; unlike those for  the eight real piece, 
they displayed obvious differences  in style from  their Mexican predecessors. Obverses 
featured  a more naturalistic eagle of  a markedly improved style. Reverses depicted a 
Liberty cap of  an almost perfectly  triangular shape, surrounded by thin, carefully  executed 
rays. The differences  between old and new, Mexican and British, are well suggested by two 
medios,  half  real pieces, one struck in 1833, the other in 1841 (pi. 1, nos 6 and 7). 

Gold would eventually receive a similar treatment. The records at Soho become 
fragmentary  at this point, but John Potts, who served with the Guanajuato mint in the late 
1830s, sent a report to the Anglo-Mexican Mint Association on 20 July 1838, which was 
duly passed on to Matthew Robinson Boulton. Potts observed that 'our gold Dies are very 
bad'. Could a few  doubloon dies be created and sent out to Mexico along with the next 
shipment of  eight real dies? If  so, the doubloon dies ought to be sent in a soft  state, with 
blank spaces left  for  the assayers' initials and for  the final  two digits of  the date.9 9 Soho 
records indicate that six pairs of  dies of  this description were prepared in the early part of 
November.100 But a major reform  appears to have been envisaged. Soho was soon busy 
preparing original dies for  three other gold denominations. They are not named in the 
archives, but they must certainly correspond to the four,  two, and one escudo size, as the 
half  escudo was not struck at Guanajuato until 1845. An artist named Shinff  was engaged 
to engrave the masters, and he was instructed to copy the smaller engravings 'from  his own 
larger one' rather than from  earlier Mexican coins, 'which seem to be but rude 
productions'.101 The Association was eventually charged a total of  £31 for  preparation of 
punches and dies for  the three denominations which had been redesigned.102 

There is a hint here that the eight escudo coin had been reworked, its design changes 
corresponding with those adopted for  the lower denominations. But such dies were not 
immediately placed into service. The doubloons of  1839 were created from  masters of 
1831, and it is not until 1840 that the new masters were put into use. The dies they created 
are distinguished by the realistic eagle already seen on minor silver coinage, as well as by a 
modest improvement in the reverse design (pi. 1, no. 8, pi. 2, no. 9). 

Thus amended, dies continued to travel from  Birmingham to Guanajuato through the 
1830s and into the 1840s. The turn of  the decade necessitated extra work for  Soho on at 

9 7 John Potts to Boulton, Watt & Company, 30 May 1848. 
9 8 Pradeau, III, 117. 
9 9 'Extract [of]  Mr Potts's report 20th July 1838.' From a 

marginal note on the first  page, it appears that Potts's views 
were sent to Soho with a covering letter on 26 October 1838. 

1 ( 1 0 BRL, Mint Book. Mint^and Coinage Day Book, 

1834-1849, p. 56 (entry for  10 November 1838). 
1 0 1 Matthew Robinson Boulton to J. Westley, 25 October 

1838. 
1 0 2 BRL, Mint Book, Mint and Coinage Day Book, 

1834-1849, pp. 57, 59 (notations for  24 November and 31 
December 1838). 
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least one occasion: for  30 November 1840, we have a record of  a charge of  £17. 5s. 'for  30 
new dollar dies altered from  183 to 184' (a cost of  l i s . 6d. per die) . 1 0 3 And we have one of 
the coins, by way of  evidence (pi. 2, nos 10 and 11). 

It was one matter to create dies for  a mint in the interior of  a backward country. It was 
quite another to get them there safely.  Throughout the dealings between the Guanajuato 
mint and the Anglo-Mexican Mint Association on the one hand, and Boulton, Watt & 
Company on the other, there was a climate of  fear,  an element of  risk. The viewpoint of 
the Mexican government concerning dies used for  coining was indicated earlier; briefly 
recapitulated, they were to be created from  officially  provided matrices, or they would risk 
confiscation.  Assuming that one believed the risk worthwhile, what was the best way of 
getting dies into the country without penalty? 

There were two possibilities, mutually complementary. One could rely upon an absolute 
conformity  with the native product. Soho came fairly  close to achieving this goal with the 
large silver, which constituted the bulk of  its die production. The piece of  eight enjoyed a 
wide circulation in Mexico, and it was regularly exported to the Far East as well: dies for 
this coin had  to closely resemble Mexican dies. But no such effort  was expended on 
subsidiary coins, which never entered the export trade and which, due to their lower value, 
were less likely to draw attention to themselves. Gold adhered faithfully  to official  models 
for  the first  ten years, then, somewhat inexplicably, it was also allowed to differ  from  the 
products of  other mints, and from  the earlier products of  the Guanajuato mint. But gold 
would have formed  a very small percentage of  the coinage in national circulation; nor did it 
commonly enter the channels of  the oriental trade. 

Another possibility for  avoiding detection was to smuggle dies past the ever-vigilant 
customs officials  at Veracruz. The Birmingham Archives contain two references  to this 
activity, both from  late 1838. 

The longer of  the two is found  in John Potts's 'Report', cited above. Referring  to dies for 
eight real pieces, Potts somewhat breathlessly observed that 'especial care must be taken 
that they be packed in such a manner, as to avoid detection  in the Custom Houses; or they 
will  be seized,'.  He then went on to suggest a way of  doing so. Take iron tubing, of  the size 
of  the base of  an eight real die, put the dies in the tubing, and, to keep them from  rattling 
(and also to give the tubing the weight of  a solid iron cylinder, which is how it was being 
disguised), put granulated lead pellets and mutton suet in the tubing. The lead and the suet 
would both be useful  at the mint, the lead for  assaying and the suet for  die preservation. 
The tubing should be sealed off  on either end with flanges  ('well adapted by a turning 
lathe'), sprung into place by heat. What you would obtain would be something which 
would look like a pillar for  machinery, 'which I think will completely avoide suspicion'.104 

Shorter and more oblique, the second reference  came from  the current Chairman of  the 
Anglo-Mexican Mint Association, John Schneider. In regard to a shipment of  eight dies 
about to leave Birmingham, Schneider advises that 'the Tubes prepared for  the Dies' 
should be called 'Iron rollers for  mint purposes'105, which suggests that Potts's idea would 
be tried on at least one occasion. 

If  the British felt  they could get the better of  the Mexicans, the latter had other ideas. 
The Memoria  of  1849 relates that 'por los anos de 30 o 31' (around 1830 or 1831) dies were 
prepared in London, using matrices which had been provided to the Guanajuato mint by 
the central facility  in Mexico City. The Anglo-Mexican Mint Association had dies done in 
England either for  reasons of  cost or in the belief  that better quality would be obtained 

1 0 3 BRL, Mint Book, Mint and Coinage Day Book, 1 0 5 John Schneider to Matthew Robinson Bouiton, 2 
1834-1849, p. 80 (emphasis in original). November 1838. 

1 0 4 'Extract [of]  Mr Potts's report 20th July 1838.' 
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there than in Mexico. Whatever the reasons, the dies were duly shipped to Veracruz, 
disguised as machinery. Fortunately, an alert official  named Joaquin Lebrija, who was 
serving as Administrator of  Customs at the time, sensed illegality in the making, gathered 
the suspect crates together, and dispatched them to the proper authorities. Despite this 
success, the Memoria  sadly concluded that, after  repeated remonstrances, the Guanajuato 
mint had never produced dies in conformity  with the masters which had been sent to i t . 1 0 6 

By the late 1830s, the risks inherent in the importation of  dies from  Great Britain was 
leading the Guanajuato coiners in a logical, new direction. While they would continue to 
get some of  their dies from  England, they would make others in Mexico. As they did so, 
they would share in a phenomenon seen in countless other episodes of  the Industrial 
Revolution: attempting to make use of  a new technology, they would actually improve 
upon it. 

The new ways centred on dies for  pieces of  eight, always in heavy use at a Mexican 
mint. Potts's 'Report' of  July 1838 advised that the local stock of  lower or cap dies was 
nearly exhausted, 'but we have taken the precaution to make punches from  them, the 
Eagle [upper or obverse] die also, so as to enable us to make dies from  them ourselves 
when required'. They had made trial dies from  the makeshift  puncheons; these dies 
worked 'as well as any that we have from  England'. In one respect, the Mexican-made dies 
were better than those the British sent over in the early 1830s. The latter had been 
provided with sharp, right-angle edges, because they had originally been intended for  use 
with a collar. (This was due to the fact  that, as originally conceived, the Guanajuato mint 
would receive steam presses from  Boulton, Watt. In the firm's  technology, steam coining 
presses were always used in conjunction with restraining collars. The collars made little 
sense in connection with the hand-powered presses which actually struck Guanajuato's 
money, although collars, and the layers-on which worked with them, were exported to the 
mint all the same.) Under Mexican conditions, the sharp-angled dies tended to break at the 
corners. The new, locally made dies recognized this defect  in the British ones, and they 
were therefore  'left  broader, and the corners rounded by which that defect  is remedied'.107 

The constant worry over clashes with authorities may have been responsible for  another 
chapter in the story of  the Guanajuato mint: after  1842, it made a determined effort  to 
bring its product into full  conformity  with the rest of  the national coinage. 

As archival material is essentially lacking, we must depend on the coins themselves to 
clearly see our way at this point. We are considering two phenomena, a shift  from  'English' 
dies to 'Mexican' ones, and a change in die axis from  medallic (faces  aligned at twelve 
o'clock) to monetary (faces  aligned at six o'clock). Changes in the one always occur at the 
same time as changes in the other. 

For the half  real, these take place in 1842. For the real, coins are lacking in either the 
American Numismatic Society or the Smithsonian Institution to make a precise determi-
nation as to time; but things have definitely  taken place by 1846. The two real coin is struck 
by dies of  the English type through 1842; in the following  year, dies of  the Mexican type 
succeed them, and the six o'clock die axis replaces the twelve o'clock (pi. 2, nos 12 and 13). 
Both dies and die axes for  the four  real coins change in 1843. 

For the heart of  the Mexican monetary system, the piece of  eight, 'English' dies and 
medallic axes were used through 1843. There were minor die changes in 1844 (most 
notably, the removal of  the extra dots after  the date), and the die axis assumed a six o'clock 
orientation at the same time. 

Being rarer than the silver, gold coinage is more difficult  to document. But the most 
important gold denomination, the doubloon, was struck from  both 'English' and 'Mexican' 

106 Mexic0_  Memoriu,  p. 35. 1117 'Extract [of]  Mr Potts' report 20th July 1838. 
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dies in 1843, and both die axes are represented on coins from  that year. Predictably, the 
axis on coins from  'English' dies is always set at twelve o'clock, while that on money struck 
from  'Mexican' dies is consistently at six. 

All of  this should not lead us to conclude that Guanajuato was preparing all of  its own 
dies (and using matrices from  Mexico City to do so) after  1842. Small orders for  dies from 
Birmingham are recorded for  1843,108 much larger ones for  1848. One of  the latter 
involved 205 four  real dies,1 0 9 the other 300 eight real dies;1 1 0 but strict conformity  was 
now the rule, and coins struck for  the 1848 British dies cannot be distinguished from  those 
of  the same date struck from  Mexican ones. 

We may see the design changes of  1842-3 as a local response to a national call for 
numismatic consistency. We can, perhaps, account for  the change in die axis in the same 
fashion.  In the first  few  years after  Independence, Mexico's coins had retained the twelve 
o'clock orientation used for  issues of  the Spanish colony. But the central mint at Mexico 
City broke away from  the past at the beginning of  1827, adopting the six o'clock axis. And 
other mints followed  suit, particularly in the 1840s. Zacatecas abandoned the old way for 
the new in mid-1842, at almost the same instant as Guanajuato. The process would take 
many years to complete, but I think we are safe  in assuming that, in addition to ordering 
mints to prepare their dies in a consistent fashion,  inspired by a single source, the Mexican 
federal  government was now requesting that they orient them in a consistent position in the 
coining press. The object would be a decrease in the incidence of  counterfeiting. 

The changes of  1842-3 may also be connected to local disputes within the state of 
Guanajuato. The Anglo-Mexican Mint Association had not made itself  popular there, and, 
as its concession was coming up for  renewal early in 1842, the Junta  Departmental,  the 
governing body of  the area, sent a communication to the central government on 28 
January, asking that the concession be abrogated.111 In such an atmosphere, the mint's 
personnel may have felt  more inclined to fall  in with a general pattern now being 
encouraged. 

The drive for  consistency did not affect  purely state coinage, and the mints struck 
cuartillas and octavos (quarter and eighth real pieces) for  local consumption on a fairly 
regular basis. Guanajuato did so between 1828 and 1830, would do so again in 1856 and 
1857. The issues of  the first  series featured  a fairly  striking design, whose effectiveness  was 
partially lost due to the primitive conditions under which the coins were manufactured. 
Their metallic composition varied from  something approaching pure copper to something 
resembling brass. In Edward Hurry's opinion, the coins were made of  an alloy in an effort 
to make them impossible to counterfeit.  But the benefit  was lost because of  the 
inconsistency of  the alloy put in use; it would be wiser, he thought, to increase security by 
improving the engraving and the way in which the coins were manufactured112  (pi. 2, no. 
14). 

Inevitably, this would involve Boulton, Watt & Company. Lonsdale sent two of  the 
Guanajuato state coins to Soho on 13 December 1831. The Board of  Directors of  the 
Anglo-Mexican Mint Association would be pleased to learn how much it would cost to 
produce similar but better coins, 'for  the purpose of  being sent out as a sample'; further,  at 
what rate could Boulton, Watt 'supply such coins in a considerable quantity'? Lonsdale 
observed that the quality of  copper to be used for  the pro jected issue would be the same as 

1 0 8 BRL, Mint and Coinage Day Book, 1834-1849, p. 95 
(notations for  8 and 31 July 1843). 

1 0 9 BRL, Mint and Coinage Day Book, 1834-1849, p. 113 
(notation for  20 April 1848; the orders refers  to 'Half  Dollar 
Dies'). 

1111 BRL, Mint and Coinage Day Book, 1834-1849, (entry 

of  30 May 1848). 
1 1 1 Mexico, Mcmoria,  p. 34. 
1 1 2 Edward Hurry's remarks were included in a letter of 

26 December 1831 from  George B. Lonsdale to Matthew 
Robinson Boulton. 
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that employed for  British coinage, but a lower standard was permissible if  it would answer 
the purpose.1 1 3 

Matthew Robinson Boulton replied in an affirmative  manner, and his firm  was 
authorized to prepare original dies for  the cuartilla and strike a dozen specimens from 
them. It was in this letter that Edward Hurry's observations were included for  Soho's 
guidance. Hurry believed that 'the engraver may indulge his talent as to ornament and 
difficulty  of  imitation, [as] it is only necessary to preserve the words and the main figures, 
for  which he may perhaps select a more delicate attitude'. He added that, as the Mexicans 
seemed to like their coins in various colours, 'it might not . . . be amiss to meet their 
prejudices': Boulton, Watt should send out specimens in several alloys, so that the 
authorities in Guanajuato might choose between them and copper for  their coinage.114 

Boulton sent three casts of  possible designs to Lonsdale on 27 December. The latter's 
reply, dated the twenty-ninth, is most revealing. Whatever Mr Hurry might think about 
changing the designs of  the coins, the Association was 'apprehensive that any material 
deviation in the design, would be rejected by the authorities in Mexico'. Lonsdale 
accordingly requested that Boulton return the two Guanajuato state coins, so that they 
could be shown to the Mexican minister in London ('or to some other person who may be 
familiarly  acquainted with the coin of  the Country & whose opinion may be of  value') - an 
obvious attempt to shift  responsibility for  the project to someone else.1 1 5 

The Mexican minister was duly approached, but he shifted  responsibility as well, 
explaining that, as he represented the entire nation, and as the coin under discussion was 
exclusively for  circulation within a state, he could not give the information  required. 
Lonsdale told the diplomat that the seated figure  represented Peace, 'on account of  the 
sprig held in her left  hand, which appears more like an olive branch than any thing else'. 
The diplomat replied that the figure  might equally be intended to represent Liberty. An 
impasse ensued, and the Association would therefore  have to take the risk, have Boulton, 
Watt make the dies, strike the patterns, and hope that they were approved once they 
reached Guanajuato. A 'fac  simile' must be engraved, 'as near as possible to the original, 
due allowance being made for  superior workmanship and a perfect  figure  as far  as the 
imagination can make it out'. The casts and the coins would be returned to Soho-so that the 
work could proceed.1 1 6 

The work did proceed. On 24 January 1832, Lonsdale acknowledged receipt of  two 
specimen cuartillas from  Boulton, Watt. The Association's Board of  Directors judged 
them adequate; could a dozen or so trials be delivered to London by 14 February, for 
shipment on the next packet?1 1 7 

As it happened, they could not, and Boulton quickly wrote Lonsdale to tell him so. The 
latter urged him to do his best: the packet was set to leave Falmouth on the eighteenth, and 
by sending the trial strikes directly from  Soho, they might still arrive there in time to 
intercept the ship.1 1 8 The reason for  Lonsdale's insistence on speed is not preserved in the 
archives, but the Association might have reasonably concluded that, considering the 
speculative nature of  the venture, it would be wisest to provide the Guanajuato authorities 
with an accomplished fact  as quickly as possible. Lonsdale was writing in a similar vein a 
fortnight  later ."9 He eventually did receive the specimens, but not, it appears, in time for 

George B. Lonsdale to Boulton, Watt & Company, 13 
December 1831. 

1 1 4 George B. Lonsdale to Matthew Robinson Boulton, 
26 December 1831. 

1 1 5 George B. Lonsdale to Matthew Robinson Boulton, 
29 December 1831. 

George B. Lonsdale to Matthew Robinson Boulton, 4 

January 1832. 
1 1 7 George B. Lonsdale to Matthew Robinson Boulton, 

24 January 1832. 
" x George B. Lonsdale to Matthew Robinson Boulton, 

27 January 1832. 
1 1 9 George B. Lonsdale to Matthew Robinson Boulton. 

10 February 1832. 



144 BOULTON, WATT AND THE GUANAJUATO MINT 

the all-important Mexican packet.1 2 0 And the project never went beyond the pattern stage. 
But the prototypes themselves still exist. They are masterpieces of  the art of  the engraver, 
and one rather wishes they had seen service in Mexico. They were struck in a collar, and, 
as Boulton had apparently insisted,121 they were struck in copper. They bore the date 1828, 
perhaps Boulton's way of  making a dramatic comparison between his product and the 
miserable Guanajuato coin of  the same date. 

They may have links to a final  coin, a pattern cuartilla of  1836. Buttrey and Hubbard 
tentatively assign this piece to Guanajuato, either struck at that facility  or for  it, but add 
that 'the origin of  the pattern is unknown'.1 2 2 One might note, however, that the reverse is 
a close copy of  the reverse used for  the 1828-dated pattern, while the obverse eagle bears a 
close resemblance to the eagle employed for  subsidiary silver and gold coinage dies made 
in England for  the Guanajuato mint. 

But it does not necessarily follow  that the new patterns were intended for  production at 
Guanajuato. That they were made at Soho is, I think, more than likely. There appears to 
be nothing in surviving correspondence concerning them, but there is a notation in one of 
the Soho Mint Books for  a charge of  £7. 7s. for  the preparation of  '1 Original & 3 Moneying 
dies', intended for  'a Mexn. Copper Coinage'. The entry is dated 31 December 1835.123 

This notation is not connected with correspondence with the Guanajuato mint at that time 
concerning a copper coinage. The idea of  such a coinage for  the state was never mentioned 
in letters or in Mint Books after  1832. But if  the coinage were not intended for 
Guanajuato, could it be the entering wedge in a campaign by Boulton, Watt to strike 
copper coinage for  Mexico itself?  Are we to read the entry literally? 

Perhaps we should. There had been a federal  copper coinage, struck at the Mexico City 
mint, since 1829. It had been dramatically lowered in weight during the first  year of  its 
emission, after  it was found  that its copper content equaled or exceeded its face  value. But 
the new coins, whose intrinsic worth was now much below their stated one, were 
unpopular with the public: they were badly struck on antiquated machinery, and they 
encouraged counterfeiting.  The national government coined them in huge quantities, 
however, because they represented a real profit  to the minting authority. In time, people 
refused  to accept them at face  value or, indeed, at all. The government belatedly awoke to 
the problem, and it finally  enacted a law on 17 January 1837, suspending copper coinage at 
all  mints, providing as well for  a complicated system of  amortization of  the millions of  coins 
in private hands.1 2 4 

Here, probably, is where the 1836 cuartilla ought to be introduced into the discussion. 
While there is no way of  telling for  certain, my view is that Boulton, Watt & Company is 
likely to have been advised by those in Guanajuato of  the problems with federal  coppers, 
and therefore  decided to submit a pattern, carefully  made from  good copper, artistically 
designed, and struck in a collar, to the Mexican federal  authorities for  their consideration. 
The intention would probably have been to mint any resulting coinage order at Soho, as 
with the Guanajuato patterns of  the early 1830s. Pradeau makes brief  mention of  a trial 
for  federal  copper coinage, whose description agrees precisely with the 1836 pattern 
illustrated, adding that it was not approved.125 Here, I believe, is the answer to the identity 
and the origins of  the copper cuartilla pattern of  1836. 

The involvement of  Boulton, Watt & Company with the Guanajuato mint had been 
heavy between 1825 and 1834. There was another burst of  activity in 1838, even as the 

1 2 0 George B. Lonsdale to John Robinson, 6 March 1832. 
1 2 1 George B. Lonsdale to Matthew Robinson Boulton, 4 

January 1832. 
1 2 2 Theodore V. Buttrey, Jr. and Clyde Hubbard, /I 

Guide  Book of  Mexican  Coins,  3rd ed. (Racine, Wisconsin: 

Western Publishing Company. Inc., 1977), p. 222. 
1 2 3 BRL, Mint Book. Mint and Coinage Day Book, 

1834-1849, p. 25. 
1 2 4 Pradeau, I, 354-64. 
1 2 5 Pradeau, I, 362. 
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coiners were informing  Soho that they now needed less help, that coining skills were 
passing from  the Birmingham firm  to themselves. Matthew Robinson Boulton died in 
1842, aged seventy-two. His partner would follow  him six year later, aged eighty.126 The 
firm  entered a decline after  Boulton's death, and, upon Watt's demise, it was decided to 
disband the company and sell its assets. This was done at mid-century. But even at the end, 
there would still be a connection between the British company and the Mexican mint. An 
entry in the Soho records for  18 April 1848 makes reference  to 500 dies to be sent to 
Guanajuato (300 for  eight real coins, 200 for  four  real pieces).127 The larger dies are those 
referred  to elsewhere, while the smaller very likely correspond to the order for  205 'Half 
Dollar Dies' cited above. Preparation of  500 dies would have constituted a large affair  even 
in the heyday of  the connection, in the early 1830s. And the firm  was filling  an order for 
machine parts as late as 30 April 1849, at a time when the walls were coming down around 
i t . 1 2 8 

It must have been an unusual time for  all concerned, especially for  those in Birmingham. 
So much was drawing to a close, and while machinery could be reemployed (and so could 
skilled workers), there must have been a sense of  loss, a perception of  the passing of  an 
era. 

But traces of  that era remain, and its significance  has dimmed but slightly; only we take a 
meaning from  it different  from  that seen by the men of  1850. Our view shows finely  struck 
coins and profits  for  the makers of  the dies which struck those coins; and so did theirs. But 
our perception encompasses other things as well, features  of  a landscape they never saw. 
We see the workings of  an advanced technology, exported to a backward region. We see 
the myriad concessions and compensations made in tardy recognition of  that dichotomy. 
(A coining machine will not work by steam; redesign it to work by hand. Collars are 
impractical here; well, then, abandon them and coin as you can.) We also see a change, a 
shift  from  a complete reliance on foreign  technology to a greater dependence on a local 
one, and a local technology which is beginning to outdo the imported one. In brief,  we are 
able to perceive that the minor activities of  an up-country mint are, in some ways, a 
paradigm and a symbol of  the phases of  a much larger entity, the Industrial Revolution. It 
is this view which was denied to the men of  1850. But we are in their debt, for  they were its 
creators. 

1 2 6 Information  kindly supplied by J. D. Warner-Davies, 
Principal Archivist. City of  Birmingham, 6 May 1986. 

1 2 7 BRL, Matthew Robinson Boulton Notebook 

(1847-49); no pagination. 
1 2 X BRL, Mint Book. Mint and Coinage Day Book 

1834-1849, p. 116. 
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