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A Mystery Unsolved – Sydney F. Martin at NSI-NB in the Footsteps of 

17th Century Saint Patrick’s Coinage of Ireland 
 

According to the Irish Annals, in the year of our Lord 432 a former slave shepherd returned to Ireland 

to preach Christianity amongst the pagan Irish, following the divine “voice of the Irish”. He was not 

received well at first when landed at Wicklow, so then he moved up north consecrating his first 

sanctuary at Saul. His spiritual deeds during the lifetime were legendary, as well as the epic battle for 

his body afterwards. Patrick was his name, and his highly ascetic monasticism, great wisdom and 

dauntless courage earned him apostolic glory and brightest disciples in the centuries to come. For 

more than a thousand years since his arrival in Ireland, Saint Patrick has been synonymous of Irish, 

particularly during the turbulent periods of the Irish history and national upraise.   

In the numismatic history of Ireland, the iconic figure of Saint Patrick has also been about for nearly a 

millennium. An Anglo-Norman lord named John De Courcy struck coins in Downpatrick in the name of 

Saint Patrick in the late 12th century. There were other examples throughout the medieval times, but 

perhaps the most prolific and undoubtedly the least understood issue was that of small and large 

copper units, conventionally attributed as “farthings” and “halfpennies”, struck sometime in the 17th 

century somewhere in Ireland, England or on the continent by someone very skilled in mass 

production for some reason that must have been so important for such an unprecedented 

iconography. The copper units appeared in circulation as halfpennies and farthings in Ireland and as 

pennies and halfpennies on Isle of Man for a short time in the late 17th century, and a large body of 

the coins were brought to West New Jersey in 1681 by an English Quaker merchant named Mark 

Newby, where they were circulated as a colonial coinage, backed by Newby’s property and land. For 

more than three centuries the mystery of the Saint Patrick’s, also referred to as the Floreat Rex, 

coinage has been puzzling the brightest minds of the scholars and collectors, yet no one has ever put 

an ultimate claim of solving this conundrum. 

Syndey F. Martin, a highly successful industrialist, lecturer and currently the president of the American 

Numismatic Society (ANS), has embarked on a journey of gaining an ultimate insight in the history of 

the Saint Patrick’s coinage, following his previous success in studying Rosa Americana colonial coinage 

of William Wood culminated in an authoritative numismatic reference. He is also the author of The 

Hibernia Coinage of William Wood, which is a must-have reference for any collector of the colonial 

coinage, senior and amateur alike. The methodology adopted by Sydney has been proven by time and 

is based on a systematic study of the dies 

from the largest assemblage of the coins 

ever amassed, including those in the 

personal possession, as well as in private 

and museum collections worldwide. The 

approach also includes metallographic 

analysis and meticulous review of the 

reported archaeological and less recorded 

metaldetectorist finds and historical 

records. The latter appeared to be rather 

inconsistent and poorly supported by the 

material evidence.  
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On his quest for new specimens and stats, and further to the previous reconnaissance visit by an 

American photographer William Gleckner, Sydney himself has arrived in Ireland to review in person 

museum and private collections in Belfast and Dublin. The Northern Branch of the Numismatic Society 

of Ireland (www.numsocirelandnb.com) have been extremely fortunate to host the talk presented by 

Sydney at Denman International Ltd, Clandeboye Road, Bangor on Saturday 27th May 2017.  The venue 

was made available by the courtesy of Mr John Rainey, MBE, member of NSI-NB and an avid collector 

of the 17th century Irish coinage. The assistance of Mrs Rainey with the finger buffet and drinks was 

absolutely indispensable and very tasty indeed. 

After the chairman’s greetings and 

personal introductions by each NSI-NB 

member present, Sydney gave a very 

comprehensive review of the historical 

and modern opinions, his research 

methodology, key statistics and 

observations on the Saint Patrick’s coins 

from various sources that form the main 

body of his new research catalogue. As the 

critical pieces of material and literary 

evidence were systematically revealed, it 

appeared that the Saint Patrick’s coins were struck mainly in copper with very consistent alloy 

contents. A few coins were struck in silver and there is a unique piece in gold from “farthing” dies. The 

large and small copper weights are rather hectic and barely correlate between two nominals. The 

coins feature concurrent safety devices, including a splash of molten brass over the royal crown on 

the obverse, as well as edge reeding. The study of a peculiar fabrication feature on the “farthing” 

pieces, along with the die link analysis, allowed Sydney to identify two distinct groups of “farthings”, 

which may be attributed to different issues or mints.      

It is believed that the iconography of the coins is based upon the portrayal depiction of Saint Patrick 

that appeared in Messingham’s Florilegium Insulae Sanctorum (1624), although with some distinctive 

alterations possibly made to appeal to the eyes of the commoners. The obverse of the “farthing” coins 

of the series shows Saint Patrick dressed in bishop’s garments and holding a double-cross crosier. He 

is depicted expelling snakes and some unidentified nefarious creatures from Ireland, symbolised by 

the cathedral to the right of the saint, down into the sea. The tale of the snake expulsion first appeared 

in 1200’s in Topographia Hibernica by Gerald of Wales and since then has become a popular folk motif. 

  

The obverse of the larger, “halfpenny” coin shows St Patrick preaching to his flock and holding a 

shamrock alluding to the doctrine of the Holy Trinity. To his right is a shield with three barbicans, 

http://www.numsocirelandnb.com/
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suggesting the city arms of Dublin. Although the 

written records of the parable first appeared in 1726, 

it has been reported by some earlier observers that 

the common folks in Ireland used to wear shamrocks 

on their garments during festivities as far back as in 

1670s. The reverse design of both coins shows a king 

kneeling playing a harp, while devotionally gazing up 

on the royal crown above. The figure has been 

broadly identified as King David singing psalms, as 

king Charles I as a Christian martyr, based on the 

postural similarity with the allegorical frontispiece of 

the Eikon Basilike (1649), or Charles II, and even as 

Brian Boru, the last true high king of Ireland. The harp 

pillar bears a semi-nude winged female figure, which 

can often be found on English and Scottish coins from 

the second quarter of the 17th century.  

The date and place of issue of the Saint Patrick’s coins 

are still not known exactly, neither do their purpose 

and historical context. According to the 

archaeological records, the coins must have been 

struck before 1675, as evidenced by the presence of 

two “farthing” coins in a poor condition in a hoard of 273 coins recovered from the yacht Mary which 

sank on March 24, 1675, on its way from Dublin to Chester. Some scholars postulate the issue date as 

1641-1642, yet the evidence is rather speculative. The current numismatic literature tends to support 

Danforth’s conjuncture that the coins were struck on the order of the Lord-Lieutenant Ormonde 

between 1667 and 1669.  

Based upon his most comprehensive review of the 

available Saint Patrick’s coins in existence, Sydney 

identified over 190 die varieties of the farthings and a 

substantial number of dies for the halfpennies. This 

has allowed him to propose a new plausible taxonomy 

of the die varieties. The analysis of the die cracks 

suggests different minting techniques for the larger 

and smaller coins. Given the estimated survival rate of 

1-3% for the colonial coinage, Sydney proposed that 

there should be some 3,000 coins still around from the 

coin bulk once brought by Newby in West New Jersey, 

which would make a very representative group for 

accurate statistical analysis.   
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In his new book devoted to the Saint 

Patrick’s coinage, Sydney argues that the 

coins did not actually started their life as 

monetary units, but rather as identity 

tokens. They may have been used as 

communion tokens as well. Given the 

estimated production cost, there would be 

just a marginal profit gained from both 

“farthings” and “halfpennies”, which 

makes them economically unfeasible as 

currency. On the other hand, as advocated 

by the NSI-NB members, as identity pieces 

these coppers would need no safety features and high-precision manufacture (the accurate brass 

splash alignment). Certainly, the mystery of the Saint Patrick’s coins cannot be solved without knowing 

exactly their dates and historical context.  

Toward the end of the meeting, the speaker raised a concern with regard to the metaldetecting 

practices. It is believed that Saint Patrick’s coins are still being found in Ireland, yet the finds are rarely 

reported and properly recorded. The coins are considered as a US colonial coinage and given the 

strength of the US market they would appear in the auction sales and on eBay with false or 

unidentified provenance. Each coin found within archaeological context is vital for the studies, so the 

numismatic societies should probably keep an eye on the matter.  

A single specimen of Saint Patrick’s “farthing” was displayed by the NSI-NB member Randal Scott, 

which drew much attention of the speaker and audience. Despite the punched hole and some weak 

parts, the coin appeared to be in fully identifiable condition. The coin was weighed, photographed and 

recorded for Sydney’s virtual catalogue. For the rest, it was a great pleasure to handle a historical 

piece, which although being Irish by nature and 

symbolism can barely be found in a medium-

budget collection in Ireland.  

Closing the meeting, the NSI-NB Chairman Alan 

Dunlop on behalf of the Society gave thanks to 

Sydney for the opportunity to learn on one of the 

most interesting periods of the Irish coinage. In 

recognition of the outstanding quality of the 

research, personal commitment and valuable 

contribution to the Irish numismatics, Sydney was 

presented with the Society Anniversary medal and 

a round of cheers. We all wish Sydney a great 

success in his studies and promise to stay alerted 

and share relevant finding and new information in 

the future.      

   

Disclaimer: the meeting notes were recorded by Alexey Shitvov, member NSI-NB, in all sincerity. The 

coin illustrations and bookplates are in the open access. For corrections and details, please contact 

the author via http://www.numsocirelandnb.com/contact  

http://www.numsocirelandnb.com/contact

