‘Extensive and convenient, elegant and comfortable’: an 18th-
century countermarked inn token from Worcester
Murray Andrews

The recent sale by St. James’ Auctions of treasures from the Baldwin’s vault has
provided a welcome opportunity to get re-acquainted with a long-lost Worcestershire
token.() Offered as part of a mixed lot of countermarked silver and bronzes, the piece
in question can be described as follows:

Obv.  GVLIELMV[S] I[IIl DEI GR]A, laureate and draped bust right.

Rev. [MAG BR FRA ET HIB REX ....], cross of armorial shields worn flat and
countermarked with ‘FIELDHOUSE / Crown Hotel / WORCESTER in three
lines, separated with spacers.

Edge: OCTAVO.

Silver; diameter 32mm; weight 13.63g.

Though mostly worn flat, surviving traces of the obverse and edge legends and the bust
unmistakably belong to a London halfcrown of William I, dated to the period 1696~
1698. This undertype, coupled with the reverse countermark, match the specimen with
an identical, and apparently unique, countermarked William IIT halfcrown first noted in
1871 by the Worcester antiquarian Richard Woof (1821-1877).) While Woof never
described the token’s whereabouts, it was recorded a decade later by the Bromsgrove
numismatist William Alfred Cotton (1853-1889) among the collection of Charles
Williams of Moseley Lodge, Birmingham, and its subsequent location has long been
unclear.® The rediscovery of the token in the Baldwin’s vault marks a satisfying
chapter in its collection history, and also provides a welcome opportunity to consider
wider issues surrounding its dating, attribution, and wider historical context.®

As previously noted, the Crown Hotel token is countermarked on the reverse of a well-
worn halfcrown of William III, and is distinct for its mixture of incuse text and spacer
motifs rendered in upper and lower case serifs. While similar types of countermarked
token were produced throughout the 18th and 19th centuries, by far the closest stylistic

June 2024 Token Corresponding Society Bulletin
Page 254 Vol.14 No.7

parallels for the Crown Hotel piece are the Abergavenny and Kidderminster tokens of
the vintner Thomas Massey, which were overstruck on Restoration- and Georgian-era
halfpence and have been recently redated to the 1780s and 1790s.© Stylistic evidence
might therefore suggest that the Crown Hotel token also dates to the late 18th-century,
an inference that otherwise fits well with our knowledge of the longevity of Williamite
coins in a century of irregular and declining silver output.® Evidence from the Redmire
(North Yorkshire, TPQ 1770), Ripple (Worcestershire, TPQ 1775), Mill Street,
Stafford (Staffordshire, TPQ 1775), and Hampton Place, Exeter (Devon, TPQ 1798)
hoards, for example, shows that halfcrowns and shillings of William III made up a not-
inconsiderable portion of England’s silver currency well into the reign of George III,
and by this time many pieces — including, very probably, the specimen reused for the
Crown Hotel token — were nearly worn flat after decades in circulation.”

The numismatic evidence for a late 18th-century date is a significant clue towards the
token’s historical attribution, which is otherwise complicated by a three line
countermark that can be read in two different ways: either horizontal to circumferential,
i.e. ‘Crown Hotel, Fieldhouse, Worcester’, or top to bottom, i.e. ‘Fieldhouse, Crown
Hotel, Worcester’. The first reading is locative, situating the Crown Hotel at an address
in Fieldhouse, a small neighbourhood around Wyld’s Lane in the city’s south-eastern
suburbs,® while the second is proprietorial, attributing the token to an issuer named
Fieldhouse based at the Crown Hotel in Worcester. Evaluating both options in light of
the proposed dating allows us to discount the first reading: there is no documentary
evidence for a ‘Crown Hotel’ in Fieldhouse, and evidence from George Young’s 1779
plan of Worcester shows that the neighbourhood was an undeveloped area within the
enclosed Blockhouse Fields during the period in question.®> Conversely, written
sources help us to identify an individual named Fieldhouse with late 18th-century links
to a ‘Crown Hotel’: Benjamin Fieldhouse (c.1761-1821), gentleman of Worcester.(1?

Benjamin Fieldhouse first arrived in Worcester in February 1792, fresh off a stint as
master of the Angel Inn in Ludlow, Shropshire.!) The move proved to be a defining
moment in the young man’s life: by the end of the month, he had married his wife,
Mary Nelmes, and taken up a new post as proprietor of the Star and Garter, a coaching
inn on Foregate Street, the main road north out of the city towards Droitwich and
Birmingham.(? Publicans like Fieldhouse plied a healthy trade in late 18th-century
Worcester, an expanding county town whose economy rode the crest of the growing
glovemaking and porcelain industries, and would have found a great deal of custom
from the throngs of industrialists, farmers, merchants, lawyers, and clergymen that
arrived in the city from the Midlands and Wales for business and leisure.'® However,
Fieldhouse was not the only new arrival on the scene, and in March 1792 the Berrow’s
Worcester Journal noted the arrival of Thomas Wells as the new proprietor of the
Crown Inn in Broad Street, an old-established coaching inn on the city’s second-busiest
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commercial street (Fig. 1).0 While Worcester’s Georgian innkeepers naturally jostled

for custom, Fieldhouse and Wells entered into an unusually fierce competition, which

may have had as much to do with the personalities of the two ambitious arrivistes as it

did with their traditional commercial interests. The latter certainly had a considerable

degree of overlap: both inns were capacious and well-equipped properties on the main

roads north and west of the city centre, and their proprietors would have vied for the

attention of the same clientele of wealthy businessmen and travellers seeking provisions

and rest. In the event, the Berrow’s Worcester Journal records something of the rivalry

that arose between the pair in this period, which was expressed through commercial tit-

for-tat — as soon as one inn opened a staging post for an inter-city coach, the other began
servicing a rival provider on the same route ! — and more than a little skulduggery: as
early as July 1792, Wells could complain that certain ‘persons in the Publick Line of
Business’ were spreading malicious rumours, and had started directing customers to

competing inns.(®

Figure 1: The Crown Inn, Broad Street.

Competition between Wells and Fieldhouse came to a head four years after both men
had arrived in Worcester. In April 1796 rumours yet again circulated of Wells’ intention
to vacate the Crown, and by the end of the month had reached such a pitch that he was
forced to issue a rebuttal in the local press.('”” However, matters were not all as they
seemed, and it is clear that he had fallen into a considerable amount of debt over the
summer months. Dismayed by the turn of events, in mid-September Wells placed a
notice in the Berrow’s Worcester Journal notifying readers of his intention to quit the
premises by the end of the month, ‘much against his Will, and contrary to his
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Expectation’."® While there seem to have been plans to sell the property at auction,
these were evidently rescinded within days, as a subsequent notice in the newspaper
describes how Wells had now ‘disposed of his Goods, Stock, and Business, by PRIVATE
CONTRACT; and that the said Inn is intended to be newly fitted up and kept open by
the Purchaser’."® The name of the purchaser is left unstated, but is made clear in the
very next issue of the Berrow’s Worcester Journal: Benjamin Fieldhouse, owner of the
Star and Garter (Fig. 2).?%
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Figure 2: Notice in Berrow’s Worcester Journal naming Benjamin Fieldhouse.

Having vanquished his competitor, Fieldhouse turned his hand to the refurbishment of
the new premises, and by October 1797 he was publishing advertisements for the newly
improved ‘Crown Inn and Hotel” in a range of provincial newspapers. These boasted
of the quality of his establishment — ‘the extensive and convenient scale of the house,
the elegant and comfortable manner in which it is furnished, its numerous and
commodious offices — the circumstance of there being no stage coach to or from it in
the night time — and its central location’ — as well as its new endowments, including ‘a
Coffee-Room, where the Irish, London, and Provincial Papers are taken in’.?" The
publicity drive clearly worked, and within a few years both of his premises at the Crown
and the Star and Garter would find recommendations in popular traveller’s guides by
John Cary and Daniel Paterson.®® While the business prospered under his direction for
a decade, by 1808 Fieldhouse had relinquished direct management and refocused his
attention on the Star and Garter; however, he retained close ties to the Crown, and
remained a major shareholder in the inn until his death in 1821.3)
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Given the details of Fieldhouse’s career, it seems likely that the late 18th-century
numismatic dating of the countermarked Crown Hotel token should be refined further
to ¢.1796-1797, i.e. the period of his acquisition, improvement, and advertisement of
the ‘Crown Inn and Hotel’. If, as seems likely, the token was intended primarily as an
advertisement for Fieldhouse’s new premises, the decision to strike the countermark on
a halfcrown might represent a peculiar form of ‘audience targeting’: with a moderate
face value of 2s. 6d., these silver coins were particularly liable to circulate among
upper- to middle-income coin users, including the Crown’s principal clientele of
‘Nobility, Gentry, Travellers, & others’.*¥

Figure 3:

The proposed dating of the Crown Hotel token prompts speculation on its relationship
to the series of countermarked halfpenny tokens issued by the vintner Thomas Massey
at Ludlow, Kidderminster, and Abergavenny in the 1770s, 1780s, and 1790s. These
tokens, and particularly the Kidderminster varieties (Fig. 3), share many stylistic traits
with the later Crown Hotel token, and none are attributed to locations especially distant
from Worcester: the nearest, Kidderminster, lies just 22km to the north in the same
county, and the furthest, Abergavenny, is roughly 70km to the south-west.?> It is not
inconceivable that Fieldhouse had himself encountered the Massey halfpence in
circulation, perhaps as beer money passing over the counter of the Crown or Star and
Garter, and took them as an inspiration for his own token series. This possibility
becomes ever greater when we acknowledge Fieldhouse’s documented history as an
innkeeper in Ludlow — Massey’s base of operations until the early 1780s — as well as
Massey’s own career selling wine and spirits across the Welsh Border. Given the
overlap of dates, locations, and businesses, it is entirely possible, and perhaps even
likely, that the men had some kind of personal or business acquaintance. These two
complementary series might, therefore, offer a rare glimpse of the dissemination of
countermarking traditions in time and space, facilitated in this instance by overlapping
business interests and geographical proximity.
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