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Coinage of Queen Victoria 
Desmond Rainey, Member NSI-NB 

 

I have always had a fascination with Victorian coins, ever since I first started checking coins in my 

change back in 1960. All the monarchs were there – Elizabeth II, George VI, George V, Edward VII, and 

of course Victoria. I was particularly interested in the pennies, and tried to build up a date series, 

looking out especially for those with an H or KN at the date. It didn’t matter how worn they were, and 

coins were circulating in those days that were worn flat. There was a particular magic about the 

Victorian Bun-Heads, and I remember keeping them in matchboxes and other containers.  

One of the first things I learnt about 

Victoria was that she had had a very long 

reign – over 63 years, the longest of any 

British monarch [until our present Queen 

Elizabeth II]. This meant that there was a 

variety of different types to collect. Two of 

these types are shown on this medallion 

struck in 1897 to mark the diamond 

jubilee of the reign. This was the official 

Royal Mint issue, struck in gold, silver and 

bronze. We have the Young Head by 

William Wyon, chief engraver at the Mint 

at the start of the reign, although this has 

been re-worked on the medal by George 

William de Saulles. And to contrast this we have the Veiled Head by Thomas Brock, which appeared 

on the coins current at the time of the Jubilee. The legend around the Veiled Head reads VICTORIA 

ANNUM REGNI SEXAGESIMUM FELICITER CLAUDIT XX IUN. MDCCCXCVII. (Victoria happily brings to a 

close the 60th year of the reign 20th June 1897). The reverse reads LONGITUDO DIERUM IN 

DEXTERAEIUS ET IN SINISTRA GLORIA (a quotation from Proverbs 3:16 – Length of days is in her right 

hand; and in her left hand riches and honour AV). The date 1837 is almost lost in the branch of leaves 

below the bust.   

Victoria was only 18 years old when she 

became Queen in 1837. This is a crown of 

her grandfather George III, designed by 

the Italian Benedetto Pistrucci. Both 

obverse and reverse give quite a bit of 

prominence to the engraver’s name. The 

reverse is probably Pistrucci’s most well-

known design, that of St. George slaying 

the dragon. But the reason I show the coin 

is because of the date, 1819.  
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For Alexandrina Victoria was born in that 

year in Kensington Palace, on the 24th 

May, the only child of Edward Duke of 

Kent, fourth son of George III, and his wife 

Maria Louisa Victoria of Saxe-Coburg-

Saalfeld. She was only 8-month old when 

both her father and grandfather died in 

January 1820. Many years later one of her 

granddaughters was to ask her, rather 

thoughtlessly, if she had ever been shown 

to George III. The response was one of 

outrage: “What? Show a baby to a 

madman!”   

Victoria’s uncle, the Prince Regent, now became King George IV. This is a halfcrown dated 1825 

showing the second bust, based on the much-admired marble bust by Sir Francis Chantrey. Pistrucci 

was originally asked to copy this on to the 

coinage, but refused to do so, as he 

considered that an artist of his calibre 

should not be expected to copy the work 

of another. And so, the commission was 

given to William Wyon. This halfcrown 

also has the third reverse - an elaborate 

shield surmounted by an armorial helmet 

and decorated with a ribbon inscribed 

DIEU ET MON DROIT (God and my right – 

the motto of the monarch) at the foot.  

During this period Victoria was brought 

up under the guidance of her mother. Her 

maternal uncle Prince Leopold was very 

much a father figure and a great influence. He later became King Leopold I of the Belgians. Shortly 

before George IV’s death in 1830 she was studying a genealogical table which her tutor had inserted 

in her history book. She then said: “I see I 

am nearer to the throne than I thought”. 

This caused her to burst into tears, but 

she then composed herself and uttered 

her famous remark: “I will be good”. This 

family tree shows just how her succession 

came about. George IV’s only legitimate 

child, his daughter Charlotte, had died in 

1817. The succession to George IV would 

then have passed to his brother Frederick, 

Duke of York, but he had died in 1827. The 

next son was William, Duke of Clarence, 

and he now became king. His only 

legitimate children were two daughters - 

Charlotte and Elizabeth. But Charlotte had 
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died in 1819 on the day on which she was 

born, while Elizabeth died in March 1821 

when not quite 3-month old. All this 

meant that Victoria was now heiress 

presumptive to the Crown.  

William IV was known as the Sailor King 

because the navy was where he had made 

a career for himself, and in 1811 he had 

become Admiral of the Fleet. Less 

flatteringly he was called Silly Billy 

because he could be blundering and 

stupid at times. He was also liable to 

meddle in parliamentary matters, which 

he should have stayed clear of. This is a copper penny of William of 1831. Both obverse and reverse 

are by William Wyon, and again the profile of the king is taken from a bust by Francis Chantrey. The 

figure of Britannia has by now become the standard reverse on the copper coinage. The king was 

apparently fond of Victoria, but he had a 

strong dislike for her mother. He dreaded 

the prospect of the mother becoming 

Regent following his death, as would have 

happened while Victoria was still a minor. 

But in May 1837 Victoria reached her 18th 

birthday and a Regency was avoided, 

much to the King’s relief. A month later 

William died, and Victoria became Queen. 

One of her first acts was aimed at freeing 

herself from her mother’s influence – she 

had her bed removed from her mother’s 

room, which they had hitherto always 

shared.   

Victoria may have become Queen of Great Britain, but as a woman she was barred from the succession 

in Hanover. And so, the throne of Hanover now passed to William IV’s next surviving brother – Ernest 

Augustus, Duke of Cumberland. He was very unpopular in Britain because of his outspoken criticism 

of parliamentary reform, and his 

departure from England became the 

subject of a well-known brass medalet or 

token, sometimes used as a card counter, 

known as the Cumberland Jack. The 

obverse depicts the young Queen with the 

legend VICTORIA REGINA, while the 

reverse is a satirical parody on Pistrucci’s 

sovereign. Indeed, some of these 

Cumberland Jacks may have been passed 

as sovereigns or half-sovereigns when the 

brass was newly minted. But instead of St. 

George on horseback, we have the figure 
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of the Duke on horseback galloping off to Hanover, as the inscription tells us. The most usual date is 

1837. This was a case of good riddance. 

Meanwhile in Britain there was the 

coronation of the young Victoria to look 

forward to. This took place in 

Westminster Abbey on 28th  June 1838, 

and again the medallists were busy. This 

is an example in white metal, and it has a 

diademed bust of the Queen facing left 

with the legend VICTORIA ASCENDED THE 

BRITISH THRONE JUNE 20, 1837 IN THE 

19TH YEAR OF HER AGE. The reverse shows 

her enthroned, attended by Britannia and 

Justice, and flanked by Commerce and 

Industry. The word “Coronation” appears 

at the top, while in the exergue is AT 

WESTMINSTER JUNE 28TH 1838.  

There was further cause for celebration in 

1840 when Victoria married her first 

cousin, Albert of Saxe-Coburg-Gotha. 

Albert was a serious and conscientious 

man with a high sense of morality, and 

Victoria became very attached to him. So 

much so that when he died in 1861 at the 

early age of 42 she withdrew from public 

life for many years. Albert, who was given 

the title of Prince Consort in 1857, wasn’t 

so popular with the British public because 

his German connections made him 

suspect in their eyes.  

This genealogical table shows the family of Victoria and Albert. As you can see, there were nine 

children, and at one time most of the crowned heads of Europe were descended from Victoria.  

The Great Exhibition of 1851 at the Crystal 

Palace was Albert’s brainchild. This was 

basically a showcase of Britain’s economic 

strength in the world. As an example of 

this, she had smelted two million tonnes 

of iron in the past year, more than the rest 

of the world put together. Let’s take a look 

at some pictures of Victorian Britain. 
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This shows a typical scene of Victorian 

industry. Factories grew up all over the 

country. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Scenes such as this became a thing of the 

past as social conscience developed, and 

women and children were banned from 

working in the mines.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Britain’s transport system was 

transformed as the railway network took 

shape, replacing canals and horse-drawn 

transport.  
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The first steamships crossed the Atlantic, 

such as the Great Western. The British 

Empire expanded, and Britain’s navy 

continued to rule the waves.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

But Britain managed to keep out of armed 

conflict in Europe, apart from the Crimean 

War of 1854-6. Here we see Victoria with 

her allies, the Sultan of Turkey and 

Napoleon III of France.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

There were other wars, mainly in Africa. 

Here we see General Gordon about to be 

murdered at Khartoum in the Sudan by 

the forces of the Mahdi. And at the close 

of the reign we had the war in South 

Africa against the Boers.   
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Personalities from Victorian times 

included Lord Palmerston, Benjamin 

Disraeli, William Ewart Gladstone, all 

prime ministers. And here we also have 

the writer Charles Dickens, William Booth, 

founder of the Salvation Army, and 

Florence Nightingale, the Lady with the 

Lamp.   

So, what about the coins? At the 

beginning of the reign the battle between 

Pistrucci and William Wyon was at its 

height. Pistrucci engraved the dies for the 

official Coronation medal of 1838, yet it is 

Wyon’s Guildhall medal of the same year that has endured, since it was adapted for the postage 

stamps introduced in 1840 and became something of a symbol of the Victorian era.  

For the coinage, Wyon produced an 

appealing profile of the 18-year-old 

Queen. This has become known as the 

Young Head, and it was nicknamed as the 

‘bun portrait’ because of the style of 

Victoria’s hair. No higher denomination of 

the Young Head was issued for circulation 

than the sovereign, but in 1839 Wyon 

engraved dies for a gold five-pound piece 

which exists in proof form only. The 

reverse was a perfect complement to 

Pistrucci’s St. George and the dragon 

since it depicted Una and the lion from 

the same legend. The young Queen was of 

course Una. In her left hand she carried the orb of state and in her right she guided the British lion 

with her sceptre. The Latin legend around 

the top was DIRIGE DEUS GRESSUS MEOS 

(Direct, O Lord, my steps). In the exergue 

was the date in Roman numerals, and, like 

Pistrucci’s larger coins, is Wyon’s name in 

full – W. Wyon R.A., the initials signifying 

his elevation to the Royal Academy in 

1838.  

 

On the sovereigns and half sovereigns 

Wyon’s signature was more discreet – 

simply W.W. on the truncation of the 

neck. The obverse legend reads VICTORIA 

DEI GRATIA, and has the date at the foot. The reverse reads BRITANNIARUM REGINA FID. DEF., and 

has a heraldic shield in a plain wreathed frame. The half sovereigns had a rococo garnished frame. The 

Hanoverian elements have been omitted from the shield as Victoria now had no jurisdiction in 
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Hanover. The last shield back sovereigns 

to be struck in London were dated 1874, 

although the half-sovereign retained the 

shield.  British sovereigns were also struck 

in Australia where gold had been 

discovered. At first these were of local 

type for domestic use in Australia, but 

later British-type coins were issued with a 

shield reverse at Sydney from 1871 and 

Melbourne from 1872. A small letter S 

below the wreath on the reverse shows 

this example to be from the Sydney mint. 

Much of this coinage was brought back to 

Britain for circulation.   

And this is an example from Melbourne, 

denoted by the letter M below the bust. 

The reverse in this case is St. George and 

the Ddagon, which made its re-

appearance in 1871. Both reverse types 

were struck simultaneously at the 

Australian mints up to 1887, although 

London stuck to St. George after 1874. 

Note the small letter BP (for Benedetto 

Pistrucci) to the right of the date, which 

has moved to the reverse. Victorian 

sovereigns and half-sovereigns were 

struck in abundant quantities in most 

years, both for general circulation and 

bullion.    

As in the immediately preceding reigns, 

there was little enthusiasm for the crown, 

which was struck in relatively few years. 

The first crowns of 1839 were proofs, but 

in 1844 they were issued in large 

quantities, with a smaller number in 1845 

and even fewer in 1847. This example is of 

1845. The obverse has the young head 

obverse of William Wyon with a crowned 

shield on the reverse similar to that on the 

sovereigns of the period. The edge 

inscription reads DECUS ET TUTAMEN 

ANNO REGNI VIII (in the case of this coin).  
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In 1846 Wyon engraved dies for a crown 

of an entirely new design, known as the 

Gothic crown from its unusual portrait of 

Victoria in the manner of the Gothic 

Revival and its use of Old English lettering. 

Crowns of 1846 had a plain edge and are 

regarded as patterns or proofs, though 

some 8,000 are believed to have been 

struck for allocation to the London 

banking houses. Gothic crowns were 

struck in some quantity in 1847. This is an 

example. These are scarcer than the 1847 

Young Head crowns, and they may have 

been intended as a commemorative issue 

to mark Victoria’s tenth anniversary on the throne. It is doubtful if they were struck for circulation as 

they would have been expensive to produce in quantity, being carefully struck from well-buffed dies. 

Both obverse and reverse are by Wyon, the reverse returning to a cruciform arrangement of heraldic 

shields, with the star of the Garter in the 

centre and floral emblems of the United 

Kingdom in the angles. The Latin motto on 

the reverse is borrowed from the gold 

unites of James I – TUEATUR UNITA DEUS 

(May God protect the United). The motto 

is balanced at the foot by the date, also in 

Latin – ANNO DOM MDCCCXLVII. The 

edge inscription reads DECUS ET 

TUTAMEN ANNO REGNI UNDECIMO. 

There are also scarce proof examples with 

a plain edge. Gothic crowns were also 

produced for the proof set of 1853.   

Halfcrowns similar to the crown were 

struck for general circulation in 1839-50 (except 1847). 1839 is extremely scarce, while 1841 and 1848 

struck over 1846 are also scarce. This example is dated 1845. Most versions have two plain fillets or 

headbands, but a variant has one ornamented. Halfcrowns of 1839 and 1840 have the initials WW on 

the truncation. Though generally 

discontinued in 1850, proofs were issued 

in the year set of 1853.  

After a gap of more than two decades, the 

halfcrown was resuscitated in 1874, and 

issued annually thereafter until 1887. 

These coins were similar to the 

halfcrowns of 1841-53 but were inferior in 

finish. This example is dated 1878. All 

years are common.  
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The reason for the temporary suspension 

of the halfcrown was the emergence of an 

entirely new denomination, the florin or 

one-tenth of a pound, as proclaimed on 

the reverse. It was introduced in 1849 

with a value of two shillings, as the first 

step towards decimalisation. The 

advocates of a decimal system were 

divided between those who favoured a 

pound of 100 pence and those who 

favoured one of 1,000 milles. Pattern 

silver centums exist with the reverse 

inscribed “100 milles – one centum – one-

tenth of a pound”. The term centum was 

abandoned to avoid confusion with the American cent, then on par with the British halfpenny, and 

the Continental term florin adopted. The name also had a medieval ring to it, and this suited the 

fashion of the day. The design of the florin followed that of the Gothic Crown, both in profile and 

heraldic emblems, but in the original 

version of 1849 we have block lettering. 

The obverse was simply inscribed 

VICTORIA REGINA, with no reference to 

the Grace of God, so it became known as 

the Graceless or Godless Florin.  

The Godless Florin proved extremely 

unpopular, and there was a tendency to 

blame natural disasters on the omission of 

the “Grace of God”. Victoria herself is said 

to have been displeased by the omission 

and requested the type to be discontinued. 

It was replaced by the Gothic type, with 

the “grace of God” restored. A few Gothic 

florins were struck in 1851 in connection with the Great Exhibition, but these are very rare, and none 

were minted for general circulation until 1852. These had Old English script on both sides, with the 

obverse legend modified to include D.G. BRIT. REG. MDCCCLI. With the exception of 1861, 1878 and 

1882, Gothic florins were minted each 

year until 1887. 1854 is extremely rare, 

while 1863 is also elusive. This example is 

1866 and you can see the die number 

below the bust beside the initials W.W. 

for William Wyon. Die numbers were 

shown on the coins between 1864 and 

1879. These were intended to test the 

wear of the dies and also appear on the 

sovereign, half-sovereign, shilling and 

sixpence, but not the threepence or the 

bronze coins.  
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In 1868 the abbreviation for Britain was 

changed to BRITT:, indicating a plural 

form (of the Britains). At this time the 

Queen was given a more aquiline nose 

and slightly different hair style.   The 

example of 1886 shows a further revised 

portrait of Victoria issued from 1880 

onwards. It is more mature and 

somewhat larger than the earlier type.  

This is one of the first shillings issued in 

1838, with Wyon’s initials on the 

truncation. This also appeared on the 

proofs of 1839 but was omitted from the 

ordinary shillings of 1839 and subsequent years. The inscription reads VICTORIA DEI GRATIA 

BRITANNIAR: REG: F: D: The reverse continues the type of William IV, the value appearing within a 

crowned wreath, with the date below.  

There were four different heads used on 

young head shillings. The 1838 coin is 

shown top left. Top right is a shilling of 

1846. You can see that Wyon’s initials 

have been omitted on this. This has the 

second head of Victoria, which is slightly 

larger than the first and with a longer curl 

at the back. These shillings were struck in 

each year up till 1867, except for 1847. A 

few exist with the date 1848 overstruck 

on 1846, but these are very scarce. The 

scarcest dates are 1850 and 1854. Then in 

1867 a third profile of Victoria was 

adopted (bottom left). This portrait was in 

lower relief and again slightly larger than its predecessor. Lower relief gave a longer life to the dies as 

less pressure was needed to strike the coins. There are differences in the hair at the back, while the 

nose is more pronounced, the mouth fuller, and the angle of truncation slightly altered. These were 

minted in each year up to 1879, although 

third head shillings of 1867 are scarce, the 

second head being much more common. 

This example is from 1873. A fourth head 

showing older features (bottom right) was 

used from 1879. These shillings were 

minted in substantial quantities, only 

1882 being scarce. This example is dated 

1880.  

Young head sixpences also follow the type 

of William IV and are similar to the shilling, 

with the value appearing within a 

crowned wreath. This is an example of the 
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first head, used until 1866. The date on 

this piece is 1844. There are no sixpences 

for 1847, 1849 or 1861. 1848 and 1862 

are scarce. 

There are three young heads used on the 

sixpence. On the left is the 1844 example. 

In the centre is the second young head 

sixpence dated 1873. These were struck in 

each year from 1867 to 1880, and are all 

common. A third young head sixpence 

was struck from 1880 to 1887. The 

example on the right is dated 1887. The 

Queen’s hair is thinner and in long waves, 

with no lock on the cheek. There is also larger lettering on the reverse.  

 

 

On the left is the reverse of the 1873 

shilling. You can see the die number 

above the date.  Die numbers were used 

from 1864-79. And on the right is the 

reverse of the 1873 sixpence. Note again 

the die number above the date, die 

numbers being used from 1864-79, 

although a substantial quantity of 

sixpences dated 1871, 1877 and 1879 do 

not have a die number.  

 

 

 

 

The groat of four pence had been re-

introduced to the currency in 1836 under 

William IV, and this was continued under 

Victoria. These coins are known as 

Britannia groats due to their portrayal of 

Britannia on the reverse. They were also 

nicknamed as Joeys after Joseph Hume, a 

politician of the day, who suggested that 

the groat be adopted Groats were 

produced from 1838-55, except 1850. The 

scarcest dates are 1851-3.  
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Threepences similar in design to the 

shilling and sixpence were issued in 1838-

87, those down to 1844 being intended 

for colonial use in the West Indies, as 

were the very scarce 1847, 1848 and 

1852. This example dated 1845 is of the 

first bust, issued until 1861.  These coins 

have a high relief and the ear is fully 

visible.  

 

 

 

 

 

The 1845 threepence is shown top left.  A 

variety of the first bust (top right) was 

issued from 1859 to 1868. This had a 

slightly older portrait with an aquiline 

nose. The top of the ear was now covered 

by strands of hair. This example is from 

1868. A second bust (bottom left) was 

introduced in 1867. This was slightly larger 

than the first bust and in lower relief. The 

mouth is fuller, the nose more 

pronounced, and there is a rounded 

truncation at the neck. This example is 

dated 1875. They were minted until 1879. 

The final example of young head 

Threepence (bottom right) is from 1887. This is the third bust, produced from 1880 to 1887, and 

displays older features with the mouth closed and a variation on the strands of hair leading from the 

bun.  

Silver three-halfpence, inscribed 1½ on 

the reverse, were struck in 1838-43, 1860 

and 1862 solely for colonial use, mainly in 

Ceylon and the Ionian Islands. The value 

1½ appears on the reverse. This example 

is dated 1860.  
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The Maundy series remained unchanged 

from 1838-87. These sets appeared 

annually in steadily increasing numbers as 

the Queen advanced in years, since the 

distribution was made to men and 

women in numbers equal to the years in 

the Queen’s age. However, up until 1909 

an unlimited number was made available 

to collectors and the general public 

through the banks.  

 

 

 

 

A copper coinage was issued from 1838 to 

1860, although pennies did not appear for 

general circulation until 1841, the date of 

this example. However, a bronzed proof 

exists for 1839, along with the halfpenny 

and farthing. The seated Britannia was 

retained for the penny, halfpenny and 

farthing, with the date appearing on the 

obverse, while the exergue on the reverse 

was occupied by a spray of heraldic 

flowers.  

 

 

 

 

No pennies exist for 1842, 1850 or 1852. 

Scarce dates are 1843, 1849 and 1856, 

with the 1860 copper penny being 

extremely rare. 1860 pennies are all 

struck over 1859 and were not issued for 

circulation. Proofs of the copper coins 

also appear in the 1853 proof set, which 

has not received the bronze treatment 

given to the 1839 set. In this example of 

1853 Britannia has an ornamental trident. 

This was the more usual type.   
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But between 1853 and 1857 a plain 

trident version also exists, as in the 

example on the right from 1855.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The halfpenny was similar to the penny 

and was minted in most years 

commencing with 1838. This one is dated 

1855. The only version existing for 1839 

are the bronzed proofs, while 1840, 1842 

and 1850 do not exist. 1845 is scarce, and 

1860 exceedingly rare.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Isle of Man halfpennies were struck in 

1839, as were pennies and farthings. The 

reverse has the triskelion of Man and the 

motto QUOQUNQUE IECERIS STABIT 

(Wherever you throw it, it will stand). 
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The most widely used denomination in 

early Victorian times was the farthing, a 

handy little coin which had real spending 

power in the mid-19th century, especially 

after the repeal of the Corn Laws 

dramatically brought down the price of 

bread. Copper farthings were minted 

annually from 1838-60, with 1844 being a 

scarce date, and once again those of 1860 

are extremely rare. Farthings also appear 

in the proof sets of 1839 and 1853.  

 

 

 

 

Half farthings, which circulated in Britain 

as well as the colonies, were issued in 

1839, 1842-4, 1847, 1851-4 and 1856, and 

had the value in words, surmounted by a 

crown, on the reverse. 1839 is scarce. 

They also appear in the 1853 proof set, 

but not that of 1839.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

Third farthings with the Britannia reverse 

were issued in 1844 for circulation in 

Malta.  

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

THE NUMISMATIC SOCIETY OF IRELAND NORTHERN BRANCH 17 

Quarter farthings of similar design to the 

half farthing were struck in 1839 and 

1851-3 for use in Ceylon. Proofs were 

included in the 1853 set.  

An indirect outcome of the Australian 

gold rush of the 1850s was a temporary 

shortage of copper. Miners in their 

thousands abandoned the copper mines 

of South Australia to flock to the 

goldfields. As Australia was at that time 

the principal source of copper, this had 

the effect of raising its price, at a time 

when there was strong public feeling 

against the copper coinage. The coins were too big, and copper was also too soft and wore easily. The 

result was the decision, taken in 1859, to abandon the pure copper coinage and adopt the cheaper 

alloy of bronze, in which copper was compounded with tin.  The first of the new bronze coinage, in 

reduced weights and sizes, appeared in 

December 1860.  Composition of the new 

coins was based on that adopted by 

France in 1852 and consisted of 95% 

copper, 4% tin and 1% zinc. Copper coins 

were demonetised on 31st December 

1869 and accepted by the Mint at face 

value until 30th July 1873.  

The opportunity was taken to update the 

Queen’s portrait, a task that fell to 

Leonard Charles Wyon, son of William, 

whom he had succeeded as chief 

engraver at the age of 24 in 1851. This 

penny of 1865 shows the result – the “bun 

head” depicting the queen as a still-youthful personality (in 1860 in her 41st year). Previous profiles 

had depicted her with a head-band or a crown, but she was now shown in the Roman fashion, with a 

laurel wreath. The seated Britannia on the reverse remained, but the date now replaced the flowers 

in the exergue, and after a gap of half a 

century the maritime symbols of George 

III’s coinage were restored. A lighthouse 

was added to the left of Britannia to 

balance a man o’ war on the right. The 

lighthouse appears to be a fairly accurate 

rendition of the third Eddystone tower, 

built by John Smeaton in 1756-9. The 

lighthouse remained longer on the coin 

than in reality, for it was undermined in 

1877 and replaced by the present 

structure in 1878-82.  
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The Mint couldn’t cope with the amount 

of bronze coins required in 1860, and so 

1,720 tons were subcontracted to James 

Watt & Co of Birmingham on 3rd 

September. Progress was slow, so a 

smaller supplementary contract was 

given to Ralph Heaton & Sons, also of 

Birmingham, on 17th December. By Spring 

1861 the Heaton contract was 

terminated, while James Watt completed 

their contract for the 1,720 tons on 11th 

June 1863. In comparison, during those 

two and a half years, the Royal Mint had 

only produced less than 200 tons of 

bronze coins.  

 

Bun pennies were struck each year from 

1860 to 1894. This is the great rarity of 

1869. 1871 is also a scarce date. 

No pennies were minted at the Royal Mint 

in 1876 and 1882. Once again Ralph 

Heaton & Sons of Birmingham were 

subcontracted to help out. Their coins 

may be recognised by the H mintmark 

which appears below the date. Heaton 

pennies were also struck in 1874-5 and 

1881. The 1875 H is scarce. It should be 

noted that the absence of Royal Mint 

bronze in 1876 was due to a breakdown in 

the antiquated machinery which shut down production completely for five months and led to the 

farming out of the bronze coinage to Heaton’s. It was proposed to move the site of the Royal Mint in 

the 1870s, both Somerset House and Whitefriars having been proposed. But this plan was dropped.  

Instead, part of the Tower Hill premises were re-constructed in 1882 and the upheavals led to Heaton’s 

being given sole responsibility for the 

bronze coins that year also.  
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The bun head portrait underwent several 

changes over the years. In 1874 for 

instance Victoria was aged. Some points 

to note are a thicker neck, changes to the 

ribbons of the hair, the bridge of the nose 

is pinched, the fabric rose is only half 

visible, and the name Victoria is more 

widely spaced.  

 

 

 

 

 

There are many different varieties of 

reverse. Some of the early ones have 

Wyon’s initials LCW  either below 

Britannia’s shield or at her foot. Others 

have wide dates. Here is a comparison 

between the 1865 and 1891 reverses. In 

the later example, the lighthouse is much 

thinner. There are also subtle changes to 

Britannia, for example her hair is shorter 

on the later coin, her right shoulder has 

dropped, her waist is slimmer with a 

larger gap between her and the trident 

shaft, and the diagonals of the shield are 

different.   

 

 

The halfpenny followed a similar pattern, 

struck annually at the Royal Mint, except 

in 1876 and 1882, although these dates 

exist with the Heaton mintmark. 

Altogether there are five dates with the 

Heaton mintmark, 1874-6 and 1881-2.  
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And this one is dated 1891. Again, like the 

penny there are variations of detail.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The farthing was the longest lived of the 

bun series, continuing to appear in 1895. 

This is an early example of 1860. Farthings 

were issued by the Royal Mint in most 

years, except 1870-1, 1874, 1876-7 and 

1882, and with the Heaton mintmark in 

the same five years as the penny and 

halfpenny. 1863 is the scarcest date.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Here is a late example dated 1895. 
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Third-farthings, for use in Malta, were 

struck intermittently between 1866 and 

1885 and differed from the other bun 

coins by having the profile truncated at 

the neck. This example is dated 1884.  

In 1887, the year of the Golden Jubilee, 

the designs of the gold and silver coinage 

were altered, although the bronze 

remained as it was. The queen was nearly 

70 now, yet the portrait on her coins was 

still basically that designed when she was 

a young woman, touched up once or 

twice to make her appearance more 

mature. Sir Joseph Boehm modelled the new portrait, and his initials JEB appear below the Queen’s 

bust. The Queen is portrayed in a mourning veil over the back of her head, as Victoria had remained 

in mourning for Albert since 1861. A miniature crown is perched precariously on top. The design was 

widely criticised and replaced in 1893. 

This is a sovereign of 1889. All jubilee 

head sovereigns have the St. George 

reverse, including those minted in 

Melbourne and Sydney, which have a 

small letter M or S on the ground. In 1887, 

the gold five-pound and two-pound 

pieces made a re-appearance in the same 

design as the sovereign. No two-pound 

coin had issued for circulation since 1823, 

and there was nothing comparable to the 

five-pounds since the 1753 five-guineas of 

George II. This was the only year they 

were struck. Sovereigns were struck each 

year at London until 1892, and at the 

Australian mints until 1893.  

 

This is the 1887 half sovereign. Half 

sovereigns retained the shield reverse, 

again with the letter M or S below for 

Melbourne and Sydney. They were struck 

at London up to 1893, but not in 1888 or 

1889. Melbourne half-sovereigns are 

dated 1887 and 1893, and those from 

Sydney 1887, 1889 and 1891.  
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This is the crown, struck in abundant 

quantities each year from 1887 to 1892. 

This was the first crown for general 

circulation since 1847, although it did 

appear in the 1853 proof set. For the 

jubilee crown there was a return to the St. 

George reverse, last used on a crown in 

1822. Unlike earlier crowns the edge is 

milled, with no edge inscription. 

Incidentally, there is a proof set dated 

1887 containing all coins from the five-

pounds down to the threepence.  

 

 

 

As a further move towards 

decimalisation, a four-shilling piece or 

double florin was issued in the jubilee 

series. This was soon being dubbed as the 

“barmaid’s grief”, as barmaids were 

frequently confused into regarding it as a 

crown and giving too much change. 

However, the double florin had a 

completely different reverse to the crown 

with a cruciform arrangement of heraldic 

shields. It has been spoken of as 

“radiating kitchen pokers and tea-trays”.  

Two versions exist, with either Arabic or 

Roman numeral (l or I) in the date. There 

is also a version which has the second I of Victoria’s name as an inverted 1. The public remained hostile 

to the new denomination, which was minted in each year down to 1890 and then abandoned.  

 

Jubilee halfcrowns were minted from 

1887 to 1892. The reverse again harks 

back to the coinage of George IV, 

resembling the design used in 1823-4, 

with a shield surrounded by the insignia of 

the Garter. The crown has been 

modernised.  
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The florin was a scaled-down version of 

the double-florin, with the same 

cruciform shields on the reverse and 

sceptres crossing at the angles. Two of 

these sceptres had the usual royal top, 

the others were topped by a harp and a 

thistle. The star of the Garter appears in 

the centre. Again, Jubilee florins were 

struck annually until 1892.  

 

 

 

 

 

The Jubilee shilling abandoned the 

wreathed value reverse and returned to 

the shield in Garter motif of the 1820s. 

Inclusion of the Queen’s titles in full 

rather cramps the effigy.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A new obverse was adopted in 1889 with 

a larger portrait and smaller lettering. 

Both types were issued in that year 

although the 1889 small head is scarce. 

The large head was issued each year until 

1892.  
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The first Jubilee sixpences of 1887 also 

had the Garter reverse, and it is these that 

are included in the proof set. But no 

sooner had this coin appeared in 

circulation than dishonest people began 

gilding them and passing them off as half-

sovereigns. The authorities quickly 

decided to change the reverse, and these 

first sixpences are known as the 

withdrawn type. 

 

 

 

 

The new reverse simply reverted to the 

value within the wreath, but the crown at 

the top has been altered. Both the 

withdrawn type and the new reverse are 

equally common for 1887. The new 

reverse was then minted for each year 

down to 1893, although this latter year is 

scarce.    

 

 

 

 

 

 

The groat made a brief reappearance in 

1888. These had last appeared in 1855 

and were for use in British Guiana. They 

retain the Britannia reverse of the earlier 

groats and were not minted in any other 

year.  
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The threepence retains the wreathed 

value reverse and was minted down to 

1893, with 1893 being less common than 

the other dates.   

The Maundy sets of 1887 featured the 

Young Head of Victoria, with the Jubilee 

Head issued from 1888 to 1892.  

A new and improved portrait of the queen 

was designed by Thomas Brock in 1893, 

and his initials TB appear below the bust 

on the new coinage. The portrait is larger 

than on the Jubilee coins and a partly 

veiled coronet replaces the small crown of 

the previous issue. This is known as the Old or Veiled Head. The addition of IND IMP to the Queen’s 

titles drew attention to the fact that she was now Empress of India, a title she had held since 1876 but 

only now shown on UK coins. It had appeared on coins of British India since 1877. The obverse legend 

is the longest on British coins since the 

days of Charles II. Gold five and two 

pound pieces were issued in 1893 alone, 

both in proof and circulating versions. 

This is a sovereign of 1894. The St. George 

reverse was now retained for all gold 

coins, including for the first time the half 

sovereign. Sovereigns and half sovereigns 

were struck at the Royal Mint in each year 

up to 1901, with the rather surprising 

exception of 1897, the Jubilee year, when 

no sovereigns were minted there. There 

are, however, sovereigns of Melbourne 

and Sydney for 1897, recognised by the 

letter M or S on the ground. This example is from Sydney. Sovereigns were issued each year for these 

two mints from 1893 to 1901, although half sovereigns are more sporadic. Production was also 

extended to Perth in 1899 to take advantage of the rich deposits of gold resulting from the Coolgardie 

and Kalgoorlie gold rush of 1893. By the 

end of the century gold production in 

Western Australia had overtaken that of 

New South Wales. Coins from Perth have 

a letter P on the ground on the reverse.  
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Having made a triumphant return in the 

Jubilee series, the crown was retained on 

the Old Head series with the St. George 

reverse. The edge inscription was re-

introduced on these coins – DECUS ET 

TUTAMEN (An ornament and a safeguard) 

along with the regnal year. Since Victoria 

ascended the throne in June, the regnal 

year straddled two calendar years, and so 

there are two different versions of edge 

inscription for each year. The first crowns 

bear the regnal date LVI and this appears 

on the proof version. 1893 crowns with 

LVII are much scarcer, but thereafter most 

years were struck in more or less equal quantities. Notice the ribbon and star of the Order of the 

Garter on Victoria’s left breast, also the necklace which incorporates the badge of the Most Eminent 

Order of the Indian Empire.  

Sir Thomas Brock designed both sides of 

the halfcrown, the only coin in the series 

which he designed in its entirety. This 

explains why the Queen’s titles are split 

over both sides. The lettering is the same 

size as that used on the crown, and so the 

obverse inscription was shortened to 

VICTORIA DEI GRA. BRITT. REG. while FID. 

DEF. IND. IMP. occupied the upper half of 

the reverse, with the words of value 

flanking the date at the bottom. The 

centre of the reverse is occupied by a 

spade version of the royal arms, 

surmounted by a crown and surrounded 

by the collar of the Garter with St. George at the foot. Halfcrowns issued each year from 1893 to 1901.  

Sir Edward Poynter designed the reverse used for both the florin and the shilling. This was completely 

different to anything that had gone 

before. Traditionally the quarterings had 

included the English badge twice, but now 

this was reduced to equal status with the 

arms of Scotland and Ireland, and we get 

three shields arranged in a Y-shape. The 

spaces between the upper shields and at 

the sides of the lower shields are occupied 

by the rose, thistle and shamrock, and on 

the florin seen here the whole is 

surmounted by a crown, flatter and 

broader than the usual crown on late 

Victorian coinage. The crown is flanked by 

crossed sceptres on which the shields are 
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imposed and the Garter encompasses the 

heraldic emblems. The value is rendered 

as both one florin and two shillings, a 

return to the Gothic series where the 

value had also been expressed twice, only 

then as a tenth of a pound. The Jubilee 

florin had borne no denomination. Florins 

were minted annually from 1893 to 1901.  

The shilling was similar to the florin, but 

with no crown at the top. To compensate 

for this omission each of the shields is 

surmounted by a tiny crown and the two 

sceptres are omitted. Shillings were also 

minted abundantly in each year.  

 

The Old Head sixpence retains the wreath 

within value reverse of the Young Head 

and Jubilee series. All dates are common 

from 1893 to 1901.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Likewise with the threepence, we have 

the crowned figure 3 splitting the date, all 

within a wreath. Again, these were issued 

for all dates from 1893 to 1901 and are all 

common.  
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This is an Old Head Maundy set of 1898. 

These also issued from 1893 to 1901. I 

should also mention the proof set of 

1893, which contained all the coins from 

the five pound to the threepence.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The bun pennies and their sub-divisions 

survived for another couple of years after 

the introduction of the Old Head to the 

gold and silver. But in 1895 we have the 

first Old Head pennies. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The reverse is also much modified, including the figure of Britannia, which is probably by George 

William de Saulles who engraved most of the dies for the Old Head coinage, although John Pinches is 

thought to have designed the reverse of 

the shilling. Britannia sits more upright 

and has a firm grip on her shield rather 

than resting against it. Her helmet is also 

altered. The lettering is also bigger, but 

the most startling difference is the 

omission of the maritime background – 

both ship and lighthouse have been 

removed. Most of these pennies are of 

the high tide variety, but a scarcer low 

tide variety exists for 1895. All dates are 

common from 1895 to 1901.  
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The Old Head halfpenny followed the 

same pattern as the penny. One again, all 

years from 1895 to 1901 are common.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Both Bun Head and Old Head farthings 

exist for 1895. Again, they were struck in 

abundant numbers for each year from 

1895 to 1901, but from 1897 onwards 

they were treated with a dark finish prior 

to release. This was to prevent confusing 

the bright new farthings of full lustre with 

gold half sovereigns. Both treated and 

untreated types exist for 1897.  

 

 

 

 

 

Queen Victoria died on 22nd January 1901. 

Most of her subjects had known no other 

monarch, and this was an occasion of real 

and heartfelt grief for a monarch whose 

popularity had grown, especially in the 

latter years of the reign. She was buried in 

this mausoleum at Frogmore near 

Windsor beside her beloved Albert. 


