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A shortage of low  value copp er  coins  i n s evente enth  ce ntury  Bri tai n res tric ted  trade  to an  exte nt th at 
worried m any traders  and their  cus tomers . B us i nessmen and local authorities  mi nted  thei r  own copper 
coins , or trade tokens , as they were known, s i mp l y to give change  to  their  cus tomers .

Thi s continued to b e a probl em  throughou t th e eighteenth  ce ntu ry and into  the s econd decade of  the 
ni neteenth. Eventually th e governme nt is s ued suffi cient low  value  copper coins  to  make trade  tokens 
unneces s ary and  their us e  became i l l egal from 1 s t  J anuary 1818 .

Thi s meant that trade  tokens we re p roduced  du ri ng the e arly ye ars of  the ind ustri al revolut i on and the 
canal age.

A to tal of  s i x canal tokens were is s ued at th e end of th e 18 t h  c entury  and th e one most fam i l i ar to GSIA 
members , and one  of th e most common, is that is s ued by the Thames  and Severn  Canal in  17 95 . Another of 
our local canals,  the Gl ouces ter  and B erkeley,  also produ ced a trad e  token in 1797 , and  that is  the s ub jec t of 
thi s arti cle.

My main source of  i nformation on  trade  tokens i s a book publ i s hed in 1971 entitled “ Trad e Tokens  –  A  
Social and Economi c History ”. It was written b y J.R .S. Whi ting and the author,  when d es cribi ng the Gl oces te r 
& Berkel ey, Can al  token, informs us “5 cwt of  the  token we re struck s o is fairl y easy  to  f i nd ”. The au thor ’s 
understandi ng of  the phras e “fairl y easy  to fi n d” is very di fferent to mine. I  had b een s ea rch i ng  for one for 
s everal ye ars and final l y found a very  good one des cribed by  the  vendor,  a res pec te d  s pecia l i st dealer,  as 
“extrem ely fi ne”.

The obvers e (front) of  the token fe atu res Gl oucester ’s West Gate,  the 12 t h  c entu ry Wes t G ate B ri dge and th e 
words “S UCC ESS TO THE TRA D E AN D COMMERCE OF GLOC ESTER 1797 ”. N ote the 1797 s pel l i ng of 
“Gloucester ”.

The revers e of  the to ken fe atu res a typi cal s e a -g oi ng  sailing s hip of the pe ri od and  the wo rds “GLOCESTER 
AN D BERK ELEY CAN AL ACT OBTAIN ’D 1793”. The di ameter of  the  token  i s 1 3/ 16  i nches (30 mm) and i ts face 
value is one half penny.

The wate rcol our of West G ate Bridg e is f rom  G l oucester  Ci ty Mus eum’s collection of painti ng s . It was 
painted  i n 1806 by I.Harris , ni ne years af ter  th e Gl ocester  and Ber keley C anal is s ued their  to ken.

The bridge was bui l t i n  the 12 t h  ce ntury  bu t re pl aced in  1809, s o Gl oucester ’s West G ate an d its 12 t h  ce ntury 
bri dge were d emolis hed before the i nvention  of photography.  We h ave  to rely on  the work  of I.Harris and



other  artists  to s how us  what the origi nal bridg e looked li ke. The 1809 bridg e  was  repl aced  i n 1974 as part 
of major road improvem ents carri ed ou t at th e time.

The pictures of  the bri d ge, as portrayed on  th e  token  and  the1806 painting ,  were mad e fro m roughl y the 
s ame pos i ti on, from the b ank of  the Ri ver  Se vern on Al ney Is l and, north of  the bridg e. Gl oucester  Cathedral 
can be s een  on  the left and th e right hand  ch urch s pi re belong s  to S t N i chol as Church in  Westgate S treet. 
The chu rch  s pi re s een in   the di s tance betwe e n that of  St N i chol as Church and  the C ath edral is probably that 
of St Al dgate’s Church in  S t Al dgate St ree t. S t  Al dgate St reet still exi sts but i ts chu rch  was d emol i s hed many 
years ago.

The map is a small s ection of  the f i rst edition 25 inch Ordnanc e Sur vey  map. The  12 t h   C entury brid ge had 
been repl aced  by the  1809 ve rsi on when th e map was publ i s hed, but the ro ad layou t rema i ned unchanged.

The two images of th e bridg e a re ve ry s i mi l ar, s howing very few changes betwe en 1797 wh en the  token  was 
i s s ued and 1806 when the  painting  was prod uced.

The bridge cons i sts of two  arch es and a beam  bri dge to  al l ow the  pas s age of shi pp i ng. The pai nting s hows a 
Severn  Trow under s ail ,  heading nor th, havi ng just pass ed under  th e be am bridg e. The token  als o s hows a 
Severn  Trow, but this time he ading  s outh and  preparing  to lower i ts mast before pas s i ng under th e bri dge.

The shi p s hown on the reverse  of  the token s hows the type of ves s el th e Gl oces ter and B er keley Canal 
hoped to  attract when it was compl eted.  Con struction of  the c anal star ted  at Gl ouces ter  i n  17 94 and had



reach ed H ardwick  by 1799 . The bas i n at Gl oucester did  not open  to  tra ffic from  the Ri ve r  S evern u nti l 1812, 
s o when th e token  was is s ued in  1797, the ca nal was stil l under construction.

Financial probl ems and th e N apoleonic  wars  meant th e canal  took  mu ch long er  to bui l d th an expe cted and  
i t was not compl eted unti l 1827, 33 years af te r construction s tar ted. It never  reach ed Ber keley, of cours e, 
and heads s outh from  Gl oucester for 16  mi l es  to  Sharpn es s . Des pi te th at,  the company  was offic i ally known 
as the Gl ouces ter and  Berkeley Canal  Company until 19 35 when  i t was fi nall y renam ed th e  G l oucester and 
Sharpnes s Canal  Company by Act of Parli ame nt.




