BILLY & CHARLEYS

Precis of parts of a Christopher Peal article of April 1966 (Seaby’s Coin and Medal Bulletin)

1857 London Shadwell Dock when dredged and being rebuilt it was reported labourers were finding quantities of base metal
medallions. Corroded and dirty appearing is if very old in design. Dissenting opinion as to authenticity resulted in a libel case which in
effect confirmed their authenticity. Thus, the supposed shore rakers — Billy and Charlie who were the actual makers not finders of
these pieces had then some official acceptance. Although both were illiterate they showed extraordinary ingenuity and shrewd dealing
ability. However, they were eventually found at work in an evening after their day job making and aging these medallions etc.

From the Internet, a Robert Halliday (precis) gives more information

William Smith (Billy) Charles Easton (Charley) were born in the early 1830s. The cast their lead objects primitively in plaster of Paris
moulds the art work made with nails and small knives, aged with mud and acid. Dagger handles, Ampullae, statuettes, other possible
pilgrim badges were all created. Uneducated though they used Arab numerals inappropriately, a meaningless jumble of letters and
symbols, armour and crowns not of the apparent date. William Edwards a noted Antique dealer and George Eastwood of City Road
bought and sold many as relics of the time of Richard Il

Other Articles and Interest

Hull Museum in 1908 wrote an article entitled Forgeries and Counterfeit Antiquities and from page 5 onwards gives their account only
some 50 years later and shows a variety of photos of such pieces.

Robert Vetter colleague in the late 20s and 30s of H H Cotterell writes to C Peal in 1966 asking him to send information to a German
Author.

Guardian of May 1971 in Auctions and Collections by Donald Wintersgill features —and notes contemporary comments on the forgers
— wonderful skill and power of design and manipulation (as well then they were not educated..)

Country Life of June 1955 — featured the two sides of a highly imaginatively decorated medallion



Marsden BM — an article on Billys and Charleys is said to be in the pewter Society Library - but cannot be found.

Thus, has the faking of Smith and Easton lived on for 150 years.

Google — Billy and Charleys.......ccccoceeeeeerveennenene. or
LOOK AT THESE WEBSITES FOR MORE INFORMATION
http://spitalfieldslife.com/2014/01/04/billy-charleys-shadwell-shams/

http://www.hullcc.gov.uk/museumcollections/collections/storydetail.php?irn=230

http://www.mernick.org.uk/b&c/pagel.htm

(images below for private study only not to be reprinted without permission of owners)

medallion

ampulla

Small shrine



http://spitalfieldslife.com/2014/01/04/billy-charleys-shadwell-shams/
http://www.hullcc.gov.uk/museumcollections/collections/storydetail.php?irn=230
http://www.mernick.org.uk/b&c/page1.htm
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fake with mould — (design taken) from Butter print






This_9in.-high fake of a ewer almost
qualifies as a work of art in its own right.

1

HUNDRED years ago two
illiterate London mudrakers,
William Smith and Charles

Eaton, achieved immortality under the
names of Billie and Charlie, and their
forgeries are affectionately known to
collectors as * Billie and Charlies.”

It is not often that forgeties are wit-
tingly collected for their intrinsic
qualities, nor, owing to their scarcity, 15
it usually possible for many collectors to
share the same pursuit; but Billie and
Charlie were both astonishingly inven-
tive and industrious. They produced a
vast quantity of bogus medieval metal
objects cast in lead or cock-metal (an
alloy of lead and copper), artificially
aging them by pitting with acids. Cock-
metal, which is similar to brass to look
at, melts at a comparatively low tem-
perature and was no doubt chosen on
account of the ease with which it could
be cast info the required shapes by
means of sand or chalk moulds.

Specimens Abroad

Not the least remarkable aspect of
this fraud was the care with which these
thousands of spurious objects were dis-
persed over a wide area, Specimens are
reported to have been found as far away
as the mines of South Africa, and many
of the larger works of excavation which
have been carried out near London have
been *salted” with them so that the
workmen might find a ready sale for

" objects dug out of the earth under the

eyes of the onlookers.

- It was, indeed, during the excavations
made while constructing a new dock at
Shadwell in 1858 that matters came to
a head, No fewer than 2,000 of these
objects were produced as discoveries
made during the work. Not unnaturally
the alleged archaeological find created a
great stir and Mr. Syer Cuming, Presi-

‘dent of the British Archaeological Asso-

ciation, exhibited some examples at one
of the society’s meectings later that year

-and denounced them as “ recent forgeries

in lead.”
A report of the proceedings of this

| meeting was printed in the Athenaeum

and an antique dealer, who had dealt in
these metal objects since June, 1847,
brought his claim for redress before a
British jury. The trial took place at
Guildford, before Mr. Justice Willes,
on Thursday, August 5, 1858, and is
reported in The Times on the following
day.

Evidence of Finds

From that account it is clear that the
dealer had decided that these objects
were genuine when they first came to
his notice in 1847 after visiting the new
Shadwell dock to examine the soil. He
bought for £346 1,100 specimens from
two young men, who were supposed to
have found them. One of these two
*shore-rakers ” was then called, and
gave evidence that 2,000 were found (at
Shadwell) between June, 1857, and
March, 1858. He and his companion
used to buy them from the navigators
as they discovered them, but he had
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ANTIQUES AND PICTURES

TWO CLEVER FAKERS

llliterate Mudrakers Whose ¢ Billie and
Charlies” Duped Antiquarians

found a great number of them himself
by raking over the earth after it was
dug out.

Counsel then proceeded to call several
eminent antiquarians, including two
Fellows of the Society of Antiquaries of
London, to testify to their genuineness.
The Judge, in summing up, decided that
there was no case against the 4zhenaeum

FROM A COLLECTOR

to capture not only the moulds that
Billie and Charlie were found preparing
but the very tools with which they were
made. :

These he proudly showed to the
Society of Antiquaries, together with the
metal objects which he had been forced
to buy in the course of the lengthy
manoeuvres by which he at last traced

o

** Billie and Charlies” that successfully duped antiquarians and dea-ers 100 years ago.

From lett to right—a medallion-like

for libel, and the jury, therefore,
returned a verdict for the defendant.
But the fact that no evidence at all had
been given to prove that the objects were
forgeries was considered by many to
indicate their genuineness, with the
result that there was a larger demand
for * Billie and Charlies,” which was
duly met by an increase in production.

It was the distinguished archaeologist
Charles Read, F.S.A., who, with a tech-
nigue not unlike Sherlock Holmes's, set
himself * to trace out the two men who
had been the acknowledged purveyors
—acting daily between the alleged
finders and the dealer,” as he lold the
Society of Antiquaries in 1861. It was
by winning the cooperation of a man
who, employed in constructing the City
sewers, had called on him one evening
in 1859 to sell him some pottery frag-
ments and some “ Billie and Charlies™
that Charles Read was eventually able

object ; a sta
open-work roundel; and onc of many *

bowman, which is a rare fake ; an
illie and Charlie ** daggers.

Billie and Charlie to their workshop in
Rosemary Lane on Tower Hill.

The curious thing is that. having been
exposed as a gigantic fraud. “ Billie and
Charlies ” had become so notorious as
to command a very fair price from
collectors who buy them as forgeries.
It is not unusual to find examples among
the miscellaneous junk at auction sales,
and, having been so widely distributed
over England, they arc frequently dug
up.

The most common type of “ Billie and
Charlie " is the medallion-like object on
one side of which there is a head and
on the reverse a pseudo-heraldic com-
position often including a knight in
armour. The encircling inscription is,
in every case, composed of groups of
letters making no sense at all in any lan-
guage, though there is a definite dis-
position in the mind of the designer to
make certain combinations, such as MO,
ROMP, MOQ. Many of the letters are
in reverse, and the date in the inserip-
tion is usually one of the following five:
1000, 1001, 1002, 1020, 1021. These are
always written in Arabic numerals,
which were not, of course, emploved for

dates in the eleventh century in Western
Europe.

The medallion illustrated here is un-
usual in that the heraldic design is re-
placed by what must be intended as a
representation of the Flight into Egypt
without the figure of St. Joseph. It is
obvious to the least knowledgeable that
the armour of the two knightly figures
forming a loop for suspension does not
accord with the period suggested by the
date (1000) in the inscription on the
ather side.

The low-relief figure of a standing
bowman is a greater rarity; six inches
high, it is a most original piece of
invention. The back has traces of a
long pin for attaching it to a coat or hat
in the manner of the Medieval Pilgrims’
Badges described in The Times of De-
cember 21, 1957. Even more obviously
derived from the pilgrims’ sign is the
large open-work roundel, contaimng
four small circles, each inhabited by a
small figure. Two of the figures seem
to represent bishops, one holding a book
and the other a tall cross.

Less plausible were the numerous
daggers made by Billie and Charlie. They
are usually about nine inches long and are
always obviously unsuitable for use as
weapons, the blade being thick and
unserviceable for cutting or piercing. The
hilts are always very inconvenient and
rarely is a guard provided. Yet these
daggers are frequently given one of the
five dates and a meaningless short
inscription.

Remarkable S8kill

While efforts to deceive, such as thesc
daggers, are contemptible, many vases and
shallow *reliquary ” cases display a re-
markable inventive skill and imagination.
Not least of the creations is the rare ewer.
almost 9in, high (illustrated herg), which
almost qualifies as a work of art in its own
right, On the reverse of the head in the
centre is some lettering, so that cne is left
wondering whether either Billie or Charlie
was left-handed, or perhaps it is just another
expression of their amazing carelessness
and lack of interest in accuracy. -

The inspiration of this huge fraud was
undoubtedly the finding by archaeologisis
and antiquarians, like Roach Smith, ol
many examples of lead pilgrims' badges
along the banks of the Thames in London
during the second quarter of the nineteenth
century. The fact that the idea of aug-
menting the supply of these scrappy leaden
objects oceurred to two workmen is not
as surprising as their negligible attempts to
copy the genuine finds. In their natvety,
they created a wonderful new series of
objects which are minor social documents'
of the mid-ninetzenth century, for they give .
an indication of the current popular idea
of the Middle Ages as based, no doubt, on
the woodeuts in cheap historical novels.
That these ** Billie and Charlies * succeede:
in duping antiquarians, collectors, an
dealers may sg,cm hardly credible to us
to-day, but is the most glaring proof of the
truth that a well-chosen fake planted at the
right time in the right circumstances will
always succeed.

T



BILLIES AND

CHARLIES
SIR, You may care to
publisi the enclosed pho-
tographs of one of the
more ambitious efforts of
Billie and Charlie, whose
skill in baiting academic
gullibility made such
amusing reading in your
issuc of June 9. Al-
though its antiquarian
value may be nil, it does
nevertheless occupy an
henourable place in its
own right as being an
historic forgery in the
collection of the Bir-
mingham Archzological
Society, which not long
ago had it on exhibition.
It came to the Society
from a former president,
the late Mr. John Hum-
phreys.

Presumably it is one
of the reliquaries des-
cribed in the article. 1t

FRONT AND BACK OF A RELIQUARY
FORGED BY BILLIE SMITH AND

CHARLIE EATON
See leftor: Billies and Charlies

—

347

i 4t eleven inches high and stands
Enabfour fest fashioned as human
heads. The two upper guardian figures
on the front are not at all unlike the
wodewoses who appear of several of
Lincoln cathedral’s choir stalls, W hile
confounding their learned contem-
oraries, Billie and Charlie seem 10O

had the gift of anticipating

slineation of

the future. To me the delinea’
the crowned image within looks ex-
actly as if he were speaking into a
. microphone. — MARGARET  JONES

85I, Forvest-road, Maseley,

)
Birmingham, 13.
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BILLIE AND CHARLIE TOKENS.
By CHRISTOPHER PEAL.

In 1857, when Shadwell Dock in London was dredged and rebuilt, various
Roman antiques, notably a lead coffin, came to light. At the same time, it was
reported that labourers on the job were finding quantities of base metal medallions.
These were apparently bought by two shore rakers, and sold by them to a dealer in
curios. Corroded, dirty and appearing to have great age, the items were archaic in
design—Anglo Saxon and Norman. In fact, many bore dates of the 11th century.
Their appearance divided the opinion of the antiquaries sharply, some denouncing
them as forgeries, others accepting them. A critical report led directly to a libel
case. After hearing evidence for the plaintiff, in which two noted antiquaries
affirmed authenticity, and one of the shore rakers told of the labourers’ finds, the
Judge stopped the case and found for the plaintiff. Thus the shore rakers—Billie
and Charlie (who were not middlemen, but werc the actual makers of the items)—
had gained valuable legal approval and official expert acceptance. Not a word in
Court had been said against them. For two or three years, demand was intense—
and Billie and Charlie rode the crest of the wave keeping pace with the demand.
Although illiterate, they showed extraordinary ingenuity and enterprise with their
designs. However, a determined, shrewd antiquary, through an encouraged inter-
mediary, secured moulds and tools. Billie and Charlie were found at work in the
evening after their legitimate day’s work, casting and antiquifying their products
with acid and mud.


















