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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 II. 

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 
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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……………………………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/page1.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


3 
 

 
 

medallion  
medallion 

 

 

 

 



4 
 

  
 

  
 



5 
 

  

 

   



6 
 

 

fake with mould – (design taken) from Butter print 
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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 were 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. 












