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INTRODUCTION 

The History o f th e McGil l U n i v e r s i t y 

Coin C o l l e c t i o n 

McGill 's Numismatic C o l l e c t i o n , od d a s i t ma y soun d i n ou r ag e 

of s uper-documentation, ha s n o backgroun d whic h ca n accurate l y b e 

de l inea ted . Th e blam e fo r t h i s puzzl e mus t b e at tache d t o whoeve r wa s 

respons ib le fo r acces s ion in g mater ia l whic h cam e i n t o McGil l ' s museums 

at th e tim e whe n th e Univers i t y e i t h e r rece ive d o r purchase d th e c o i n s . 

But no t eve n t h i s dat e ca n b e surmised . I n 196 6 th e co in s turne d u p i n 

the o l d McCor d Museum , whic h wa s bein g emptie d t o mak e roo m f or a  ne w 

l ibrary complex . Th e peopl e re spons ib l e fo r th e t r a n s f e r o f th e var iou s 

mater ia l s house d i n th e McCor d rathe r m a t t e r - o f - f a c t l y contacte d th e the n 

Chairman o f th e McGil l C l a s s i c s Department , Professo r Coli n D . Gordon , t o 

whom th e coin s wer e turne d o v e r . Wher e the y o r i g i n a t e d , n o on e knew ; 

people connecte d wit h th e U n i v e r s i t y ' s museum s ove r th e cours e o f th e 

previous twent y o r t h i r t y year s coul d provid e n o c l u e s . 

What d o th e coin s themselve s t e l l us ? Professo r Gordo n descr ibe d 

t o m e t h e i r condit io n o n recept ion : the y wer e containe d i n a  larg e 

green, metal box , w i th i n whic h th e co in s wer e strew n haphazardl y i n an d 

out o f cand y boxes , a  tobacc o can , an d a  smal l woode n cabine t o f th e typ e 

once popula r fo r th e s torag e o f co i n c o l l e c t i o n s bu t whic h wa s warpe d 

and ro t t e n wit h age . Thi s d i sorganize d condit io n ca n probabl y b e 

a t t r i b u t e d t o th e beat in g whic h the y rece ive d i n th e variou s moving s 

l i k e l y wi tnesse d ove r th e y e a r s . Amongs t th e content s o f th e bo x ther e 

was a  scra p o f pape r wit h a  d e s c r i p t i o n o f a  coi n i s s u e d t o commemorat e 

the "meeting " o f Senec a an d St . Pau l (ther e wa s n o c o i n ) ; o therwise , 

there wa s n o cata logue . Moreover , th e Gree k an d Roma n co in s wer e no t 

alone i n th e box ; severa l Ceylonese c o i n s , a n I t a l i a n sequin , an d som e 

B r i t i s h Empir e mater ia l s wer e a l s o amon g t h e melange ; thes e p i e c e s hav e 

s i n c e bee n d isperse d throug h th e McGil l communit y an d e l sewhere . Th e 

c l a s s i c a l coin s d i sp laye d a  fe w t r a c e s o f havin g onc e bee n organized , 

number o f th e co in s wer e accompanie d b y smal l pape r d i s c s o n whic h wa s 
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w r i t t e n c e r t a i n i n f o r m a t i o n , thoug h ev idenc in g n o p a r t i c u l a r p l a n . Th e 

d i s c s sometime s bor e a  d e s c r i p t i o n o f t h e i n d i v i d u a l c o i n , sometime s t h e 

l e g e n d , o c c a s i o n a l l y a  Pool e numbe r (presumabl y a  r e f e r e n c e t o th e e a r l y 

c a t a l o g u e o f B r i t i s h Museu m c o i n a g e ) ; o n a  fe w a  su m o f mone y i s w r i t t e n , 

i n pound s s t e r l i n g , p o s s i b l y t h e p r i c e p a i d f o r t h e c o i n . Seve ra l o f 

the c o i n s hav e s t u c k t o t h e i r s u r f a c e sma l l adhes iv e s t i c k e r s b e a r i n g a 

number (one , two , o r t h r e e d i g i t s ) ; b u t bo t h t h e d i s c s an d t h e s t i c k e r s 

a re t o o fe w i n numbe r t o i n d i c a t e an y p a t t e r n . I n p o i n t o f f a c t i t 

appears t h a t onl y on e t h i n g ca n b e a s c e r t a i n e d fro m t h e co in s t h e m s e l v e s : 

l e a v i n g a s i d e t h e n o n - c l a s s i c a l m a t e r i a l s , t h e c o n t e n t s o f t h e c o l l e c t i o n 

p o i n t t o a  s i n g l e c o l l e c t o r r a t h e r t ha n a  numbe r o f u n r e l a t e d s o u r c e s (o r 

p o s s i b l y tw o s i n c e , a s P r o f e s s o r Gordo n obse rved , t h e w r i t i n g o n th e 

s u r v i v i n g d i s c s wa s fro m tw o d i f f e r e n t h a n d s ) . Sav e f o r r a r e i n s t a n c e s — 

t h e l a r g e numbe r o f T a r e n t i n e p i e c e s amongs t t h e Gree k an d o f antoniniani 

of Probu s amongs t t h e Roma n —  t h e c o l l e c t i o n i s f a i r l y even l y d i s t r i b u t e d 

over a  r e a s o n a b l e c h r o n o l o g i c a l an d g e o g r a p h i c a l s c a l e . Th e T a r e n t i n e 

and Proba n co in s ma y onl y p o i n t t o a  chanc e purchas e o f a  hoa r d o r a 

p a r t i c u l a r i n t e r e s t ; t h e l a t t e r p o s s i b i l i t y seem s t h e mor e l i k e l y s i n c e 

t he q u a n t i t y o f e x a c t d u p l i c a t e s amongs t the m i s min imal . 

What t h e n ha s r e s e a r c h t o l d us ? Wit h t h e co in s cam e a  rumour , 

of u n c e r t a i n o r i g i n , t h a t t h e co in s wer e t h e g i f t o f on e o f M o n t r e a l ' s 

most d i s t i n g u i s h e d foundin g f a m i l i e s , t h e Molsons , toda y o f brewin g renow n 

b u t a t t h e t u r n o f t h e cen tu r y l e a d i n g banke r s i n t h e c i t y (an d d o n o t 

banking an d co inag e hav e a  s l i g h t a f f i n i t y ? ) . Mrs . F . E . S h l o s s e r , whi l e 

working o n h e r M a s t e r ' s t h e s i s , looke d i n t o t h e v a l i d i t y o f t h i s rumour . 

The r e s u l t s a r e i n t e r e s t i n g b u t on e remain s s h o r t o f c e r t a i n t y . Th e tw o 

i t ems whic h Mrs . S h l o s s e r t u r n e d up , wi t h t h e h e l p o f th e Molso n fami l y 

a r c h i v e s , a r e a s f o l l o w s : t h a t i n t h e w i l l o f Joh n H.R . Molso n (p roba te d 

June 3 , 1897 ) t h e U n i v e r s i t y ' s r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s wer e p e r m i t t e d t o t a k e fro m 

h i s o f f i c e an y "books , c o i n s , an d o t h e r a r t i c l e s o f v a l u e .  .  .  t h a t i t 

may r e q u i r e , " (1 ) an d a  l a t e r s t a t e m e n t i n a  McGil l Repor t o f 1932 

l i s t i n g M c G i l l ' s Numismatic C o l l e c t i o n a s i n c l u d i n g , amongs t o t h e r t h i n g s , 

a g i f t o f c l a s s i c a l an d Canadia n co in s fro m J . H . R . Molson . Tw o q u e s t i o n s 

a r i s e : wh y i s t h i s t h e onl y know n mentio n o f a  McGil l Numismati c C o l l e c t i o n 

and, s e c o n d l y , wha t becam e o f t h e Canadia n co in s i f t h e c o l l e c t i o n wi t h whic h 
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we ar e deal in g o r i g i n a t e d i n th e Molso n w i l l . Th e mos t t h a t ca n b e 

s a i d i s tha t a  par t o f th e c o l l e c t i o n ma y represen t th e Molso n bequest . 

The majo r proble m whic h w e face d i n ou r searc h wa s th e lac k o f 

records , an d th e lac k o f s p e c i f i c a t i o n i n wha t record s d o e x i s t . On e 

of th e fe w s e t s o f record s whic h wer e a  p o t e n t i a l sourc e o f c l u e s wer e 

those i n th e ethnographi c s e c t i o n o f th e Redpat h Museu m a t McGil l 

Univers i ty , whic h spa n th e per io d fro m approximatel y 190 0 t o th e 1 9 4 0 ' s . 

There ar e severa l mention s o f bequest s o f c o i n s , bu t d e t a i l s ar e sparse . 

For example , i t wa s considere d enoug h t o c i t e "Roma n c o i n s . Carthage. " 

and th e donor' s name ; bu t wha t doe s suc h a  "mysteriou s p l u r a l " s i g n i f y ? 

Once again , w e mus t conclud e tha t a t mos t thes e co in s for m a  f r a c t i o n o f 

the c o l l e c t i o n an d eve n o n t h i s p o i n t w e mus t remai n dubiou s s i n c e a  larg e 

s e c t i o n —  p r e c i s e l y whic h ar e unknow n —  o f th e ethnographi c mater ia l s 

remain i n s torag e await in g cataloguin g an d a  permanen t home . 

A s i m i l a r proble m a r i s e s i n th e matte r o f a  furthe r c l u e . I n 

the cours e o f he r ow n wor k Mrs . D . Al i so n (whos e he l p ove r th e l a s t fe w 

months o f t h i s p r o j e c t ha s earne d m y g r a t i t u d e ) , a  t echn ic ia n i n th e 

Redpath Museum , showe d m e a  s e c t i o n o f on e o f th e fe w e x i s t i n g minut e 

books o f t h a t i n s t i t u t i o n containin g a  cop y o f a  l e t t e r (date d Januar y 

18, 1922 ) fro m th e wi f e o f Ruper t E . Kingsford , a f t e r whos e fa the r a 

chair o f h i s t o r y ha d onc e bee n named , i n whic h sh e adv i se s th e U n i v e r s i t y 

of he r l a t e husband' s g i f t o f a  c o l l e c t i o n o f co in s "o n condi t io n i t wa s 

kept toge the r an d no t mixe d wit h othe r c o i n s , an d t o b e c a l l e d 'th e 

Kingsford C o l l e c t i o n ' . " I t s content s wer e l i s t e d a s f o l l o w s : 

P a r c e l 1. Medals, o l d Eng l i s h an d America n 304 

2 . Medals an d c o i n s 167 

3 . Copper c o i n s , A u s t r a l i a n , e t c . 286 

4 . War t o k e n s , e t c . 508 

5. Medals 66 

6. Consu la r Roma n c o i n s 66 

1397 (2 ) 

The "Consula r Roma n co ins" , presumabl y Republican , ma y b e par t o f th e 

c o l l e c t i o n wit h whic h w e ar e deal in g —  th e numbe r i s no t a n incongruou s 
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f i g u r e — b u t i f t h i s i s t h e c a s e , wher e a r e th e remainin g n o n - c l a s s i c a l 

i t ems? Eve n i f t h e term s "coppe r c o i n s " an d "medals " a r e l oos e 

d e s c r i p t i o n s f o r Gree k an d Roma n c o i n s , t o o man y p i e c e s remai n 

unaccounted f o r . 

A f u r t h e r c lu e whic h w e wer e a b l e t o uncover , aga i n a n 

i n c o n c l u s i v e one , wa s foun d i n th e Rar e Boo k Roo m o f McGi l l ' s B l a c k e r -

Wood L i b r a r y . I n t h e l a t e 1 9 2 0 ' s a  Montreal o r g a n i z a t i o n , t h e N a t u r a l 

H i s to ry S o c i e t y , c l o s e d i t s door s an d i n th e p r o c e s s t u r n e d ove r mos t o f 

i t s m a t e r i a l s an d r e c o r d s , a s w e l l a s d e b t s , t o McGil l U n i v e r s i t y . I n 

the h a n d w r i t t e n c a t a l o g u e d e t a i l i n g th e d i s p e r s a l o f t h e S o c i e t y ' s 

h o l d i n g s t h e r e i s mentio n o f on e bo x o f co in s (3 ) be in g forwarde d t o t h e 

Redpath Museum . Onc e mor e w e bo g dow n i n i m p r e c i s i o n . Presumin g t h a t 

t h i s bo x con t a ine d th e S o c i e t y ' s numismati c c o l l e c t i o n , I  p e r u s e d th e 

j o u r n a l s an d r e c o r d s o f t h e Soc ie t y i n a n e f f o r t t o p i n p o i n t t h e 

components o f s a i d c o l l e c t i o n . N o c a t a l o g u e o f t h e c o l l e c t i o n cou l d b e 

found, b u t enoug h wa s d i s c o v e r e d t o i n d i c a t e a n e x t e n s i v e c o l l e c t i o n o f 

c o i n s , som e c l a s s i c a l , b u t man y mor e o f Canadian , American , an d moder n 

European v a r i e t y . A n e a r l y r e p o r t s t a t e s : 

In a d d i t i o n , however , t h e Counci l w i l l , f o r t h e f i r s t t im e 
mention t h a t t h e s o c i e t y p o s s e s s e s a  c o n s i d e r a b l e numbe r 
of Co ins , a n c i e n t an d modern , th e m a j o r i t y o f c e r t a i n l y n o 
g r e a t v a l u e , bu t alway s u se fu l i n a n e x t e n s i v e c o l l e c t i o n , 
whi le fe w a r e v a l u a b l e a s a n t i q u i t i e s o r a s h i s t o r i c a l 
r e c o r d s . . . . I t w i l l a t p r e s e n t s u f f i c e t o sa y t h a t 
of Coin s an d Medal s t h e r e a r e tw o o f g o l d , 10 5 o f S i l v e r , 
185 o f Coppe r an d 5 0 o f Bronze , formin g a  t o t a l o f 297 . (4 ) 

The number s ca n confor m t o ou r p u r p o s e s , e s p e c i a l l y c o n s i d e r i n g th e e a r l y 

da te o f t h i s e x t r a c t an d t h e e v i d e n t aggrandizemen t i n th e subsequen t 

p e r i o d , b u t onc e aga i n an y c e r t a i n t y i s hampere d b y c u r s o r y d e s c r i p t i o n s . 

As a  l a s t s t e p , th e U n i v e r s i t y Archive s wer e approached , whos e 

s t a f f , thoug h ex t remel y b u s y , mad e a v a i l a b l e a l l p o s s i b l e h e l p . Numerou s 

r eco rds wer e gon e t h r o u g h , p a r t b y mysel f an d p a r t b y t h e r e s e a r c h 

a r c h i v i s t Mr . Gran t Armstron g an d h i s a s s o c i a t e s , b u t t o l i t t l e a v a i l . 

Only tw o r e l e v a n t p i e c e s o f i n fo rma t io n wer e t u r n e d up . Th e f i r s t wa s t h e 



v i i 

mention i n t h e Annua l Repor t f o r 186 3 o f a  dona t io n o f "1 8 specimen s o f 

Roman c o i n s " b y a  Mr . E .T . Hemmings . Th e secon d p i e c e o f i n fo rma t io n 

i s o f a  mor e t i t i l l a t i n g c h a r a c t e r . Amon g t h e p a p e r s o f forme r McGil l 

p r i n c i p a l an d c l a s s i c a l s c h o l a r , S i r Will ia m P e t e r s o n (5 ) t h e r e i s a 

d i s c u s s i o n o f a n o f f e r b y a  Mrs . Clar k Murra y t o s e l l t o t h e U n i v e r s i t y 

a coi n c o l l e c t i o n c o n s i s t i n g o f Greek , Roman , A s i a t i c an d Russia n co in s 

t o a n approximat e t o t a l o f tw o thousan d c o i n s ; fro m who m Mrs . Murra y 

r e c e i v e d t h e c o i n s i s unknown . Th e s e r i e s o f l e t t e r s fro m P r i n c i p a l 

Pe t e r son seem s t o i n d i c a t e tw o f a c t s : f i r s t l y , t h a t t h e c o n t e n t s o f 

Mrs. Murray ' s c o l l e c t i o n a r e a t l e a s t p a r t i a l l y c o n s i s t e n t w i t h t h o s e o f 

our c o l l e c t i o n and , s e c o n d l y , t h a t Mrs . Murray ' s c l a i m o n th e c o l l e c t i o n 

was o f t enuou s v a l i d i t y ( i n f a c t t h e p r e v a i l i n g ton e o f t h e l e t t e r s i s no t 

a t a l l on e consonan t wi t h a n amiabl e b u s i n e s s t r a n s a c t i o n ) . Bu t w e l a c k 

the complementar y l e t t e r s fro m P e t e r s o n ' s c o r r e s p o n d e n t s i n t h e m a t t e r ; 

t he l e t t e r s t e l l u s onl y t h a t t h e co in s remaine d a t l e a s t f o r a  s h o r t wh i l e 

i n t h e u n o f f i c i a l s a fekeep in g o f t h e U n i v e r s i t y an d t h a t p o s s i b l y 

Mrs. Murra y e v e n t u a l l y droppe d h e r a l r e a d y shak y c la i m t o t h e c o l l e c t i o n i n 

favour o f t h e U n i v e r s i t y . Th e u l t i m a t e sourc e an d t h e u l t i m a t e d e s t i n y o f 

Mrs. Murray ' s c o l l e c t i o n , l i k e t h e e n t i r e q u e s t i o n b e f o r e u s , remain s a 

m a t t e r f o r c o n j e c t u r e . Othe r tha n t h e s e i n t e r e s t i n g , i f n o t q u i t e 

s a t i s f y i n g t i d b i t s , t h e Archive s produce d n o t h i n g . Bu t t h i s doe s no t mea n 

t h a t a l l p o s s i b i l i t i e s hav e bee n e x h a u s t e d . Th e t im e a v a i l a b l e ha s bee n 

l i m i t e d , an d man y o f t h e p a p e r s s t o r e d i n t h e Archive s a r e a s y e t u n e d i t e d 

and t h e r e f o r e woul d r e q u i r e a n e f f o r t f a r ou t o f p r o p o r t i o n wi t h t h e p o t e n t i a l 

r e s u l t s . I t i s t o b e hope d t h a t f u t u r e wor k o n the m ma y d i s c l o s e a n answe r 

t o ou r q u e s t i o n . 

To c o n c l u d e , l e t u s su m u p wha t ca n f a i r l y a c c u r a t e l y b e p o s i t e d o f 

McGi l l ' s Numismatic C o l l e c t i o n . Th e l a r g e s t p a r t p robab l y r e p r e s e n t s t h e 

p r i v a t e c o l l e c t i o n o f a  s i n g l e i n d i v i d u a l o f s u b t a n t i a l incom e wh o m a i n t a i n e d 

a f a i r l y s e r i o u s i n t e r e s t i n c l a s s i c a l numismat ic s an d wh o s o l d , dona te d o r 

bequea thed i t t o t h e U n i v e r s i t y aroun d t h e t u r n o f t h e cen tu r y o r e a r l i e r ; 

pe rhaps a  smal l f r a c t i o n r e p r e s e n t s subsequen t a d d i t i o n s fro m o t h e r s o u r c e s . 

The reaso n f o r i t s obscu re d h i s t o r y ca n p robab l y b e a t t r i b u t e d t o a  l a c k o f 

i n t e r e s t o n t h e p a r t o f t h o s e whos e dut y i t wa s t o c a r e f o r them ; ove r th e 
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y e a r s M c G i l l ' s museums h a v e l a r g e l y h a n d l e d Canadian a an d n a t u r a l h i s t o r y , 

and i n suc h c o l l e c t i o n s a n c i e n t c o i n s h a v e foun d n o home . Th e c o l l e c t i o n 

i s t o o l a r g e t o hav e p a s s e d i n t o t h e U n i v e r s i t y ' s p o s s e s s i o n w i t h o u t som e 

form o f o f f i c i a l r e c o g n i t i o n , an d t h e r e f o r e i t seem s o n l y r e a s o n a b l e t o 

e x p e c t t h a t a t som e f u t u r e d a t e , p r o b a b l y amongs t t h e U n i v e r s i t y ' s v e r y 

e a r l y an d p r e s e n t l y mos t cumbersom e r e c o r d s , a  s o l u t i o n m i g h t b e d i s c o v e r e d . 

John S u l l i v a n 

McGil l U n i v e r s i t y 

Montrea l 

A p r i l 1 9 7 5 
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