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PROLOGUE


It is not difficult for the Central Bank of Ecuador to justify its relatively longstanding preoccupation with exercising cultural sponsorship. The defense of our patrimony, the knowledge of our roots, the study of our evolution as a people, have been assumed by the Emitting Institution as an extension of its specific functions.


Within this context, and for the occasion of the fifty years of life of the Ecuadorian central banking, a set of publications were planned that were to be the beginning of a more extensive labor of diffusion of diverse research projects about aspects of our culture. To this set belongs the work that we briefly prologue.


There is no doubt of the importance that numismatics contains to shed light on obscure angles of the commercial and economic history of a people, and even on little-known aspects of its political history. Nor is it necessary to exaggerate its importance. When it comes down to it numismatics is nothing but an auxiliary science to history. However, the Ecuadorian past needs to be explored from diverse perspectives that make possible the elaboration of a superior synthesis that explains it with more coherence; and, in this sense, the present work is pertinent.


Its author received from the Central Bank the responsibility of developing a numismatic history of Ecuador. This was due to the fact that Carlos Ortuño, museologist of the Institution, had begun due to personal interest and dedication the study that culminates in this work. That which is expressed in it is, naturally, of his exclusive responsibility.


The work opens, along with a necessary clearing up of general numismatic aspects, with the description corresponding

to the precolombian epoch. Given the state of the archeological studies, this part does not go beyond a hypothetical framework, and it is a merit of the author to have been able to maintain himself within it without lyrical effusions, and without having fallen into the temptation of agreeing with hasty conclusions.


Upon developing the colonial and independent periods the study enters into a more certain field that, treated with sobriety, makes the topic clear, and helps to fill out the already considerable body of knowledge accumulated about these periods.


However, it is in the study of the chaotic numismatic history of our republican epoch where the author through a scrupulous comparison of the relevant laws, and using other sources, manages to weave together the history of our coinage in a structured form not without interest even for the reader not specialized in the topic.


Because it is a first global study, the work needs complementary research, and a more refined critical apparatus. We hope that this aspect, recognized by the author himself, and the body of research awaken the commentary and the critiques of the informed, so that it can be improved. In spite of these limitations, the study is a valuable addition to the knowledge of the Ecuadorian numismatic history, and the author deserves applause for a well-done work.

SIMON ESPINOSA

INTRODUCTION


Ecuadorian numismatics has been the object of numerous studies, some of great value; unfortunately all of them are dispersed in newspapers and magazines or in foreign catalogs, which has deprived us of their contributions for a better understanding of our history and of the elements that make up our culture.


To fill this gap was the aspiration of the Central Bank of Ecuador when it entrusted us with the carrying out of the present study. We cannot presume that we have complied with that aspiration, because in certain cases we have preferred not to deal with some aspects of the numismatic discipline, given the impossibility existing until now to get the documentation necessary to do it with responsibility and solvency, such as for example the point of the assayers of the Quito Mint, or in the use of tokens to take the place of circulating coinage, o in the countermarks that appear on our coins.


Regardless of these limitations that we hope will be remedied in due time, we have sought to make a coherent reconstruction of the metamorphosis of the Ecuadorian monetary system, whose study will be able to contribute, as we desire, to a better understanding of our history in general and of the numismatic history in particular.


We would like to register the valuable help given in the process of our research equally by the distinguished scholar, Licenciado Román Cordero Z., as by the well-known researchers, Dr. Ana Velasteguí de Jaramillo and Mr. Olaf Holm.


Invaluable also was the help offered by the reputed numismatists, Dr. Carlos Matamoros Trujillo, Mr. Víctor Iza 

Rodríguez and Mr. Enrique Maulme, who along with the Museum of the Central Bank of Ecuador, furnished us with their rich numismatic collections to illustrate the present study.


We would like to put on the record our recognition to the institutions, archives and libraries that gave us all the facilities for the development of the research; likewise equally to all those people that, in one form or another, helped make this book a reality, in particular to Dr. Simón Espinosa, who read the manuscript and suggested some modifications. For all those people come from these pages our sincere thanks.


In a special way we thank the Central Bank of Ecuador, that honored us by entrusting us with the production of this brief history of coinage in Ecuador.

Quito, August 1977

CARLOS ORTUÑO A.

PRECOLONIAL EPOCH

PRECOLONIAL ECUADOR


In our country one cannot speak of a Nation or of an Empire in the Precolonial epoch; but rather of a great mosaic composed of diverse groups of humans that, inhabiting the different regions of our territory, had achieved over time various degrees of development, without arriving at a true integration at greater than a local or regional level.


The majority of these primitive groups constituted at the beginning groupings based on blood ties under a community system of production. As they developed their productive forces, they formed a social structure governed, in the majority of the cases, by priests or shamans that in virtue of their functions acquired a certain authority over the other members... Certain tribes or communities recognized, for example, the Council of Elders; in others, it was a chief that had managed to establish his authority, that also transmitted it to his successors; in others, there only was a temporary chief, let us say for war or another contingency (1).


According to the latest archeological research, in some communities, since very early times there existed a marked division and specialization of labor,--which explains the degree of perfection with which many towns came to carry out their handicrafts, especially ceramics and silver or gold work--, and possibly there also existed private property (2).


As these primitive communities developed their productive capacity, they grew demographically and geographically

__________________________

(1) Leonardo Mejía M., La Economía en la Sociedad Primitiva Ecuatoriana, Quito: Universidad Central, (Facultad de Economía, Instituto de Investigaciones Económicas, p. 49), 1976.

(2) Ana Velasteguí de Jaramillo (Personal Communication).

This process of social evolution would create the necessity for a larger land surface and for better lands, which, at the same time, would occasion conflicts between different neighboring communities. Through wars or alliances some confederations of different tribes would be formed, some of which would come to have great importance, setting themselves up as hegemonic powers over wide zones of our territory. There is enough room to mention, following Reyes, some confederations: “the Cañari, composed of the tribes of Azogues, of Paute, of Gualaceo and of Yunguilla, and with the assistance, furthermore, of **headhunting oriental tribes; the confederation of the Caranqui, in which are included the Otavalos, Cayambis, Peruchos, Cochasquíes and Pimampiros; the confederation of Quito-Panzaleo; ... the one of Puruhá-Tiquizambi” (1), and the Confederation of the Manteños that was composed of the towns of the Provinces of Manabí and of Guayas.

These meetings or confederations, especially when they were realized through war, would come to accentuate private property, division of labor, and division of the social classes.

Although, at first glance, the integral towns of these confederations maintained certain autonomy, it is logical to suppose that, in accordance with their power, some tribes would be in conditions to impose themselves over the others, capturing for themselves the best lands, which at the same time permitted them a greater accumulation of riches. This inequality would provoke also a new social hierarchization with new organizing forms, and even would have made a place for the establishment of true dynasties.  

This integrative process, indicator of a future Nation, was interrupted by the Incan invasion, and its structure supplanted by the Monarchic Regime of the Incas, who coming from the South, conquered a great part of these territories, especially in the Andean area.

However, in spite of the dominion of the Incas over the conquered peoples being very effective with the imposition of their institutions, of Quechua, and of the strategic establishment of the Mitimaes, in reality they never were able to consolidate their empire. The discord between the heirs of the Tahuantinsuyo, Huáscar and Atahualpa, and the arrival of a new God with the Spanish conquistador, put an end to the Empire of the Inti.

___________________

(1) Oscar Efrén Reyes, Breve Historia General del Ecuador, Quito: Editorial 

Fray Jodoco Ricke (5th edition, p. 45) 1955.

 
Accordingly, we should recognize that our Precolonial stage is characterized by the existence of a series of human groups that, at a tribal, local or regional level, constituted independent communities, with their own characteristics, equally in their social, political and economic organization, as in their language, customs and **personal qualities. The variety of languages and customs, by manifesting a diverse origin, were along with the geographic factor negative aspects for the integration of these towns. Perhaps the most important nexus was commerce, the only way to achieve the complementation of goods for the satisfaction of their needs.

COMMERCIAL RELATIONS


The production of our primitive communities conditioned by their respective geographic medium, could not have been sufficiently varied to offer them self-sufficiency. In consequence, in order to obtain the variety of goods to satisfy their needs, they had to resort to the exchange of typical products with towns of other latitudes. This was especially active at the level of Coast and Sierra and between the latter and the Oriente.


It must be supposed that the first item in the exchange would be made up of foodstuffs and, in a lesser scale, of material goods. These have been conserved in part, as a testimony of those relationships. So for example, in the Sierra have been found marine seashells, seashell objects, ceremonial remains, copper adornments with the **tincullpas of Manteño origen, precious stones and pieces of ceramics. Additionally from the Coast they must have brought salt, cotton, fish, achiote [food coloring], etc., in exchange for cabuya [plant used for making baskets], wool cloth, arms, stone utensils, metals and especially coca, whose **energy-giving properties were known and taken advantage of by all the aboriginal communities of our country, to hold up under hard tasks, long trips and especially the effects of the altitude.


In the same way the exchange was done with the Oriente from which were brought especially medicinal plants and flower of cinnamon (ishpingo).


Undoubtedly the commerce between towns of the same zone must have been very limited. On the one hand the similarity of production, and on the other hand in the Sierra, the **orography, with its knots and folds are causes that explain such limitation. In the Coast the contact must have been easier, especially between the towns close

to the sea, some of which stood out as expert navigators, being outstanding those of Manabí, whom Jacinto Jijón y Caamaño dominated “Confederation of Traders”.


Those of the Coast not only did business with those of the Sierra, but also arrived as far as Mesoamerica; thus, among other things, one explains how the Spanish had in Panama news of the existence of the rich Empire of El Dorado.


Although it is probable that there existed a class of merchants that earned their living from this activity, the exchange of products was subject only to the necessity of the different towns to complement their respective economies, and not to the desire for profit. So, whoever handed over part of his products ought to have done it only in order to obtain others that could complement his economy, and not in order to obtain something extra.


Among the products or merchandise subject to the exchange, some must have come to have more or less general acceptation or appreciation among the different towns, especially the ornamental or religious goods in copper or gold, and maybe coca, whose consumption, as we have said, was habitual. From then on they should have been generally accepted, coveted and, even, accumulated by those who were in conditions to do it, simply as valuable merchandise, whose hoarding could signify power or richness; but, as it seems, they did not come to be used as a unit of exchange or as a measure of value. It seems, then, that our aborigines did not know the coin, and that they carried out exchange, through direct barter, giving one product for another. The equivalence of the different products was determined by their respective value of use.


With respect to this, the **chronicler Don Pedro Cieza de León, while describing the towns of Manabí, tells us:

“They carry on their persons some adornment of gold jewelry and some very minute beads, which they call chaquira colorada, which was an extremely good and rich redemption. And in other provinces I myself have seen that they held this chaquira in such esteem, that they used to give a full quantity of gold for it. In the province of Quimbaya (that is where the city of Cartago is situated) certain Chiefs or heads to **Marshal Robledo gave more than a thousand five hundred pesos for a little less than a pound. But in that time period for three or four diamonds of glass they used to give two hundred 

and three hundred pesos. And in this of selling to the Indians, we are certain that we will not be deceived by them. Even it has happened that I have sold to an Indian a small axe of copper and he has given me for it, as much fine gold as the axe weighed”. (1)


The findings of a great quantity of certain gold objects, and especially of some specimens of copper in the form of small axes in certain tombs, have suggested to the archeologists the concept of hoarding in the people of that epoch; they even have tried to find in these small axes a type of coin.


Curiously, these axes, discovered above all in the zone of Manta (Manabí), on the island of Puná (Gulf of Guayaquil) and in the Basin of Guayas until Quevedo, frequently are found in a decimal proportion, and have a lot of similarity with pieces found in Oaxaca (Mexico). The latter were used as a coin until the first years of the Spanish domination, according to a memorial that, the 31 of October of 1548, Francisco López Tenorio, neighbor of Oaxaca, addresses to the President of the Council of the Indias. In it he describes the use of this coin, accompanying its design, (2) that coincides with the description of these coins done by another **chronicler of those lands.

____________________

(1) Pedro Cieza de León, La Crónica del Perú, Madrid: Espasa-Calpe. (Third edition, p. 154), 1949.

(2) José Toribio Medina. Las monedas Coloniales Hispano-Americanas, Santiago, Imp. Elzeviriana, 1919 (p. 6).

“In other –parts of Mexico—they used a lot some copper coins almost in the form of a T, of the width of three or four fingers, and it was **thin metal, some more and others less”. (1).

“This is the form of copper coin that was used in New Spain” –MEXICO—that is which is declared in the memorial. Four of these new were worth five reales and afterwards, being worn a little, they were not wanted at any price, and came to be worth ten for one real, in order to remelt them, and whether there was offense or not, in this way one can understand.” (2)

__________________

(1) José Toribio Medina, op. cit. P. 6.

(2) Ibid., P. 7.

However, apart from these coincidences that suggest the possibility that they could have functioned as money among the peoples of the region where they have been localized, we do not have any other evidence in support of that concern.

The distinguished Danish researcher, Mr. Olaf Holm, that has studied the most these pieces, denominates them “HACHAS MONEDAS” [“MONEY AXES”] and opines that we are dealing with religious offerings based on a representation of value (1). Being thus, such a denomination is not very adequate. Although we may be dealing with a representation of value and due to this an accumulator of riches, its application would be very specific. It would thus set itself apart from the primary function and characteristic of money, that of being a unit and/or a value of exchange.

In reality, apart from this possibility, there is not faintly visible, in our Precolonial epoch, the existence of money in a strict sense, that is to say, as a measure of value and as a medium of exchange of all things. The chronicles of the epoch of the Conquista, that are the best document that we have to date about the conditions in which our towns found themselves when the Spanish arrived, not only deny the existence of money, but also detail the form of trading; thus, as cites Medina, Don Pedro Cieza de León said in his Chronicle of Peru:

“There are towns of Indians... and some and others have their **trade giving some things for others, because they do not use coins nor has been found a die for coins in these parts”. (2).

__________________

(1) Olaf Holm (Personal communication).

(2) José Toribio Medina, op. cit. pp. 7-8.

THE COLONY

The Spanish conquest and colonization bear the mark of the exceptional moment that touched upon the Mother Country at the end of the 15th century and during the 16th. The kingdoms of Castilla and Aragón unified, the last Moorish **refuge of Granada conquered, the absolute monarchy consolidated by the triumph of the Roman Law over the Germanic, the bases of religious unity set, the Spanish presence in Italy secured; the discovery of America puts before Spain the possibility of converting itself into a Universal Empire.

The Empire arrived to our lands and implanted in them its uses and customs, its laws and traditions, its religion and morality, its economic and commercial system, in the name of the two Majesties: that of God and that of the King.

The imposition of the Spanish monetary system in the new conquered lands was not going to be the exception. This system was carried down from the Romans and survived the diverse cultures that made up the Spanish culture until the epoch of the Catholic Kings. These restructured it and transferred it to the newly born colonies.

For this reason, we will deal in this Chapter with the Spanish monetary system, in order to pass later to the history of the **Assay Houses in Spanish America and their repercussions in our country.

In order to understand better the Spanish Monetary System in the epoch that concerns us, we consider it convenient to describe its nature, although perhaps in a succinct and general way: 

The problems and limitations implied by barter, the impossibility of fixing an equivalence between the different products, the difficulty of transporting them and, above all, that of finding providers and consumers, obligated man to look for and make use of a unit of general acceptance, as an intermediary of the exchanges, and as a measure to determine the value of all the goods.

This, in a nutshell, was the origin of the coin, that dates back to **time immemorial. It would be risky to indicate where it was used for the first time; however, we can affirm that it originated indistinctly among many peoples of antiquity, such as in China, Egypt and Mexico. Genesis speaks to us of the minting of silver coins already in the time of Abraham.

Once discovered the idea of the coin it remained to be specified which must be the common good fulfilled by this function.

History reminds us that with this purpose salt, cattle, leather, cloth and other similar articles were used; but these, although they satisfied some necessities, were perishable, inconvenient to transport and of difficult fragmentation for minor exchanges. They did not fulfill then adequately their function.

One thought then of a good more comfortable, durable and easy to split up, without its value being altered notably. The Greeks used iron as money until the **Peloponesian War; but as its intrinsic value was insignificant given its abundance, great quantities were required for a small price, besides it deteriorated easily and was an easy prey of fire. It did not result then the adequate medium for the end that it sought to have.

Copper served as a coin for the Romans and afterwards was used by almost all nations. Currently it is still used in many countries as a minor coin; however, also due to its abundance, its intrinsic value does not represent much.

Finally, man came to fix his attention on silver and gold. The latter, since **time immemorial, had been very appreciated

due to its scarcity and nobility, and for this reason used for religious offerings and adornments. It was additionally incombustible and enduring. Silver resulted expensive due to the high indices of mortality among the miners at the time of its extraction; but both were, besides durable and almost not corrodible, easy to fragment without loss of its value, nor of its beautiful and brilliant aspect.


Mankind was inclined thus before the goodness of these metals to attribute to them an omnivalent power and make of them the most adequate medium of exchange; however, for small transactions they did not result very indicated, since it was necessary to fragment them into too-small pieces with the consequential inconvenience of their handling; this determined the utilization of copper for small payments.


In this way, the nations came to accept and to make use of gold and silver as units of exchange and measures of value of all things; moreover, it was indispensable that the real or intrinsic value of these metals correspond exactly with the value that they represented in the carrying out of the exchanges; to the contrary, the money would only have a symbolic or conventional value, like that which is used today in the entire world, with the difference that in that case it would not have any legal backing. This deficiency would occasion a rise in the prices of all the merchandise, or the rejection of their acceptation, a thing that, with no little frequency, has been experienced even in our country.


The ease with which gold and silver could be adulterated through alloys with other metals such as iron, zinc, tin, lead, copper, etc., that due to their great abundance and easy extraction resulted extremely cheap, frequently occasioned fraud. This obligated many nations and kingdoms to establish **Assay Houses to certify by means of an **assay and public minting the true weight, law and alloy that each coin had. Fixed in this way the commercial value, individuals by obligation carried their bars or ingots of gold and silver to these Houses, and received the corresponding pieces marked with a mark or a seal that certified their quality.


In Rome, the Mint was located on the Capitolio, in a dependency of the Temple of Juno Moneta, from where comes the name moneda [money].


The expenses or rights of coining were paid by those who had their money coined or sealed. This right of coining in Arabic 

is defined with the word SICCAH, from which is derived the word CECA, to refer to the Mint, or to the symbol that each of the Assay Houses imprinted on the coins as a seal of the guarantee of the content or of the value of each one.


Regularly it was the imperial families who had the privilege of coining money, and even of doing it imprinting in it their effigy. Slowly this right became concentrated in the emperor or the king, and it would be the symbols of the kingdom and the effigy of the kings, those that would be represented on the coins.


So in Spain each Princedom or each Dukedom had its own Assay House and its own coins, until when the Catholic Kings achieved the unification of the empire and centralized under the Crown the right of coining, establishing the monetary system, that, due to the conquista, would impose itself and would flourish in the new world thanks to the gold and silver riches that were the base of this monetary system. Never had the Mother Country dreamed of encountering so many riches in the moments in which she most needed them, since the scarcity of precious metals to pay for her bellicose adventures had involved her in such grave crises that, the vellón [copper coin of low value] had become her most typical coin.


The European economic systems were under the power of gold and silver. Spain, as we have just seen, was not an exception. Her monetary system implanted in the new world was the following:

SPANISH MONETARY SYSTEM

GOLD COINS
UNIT

:
Escudo

MULTIPLES
:
Two Escudos (Dobloon)




Four Escudos (Half Ounce or Dobloon of four)




Eight Escudos (Ounce or Dobloon of eight)

SILVER COINS

UNIT

:
Real

MULTIPLES:

Two Reales (Peseta)




Four Reales (Half Peso)




Eight Reales (Peso)

SUBMULTIPLES:
Half Real




One Quarter Real (Cuartillo)

SYSTEM OF WEIGHTS FOR THE COINAGE 

REFERENCE WEIGHT: CASTILIAN MARK 

230.1232 GRAMS

ONE MARK = HALF POUND

=

230.1232 GRAMS

ONE MARK = EIGHT OUNCES

=

230.1232 GRAMS

ONE OUNCE = EIGHT OCHAVAS
=

230.1232 GRAMS

ONE OCHAVA = SIX TOMINES

=

3.5956 GRAMS

ONE TOMIN = TWELVE GRAINS
=

0.5992 GRAMS

ONE GRAIN




=

0.0499 GRAMS


SIZE, WEIGHT AND VALUE OF THE COINS 

According to the Pragmatic of 1620

From one Gold Mark were coined 68 Escudos

From one Silver Mark were coined 67 Reales

Weight of one Escudo= 
     230.1232 = 3,3841 grams







68

Weight of the Eight Escudos

3.3841 x 8 = 27.0732 grams

Weight of One Real
=
     230.1232
= 3,4346 grams







67

Weight of the Eight Reales = 3.4346 x 8 = 27.4773 grams

RELATIONSHIP IN WEIGHT:

One Escudo is equal to two Pesos

One Peso is equal to eight Reales

One Escudo weighs: 3.3841 grams

One Real weighs: 3.4346 grams

Weight of 16 Reales: 54.9547 grams

-------------------------------------------------
= 16.2388 Grams

Weight of One Escudo: 3.3841 grams

RELATION = 16.2388 to 1


These specifications were not the first nor the only ones that were imparted for the coins during the Colonial Epoch. The system was subject to many variants especially due 

to the production of metals of the mines of the new world; however, because of the consideration that these were the most stable, and that they even persisted until far after Independence in various Hispanic American countries as well as in our own, we have taken them as a general reference table. The same occurs with the aspect that refers to **weak or strong, or in other words, to the limits of tolerance both in the lack as in the excess of quality and weight of the coins, and that we will see coming up.

WEAK AND STRONG OF THE GOLD AND SILVER COINS


The degrees of fineness or of purity of the gold are divided into 24 parts, which are denominated karats; this means that: 24/24 is equivalent to absolutely pure gold. Silver on the other hand, is divided into 12 parts that are denominated dineros, which at the same time are subdivided into 32 tomines each one, or in other words, 12/12 is equivalent to pure silver.

GOLD = 24 karats = 384 tomines = one thousand milésimas

1 KARAT = 384/24 = 16 tomines

1 TOMIN = 12 grains

SILVER = 12 dineros = 384 tomines = 1000 milésimas

1 DINERO = 384/12 = 32 tomines

1 TOMIN = 12 graIns.


The Spanish Monetary System established for its gold coins the law of 22 karats and for the silver ones, the law of 11 dineros plus four grains.

GOLD COINS:


Law in karats    22 fine or in other words 22/24 = 0.916 milésimas of pure or fine gold.


The tolerance in law, or in other words the greater or lesser value that the ordinances established for the gold coins, was of a half tomín, therefore:

TOLERANCE IN LAW (in its equivalent in milésimas):

EXACT LAW = 22 karats x 16 = 352 tomines = 352 / 384 = 0.91666

STRONG LAW = 352 + 0.5 = 352.5 tomines = 352.5 / 384 = 0.9179

WEAK LAW = 352 – 0.5 = 351.5 tomines = 351.5 / 384 = 0.9153

SILVER COINS:

Law in Dineros = 11 dineros + 4 grains


As we have seen each dinero is equivalent to 32 tomines, and each tomín to 12 grains, from which it results that the four grains are equivalent to 0.33 of a tomín, therefore:

Law for Silver = [(11 x 32) + 0.33] / 384 = 352.33 / 384 = 0.9175 fine

The tolerance in the law for the silver minted was of a tomín and a half, so:

TOLERANCE IN LAW (with its equivalence in milésimas):

EXACT LAW: 11 dineros + 4 grains + 352.33 tomines = 0.9175

STRONG LAW = [(11 x 32) + 0.33 + 1.5] / 384 = 353.83 / 384 = 0.9214

WEAK LAW = [(11 x 32) + 0.33 – 1.5] / 384 = 350.83 / 384 = 0.9136

THE **ASSAY HOUSES IN AMERICA


The incalculable material riches, especially metallic ones, found in the new world, along with the natural riches of a virgin and generous land, were the true motive for the Spanish to cross the Atlantic and colonize this Continent. They counted additionally on a gigantic human contingent at their disposition at a reduced cost for the exploitation of so many riches. This moment favored the natural **indifference of the Spanish, based on the law of least effort, for manual labor, rational exploition and industrialization. The occasion was propitious for an easy trade and this flourished with intensity, once the production was organized, less than a half century after the conquest. 


Faced with the scarcity of Spanish coins that were in fact presented for the exchange, and since here precious metals were not lacking soon was adopted the recourse of effecting payments handing over pieces of gold or of silver without working them, in agreement with the “PESO” [weight] required by the law for the coins, and duly marked with the royal punch, as a sign that they had been **fifthed [taxed].


This was the origin of the denomination of “PESO” applied later to the silver coins and afterwards adopted by some independent countries as a denominator of their monetary unit.


This custom, that had been generalized, of effecting the payments with metals that had not been worked, occasioned serious inconveniences for commerce, and even more to the Royal House; since it easily hid frequent dealings with metals without **fifthing or in other words without having paid the ROYAL FIFTH, the right of the Crown, and that was equivalent at the beginning to 20 per cent or the fifth part, from which comes its denomination, but that later was indistinctly reduced to 10 and even to 5 per cent. 


The lack of coins not only made commerce sluggish but also the payment of the corresponding royal tributes. It was these, and the necessity of controlling the exploitation and the commerce of the

gold and silver, that were the principal reasons that obligated the Kings of Spain to establish assay houses in the Indies, whose functioning had capital importance in the colonial economy.

MINT OF MEXICO


Don Carlos I of Spain and V of the Holy Roman Empire was the founder of the first Assay House in Spain. By Royal order the 11 of March of the year 1535, he ordered that they found one in Mexico, and another on the Island of Santo Domingo, indicating that the mintings had to be only of coins of silver and vellón, with the same laws as those that were being developed in Spain. These coins had to circulate equally in the Indies as in the Metropolis, and their exportation outside the Empire remained prohibited.


The House of Mexico would coin its first coins perhaps one year later, or in the year 1536, a date of controversy for historians.


In contrast with the coins that until then had been made in the houses of the Peninsula with the inscription NON PLUS ULTRA, those worked here would bear as an emblem in the columns of Hercules over the waves of the sea the inscription PLUS ULTRA, as a sign of that beyond those columns there were other lands. Equally, on these coins was introduced the inscription HISPANIARUM ET INDIARUM REX, as a sign of the incorporation of the Indies under the sovereignty of the monarch.


It resulted exceptional the disposition contained in the same decree when it ordered that they produce coins of three reales, unknown until then in Spain. Referring to the House of Mexico, because the one of Santo Domingo had not yet been established, and citing firsthand documents, José Toribio Medina tells us that: “... having occurred in practice that many of the pieces of two reales passed for those of three, the minting of these was suspended, before the year 1541” (1). Later on he adds that: “By Royal Decree of the 31 of May of the year 1535... it had been commanded that while the Mexico Mint was not functioning, they would assign to the reales a value of 44 maravedís,

__________________

(1) José Toribio Medina, op. cit., p. 38.

(the real value was 34), for the reason of the risk of carrying them from Spain and of the lack that there was of them” (1).


With regard to the copper coin called VELLON, whose value was insignificant and would not serve more than for small transactions, we will only say that they were minted in Mexico, but in a reduced quantity, since they had very little appreciation, being generally rejected, despite the penalties that were incurred for that. Finally, Don Felipe II would prohibit their minting in the year of 1565, at the time that he reiterated the authorization to mint silver coins (2).

MINT OF LIMA


It results easy to understand that the mintings that were carried out in Mexico City were not sufficient to supply circulation to all the colonies, which had maintained in the rest of the Indies the same inconveniences that existed before the establishment of the Mint of the aforementioned city.


This state of things, the occasion of so many evils and damages for the Royal Estate and the commerce, and the constant requests by the authorities of Peru to the Courts of Spain for them to provide them with an Assay House, had results the 21 of August of 1565 when King Don Felipe II ordered the establishment of the Lima Mint, to mint exclusively silver coins, similar to what was being done in Mexico. Likewise it was determined that the die for the coins of one, two and four reales, would bear on one side castles and lions with the **pomegranate, and on the other the columns of Hercules and between them the inscription PLUS ULTRA and a P. to signify Peru. The legend that these coins ought to bear said: PHILIPUS II DEI GRATIA HISPANIARUM ET INDIARUM REX.


Also it was ordered that the coinage produced in this house circulate equally in Spain as well as in the other provinces of the Indies, in accord with its true value that was 34 maravedís per each real. 


_______________

(1) José Toribio Medina, op. cit., p.39

(2) Ibid., p.14

