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The Billy and Charley Forgeries 
by Robert Halliday 

T he forgery of antiques has caused 
trouble for many generations of col­

lectors. Most forgeries have been care­
fully made to resemble the artefacts and 
works of art of previous ages as closely 
as possible, and much knowledge is 
often required to tell them apart from 
the original. But the notorious Billy and 
Charley forgeries were exceptional. They 
were, in effect, completely original crea­
tions, bearing very little resemblance to 
any product of any period, and because 
of their outrageous appearance and their 
amusing history they have become col­
lectors' items in their own right. 

William Smith (Billy) and Charles Eaton 
(Charley), the eponymous forgers, are 
shadowy figures. Both were born in 
about 1834, and from early childhood 
they earned a living as shore rakers on 
the Thames waterfront, searching in the 
mud for items of saleable value. 

It was common for shore rakers to 
find ancient coins, pilgrim badges and 
similar items, and collectors and antique 
dealers would keep in touch with them, 
paying handsomely for anything of 
interest that they might find. Billy Smith 
and Charley Eaton saw this as a 
promising source of income, and in 1857 
they decided to counterfeit antiquities. 

They commenced operations in a 
workshop in Rosemary Lane on Tower 
Hill, an alley running off Royal Mint 

Figure 1. A Billy and Charley medallion. 
One side shows a knight in medieval 
armour, the other side an Anglo-Saxon 
chieftain. Notice the way that one side 
has deliberately been damaged to 
simulate ageing. Notice too that the 
other side bears the letters C.S. The 
letters S. C. are often placed on Roman 
coins where they stand for "Senatus 
Consulto", by the command of the 
senate! 

Street, and not far from the Mint itself. 
Their methods of manufacture were very 
basic. Powdered chalk and water would 
be mixed to make dies, and patterns 
would be carved into these with nails, 
penknives and other sharp implements . 
The "antiquities" would then be cast 
from lead or cock metal, an alloy of lead 
and brass or pewter. Most of their crea­
tions show flaws resulting from such 
primitive methods of casting. They are 
remarkably thin in relation to their sur­
face area, the castings are shallow and 
the surfaces are pitted and uneven. After 
casting the objects were normally steeped 
in acid or damaged with knives and 
hammers to simulate ageing (figure I). 

The commonest forgeries were 
medallions (presumably because these 
were easy to cast) of between I V2 ins. and 
4ins. in diameter, with small loops at the 
top forming hangers (figure 2). These 
have been compared to pilgrim badges, 
but they are larger and heavier, and, 
unlike pilgrim badges, they are normally 
decorated on both sides. Other products 
included daggers, miniature figurines, 
small flasks (figure 3), and even small 
shrines made from several plates of 
metal locked together. 

Billy Smith and Charley Eaton were 
illiterate and had very little knowledge of 
history. In consequence their forgeries 
showed an amazing number of errors 
and anachronisms. Dates in Arabic 
numerals ascribed their manufacture to 
the period between the 11th and 16th 
centuries (usually the first half of the 
11th century), although Arabic numerals 
had not come into use in Europe before 
the 15th century. Inscriptions consisted 
of meaningless jumbles of letters and 
symbols. The figures that decorated the 

objects wore peculiar cost umes with 
little historical parallel. The most 
commonly encountered figures are 
monarchs wearing strange spiked crowns 
(figure 2) and knights wearing totally 
impractical suits of armour (figure 5); 
close fitting costumes of chain mail 
covering the body from neck to toe, and 
plate helmets moulded to the shape of 
the head. Faces were crude and 
expressionless, and costumes either 
hugged the contours of the body or hung 
loosely and shapelessly around the figure 
in wide folds. 

Claiming to have found the items at 
Shadwell, where a new dock was being 
built, they began to sell their creations, 
and, despite their crude appearance, 
they found a ready market. The normal 
selling price of a medallion was 2s. It 
was later to be estimated that the metal 
required to make a medallion cost one 
penny and that the materials employed 
in its manufacture cost another penny. 
Larger items cost proportionately more 
to produce, but these could be sold for 
up to IOs. Since a dock labourer only 
earned half a crown for a day's work 
Billy Smith and Charley Eaton must 
have considered that they were running a 
highly profitable concern. 

They sold a large number of their for­
geries to William Edwards, an antique 
dealer whom they had known for several 
years. In his turn he sold most of his 
purchases to George Eastwood, a dealer 
in London's Haymarket, who became so 
interested in the items that he began to 
purchase directly from Billy and 
Charley, making their "discoveries" his 
principal stock in trade. 

Not unnaturally the sudden appearance 
of so many supposedly medieval anti-
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. . . . . Figure 2. One of the commoner designs of a Billy and Charley 
medallion . 
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qulties of a type hitherto unknown 
aroused suspicion, and in the April of 
1858 Henry Syer Cuming, a prominent 
London archaeologist, read a paper on 
the objects to the British Archaeological 
Association. He claimed that 12,000 of 
the objects had appeared, which was an 
exaggeration, but it does suggest the 
rapidity with which the objects had cir­
culated and the interest that they had 
attracted. He pointed out the many 
anachronisms in their designs and the 
crude way in which they had been manu­
factured, and concluded by condemning 
them as "a gross attempt at deception" 
and regretting that there were no 
methods of punishing the forgers. 

No mention of this lecture appeared in 
the proceedings of the Association, but 
it was reported at length in The Gentle­
man's Magazine, The Literary Gazette 
and Athenaeum. George Eastwood con­
sidered that this impugned his reputa­
tion and threatened his livelihood. He 
wrote to The Gentleman's Magazine 
assuring the readers that the objects 
were genuine, and were probably ancient 
children's toys. But he decided that the 
only satisfactory way to defend his 
honour was to sue for libel. Yet, 
inexplicably, he did not sue Henry 
Cuming or the British Archaeological 
Association, but instead the publishers 
of Athenaeum (ignoring the other 
periodicals that had reported the 
lecture). 

The trial, which was held at Guildford 
on 5th August, must have been one of 
the more amusing cases of the time. The 
prosecution opened its case by insisting 
that the publishers of Athenaeum had 
cast a slur on George Eastwood's 
reputation by publishing details of 
Henry Cuming's paper, since he was the 
principal dealer in the objects referred 
to. 

The prosecution then tried to prove 
that the objects were genuine antiques. 
A selection of the objects were exhibited 
and intrigued the entire court with their 
strange designs. George Eastwood stated 

Figure 3. An 
ampulla. Possibly 
copied from genuine 
medieval artefacts, 
but the crude casting 
and decoration show 
it to be a forgery. 
Courtesy Cuming 
Museum. 

Figure 4. A more 
ambitious forgery, 

possibly intended to 
be a shrine or 

reliquary, made from 
two separate plates 
of metal. Courtesy 

, Cuming Museum. 

that he had changed his mind concerning 
the objects and now considered them to 
be pilgrim badges. 

William Edwards, when examined, 
said he had purchased the items from 
Billy Smith and Charley Eaton eight or 
ten at a time over a period of about a 
year, paying them a total of £200 for 
1,100 objects, which he had then sold to 
George Eastwood for £296, after which 
George Eastwood had begun to pur­
chase directly from Billy and Charley. 
When asked what the objects could have 
been he said that he considered this to be 
a matter for the archaeological societies 
to decide. 

Charley Eaton did not testify. He had 
recently got married and his wife would 
not let him attend the court. But Billy 
Smith did appear . Described by the 
reporter covering the trial as "a rough 
looking young man", he claimed to have 
found 2,000 objects between the June of 
1857 and March of 1858. (Perhaps the 
suspicion that they had aroused had 
caused him and Charley to cease manu­
facturing them at that point.) When 
asked how he had obtained them he said 
that he had bribed the labourers to 
smuggle them out of the dock workings, 
or gained entry to the docks after 
working hours to search for them (both 
of which methods, he was forced to 
admit, were completely against the 
regulations of the port authorities). 

Expert witnesses were then called to 
testify for the authenticity of the 
objects. Charles Roach Smith (figure 6), 
one of the most respected archaeologists 
of the day, whose collections were later 
to form the basis of the British 
Museum's Roman department, declared 
that he considered them to be religious 
items of the 15th or 16th century, but 
that he had not studied them sufficiently 
to explain what function they could have 
served. The Reverend Thomas Hugo, 
vicar of St. Botolph's, Bishopsgate, and 
an expert on the archaeology of 
London, also guaranteed that the 
objects were genuine antiquities, but 

when pressed to explain why he said that 
it was for "the lady's reason", that he 
thought so because he thought so. 

Here the prosecution rested its case. 
The trial did not pass any further, for it 
was decided that there was no evidence 
that Henry Cuming had referred to or 
even alluded to George Eastwood in his 
lecture, and that it had been published in 
Athenaeum for the public interest with 
no malicious intention, and the judge 
directed the jury to return a verdict of 
not guilty. 

This cannot have been very enjoyable 
for George Eastwood, for, instead of 
obtaining satisfaction he was made to 
look foolish. But the trial was reported 
in The Times, and the fact that respected 
figures had been ready to swear in court 
that they considered the objects to be 
genuine (even if they could not give any 

Figure 5. Typical Billy and Charley 
figures. Crudely depicted and wearing 
impracticallighl fitting helmets and suits 
of chain III ail that would have been 
impossible to use. Courtesy Cuming 
Museum. 

47 



~, 
I . 

/' .. 

Figure 6. Charles Roach Smith, the eminent 
archaeologist, whose testimony led many people to accept 
the forgeries as genuine. 

Figure 7. Charles Reed, the city businessman who exposed Billy 
Smith and Charley Eaton as forgers. 

satisfactory reason for this) must have 
given them a respectability that they 
previously lacked, with the result that 
sales soon revived. 

Meanwhile Charles Smith was to take 
a serious interest in the objects, and in 
1861 he published an article on them in 
the fifth volume of his Collect an ea 
An tiqua, describing them as "A curious 
subject for legitimate archaeological 
enquiry" . He agreed that the numerous 
anachronisms in their design showed 
that they could not be medieval, but he 
felt that there was no evidence to prove 
that they were modern forgeries. A 
forger, he explained, would try to copy 
genuine medieval items, but these bore 
no comparison with any known 
medieval artefacts. Moreover he con­
sidered it virtually impossible for any 
forger to produce such a diverse range of 
objects . Instead he believed them to date 
from the mid-Tudor period, probably 
the reign of Queen Mary, and that they 
had been imported from the Continent 
to replace those objects of religious 
devotion that had been destroyed during 
the Reformation. 

But soon after Charles Smith had 
published his defence of the objects the 
fraud was to be exposed. Charles Reed 
(figure 7), a city businessman' and public 
figure, and a well-known amateur 
archaeologist, was approached by an 
associate of Billy Smith and Charley 
Eaton who offered to sell him some of 
their supposed discoveries. Charles Reed 
won his confidence and persuad~d him 
to divulge how the objects were being 

. made. He then bribed him to break into 
their workshop and steal their moulds 
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and tools, which he then exhibited 
before the Society of Antiquaries and 
similar organisations. 

Yet, although the laws concerning for­
gery of coinage were very severe, the 
laws on other forms of forgery were 
vague, and nobody took any action to 
punish Billy Smith and Charley Eaton. 
Instead they tried to carry on their 
activities, and archaeological magazines 
were to warn their readers to beware of 
them. 

In 1870 Henry Cuming reported that 
William Monk "of the late notorious 
firm of Billy and Charley" had been 
trying to sell a badge bearing a device of 
the Lamb of God (figure 8), but, being 
unable to find a buyer he had eventually 
confessed that he had copied the design 
from a butter print. (It has since been 
debated whether William Monk was 
Billy Smith, the surname Monk being an 
alias or a pseudonym given to him by 
Henry Cuming.) 

Whatever the case, this seems to have 
been the last forgery that the pair were 
to produce. Charley Eaton died in the 
January of 1870. His death certificate 
gave the cause of his death as consump­
tion, and the place of his death as a tene­
ment in the slums of Tower Hamlets . 
There is no evidence that he had 
accumulated any wealth from the sale of 
his forgeries. After this Billy Smith 
appears to have abandoned his activities 
and he disappears from history. 

It is difficult to say precisely how 
many forgeries Billy Smith and Charley 
Eaton manufactured. In 1858 Billy 
Smith claimed to have found 2,000 
specimens over nine months , while 

William Edwards said that he had pur­
chased 1, 100 of these at a rate of eight or 
ten at a time. Considering the primitive 
conditions under which Billy Smith and 
Charley Eaton worked and the need to 
limit production (for the discovery of 
too many forgeries at one time would 
have aroused suspicion), an output of 
between five and seven objects a day 
seems reasonable. This would suggest a 
total output of 1,500 objects in nine 
months. If they continued their opera­
tions on the same scale between George 
Eastwood's lawsuit and their eventual 
exposure two and a half years later they 
could have manufactured a further 
5,000 items. They probably produced 
fewer items in the following ten years, 
but a complete total of between 7,000 
and 10,000 forgeries does not seem an 
unreasonable estimate. 

Such a large quantity of objects could 
not easily be disposed of and the 
forgeries continued to circulate among 
antique dealers and collectors, often 
causing great bewilderment. Strangely, 
considering all the controversy they had 
caused, they had never received any 
proper title, and the name " Billy and 
Charley Forgeries", or more simply 
"Billys and Charleys", came to be 
applied to them. When Henry Cuming 
left his collections to the .Borough of 
Southwark in 1902, to form a museum, 
the Billy and Charley forgeries that he 
had obtained were considered interesting 
enough to be placed on display. 

As antiques Billys and Charleys defy 
classification. They can be compared 
with nothing but each other, while the 
flaws in their manufacture and design 



make them object lessons in how to 
recognise forgeries . Yet they possess a 
definite interest. Considering that Billy 
Smith and Charley Eaton lacked any 
education and produced their forgeries 
under the most primitive conditions, 
they demonstrated great ingenuity. 
Their creations show a fascinating 
variety of design, and duplicates are 
comparatively rare . They tell an 
interesting story and they give an insight 
into the Victorian period , beside which 

Figure 8. The last 
forgery produced by 
"The notorious firm 
of Billy and 
Charley" in 1869, 
with the mould from 
which it was cast. It 
was eventually found 
to have been copied 
from a butter print. 
Courtesy Cuming 
Museum . 

they serve as a footnote to the history of 
archaeology. Surely few antiques can be 
more amusing . 

Postscript 
There is a common belief that Billys 

and Charleys have themselves been 
forged. I can find no evidence for this. 
In 1963 a fashion company produced 
replicas of Billys and Charleys as pen­
dants , which it sold through various 
magazines, and the belief seems to have 

arisen from this. The Department of 
Coins and Medals at the British Museum 
possesses several of these pendants. 
They are small and made from highly 
coloured plastic and could not be 
mistaken for the original articles. 
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Figures 1 and 2 are by Christopher 
Mycock. 
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