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Coins for everyday transactions are a comparatively moderm idea in Burma,
having been introduced there less than 20C years ago. This note attempts to
outline the development of the coinage and to list the coins produced for use
in Burma from that time to the present date.

BODAWPAYA (1781-1819)

Bodawpaya, a son of the founder
- bf the Alaungpaya Dynasty, took the
s "W\W throne in February 1781 following the
l /_j/ ) murder of the previous King, his neph-
fe \\ ew Singu, and in order to eliminate

¥,

/ & all opposition he immediately murdered
mbia A CHINA all his rivals, their wives, children
\/] §? (Yonnan) - and servants. At that time his King-
% & dom comprised much the same area as

present day Burma with the exception
of Arakan, which separated by a

range of hills, had been an indepen-
dent Kingdom for centuries. Until
Bodawpaya's time, there were no coins
for general use throughout Burma,
although there had been local issues,
notably in Arakan by the Chandra
Dynasty, 4-6th Century, the Pyu-Mon
series in South East Burma, 2-5th
Century and a later series in Arakan
in the 17-18th Century. (Refs 1, 2
and 3). This later Arakan series, well

UPPER | BURMA

 MANDALAY
L Ava AMARAPURA

ARAKAN & TENASSERIM
ANNEXED IN 1826

\‘ LOWER BURMA
N ANNEXED N 1852

‘ I UPPER BURMA
ANNEXED N 1886

-] 160 200 360 40 foo
f A M " n )

KicoMerres

BURMA
SHOWING STAGES OF ANNEXATION |826-86

documented by Phayre, (Ref 3, pp 5-11)
came to an end in 1784-5 when Bodawpaya
took over the Kingdom of Arakan during
a time of turmoil., The last coins of
this series were issued in Arakan by
the Burmese Governor installed by
Bodawpaya, the inscription on them
reading "1146 (= 1784 AD) Amarapura,
Kingdom of the Lord of many White Ele-
phants" (Ref 3 p 11). They were

struck in gold and silver, both with
similar inscriptions, the larger
having a wide striated rim. These then
were the first coins issued by Bodaw-
paya, though their use was probably
restricted to Arakan.

Trade between Burma and the East India Company had ceased following the
massacre by the Burmese in 1759, of most of the British in the trading post at
Negrais, an island at the South West point of the Irrawaddy delta,_but a
British Resident was established in Rangoon in 1796 as a result or a successful
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miscion From the Governor General of India to the Burmese Government in Ava in
1975, and the way was again open for Trade with the British.

All Trade and Bazaar purchases up to this time were carried out by barter
or by weighing out lumps of metal, usually silver or lead, both of which were
available in Burma, although since Europeans had been trading in Burmese ports
for about two centuries, some of this metal will have been from European and
EIC coins. Bodawpaya saw the need for coins of his own, and although he may
have been experimenting in his capital Ava, the evidence for his coinage is
unclear. It is certain however that he gave patterns to Captain Cox, the British
Resident, to take to Calcutta to have trial coins struck (Ref 3 p 35, Ref 4
pp 13-16). He also asked Cox to procure minting equipment for him. The patterns
given to Cox appear to have been siler pieces similar in design to the Pyu-Mon ‘
coins, and copper pieces with the simple design of two fishes one above the
other. The reverses of the copper coins carried an inscription in Burmese giving
the date of Bodawpaya's accession, 1143 BE (=1781 AD). Cox returned from
Calcutta in 1797 with 20,000 silver and 100,000 copper coins, together with the
minting machinery, which Bodawpaya used to strike more coins. Unwisely he
issued them at a taken value, about one quarter of their real value. After a
very short time the people reverted to their lumps of silver and lead, and
Bodawpaya was forced to withdraw the coins. Temple (Ref 4 pp 14-15) suggests
that coins with the two fishes design were minted in silver, as well as in
three denominations, values unknown, in copper. Although specimens of the
coppers exist today, there appear to be none in silver, and even in Temple's time
(1820) he says that none of the silver pieces appear to have survived.

Vum Ko Hau, who has in his collection some of the silver coins similar
to the Pyu-Mon patterns, refers to them as '"Ava's'", though he gives no explan-
ation for the use of the name (Ref 11 pp 253-4).

BAGYIDAW (1891-37), THARAWADDY (1837-46), and PAGAN (1846-53).

Bodawpaya died in 1819, and was succeeded by his grandson, Bagyidaw. No
evidence is apparent of any coinage during Bagyidaw's reign, but there is a
record of a silver coin of his successor, King Tharawaddy (1837-46), depicting
the moon and a hare on the ohverse, and a lotus on the reverse. (Ref 5 o 37).

Bagyidaw's reign was beset with frontier problems which led to the st
Anglo-Burmese War, (1824-26), and as a result, he was forced to give up Arakan
and Tenasserin, two large coastal provinces. He did however retain his three
chief ports, Bassein, Rangoon and Martaban.

Temple (Ref 4 p 17) records that King Pagan (1846-53) also tried to force
a token currency, but gives no details, It may be that these coins were those
referred to by Barrelto (Ref 5) as silver coins with the Shwepyizoe Bird on the
obverse, and the date in the Buddhist Eta 23290 (=1846 AD) on the reverse.

MINDON (1853-78)

King Mindon deposed his mad brother Pagan in February 1853, at the
end of the 2nd Anglo-Burmese War (1852-3) and was humiliated to have to surrender
the Province of Pegu to the British, who then occupied the whole of Lower
Burma, including Arakan and Tenasserim. He therefore ruled a much depleted
Upper Burma which had no access to the sea except through British held territory.
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British Burma, as Lower burma was then known, was administered from India, and
sustained a considerable army, apart from numerous British and Indian traders,
all of whom were using the current Indian coins.

une of the earliest coins of Mindon may have been a large silver piece
now in the uvritish Museum, which is 39 mm diameter, and weighs 10.45 grams,
ie 1 Kyat or Tical weight. This coin has the simple design of a standing bird
facing fight on the obverse, and the date in the LPurmese ''sra of the Noble
Religion 2369" (= 1853 AD) on the reverse. It is suggested that this bird is
the shwepyizoe bird (common Iora), for it clearly resembles that bird as
illustrated in "The Birds of Burma' (Ref 6). The date however, is the acce-
ssion ycar of King Mindon, and the coin may therefore be attributed to him.
If Barrelto is correct in attributing the Shwepyizoe Bird to King s.gar, it
would a_ pear that both Pagan and Mindon used the same emblem, which is unusual.
The author would appreciateany information which readers may have to clarify
this.

Colonel Yule records that Mindon had no coinage in 1855 (Ref 7 p 258), but
tnere is evidence from the Birmingham mint records that in order to establish a
regular coinage for circulation in Upper Burma, Mindon arranged to build a new
mint in the new city of Mandalay which he had founded in 1857. The minting
machinery was supplied by Ralph Heaton and Sons of Birmingham in 1865 and was
erected under the direction of one of their foremen. The mint was formally
opened on an auspicious date chosen by the Royal Astrologers, the 9th day of
the waning moon in the month of Tazuangbom (November) 1865 (Ref &). The coins
produced were the gold Kyat, quarter kyat and 1 pe with the 'chintne' design,
th: well known 'peacock' series in silver, copper coins with a peacock, and
lead coins with a hare. 4 gold 1 Kyat, and two smaller denominations, 1 mu and
1 pe with the peacock design are also known to exist, but it is suspected that
they are restrixkes from the dies used for silver coins.

recent evidence (kef 9) shows the existence of proof silver peacock coins
in the reserve ccllection of the birmingham mint, but it is not clear if they
were minted in Birmingham, although Forrer (Ref 10) lists Burma as one of the
countries for wihich coins were produced by the Birmingham mint at the time the
machinery was supplied to llandalay. Uies for the peacock coins are r=ported to
nave been seen in the Calcutta mint in 1945, but no evidence has ceen seen as
to whether Surmese coins were minted there or whetner the dies had been taxen
to Calcutta when thne randalay mint closed.

at least two other silver Kyat coins were minted in the 1060 period, the
first depicting a peacock «ith spread wings and the date 1214 55 (= 1653 &4J),
and the second depicting a peacock with folded tail, flanked by two floral
garlands, and the date 1222 Ba (= 1860 AD). There appears to be no infarmation
on the origin of these two silver pieces, though wnether they were issued as
coins is in doubt since they each weigh 1 tical, ie about 16 grams, coupared to
the normal peacock 1 kyat coin weighing 11.5 grams.

The copper coins of linuon are a one quarter pe (equivalent to one Indian
pice; with a peacock design and date 1227 BE (1865 AD), and a two pya (equiva-
len’. to the Indian 7 Anna), dated 1231 BE (1869 AD) with a chinthe on the
obverse. There are said to be iron copies of the 1865 . pe coin, but they
are very rare. Temple says they were forced on the people at one third of the
. »e, ie they would nhave been equivalent to one Indian pie (Ref 4 p 45).
lhiindon's lowest denomination coins were in lead and depicted a hare on the ob-
verse, tlie value in iurmese on the reverse being guoted as one quarter cr one
ei hth of the copper coin. It is usually assumed that this refers to the { pe







