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Will Bassett of Cambridge/Cowbridge 

– The Last Piece of the Jigsaw 
 

Gary Oddie 

 
The 17th Century Cambridge token of Will Bassett (W/D 15) shares the same obverse die as a Cowbridge, Wales 

piece (W/D 30). This was first noticed in 1963(1) and subsequent research at both ends of the claim have led to 

the conclusion that the Cambridge piece was manufactured in error and that a subsequent issue was made for 

Cowbridge.  
 
The original research only had a single specimen of the Cambridge token to work with (Fitzwilliam Museum 

CM.BI.1588-R, no provenance). Its rarity, when compared to the nine specimens found of the Cowbridge token, 

combined with the lack of the surname Bassett in Cambridgeshire records was used as evidence for the 

Cowbridge attribution(2). An error during die sinking having been quickly recognised, a replacement die was 

made for the larger issue. The Welsh parish records also support the claim with a William Bassett, born about 

1637 at Miskin, marrying Margaret Button 3rd February 1663 at Llantrithyd (about 3 miles from Cowbridge). 

He is later stated in the IGI to have married Mary Diffryn of Miskin(3). A William Bassett died in Cowbridge 

about 1680 and another was bailiff there in 1682, himself dying about 1705(2). 
 
However, the number of surviving specimens is not a good argument to use for attribution, especially when 

most seventeenth century tokens are only known by a few specimens. To counter this, three further specimens 

with the Cambridge legend have now been found along with entries for the name Bassett in the Cambridge 

records.  
 
The church records of St Andrews the Less show a whole family of Bassetts starting with Christopher Bassett 

marrying Suzan Elly 30th September 1621. They had a daughter Elizabeth (baptised 21st September 1623) and 

then Susan who was buried on 20th March 1626/7. Christopher remarried an Alice and they had children; 

Christopher (baptised 8th January 1629/30), Hannah (baptised 24th March 1630/1), Sarah (baptised 20th July 

1634), Mary (baptised 24th January 1636/7, buried 16th March 1636/7), Thomas (baptised 2nd February 1637/8) 

and William (baptised 2nd February 1640/1, buried 19th February 1640/1)(4). 
 
There are no surviving records for St Andrews for the period 1640-1660, but if Christopher and Alice had further 

children, it is possible a son would be called William after the deceased infant. 
 
Alice Bassett, widow, was buried on 27th February 1664/5. The son, Thomas Bassit married Elizabeth Clark at 

St Mary the Great church on 31st March 1661, and they had children baptised at all Saints church; Elizabeth 

(baptised 17th July 1664, who died shortly afterwards) and another Elizabeth (baptised 13th May 1666).  
 
The Cambridge hearth tax record for All Saints parish has Thomas Bassett with one hearth in 1662 and 1664. 

William Hand also had one hearth in 1662 and 1664, formerly the property of a John Bassett(5). 
 
The absence of a William Bassett in any Cambridge records around 1669, especially the hearth taxes, still leaves 

the Welsh claim the strongest, but maybe not as clear cut as previously thought. The decisive evidence will be 

provided by either a record of a marriage to a K, possibly a Catherine, or a few accurate metal detector find 

spots.  
 
However - One detrited specimen with the Cambridge legend has been acquired from a deceased collector from 

Treharris in the Welsh valleys about 20 miles north from Cowbridge. It came with a note saying that it was 

found in a wall in the village of Deri in 1967, five miles further north. 
 
And finally - The recent discovery of a token where the die has been modified from CAMBRIDGE to 

COWBRIDGE, with an OW stamped over the AM, finally eliminates any doubt that this issuer is from 

Cowbridge in Wales and the Cambridge die was an error.(6)  
 
It is suspected that this and other spelling ‘mistakes’ on tokens in this series might simply be the result of 

misreading a manuscript order hastily written in a seventeenth century hand. 

 

The illustrations below cover all of the known varieties of this unusual token. 
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Obv. WILL BASSETT MERCER 

 around HIS HALFE PENY 

Rev. IN CAMBRIDGE 1669 

 around WBK 

Details. Br, 21 mm, 200%. 

Notes.  [ex RJD] 

 

 

 

 

Obv. WILL BASSETT MERCER 

 around HIS HALFE PENY 

Rev. IN CAMBRIDGE 1669 

 around WBK 

Details. Br, 21 mm, 200%. 

Notes.  [ex DWP] Overstruck on another token. The 

undertype has an O or D where the A of 

Cambridge appears.   

 

 

 

Obv. WILL BASSETT MERCER 

 around HIS HALFE PENY 

Rev. IN COWBRIDGE 1669 

 around WBK 

 AM overstruck with OW 

Details. Br, 21 mm, 200%. 

Notes.  [ex DBG]  

 

 

 

 

Obv. WILL BASSETT MERCER 

 around HIS HALFE PENY 

Rev. IN COWBRIDGE 1669 

 around WBK 

Details. Br, 21 mm, 200%. 

Notes.  The reverse letter punches are from a 

different (slightly larger) punch set. [GO]  
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