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HYMAN MONTAGU 1844-1895 

 

PART 1 : FAMILY BACKGROUND, LEGAL CAREER, 

FORMATION  OF COLLECTION OF BRITISH COINS AND 

MEDALS 
 

HUGH PAGAN 

 

 

During a relatively brief coin collecting career, spanning the period between c.1878 

and his death early in 1895, Hyman Montagu, a solicitor based in the City of London, 

formed a magnificent collection of coins and medals not matched by that of any 

contemporary collector in the British Isles. In a longer historical perspective 

Montagu’s collection was rivalled in range and quality among collections formed in 

these islands only by the vast collection put together during the first forty years of the 

nineteenth century by Thomas Thomas (died 1843)1, and by that formed in the first 

half of the twentieth century by Richard Cyril Lockett (1873-1950)2, and it would be 

wholly impossible to put together a comparable collection today. 

 

Montagu was also an intelligent student of the series – British (both hammered and 

milled), Greek, Roman, and British commemorative medals – in which he collected, 

contributing a series of interesting notes on coins and medals obtained by him to the 

Numismatic Chronicle, and finding time within a busy professional career to write 

what long remained the standard text book on The Copper, Tin and Bronze Coinage 

and Patterns for Coins of England : from the reign of Elizabeth to that of her present 

Majesty, first published in 1885 and reissued in a second edition in 1893. 

 

Although a well-informed outline of Montagu’s achievements as a coin collector 

appeared as an introduction to the first of the Sotheby sales in 1895-7 by which his 

collection was dispersed, something further needs to be said about him and about the 

processes by which he put together his collection.  

 

Hyman Montagu, born Hyman Moses on 2 April 1844, was the fifth son of Samuel 

Moses (1810-1883), a member of the London Jewish business community, and his 

wife Elizabeth, daughter of Israel Davis. His father is variously described in 

successive censuses as a “merchant” or as a “manufacturer”, and was most probably 

engaged in the clothing trade, in which various Moses relatives made substantial 

fortunes in the middle years of the nineteenth century. 

 

The Moses family was a large one, Hyman having in all eight brothers and six sisters, 

and it was fortunate for him that he seems to have been the clever one among them. It 

was also fortunate for him that the City of London School, opened in 1837, was one 

of the first English public schools to admit pupils regardless of their religious 

affiliations, and Hyman, admitted to the school at some date in the mid or late 1850s, 

 
1 For Thomas see H.Manville, Biographical Dictionary of British and Irish Numismatics, London, 

2009, 285-6. 
2 Manville, op.cit., 167-8. 
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was one of a number of sons of middle-class Anglo-Jewish parents educated there 

who were to go on to have successful careers in business and in the professions.  

 

As a younger son, it was evident that he would have to make his way in the world, 

and he was articled to William Hackwood, a partner in the City of London firm of 

solicitors, Linklaters, Hackwood and Addison, the forerunners of the celebrated 

Linklaters law firm still in existence today. By 1867, when he took his final 

examinations to qualify as a solicitor3, he had changed his surname to Montagu, 

the name change doubtless reflecting a wish to downplay his family and religious 

background, and reproducing what was done by many ambitious young men from the 

Jewish community both then and later, but he retained his given name Hyman and he 

did not disassociate himself from the Anglo-Jewish family nexus in which he had 

been brought up.  

 

After qualifying, as an obituary of 

him in the Law Journal for 2 March 

1895 records, “from the very outset 

of his career he met with great 

success, and in his early days had a 

large practice in bankruptcy. This 

had long ceased [by the time of his 

death] to have been a conspicuous 

feature in his business, which grew 

rapidly and extended to every 

department of commercial activity. 

With great zeal, judgment, and 

industry, he possessed also an 

unfailing tact and sympathy, which 

earned and retained for him a large 

connection as a family lawyer. 

Many of his clients have to regret in 

him not only a shrewd adviser, but a 

kind and warm-hearted friend”. 

 

He seems to have operated from the 

start from an office at 5-6 Bucklersbury, London EC 4, in the heart of the City of 

London, where he was in later years to receive favoured coin dealers offering him 

newly acquired items from their stock. It is no surprise to find that by the time of his 

death he was one of the HM Lieutenants for the City of London4 and a member of the 

City Carlton Club, and had served successively as Warden and Master of the 

Worshipful Company of Farriers, and his reception into the City establishment is 

likely to have been a relatively easy one, for in October 1872 he had made an 

advantageous marriage within the Anglo-Jewish community to Rachel, eldest 

daughter of Edward Henry Beddington (1819-1872), one of the extremely wealthy 

 
3 He qualified with honours and was awarded one of the prizes awarded by the Incorporated Law 

Society. 
4 The City of London has historically had no Lord Lieutenant, and the duty of representing the Crown 

within the City of London is divided between the (numerous) Lieutenants of the City of London, 

roughly equivalent in status to Deputy Lieutenants elsewhere in the United Kingdom. 
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partners in a family business of merchants and warehousemen in Monkwell Street, 

City of London.5 

 

So much by way of biographical introduction. As indicated earlier, he had not 

collected coins either as a boy or as a young man, his collecting focus in his youth 

having been, unexpectedly, on coleoptera (beetles), and, as is recorded in the 

introduction to the catalogue of the first, British, portion of his collection sold by 

auction after his death, “it was therefore not till about the year 1878 that he began to 

form his collection of coins”6. The introduction goes on to record that he began by 

collecting in the British series, initially “feeling his way cautiously, and studying 

minutely the various intricacies of English numismatics”, but then “purchased more 

rapidly, especially of the London dealers and at public sales”.  

 

By the beginning of 1882 he was sufficiently committed to numismatics to be elected 

to the Numismatic Society of London (19 January 1882), and his involvement with 

numismatics and the Society developed so rapidly that after election to its Council for 

the first time in the summer of 1883, it took only a little over three years for him to be 

elected as one of the Society’s two Vice-Presidents, remaining as such continuously 

from December 1886 to his death7. In a warm tribute paid to Montagu after his death 

the Society’s President, Sir John Evans, referred to Montagu’s “constant attendance at 

our meetings, his readiness to take part in our discussions, his numerous contributions 

to numismatic knowledge, and his uniform courtesy and consideration for others”, 

and to his confidence that “when from circumstances I was unable to be present at 

your meetings, so long as Mr.Montagu occupied this chair the Society was no loser by 

my absence”8. 

 

Montagu’s first major acquisition was his purchase in 1883 of a very significant 

collection of English coins that had been put together by Samuel Addington (1806-

1886), a wealthy London woollen merchant with premises in St.Martin’s Lane, 

London WC29. At this point in time, as W.C.Hazlitt later recounted, Montagu’s 

collection was still “rather weak or incomplete in British and Saxon”, and it was 

suggested to Montagu by Francis Edward Whelan, the London representative of the 

 
5 Beddington died on 31 October 1872, a few days after Montagu’s wedding to his daughter, and his 

will, proved on 31 December 1872, comprised personalty valued at a little under £300,000, a very 

substantial amount at that date. His status within Anglo-Jewish society is shown by the fact that he had 

acted as Chairman of the Building Committee for the new Central Synagogue in Great Portland Street, 

London, opened in 1870, and as Treasurer of Jews’ College (now the London School of Jewish 

Studies). 
6 The authorship of this introduction is not stated in the catalogue. The introduction to the catalogue of 

Montagu’s Roman coins, sold separately in Paris in 1896, assigns the authorship of the introduction to 

this British portion of the collection to Herbert Appold Grueber (1846-1927), a long-serving member of 

the staff of the Department of Coins and Medals at the British Museum (and subsequently its Keeper), 

and that seems likely, for Grueber is known to have done the actual cataloguing of all parts of 

Montagu’s collection other than its Roman portion. 
7 Montagu’s status within the world of scholarly collecting was additionally recognised by his election 

as a Fellow of the Society of Antiquaries of London on 13 January 1887. 
8 Proceedings of the Numismatic Society of London, Session 1894-1895, 23-4. 
9 For Addington, “a bachelor, with some £15,000 a year”, see W.C.Hazlitt, Four Generations of a 

Literary Family, The Hazlitts in England, Ireland, and America, their friends and their fortunes 1725-

1896, London, 1897, vol.ii, 332-4. Addington was a regular attender and determined purchaser at 

Sotheby auction sales, buying lots under his own name, and diligent investigation of priced and named 

copies of mid-nineteenth century coin auction catalogues should provide the sources from which 

Addington obtained most of the high points of his coin collection. 
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Parisian coin-dealing firm Rollin and Feuardent, that “he ought to strengthen himself 

in this direction, and he [Whelan] spoke of Addington”. Hazlitt records Montagu as 

saying “But he [Addington] would not sell, would he ?”, but that Whelan nonetheless 

asked Montagu’s leave to put the inquiry, that Addington agreed to sell, and that the 

price was £7000, on which Whelan took 5%, Addington making Whelan an additional 

present of £10010. 

 

Montagu was doubtless enabled to enter into this major coin-purchasing transaction 

out of funds put aside out of the profits of his legal practice, maybe supplemented to a 

greater or less extent by money from his wife’s private fortune, but Hazlitt goes on to 

record that “Montagu subsequently parted with the Scottish portion [of Addington’s 

collection] to Mr Richardson [Adam Black Richardson11] for £2000”. Whether this 

was because Montagu had financially overstretched himself in the transaction with 

Addington, or because Montagu was uninterested in the Scottish series12, or 

something in between, cannot now be established, but it was to be characteristic of 

Montagu’s career as a collector that significant purchases were followed by disposals 

of coins that he did not want, either because they were duplicates or because they 

belonged to series in which he was not interested or in which he had ceased to be 

interested.  

 

The first of at least five sales at Sotheby’s between 1883 and 1894 of duplicate and 

unwanted coins from Montagu’s collection took place on 21-22 May 1883 (274 lots, 

the coins being offered as “the valuable duplicate collection … the property of a well-

known member of the Numismatic Society”, and realising a total of £1471). It 

comprised Celtic, Anglo-Saxon and English coins, and as the sale included coins with 

an Addington provenance, it is evident that it was triggered by Montagu’s purchase of 

that collection earlier in the year. As other coins in the sale derived from collections 

sold in the auction rooms as recently as 1881 and 1882, it is clear that Montagu felt no 

sentimental attraction to coins that he had previously purchased, and that he belonged 

to that class of perfectionist coin collectors who were constantly motivated to upgrade 

the quality of the specimens in their possession. 

 

During the mid 1880s, as stated in the catalogue introduction already referred to, 

Montagu “still… continued to purchase largely, and being known as a very ready and 

a very liberal buyer, not a day passed but that he added to his collection”. The 

collection by now comprised a very extensive series of English historical medals, 

which Montagu continued to expand right up to the time of his death, and this portion 

of Montagu’s collection was so highly rated by Montagu himself that he directed that 

his executors should endeavour to find a buyer for the medal collection as a whole. 

 
10 W.C.Hazlitt, The Confessions of a Collector, London, 1897, 220.  
11 Adam Black Richardson (1851-1909), of independent means and one of the heirs to the publishing 

fortune made by his grandfather Sir Adam Black, Lord Provost of Edinburgh, was both a keen coin 

collector on his own account and Hon.Curator of Coins at the National Museum of Antiquities of 

Scotland. The information provided by Hazlitt explains how Addington’s Scottish coins reached 

Richardson’s collection, enabling a minor correction to remarks on this subject made by Lord 

Stewartby (Lord Stewartby, ‘John Gloag Murdoch (1830-1902)’, BNJ 73, 2003, 186-190, at p.186 and 

p.188). Richardson was later on to sell his Scottish coins en bloc to Murdoch by private treaty. 
12 There are contemporary statements that Montagu did not collect in the Scottish series predating 

1603, as indeed is evidenced by the absence of any such coins from the auction sales held after his 

death, but this may have been a position taken by him in the aftermath of his sale of Addington’s 

Scottish coins to Richardson rather than one taken from the outset of his collecting career. 
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Montagu’s intention was that the collection should be preserved in its entirety, but in 

the event no buyer was found, and the medals were offered in one of the final auction 

sales held subsequent to Montagu’s death, Sotheby 24-29 May 1897 (862 lots). 

 

Montagu’s acquisitions at this period included, quoting the catalogue introduction 

again, “several small cabinets of private collectors, which quickly swelled the number 

of his specimens”. The identity of these collectors remains uninvestigated13, but 

Montagu’s practice of buying up collections as a whole obviously led to his 

accumulating a quantity of coins that were surplus to his requirements, and this 

brought about a further substantial sale of his duplicates at Sotheby’s on 15-17 

February 1886 (552 lots, this time explicitly offered as duplicates belonging to 

Montagu). The title leaf of the catalogue describes the coins then sold as “accruing 

from two valuable collections lately purchased by the vendor”, one of which was 

evidently Addington’s, but the coins offered in the sale also included coins that had 

occurred in recent Sotheby coin sales, underlining Montagu’s willingness to part with 

any of his past acquisitions to make way for better specimens more recently 

obtained14. 

 

This phase in Montagu’s collecting activity was rounded off by his purchase of the 

whole of one further very extensive collection, that formed by William Brice (1813-

1887), a partner in a Bristol-based firm of solicitors, Brice and Burges. Brice had been 

actively collecting in the British series since at least the early 1850s, and had 

consequently had the opportunity to acquire coins from various major collections 

dispersed before Montagu had commenced collecting. He is described in the 

catalogue introduction previously cited as “a most fastidious collector, choosing only 

what was of the finest and rarest”, and this is doubtless true. By contrast, although the 

author of the introduction goes on to say “Mr Brice had the run of the public sales, 

there being but few competitors when he began collecting, and thus nearly all the 

English coins that had been sold in this country … of a special character, had found 

their way into his cabinet”, this certainly overstates the collection’s importance, in 

that Brice certainly did have real competition from other collectors in the same field, 

and also in that, as some one who was living and working in Bristol, he would not 

have had the same opportunities as his London-based collecting contemporaries to 

personally view the steady succession of major London coin auctions held between 

the 1850s and the 1880s15. Those wishing to know more about the nature of Brice’s 

collection can consult the surviving manuscript catalogue of it, now preserved in the 

Fitzwilliam Museum16. 

 
13 It is noted by Hazlitt, Confessions of a Collector, 276-7, that Montagu purchased from John 

Cockburn (c.1832-1891), a goldsmith and jeweller in business in Richmond, Surrey, the bulk of 

Cockburn’s small cabinet of Anglo-Saxon and English hammered and milled coins. 
14 Harry Manville also identified as belonging to Montagu “a small collection of English & Colonial 

coins and medals in gold, silver and copper, the property of a gentleman”, offered as lots 151-294 in a 

Sotheby sale of 22-23 December 1886. The identification of these coins as duplicates from Montagu’s 

collection, made by Manville on the basis of a note by the well-informed contemporary coin collector 

Rev.George Francis Crowther, is entirely plausible. 
15 This last factor may account for the fact that in the 1888 duplicate sale Montagu disposed of many of 

Brice’s coins belonging to the English milled series, presumably as being in inferior condition to 

specimens that he already possessed. 
16 Hyman Montagu’s general numismatic library was offered as lots 605-737 in the sale of the fifth and 

final portion of Montagu’s collection of Anglo-Saxon and English coins, and of English historical 

medals, sold at Sotheby’s 16-20 November 1897 (737 lots). Brice’s manuscript catalogue was offered 

as lot 724, purchased by the Spink firm for £2 8s. Montagu’s library also included Brice’s annotated 
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Brice had died on 14 March 1887, and Montagu’s purchase of his coin collection, if it 

followed Brice’s death, is likely to have taken place not all that long afterwards, for 

Brice’s library was offered in a Sotheby sale in July that year and it is reasonable to 

suppose that the Sotheby firm would also have offered Brice’s coin collection at some 

date in the summer of 1887 if it had still been in the hands of Brice’s executors at the 

time that Brice’s books were consigned to them17. 

 

As had become customary, a major sale of duplicates followed, Sotheby 7-12 May 

1888 (791 lots of coins, a few further lots containing books and cabinets, again 

explicitly described as being duplicates from Montagu’s collection, and realising in all 

£6845). It must have been quite an operation for Montagu to decide which coins from 

Brice’s collection he should retain and which he should part with, and there were 

clearly still duplicate or unwanted coins belonging to the British series in Montagu’s 

possession in the following year, when a Christie sale of 2-3 April 1889 offered, as 

lots 170-283 under the heading “Another Property”, a further instalment from 

Montagu’s collection of Anglo-Saxon and English coins, commemorative medals, and 

so on18. 

 

Montagu’s parallel role as an informed writer on numismatic topics began with a 

series of short notes submitted to the Numismatic Chronicle, all prompted by 

acquisitions to his own collection. The earliest of these, on sterlings of Jean of 

Hainault, appeared in the first of the four quarterly published parts of the Numismatic 

Chronicle volume for 1882, and subsequent notes by Montagu contributed to NC 

during the 1880s dealt with such topics as Northumbrian ninth century small pennies, 

the coinage of William I, and individual rarities from the reigns of the Plantagenet, 

Tudor and Stuart monarchs19. A more significant note put on record the content of a 

hoard of uninscribed gold staters of first century BC date from Freckenham, Suffolk, 

of which Montagu had obtained the major portion20. 

 

It was however his book on The Copper, Tin, and Bronze Coinage and Patterns for 

Coins of England, referred to at the start of the present remarks, that represented his 

most lasting contribution to numismatic literature. As explained in its preface, 

Montagu’s aim was to provide “a catalogue raisonné” of the copper, tin and bronze 

 
copies of the catalogues of the 1873 J.B. Bergne sale (lot 638), the Lord Hastings/Lake 

Price/J.H.Young sales of 1880-1 (lot 645), and the 1875 John Marshall sale (lot 648), as well as a 

manuscript volume of ‘numismatic memoranda’ about coins offered in coin auction catalogues from 

1741 onwards, initially compiled by the collector James Dodsley Cuff, and successively owned and 

updated both by Bergne and by Brice (lot 721). 
17 The statement on the title page of the Sotheby catalogue for the sale of Montagu duplicates in 

February 1886 (referred to above) that the coins then offered derived from “two valuable collections 

lately purchased by the vendor”, of which the Addington collection was obviously one, raises the 

theoretical possibility that the second collection might have been that of William Brice. If so, Montagu 

would have purchased Brice’s collection directly from Brice himself towards the end of Brice’s life. 
18  These coins were offered without Montagu’s ownership of them being stated, and the only reason 

why Montagu’s ownership of them is known to the present writer is that Montagu’s own marked copy 

of the catalogue concerned survives in the London Library. 
19 For a listing of these and of later notes by Montagu in NC, and for summary descriptions of coins 

exhibited by Montagu at meetings of the Numismatic Society of London, see H.Manville, Numismatic 

Guide to British & Irish Periodicals 1836-1995 (Encyclopaedia of British Numismatics vol.II, part 2, 

Numismatic), 502-14. 
20 H.Montagu, ‘Find of Ancient British coins in Suffolk’, NC 3rd series, vol.6, 1886, 23-37. 
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series from the time of Elizabeth I onwards, without seeking to provide “any elaborate 

history of our coinage in the inferior medals”, and it is his sharp focus on the coins 

and patterns belonging to this series of which he and other contemporary collectors 

had actual personal knowledge, that made his book indispensable reading. In its first 

edition, issued early in 1885, he acknowledges “valuable aid and encouragement” 

from the Department of Coins and Medals at the British Museum, from the Deputy 

Master of the Royal Mint, and from four fellow collectors, including William Brice 

and R.A.Hoblyn.21 In the preface to the revised and enlarged second edition of 1893, 

he records that he had engaged in “a more critical study of these pieces”, and he 

suggests that “there can be but little to add or to correct in the future”.  Although that 

particular suggestion was patently over-optimistic, he again records aid and 

information received in the compilation of this edition from Hoblyn, and he also 

records similar assistance from J.B.Caldecott22, the other leading contemporary 

authority on the series, and there is no reason to doubt that the text of the edition of 

1893 represents the best informed consensus at that date on these coins and patterns, 

and on the problems that they present. 

 

 

To be published soon….. 

 

PART 2: DEVELOPMENT OF THE COLLECTION FROM 1889 ONWARDS 

 

 
21 Richard Armstrong Hoblyn (1845-1906). Montagu records in his preface that Hoblyn’s “knowledge 

of our copper and tin coins is too well-known to require any encomium on my part”. 
22 John Barton Caldecott (1861-1947). Caldecott’s particular expertise was in the British milled series, 

but he was to achieve a wider reputation among the numismatic community by acting for many years 

as Sotheby’s principal cataloguer of coin auction sales 


