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Secure from the evils of their neglectj the absentee 

landlords drained Ireland of a significant proportion of its 

10 wealth in order to live in the bustling and fashionable 

world of Londono Statutes existed which provided that 

"absenteeism should not free a landlord from contributing 

heavily to the revenues of the country upon whose resources 

11 he preyedo" Custom, however, effected sufficient disregard 

for these statutes that in the eighteenth century they had 

become, as Professor Craik declares, "a dead letter^" 

Hardly less noticeable as a moral abuse, though not 

12 as important financially, was the system which gave the 

great majority of political and ecclesiastical appointments 

to Englishmen^ This system not only permitted England to 

maintain first-hand control of the Irish government, but it 

afforded the Ministry an excellent manner in which to reward 

incompetent favorites or to remove from the political scene 

in England antagonists within their own rankSo Although laws 

^®In "An Humble Address to Both Houses of Parliament," 
Swift reckons3 "The Rents of Land in Ireland, since they 
have been of late so enormously raised, and screwed up, may 
be computed to about two millions; whereof one third part, at 
least, is directly transmitted to those, who are perpetual 
absentees in Englando" Lecky quotes Matthew Prior's calcula­
tion that in 1730 the absentees spent about i,620,000 in 
Englando Nor did this abuse diminish during the eighteenth 
century; Lecky quotes two sources^ one estimating the sum 
in 1769 to be 4,1,200,000, the other more modestly calculating 
the sum in 1779 to be £732,000 (A History I, 213) „ 

^^Craik, Po 336o 

^^Lecky, A History, I, 2l2-213o 
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were in existence which required the residence in IreLand of 

aLL office-hoLders, these Laws generaLLy were ignoredo In 

fact, the office=>holder who spent more than the minimum time 

required by the duties of his office was a rare persono 

There were even 

stories of those who had Landed at Ringsend on Saturday 
night, had received the Sacrament at the nearest parish 
church on Sunday, taken the oaths on Monday morning in 
the Courts, and set saiL for EngLand in the afternoon 
Leaving no trace of their existence in IreLand save 
their names on her CiviL List as recipients of a 
saLaryo 

The absence of a sizeabLe portion of the aristocracy, as weLL 

as many of the poLiticaL and spirituaL Leadersj, is sufficient 

cause for the break-down in moraLity, initiative, and LawfuL-

ness of any peopLe, Add to this situation, however, the fact 

that these "Leaders" withdrew a substantiaL proportion of the 

nation's weaLth each year, and the decadent and desperate 

situation of Ireland in the eighteenth century becomes 

brutalLy evidento 

The domination of IreLand by EngLand was not a unique 

deveLopment of the eighteenth centuryo TraditionaLLy and 

LegaLLy, Ireland recognized the King of EngLand as the King 

of IreLandc Inasmuch as the English monarch seLdom, if ever, 

saw fit to visit his Irish kingdom, much Less govern it 

directLy, the administrative and executive powers of the 

Irish government were vested in the King's personal 

^^Craik, po 337„ 
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representative, the Lord Lieutenanto This office was held 

almost without exception by an English nobleman, who was 

responsible to the current English Ministry and who was 

expected to uphold the English interests in Ireland. Re-* 

grettably, many of the Lords Lieutenants were once-powerful 

or potentially powerful English politicians, who, though 

fallen from grace, were too considerable to receive total 

political extinction; also, many of the Lords Lieutenants 

were political incompetents who for one reason or another, 

merited the favor of the English Ministryo During the crisis 

over Wood's halfpence, Ireland possessed the services of 

both types of Lord Lieutenant, the Duke of Grafton embodying 

the latter sort and Lord Carteret the former. 

Although the existing monarchial system afforded 

little autocracy to Ireland under the generally apathetic 

Lords Lieutenants, Ireland was theoretically a separate and 

distinct kingdom. She had her own Parliament, consisting of 

Lords and Commons, a Privy Council, a complete system of 

14 
courts, and an established church, the Church of Ireland. 

Yet, during the reign of Henry VII, the English Parliament 

St of the high positions in the Church of Ireland 
were held by political appointees from England. These 
appointees were able to exert their influence both through 
their ecclesiastical positions and through their membership 
in the House of Lords, Swift, himself, received his appoint­
ment as Dean of St. Patrick*s by political preferment, 
although he always felt that the rather insignificant posi­
tion of Dean was not commensurate with his exceptional con­
tributions to the Oxford Ministry^ 
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enacted Po3mings* Laws which virtually relegated Ireland to 

the status of a dependent kingdonio It is Foynings* Laws in 

particular against which Swift rails in the fourth Drapier's 

Letter when he declares. 

We have indeed obliged our selves to have the same 
King with them, and consequently they are obliged 
to have the same King with uSo For the Law was made 
by our own Parliament, and our Ancestors then were 
not such Fools (whatever they were in the preceding 
Reign) to bring themselves under I know not what 
Dependence, which is now talked of without any 
Ground of Law, Reason or Common Sense,^5 

Under the terms of Poynings' Laws the Irish Parliament could 

not convene without the consent of the King and the English 

Privy Council, and the Irish Parliament was required to sub­

mit all bills to the English Privy Council who could amend, 

alter, or reject them as they thought fito An amended bill 

would return to the Irish Parliament who must then accept it 

1_ 6 
or reject it without further alteration# Under luch 

^^The Drapier's Letters to the People of Ireland against 
Receiving Wood's Halfpence, ed. Herbert Davis (Oxford. 1935), 
pp. 78-79, hereafter referred to as "DaviSo" All subsequent 
quotations from The Drapier's Letters, \mless noted otherwise, 
will come from this text, and the page nxambers will be cited 
in parentheses at the end of the quotation rather than in a 
footnote. One of Henry VIII's most clever diplomatic accom­
plishments was to offer the Irish the opportunity to become 
his subjects in order to settle the unrest occasioned under 
his father by Poynings' Laws, among other things. See Froude, 
I, 29-35, Swift doubtless was aware of the duplicity in­
volved in the Irish acceptance of the English Monarch as their 
own, but here he uses the fact that Ireland had chosen the 
King of England as its own as a positive argument to discredit 
Po)niings' Laws and the entire concept of Ireland as a depend­
ent state because it shared the same King with England. 

^^erguson, pp. 7-13, contains a concise, but thorough 
discussion of the laws prejudicial to Ireland's autonomy on 
which much of this discussion is based. 
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restrictions the Irish Parliament fxinctioned as little more 

than a puppet of the English Privy Councilc 

iii 

In spite of the manifest subordination of the Irish 

government to the English Privy Council, the English did 

little to discriminate against Irish trade before the 

Restorationo In 1663j however9 Parliament passed a law 

that all goods being shipped to English colonies must be 

loaded only at certain English ports and in English ships^ 

In 1666, Parliament passed another law which levied pro­

hibitive duties on the importation of Irish livestock into 

Englando This Act alone destroyed nearly three-fourths of 

the existing Irish foreign tradeo This Act could have 

exerted a worthwhile effect in Ireland by restoring vast 

tracts of pasture to tillage, thus producing employment and 

alimentation for thousands of starving peasants who had 

been displaced by the conversion of arable land to pastureo 

UnfortunatelyJ an adequate market still remained for Irish 

livestock on the Continent, and the middlemen were generally 

reluctant to become involved in the more tedious negotia­

tions with a much larger number of tenants that would be 

required by cultivation of the lando In the end, therefore, 

this Act only served to impoverish the country further by 

destroying a vital source of foreign exchange, while the 

landlords and middlemen failed to take advantage of the 
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situation to mitigate the economic evils of the country-

sideo 

The Woolen Act of 1699 prohibited the export of Irish 

woolen goods and limited the exportation of unfinished wool 

to a few English ports,, This Act virtually blockaded the 

last avenue through which Ireland could obtain a significant 

quantity of foreign exchange^ Granted, the Irish did engage 

in the practice of smuggling woolen goods to the Continent, 

but the revenue gained from such transactions was miniscule 

compared to the receipts of a legitimate trade„ Although 

the basic doctrine of Mercantilist economics favored dis» 

crimination against all foreign products for the benefit of 

home industry, Ireland's unique form of government denied 

her the ability to enter into the economic battle with other 

nations on a fair footingo In the words of George O'Brien9 

The reason Ireland suffered so much under the mer­
cantile system was that her power of retaliation was 
paralyzed, as her Parliament was dependent5, and 
unable to use against other countries the weapons 
which were used against Ireland,, 1-7 

Thus, under the terms of Poynings' Laws Ireland was unable 

to pass laws protecting its own goods against English com-

petitionc, but England was able to pass laws to restrict and 

regulate Irish trade in order to benefit her own trade„ 

Under such circumstances^ Ireland could resort only 

to extra-legal methods of promoting her own productSo 

^^George O'Brien, Po 385o 
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Smuggling9 already mentioned^ was one recourseo Another 

method, highly effective if it could be implemented and 

executed effectively^ was the boycott of foreign5, and par­

ticularly English goodSe In 1720 Swift published his 

"Proposal for the Universal Use of Irish Manufacture^" 

which suggested to the Irish people that the best means of 

promoting their own products and of eliminating foreign 

competition in Ireland was to purchase only those goods 

produced by Irish industry. Swift did not succeed in 

organizing a boycott at this time, but in this pamphlet he 

planted the seeds of resistance that would flourish briefly, 

though boldly;, four years hence; for. in the words of Ashe 

Kings 

Swift*s 'Proposal for the Universal Use of Irish 
Manufacture* aimed to revive, not the extinguished 
trade only, but the extinguished spirit also, of 
the ' colonistso ® I'S 

Swift was not gentle in this pamphlet to che Dublin citizens 

who caused him to live amid "slavery, folly, and baseness," 

as he proposed a seemingly obvious solution to a good many 

of their ills. He declared. 

The Scripture tells us * that oppression makes a wise 
man mads' therefore^ consequently speakingg the reason 
why some men are not mad is that they are not wise. 
However, it were to be wished that oppression would 
in time teach a little wisdom to fools, 

^®Ashe King, p. 105, 

^^Swift, "A Proposal for the Universal Use of Irish 
Manufacture," Quoted from Craik, p, 341, 
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This invincible, ironic logic and angry indignation later 

becomes the hallmark of the Drapier, who, in telling "the 

plain Story of the Fact," was able to "teach a little wisdom 

to fools" and lead a unified Irish populace in a successful 

boycott of Wood's halfpence^ 

In addition to the several Acts mentioned above and 

the unjust application of Po3niings' Laws during the seven­

teenth and early eighteenth centuries, one other Act of the 

English parliament was passed in 1720 which inspired anti-

British feeling in Ireland and which doubtless was clearly 

in the front of Swift's mind as he penned each line of The 

Drapier's Letters, This was the Act for Better Securing the 

20 
Dependency of Ireland on the Crown of Great Britain. This 

Act resulted from a case in which the Irish House of Lords 

reversed a decision of the Irish Court of Exchequer, The 

case was in turn appealed to the English House of Lords, who 

set aside the judgment of the Irish Lords» Finally, the 

Irish Lords appealed to the King who put the case once again 

before the English Lords who not only upheld their earlier 

decision, but also introduced an Act 

affirming that the English Parliament had the right 
and authority to make laws for Ireland, and that the 
Irish House of Lords had no right to act as a court 
of appealo^l 

^°Craik, po 340o 

Barry O'Brien (edo), Two Centuries of Irish His­
tory 1691-1870. 2nd» edo (London, 1907), p, 73o For a more 
thorough discussion of the controversial Annesley Case, see 
Ro B» O'Brien, po 73, or Lecky, A History. I, 447-448. 
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The former provision certainly was no news to the Irish, but 

the loss of appellai::e jurisdiction by the Irish Lords was a 

severe blow to the already tattered pride of an impoverished 

and oppressed nations The Irish people were seething with 

discontents, needing only a specific, concrete effigy of the 

English government on which to spill forth the burning lava 

of their hate„ Perhaps Swift's "Proposal for the Universal 

Use of Irish Manufacture" encompassed an issue that was too 

general or unappealingo In the matter of Wood*s halfpence, 

however. Swift had a real and tangible victim on whom he 

could vent his own anger and toward whom he could direct the 

fury of the Irish peopleo In William Wood, Esquire and Hard-

Ware-Man, Swift found a scapegoat to answer for all the ills 

imposed upon Ireland by the English government; and to im­

prove on Swift*s chances of success in this effort. Wood's 

own brashness and insolence aggravated and antagonized the 

Irish to such a degree that the heretofore disunited and 

factional people of Ireland became as one behind Swift's 

roaring whispers "BEWARE OF WOOD'^S HALFPENCE" (po 142) „ 

iv 

The condition of the coinage in Ireland in the early 

part of the eighteenth century was dreadfulo Specifically, 

there was no Irish mint, therefore no coinage distinctly 

Irisho In fact, gold and silver coins of all countries, 

including England, circulated freely in Ireland at this time^ 
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The value of these coins was ascertained by their particular 

weight or by proclamations regulating the rates of foreign 

coin issued by Parliament every two to five years» The 

values fixed by Proclamation were not usually in accord with 

the true value of the coin, the coins generally being 

devalued slightly. Moreover, the English Parliament forbade 

the exporting of English coin, thus causing the East India 

Company to pay a premium in Ireland for all foreign coins of 

gold and silver. These situations resulted in an outward 

flow of gold and silver coin from Ireland "to the great 

22 detriment of trade," In fact, R, Bo O'Brien has stated. 

So hampered was trade on account of the state of the 
coinage, that wages could not be paid in coin-=-
weavers for instance, often being paid their wages 
in cloth, which they were sometimes compelled to 
exchange for half its value,23 

As deplorable as was the condition of the gold and 

silver coinage, the copper coinage provided a worse problem 

for Irish trade. Counterfeiting abounded in the Ireland of 

this day, and by far the bulk of the counterfeiting occurred 

in the realm of the copper coinage. This is not to say that 

there was no counterfeiting of gold or silver coin, but it 

was somewhat easier to detect in the case of gold and silver 

than in copper; also the Irish Parliament had enacted a law 

in 1709 that prohibited the counterfeiting of foreign coin^^ 

22George O'Brien, pp, 345=348,  

23 r „  b, O'Brien, p, 49,  

2^George O^Brien,, p, 347o 
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in which category almost all of the gold and silver coin was 

includedo The actual conditions under which the copper coin 

for Ireland was minted» moreoverg invited counterfeiters to 

try their hand; for,, the primary motive behind the minting 

of the legal copper coin was profit9 and in this sense the 

minters differed little from the counterfeiterSo Further«> 

more, although the legal coiners had certain regulations and 

restrictions to follow^ in actual practice these r\iles must 

not have been applied with any conscience or vigor, as is 

attested by the infamous quality of those circulating coins 

25 assayed by Sir Isaac Newton in April, 1724o 

In the absence of a mint, Ireland was furnished with 

copper coin by private individuals who received grants or 

patents from the King to mint copper coin for a certain 

length of timeo For instance, in 1660 Charles II issued a 

patent to Sir William Armstrong to coin farthings in Ireland 

for a period of twenty yearSo Then, in 1680 Armstrong and 

Colonel George Legge received a patent to coin copper half« 

pence for twenty>=one yearSo They immediately sold the patent 

26 
to John Knox, who later sold it to Colonel Roger Moore, 

With so much handling and transferring of the patent (each 

25"Report of the Assay on Wood's Coinage, Made by Sir 
Isaac Newton, Edward Southwell,, Esqo , and Thomas Scroope, 
Esq«" Temple Scott (ed^). The Drapier*s Letters (Volo VI of 
The Prose Works of Jonathan Swift, DoD,^ London, George Bell, 
1897-1908), Appendix II, pp^ 209-211, hereafter referred to 
as "Temple Scotto" 

^^George 0*Brien, Po 350., 
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holder determined to make his goodly share of profit), 

there could be little wonder that the coinage had declined 

to such a debased conditions 

To make matters worse, when King James instigated the 

Rebellion of 1689, he took the responsibility of coining 

money into his own handSo He made vast quantities of brass 

money which he made current by Proclamation on June 18, 

1689, For the most part, this coinage was poorly minted and 

composed of base metalo After the defeat of James, William 

III abolished this coinage; however. Colonel Roger Moore 

continued to coin halfpence under his patent, and he issued 

27 so much that the currency became undervalued„ In fact, 

when Lord Coimwallis petitioned in 1700 for a renewal of 

his patent, the entire matter was referred to the Lords 

Justices, who 

could not advise the coinage of more base money, 
'which, not being of an intrinsic value, the House 
of Commons here in their last session were very 
apprehensive might at some time prove a great loss 
to the kingdomo*28 

Furthermore, in 1722 "a memorial was presented to the Lords 

of the Treasury complaining of the base quality of the 

29 copper coinage then circulating." Apparently, the Lords 

of the Treasury felt that the best manner in which to 

^^George O'Brien, Pc 350, 

^®Lecky, A History^ Ip 450. 

^^ibid,, I, 451o 
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eliminate this problem would be to issue a new coinageo 

This decision would have had obvious merit if the Lords of 

the Treasury had been willing or able to abolish all the 

previous issues and the myriads of counterfeits that were 

then circulatingo As it was, however, a new issue of coin, 

especially one that would not be strictly controlled and 

regulated, seemed only to compound the ills which already 

beset the condition of Ireland's copper coinage. 

Nevertheless, on July 12, 1722, William Wood, Esquire, 

received a patent from the Grown which permitted him to coin 

halfpence and farthings during a period of fourteen years 

for distribution in Ireland, The whole quantity of copper 

to be coined was not to exceed 360 tons, and only 100 tons 

could be coined in the first year, which would leave twenty 

tons for each of the succeeding years» One pound avoirdupois 

could not be made into more halfpence and farthings than 

would make thirty pence. This fact in itself set the value 

of this coin considerably below its English counterparts in 

which one pound of copper was made into only twenty-three 

pence. The patent also declared the coinage 

to pass and to be received as current money, by 
such as shall or will, voluntarily and willingly, 
and not otherwise, receive the same, within the said 
kingdom of Ireland, and not elsewhere,30 

In terms of actual money, Wood's Patent allowed him 

^^Temple Scott, po 4, This quotation was taken by 
Scott directly from Wood's Patent, 
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to issue and utter 100,800 poionds sterling over the fourteen 

31 year period^ This siam represented approximately one-fourth 

of the total coin current in Ireland, an overwhelmingly and 

unnecessarily large proportion of copper to gold and silver^ 

This ratio contrasted markedly with the situation in England 

where copper coin accounted for only one-hundredth of the 

32 
total coinageo The sum of copper to be coined by Wood, 

therefore, seemed to all but the most partial partisans of 

the English Ministry to be dangerously large» Lord Midleton, 

the Lord Chancellor of Ireland, who usually was sympathetic 

to the English, denied that any additional copper coin was 

needed in Ireland, Archbishop King of Dublin, a strong 

Irish partisan, said that there were already too many half­

pence in Ireland and that the country needed more sixpence, 

shilling, halfcrown, and crown pieces. Even Archbishop 

Boulter, Primate of Ireland, who unequivocably and forcefully 

supported the English interests, declared during the furor 

raised over Wood's halfpence that even i.40,000 would repre­

sent one-eighth of all the copper coin and that this was far 

33 too mucho 

^^Most early commentators on Wood's halfpence accept 
the Drapier's tally of £108,000, but later scholars have 
generally determined upon £.100,800 as the correct siomo It 
is unlike Swift to be mathematically imprecise, except when 
it serves his own purpose. Here, he doubtless set on the 
figure of one-hundred and eight thousand pounds simply 
because it was easier for everyone to say than one-hundred-
thousand and eight-hundred poundSo 

^^George O'Brien, Po 350., 

^^Lecky, A History, I, 452» 
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Aside from the fact that Wood's Patent established 

the value of his halfpence and farthings beneath that of 

corresponding English coin, and aside from the fact that 

Wood's Patent allowed the country to be virtually flooded 

with copper coin, there were two other significant factors 

which suggested further debasement of Wood's coino Wood had 

covenanted to pay to the King's clerk or comptroller 
of the coinage, i,200 yearly, and •LlOO per annxim into 
his Majesty's treasuryo^*^ 

In addition to the 4,4200 represented by this agreement, Wood 

reportedly paid the King's mistress, the Duchess of Kendal, 

35 
a 4,10,000 bribe in order to obtain the Patento The total 

of these two expenses alone represents fourteen per cent of 

the total value of the entire coinage under the terms of the 

Patent, If Wood needed to recoup these losses, pay the 

ordinary expenses of minting, transportation, and exchange, 

and reap a normal profit for his own efforts in the under«> 

taking, then the Irish could expect to receive a sorry coin 

from the mint of Mr, Wood, Moreover, the fact that Wood's 

^^Temple Scott, po 4, Scott points out that the 
figures of iSOO to the Treasury and i,200 to the Comptroller, 
which some sources indicate, are erroneous^ Even so, the 
sums Wood contracted to pay are quite substantial, 

^^This figure is so well-known and established that 
scholars have never really questioned its veracityo Ferguson 
believes that William Coxe, Memoirs of the Life and Adminis-
tration of Sir Robert Walpole, Earl of Or ford (London, 
1798), is the earliest source that establishes the truth of 
this reporto 
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halfpence and farthings were already circulating to some 

degree in Ireland before any official notification of the 

Patent had been sent from the English government to the 

Irish government magnified the worst doubts and fears of 

the Irish as to the fate they would suffer at the hands of 

William Woodo 
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Inasmuch as Wood's Patent had been entirely settled 

in London without any consultation of the Irish Parliament 

or the Commissioners of the Revenue in Dublinthe Irish 

government was rightfully indignant when namors of Wood's 

Patent came to its attention in late July, 1722„ A letter 

dated August 7, 1722, from the Commissioners of the Revenue 

in Dublin to Edward Hopkins, Secretary to the Duke of 

Grafton, Lord Lieutenant of Ireland, speaks volumes in 

describing the lack of rapport and understanding between 

the governments of Ireland and England at this timeo The 

letter commencess 

We were much surprised by a Letter from our Agent 
Mro French, giving us an Account of a Patent, which 
is about to be passed in favour of some Private 
Persons to authorize them to Coin Half Pence and 
Farthings, for the Use of this Kingdom, together 
with a Copy of a Memorial delivered by him to the 
Lords of the Treasury relating thereto^^ 

Nearly one month after the effective date of Wood's Patent 

the Commissioners of the Revenue in Dublin were still 

ignorant of its existence^ The Commissioners go on in this 

3 letter to explain the purpose of their memorial which "drew 

attention to the abuses of the Copper Coinage made by Colo 

^Davis, po xio 

^Almost the entire texts of this letter and the sub­
sequent letter to the Lords Commissioners are reproduced in 
Davis, ppo xii-xiVo 

^See above, po 21,, 
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Roger Moore in King William's reign," and which warned that 

"such a Patent will be highly Prejudicial to the Trade and 

Welfare of this Kingdom, and more particularly to his 

Majesty's Revenue," When they obtained no results from this 

letter, the Commissioners sent a letter directly to England, 

respectfully addressed to the Lords Commissioners of the 

Treasury, in which they advised once again that "such a 

Patent will be highly prejudicial to the Trade and Welfare 

of this Kingdom," Nevertheless, no one heeded these pleas, 

and Wood continued to make preparations to issue his coin 

throughout the entire kingdom of Ireland, 

During the next few months the problem slowly developed 

into a major conflict between the English and the Irish, As 

early as September 3, 1722, Archbishop King was suggesting a 

concerted action on the part of the Irish against Wood's 

halfpence when he pointed out that the "only one remedy" was 

the refusal to accept Wood's coins on the grounds that the 

"Patent oblidges none but such as are willing" to receive 

the coin,^ Nothing of note happened, however, until the 

Duke of Grafton landed in Ireland on August 13, 1723, In 

the meantime, the Irish had been gathering into a small, but 

determined force, rigidly opposed to Wood's halfpence. In 

fact, shortly after the arrival of Grafton, James Maculla 

published one of the earliest pamphlets outlining the 

^ing to Annesleyo Quoted by Ferguson, p. 96, 
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dangers to Ireland inherent in Wood®s coinage, entitled 

"Ireland's Consternation in the Loosing of Two Hundred 

Thousand Pound of their Gold and Silver for Brass Money»" 

In "Ireland®s Consternation^" Maculla advances the idea 

that a mining and smelting concernj in which Wood figured 

prominently^ were the real undertakers of the project and 

that they intended to make their profit by coining inferior 

alloyo Furthermore, Maculla claims that they were using 

Irish copper, which was sent to Bristol and improperly 

refined; thus they were not only robbing Irish industry of 

employment but were purposely degrading the quality of the 

copper to be used in the coino Maculla points out that a 

large number of these coins had already reached Ireland, 

that some were in circulation, that there were no means of 

checking the quantities Wood put into circulation, that some 

coins were lighter than others, and that all of them were 

badly made so to invite counterfeitingo Maculla further 

declared that until the Irish Parliament could rectify the 

situation, the people of Ireland should refuse to accept 

this coino^ 

The Irish Parliament convened on September 9, 1723, 

and four days later the Parliament sent a request to the 

Lord Lieutenant for a copy of Wood's Patent, Grafton's 

S3mopsis of the major points of '^Ireland's Con­
sternation" can be found in Davis, Appendix II, ppo 352-353, 
and Ho Ro Wagner, Irish Economics; 1700-1783, A Bibliog~ 
raphy with Notes (London, 1907), pp., 15-16o 
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secretary, Edward Hopkins, then advised Parliament that the 

Lord Lieutenant did not have a copy of the Patent» Commons 

immediately ordered a full examination and investigation of 

the matter to start on September 16o On this date Hopkins 

arrived in Commons with a copy of the Patent, offering the 

flimsy excuse that the Patent had arrived since his last 

communication with them,^ Finally, both Houses of the Irish 

Parliament sent separate Resolutions to King George pointing 

out the dangers of the Patent and implying that his Majesty 

should revoke the Patent for the good of Irelando^ Having 

sent their Resolutions to the King, the Lords and Commons of 

Ireland decided to deal with no business until an answer 

^Temple Scott, p» 7o 

^Temple Scott, loce citp , sxammarizes the Resolutions 
thus? 

"(1) That Wood's patent is highly prejudicial to 
his Majesty's revenue, and is destructive of trade and com­
merce, and most dangerous to the rights and properties of 
the subjecto 

(2) That for the purpose of obtaining the patent 
Wood had notoriously misrepresented the state of the nationo 

(3) That great quantities of the coin had been 
imported of different impressions and of much less weight 
than the patent called foro 

(4) That the loss to the nation by the uttering of 
this coin would amount to 150 per cent, 

(5) That in coining the halfpence Wood was guilty 
of notorious fraud» 

(6) ®That it is the opinion of this Committee, 
that it hath been always highly prejudicial to this kingdom 
to grant the power or privilege of coining money to private 
persons; and that it will, at all times, be of dangerous 
consequence to grant any such power to any body politic, or 
corporate, or any private person or persons whatsoevero' 
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Q 
came to their petitions» In so doing, they held up the 

Money Bill to support the English establishment in Ireland 

and to pay pensions to such undeserving Hanoverian-English 

nobles as the Duchess of Kendal« Thereupon, Parliament 

recessed and waited for an answer from the King„ 

On December 12, Parliament reconvened to hear his 

Majesty's reply which had arrived during the recess. For 

the most part the tone of the King's letter was ambiguous 

and apologetico He expressed regret over previous abuses 

of Royal Patents, and he promised to 

give the necessary orders for enquiring into and 
punishing those abuses and « » o do every thing 
that is in his power for the satisfaction of his 
people,9 

As a result of the kind tone of the King's reply, Parliament 

was deceived into voting the usual two years supplies and 

allowances for the English interests,Thereafter, both 

Lords and Commons acknowledged his Majesty's letter and 

expressed their gratitude for his concern with their problemc 

Nevertheless, Commons was apparently iinwilling to trust too 

deeply in his Majesty's initiative to satisfy his Irish 

subjects; thus, they added to their acknowledgment a partic­

ular request 

Qproude, I, 532, 

^Quoted by Davis, p. xxii, 

lOproude, I, 532, 
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that he will be graciously pleased to give Direc­
tions to the several Officers concerned in the 
Receipt of His Majesty's Revenue, that they do not, 
on any Pretence whatsoever, receive or utter any of 
the said Copper Halfpence or Farthings, in any 
Payments to be made to, or by themo 

No immediate answer came to this request, and no order was 

handed down limiting or prohibiting the "uttering" of Wood's 

halfpenceo 

During the last months of 1723 Irish leaders became 

more united and determined in their opposition to Wood's 

Patento The conditions under which the Patent was obtained 

certainly intensified Irish resentment toward Wood's coin, 

Ashe King summarizes the state of mind of nearly all the 

Irish leaders in the following words? 

That the minting of the coin of a kingdom--an 
imperial privilege--should be sold to an iron­
monger by a German concubine, who received it as a 
supplement to wages of her infamy--already paid by 
Ireland—was but the culminating insult of a 
series without a break, and without the prospect 
of a breako 1-2 

Yet, a boycott of the coin could not be implemented by such 

feelings aloneo Ireland needed someone who could combine 

the common-sense economic arguments of Maculla with the 

burning resentment of the Irish leaders and who could in­

still in every Irishman a detestation of Wood's coin that 

would be based on both reason and passiono By the end of 

1723, however, no such leader had stepped forward. 

^^uoted by Davis, Po xxiiio 

^^Ashe King, Po 118o 
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Any struggle requires two sides„ The Irish leaders 

had already formed their battle lineSo The English leaders 

were equally adamant in their refusal to heed the requests 

of the Irisho The causes behind Ireland*s stand are clear; 

and although national pride figured significantly in the 

Irish leaders' antipathy to Wood's Patent, economic con­

siderations provided the foundation for their concemo The 

English motivations, however, in resisting Ireland's pleas 

to revoke Wood's Patent appear to be rooted in less noble 

ground, Ashe King, for instance, suggests. 

In the case of the universal rejection by Ireland 
of Wood's coinage, it was chiefly arrogance which 
blinded the English Ministers to the real reasons 
for a stand so dogged and solido^^ 

A letter from Viscount Townshend to the Diike of Grafton, 

dated October 14, 1723, gives reason for this opinion, while 

it also reveals further cause for English resistance^ 

Townshend wrote? 

The Irish are so absurdly wrong that I can only 
laugh at themo Can any one in his right judgment 
think the King will part with his unquestionable 
prerogative for such weak objections? e o <. Nor 
is the prerogative alio The King is touched more 
nearly, and feels his honor highly concerned in 
the affairo^^ 

The tone of such a statement is unmistakenly arroganto 

Nevertheless, Townshend touches on a point which was a 

fxindamental issue of the day among political philosophers, 

^^Ashe King, p, 120, 

^^roude, I, SSO-SSl, 
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How "unquestionable" was the King's prerogative?^^ In 

reference to this affair, Townshend doubtless considered 

the King*s prerogative inviolable^ As a leading member of 

the Ministry he was, furthermore, committed to uphold the 

King's actions before rebellious "colonieso" This con­

sideration cannot be underestimated in accounting for the 

Ministry's policy of ignoring Ireland's petitions. Finally, 

Townshend's admission, even to the Ministry's henchman, 

Grafton, that the King "feels his honor highly concerned in 

the affair" can only be considered ludicrous. The publicity 

over the Patent indecently exposed King George, whose 

notoriety in the matter of illicit "liaisons" was already 

widespread, and Townshend's attempt to justify the Ministry's 

policy on the grounds of protecting the King's "honor", must 

have drawn forth a snicker even from the obsequious Duke of 

Grafton, 

Another factor which served to stiffen Irish opposi­

tion to the Patent was the insolent and offensive behavior 

of Wood himselfo In the Dublin Flying Post of October 8, 

1723, a report appeared which quoted Wood^s comments on 

Ireland's opposition to the Patento For one thing, Wood 

l-^Locke felt that when "by the Miscarriages of those 
in Authority it [their powejJ is forfeited; upon the For­
feiture of their Rulers, or at the Determination of the time 
set, it reverts to the Society, and the People have a Right 
to act as Supreme," For a discussion of Locke's theories 
and their influence on this age, see Basil Williams, The 
Whig Supremacyg 1714=^1760, " Introduction," 
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chose to defend the King's prerogative and to explicate the 

ftinction thereofo Such a presumptuous act by a person not 

officially representing the Crownj, and whose only interest 

in the affair was his own profit, bitterly antagonized the 

Irish leaders. Moreover^ Wood had the gall to insult the 

intelligence, pride^ and integrity of every person in Ireland 

by declaring, 

The coinage may not be all the Irish could wishs 
but do they want to be like starving wretches who 
will not take food that is not cooked exactly 
according to their fancy? 

Little did Wood realize how severely he was injuring his own 

cause by electing to speak for the Grown and the Ministry in 

defense of his Patent; for his arrogance not only embittered 

the Irish leaders^ it also furnished his antagonists with an 

effective device to combat the Ministryo By centering an 

attack on Wood, as the spokesman and representative of the 

English government, a skillful opponent could direct public 

opinion against the Patent and point an accusing finger at 

the Ministry with little fear of sounding overtly seditious. 

Such an adept propagandist and molder of public opinion 

resided in Dublin at this time in the person of the not«.so°= 

mild Dean of Sto Patrick®s5, Jonathan Swifts There exists 

no conclusive evidence to tell exactly when Swift decided 

to enter the battle against Wood^s halfpence, but the fury 

^^Quoted by Craikj po 348« 
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of his subsequent personal attacks on Wood and the clever­

ness of his association of Wood with the English Ministry 

strongly testify that this report in the Flying Post sowed 

the dragon's teeth of The Drapier's Letters in the battle­

field of Swift's mindo At any rate^ six months later the 

first phalanx of Swift's legion of warriors arrived in the 

streets of Dublin in the form of "A Letter to the Shop 

Keepers J Tradesmen, Farmersj and Common-People of Ireland 

Concerning the Brass Half-Pence Coined by Mro Woods with a 

Design to Have them Pass in this Kingdom," by Mo Bo, Drapier, 
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There are several rhetorical and satirical devices 

employed by Swift in The Drapier^s Letters which contribute 

to the total success of their intentiono Each of these 

elements used independently doubtless would have aided 

Ireland's cause in resisting and rejecting Wood's halfpence, 

but it is impossible to say which particular device would 

have been most effective^ The historical fact, however, is 

that artfully combined by the genius of Swift, the various 

methods and devices of The Drapier's Letters exerted a col­

lective force that overwhelmed and defeated the project of 

Wood's halfpence^ Swift employed his sharp, clear prose 

style to set the important facts of the case before the 

populace, to dictate to the people the policy they should 

follow, and to stir their anger and resentment against 

William Wood, He exaggerated certain facts purposely in 

order to emphasize a particular pointand he mixed subtle 

irony with harsh invective in order to expose and ridicule 

his adversaries^ His fertile mind never failed to provide 

him with the most apt analogies and fitting examples to 

illustrate his conclusionso The master stroke, however, 

consisted in Swift"s creation of the humble, but determined 

tradesman, M, Bo 9 Drapiero 

In the Drapier, Swift found a man who could speak to 

the people of Dublin in their own terms and on their own 
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Levelo Moreover, the Drapier could speak with authority of 

the possible ill consequences of Wood^s halfpence as one 

who had a personal stake in the mattero On Swift°s choice 

of his persona^, Ferguson states^ 

By using as his mouthpiece a decent, hard-working, 
moderately prosperous shop»keeper. Swift could 
accomplish two aims that were essential to the 
success of his appeal? he could achieve a tone 
familiar to his audience, and he could dramatize 
for the ordinary middle^class Dublin citizen the 
economic catastrophe that the halfpence threatenedo 

Such a character possibly could succeed in uniting all 

Irishmen in a common effort against Wood^s halfpence; for the 

Drapier^ in his patriotic zeal^ did not hesitate time and 

again to tell the people of Ireland therr duty and their 

need to refuse absolutely, collectively and individually, to 

accept Wood's coino 

William Ewald points out that as the spokesman for 

Swift, the Drapier has several functionSo He must conceal 

the identity of the true authoro He must inform the un= 

educated as well as the educated about the nature of the 

coinage and its dangers for Irelando He must exhort the 

Irish not to accept Wood's coino He must heap abuse on 

Wood, who stood to profit at Ireland's expense,, He must 

inform the government officials in both England and Ireland 

that the Irish would not accept Wood®s coin and that it 

would be dangerous to introduce ito Finally, he must show 

^Ferguson, ppo 97-98o 
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Walpole and George I that the Irish opposition to the 

2 coinage was not treasonable. Remarkably enough, the first 

Letter, which was published in March^ 1724, fulfilled all of 

these functions, except, perhaps, for the first. Few people 

were unaware of the fact--"although no concrete proof was 

evident--that Mo Bo, Drapier, was, indeed, the Dean of St, 

Patrick's. 

Perhaps, the most striking features of the first 

Letter are the zealous candor and the undeniable conviction 

with which the Drapier applies himself to his task. He 

begins the Letter positively and urgently by commanding the 

attention of his readers for the sake of their own well-

being. He declares. 

What I intend now to say to you, is, next to your 
Duty to God, and the Care of your Salvation, of 
the greatest Concern to your selves, and your 
Children, your Bread and Cloathing, and every 
common Necessary of Life intirely depend upon it 
(p. 3). 

By treating this matter with such urgency and seriousness, 

the Drapier immediately conditions the reader's attitude 

toward everything that follows^ He wants his readers to 

weigh his words soberly and to ponder them deeplyo Thus, he 

maintains high seriousness while appealing to every respon­

sible fiber of his readers* beingSo Each word burns with 

intensity and rings with emphasis as he declares, 

^William Bragg Ewald, Jr,, The Masks of Jonathan 
Swift (Oxford, 1954), p, 100. 
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Therefore I do most earnestly exhort you as Men^, as 
Christianss as Parents, and as Lovers of your 
Country, to read this paper with the utmost atten-
tion^ or get it read to you by others (po 3)o 

The last clause here demonstrates one of the traits which 

gives the Drapier®s arguments such forces his ability to 

contort facts and logic to suit his own endSo The Drapier 

knows well enough that much of his audience is illiterateo 

Likewise J he knows the illogicality of addressing written 

words to the illiterate members of his audience. Neverthe­

less, one of the principal objects of this Letter is to join 

the disparate elements of Irish society into a monolithic 

stand against Wood's halfpencee Thus, by addressing the 

illiterates directly, he gives them dignity and elevates 

their station in life by equating them in his address with 

the literate populace. By this diplomatic maneuver, the 

Drapier improves his chances of commanding the ears of the 

illiterates without whose co-operation a successful boycott 

of Wood's coin could never come to pass, 

A further subtlety on the part of the Drapier is 

also apparent in the first paragraph. After exhorting 

everyone to read the pamphlet "with the utmost Attention," 

he adds, "which that you may do at the less Expence, I have 

ordered the Printer to sell it at the lowest Rate" (p, 3), 

Again this information is superfluous^ inasmuch as the 

reader has doubtless already discovered the low rate when he 

purchased the pamphlet. Furthermore, the difference between 
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the bulk rate and individual rate on such a pamphlet hardly 

represented a significant sum even to the poor people of 

Dublin, What the Drapier is doing, howeverj is dramatizing 

the importance of halfpence and farthings in his own mind 

and in the minds of his readers. By demonstrating his 

awareness that the smallest siims have real value in the 

marketplace, the Drapier makes his readers consider the 

purchasing power of small copper coins. He expands on this 

point in the next paragraph by artfully combining his 

readers' general welfare with their need to make their 

farthings serve them most effectively. He chides, 

It is a great Fault among you, that when a Person 
writes with no other Intention than to do you Good, 
you will not be at the Pains to Read his advices? 
One Copy of this paper may serve a Dozen of you, 
which will be less than a Farthing a-piece (p, 3). 

Having associated his readers' "penny-consciousness" with 

their general well-being, the Drapier can more easily arouse 

their emotions against Wood's halfpence^ 

Before proceeding to the matter at hand, however, the 

Drapier admonishes and condemns the people of Ireland for 

their failure to heed "A Proposal for the Universal Use of 

Irish Manufacture," and he criticizes them severely for the 

subsequent prosecution of the printer of that article. The 

inclusion of this passage can easily be attributed to 

Swift's desire to castigate the people for their previous 

failure to hear his advice. On the other hand, the recalling 

of this situation serves the Drapier*s purposes marvelously. 



41 

For one thingj ostensibly there exists no connection between 

the Drapier and the anon3mious author of "A Proposalo" Hence, 

the Drapier's concern over the fate of the pamphlet and its 

printer appears to be perfectly objectiveo The important 

fact here is that the public"s behavior in that matter worked 

against its own best interestso Therefore, the Drapier 

feels a patriotic duty to admonish the public for the 

ignorant subversion of its own welfare in that situation and 

to warn the public against committing such errors in the 

future„ SpecificallyJ, the Drapier demands that the public 

pay close attention to his words, which he writes for the 

public*s own good and to the danger of his own being, loss 

of his own money, and his own possible ruino Having criti-

cized the public for its past failures and having stated 

his own dismay over such behavior, the Drapierj nevertheless, 

asserts his patriotic zeal and lends great weight to his 

cause in his next statements 

However I cannot but warn you once more of the 
manifest Destruction before your Eyes, if you do 
not behave your selves as you aught (p, 4)„ 

Essentially J, the Drapier has provoked his readers* 

minds to a high level of emotion and activity. Now, he is 

prepared to explain in detail the situation that confronts 

them„ One of the great virtues of the Drapier^s style is to 

let the reader know precisely what to expect as he proceeds 

directly and unequivocably to the matter at hando The 

Drapier continues^ 
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I will therefore first tell you the plain Story of 
the Fact; and then I will lay before you how you 
ought to act in common Prudence^ and according to 
the Laws of your Country (po 4)„ 

The Drapier is no mild prophet of despairo He approaches 

his task in a positive and purposeful frame of mindo He 

appeals to his readers® desire to know the truth and "the 

plain Story of the Facto" Yet, the Drapier is not content 

to leave the readers with just the facts of the situation; 

he must tell them how they "ought to acto" The Drapier is 

preaching to the populace and dictating to them the course 

they should follow^ The crisis over Wood's halfpence demands 

such measureso Heretofore, the people of Ireland lacked 

unity of purpose and certainty of actiono No weak voice 

could supply this deficiency adequatelyo The genius of the 

Drapier, howeverj arises from his ability to appeal to the 

highest values of his readers at the same time that he 

commands themo ThuSj his declaration strikes the readers' 

sense of truth, prudence, and obedience to the law. 

The most important consideration that the Drapier 

must take into account is that he is writing to achieve a 

particular and specific purpose^ Everything he includes in 

his Letter must be directed to that endo The Drapier*s 

Letters are not an exercise in rhetoric nor an abstract 

political treatiseo They must, therefore, appeal to the 

passions and emotions of the reader as much as to his sense 

of reason and right. To serve this end the Drapier needed 
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to direct his attack in such a way that he would not irri­

tate the sensitivity of those influential persons who were 

generally sjropathetic to English rule; he must at all costs 

avoid the label of extremist. In regard to this problem, 

Ashe King states^ 

Swift had to pretend the quarrel was with Wood and 
not with England, and about the quality and the 
conditions of the coinage, and not about the base­
ness of its origin and the tyranny of its imposi-
tiono 3 

Wood*s earlier exhibition of insolence in the Flying Post 

offered Swift the perfect solution. In publishing this 

report, the Drapier later said. Wood acted "in so confident 

a Way, as if he were A better Man than Our whole Parliament 

put together," a statement designed to irritate the already 

vulnerable pride of every Irishman^ By concentrating his 

assault on Wood, Swift could skirt the more touchy issues 

at stake and promote the battle of nations xinder the guise 

of a contest between the respective national champions, 

William Wood and Mo Bo, Drapiero Moreover, Swift's decision 

to fight the war under these terms<=-at least for the present 

time--.did not stem from fear of confronting the hordes of 

English abuses that overran Ireland; he was merely seeking 

the most advantageous site for the inevitable major conflict„ 

In the words of Professor Ricardo Quintana^ Swift recognized 

the fact that 

^Ashe King, Po 119„ 
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before united action against a general policy could 
be hoped for, it was necessary to arouse consuming 
hatred for a man of flesh and blood.^ 

William Wood was the man of "flesh and blood," and the 

Drapier was the man to "arouse cons\iming hatred" against 

hiiHe 

In presenting "the fact" to his readers, the Drapier 

takes care to offer only those facts that will suit his 

purpose and to exhibit them in a manner that will mold his 

readers* views to his own opiniono The first fact that he 

chooses to state contains within it an almost natural 

association between copper coin and counterfeit coin. He 

states. 

The Fact is Thus, It having been many Years since 
COPPER HALF«PENGE or FARTHINGS were last Coined in 
this Kingdom, they have been for some time very 
scarce, and many Counterfeits passed about under the 
Name of RAPS, several Applications were made to 
England, that we might have Liberty to Coin New 
Ones, as in former times we did; but they did not 
succeed (pc 4)„ 

The fact is true; but the Drapier's allusion to the counter­

feit coin makes the reader immediately consider the dangers 

of minting copper coino Furthermore, the inclusion of the 

clause, "that we might have Liberty to Coin New Ones," 

establishes a subtle association between the state of 

Ireland's coinage and the state of her liberty. Having 

created these relationships, the Drapier continues to build 

^Ricardo Quintana, The Mind and Art of Jonathan Swift 
(London, 1936), p. 263,, 
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upon thenio 

The Drapier reports how Wood, "A mean ordinary Man, 

a Hard-Ware Dealer, procured a Patent under His MAJESTIES 

BROAD SEAL" (p, 4) to coin copper halfpence and farthings 

for Irelando To this fact, however, the Drapier adds, 

seemingly unobtrusively, one of the major points of the 

first Letter which he does not elaborate on at all for the 

moments "which Patent however did not oblige any one here 

to take them, unless they pleasedo" This device of injecting 

significant facts at random into his discussion acts in a 

subliminal fashion to make the reader cognizant of the fact 

by the time the Drapier is ready to expound upon it. For 

the present, however, he wishes to continue his inferences 

about counterfeit coin by discussing facts about the com­

position of English coin and Wood's coin^ He states that if 

a person were to beat English halfpence and farthings to 

pieces and sell them to a brazier, he would, "not lose above 

a Penny in a Shilling," On the other hand--and here the 

reference to counterfeiting becomes obvious--

Mr, WOODS made his HALF-PENCE of such Base Metal, 
and so much smaller than the English ones, that the 
Brazier would not give you above a Penny of good 
Money for a Shilling of his (ppo 4-5)„ 

This direct assertion of the worthlessness of Wood's 

coin gives it no more value in the reader's mind than the 

lowest "rap," because this information is included in "the 

plain Story of the Facto" In actuality, however, the 
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Drapier exaggerated the baseness of Wood's coin; but such 

®*®SS®ration functions to discredit Wood's coin thoroughly 

for his audience and that is one of the primary intentions of 

his Lettero He must achieve his purpose, and if some dis­

tortion of the facts is required, then the Drapier must mold 

the facts to fit his argumento Henry Graik is perhaps too 

polite to Swift in accounting for the exaggeration that 

abounds in the first Letter; nevertheless, his observation is 

keen and pertinent when he states, 

His object was simply to put a scandalous trans­
action in the grossest aspect possibles^ 

Yet, there is a further point that the Drapier is urging in 

this passages he wants to illustrate and emphasize the vast 

difference in rights, privileges, and property that stands 

between England and Ireland, Here, the Drapier picks up his 

inference about Ireland's failure to gain the "liberty" to 

coin its own money and strengthens the implication of his 

following statement about Wood's success in winning the 

Patent. He is striking at the subordination of Ireland's 

best interests by the English government so that England can 

enrich herself at Ireland's expense^ This theme becomes 

more evident in his later Letters, and it is perhaps subdued 

in the first Letter only because the Drapier realizes that 

he must stick to his present task of discrediting Wood and 

his halfpence before widening his frontal assault. 

^Craik, p. 349o 
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Now, the Drapier increases the intensity of his attack 

and substitutes the word, "TRASH," where he had previously 

referred to "Wood's coin," Yet, in continuing his exposi­

tion on the baseness of Wood's coin, the Drapier insinuates 

the baseness of Wood's character. He declares. 

But this is not the Worst, for Mr. WOODS when he 
pleases may by Stealth send over another and another 
Fourscore and Ten Thousand Pounds, and buy all our. 
Goods for Eleven Parts in Twelve, under the Value. 

In this statement, the Drapier advances the theory expounded 

by Maculla and others that the absence of proper safeguards 

could lead to a flooding of the market with copper coin. 

The Drapier, however, does not treat this matter as an 

academic issue. Rather than separating the possibility of 

Wood's sending more than his Patent allows from the projected 

worthlessness of Wood's coin, the Drapier accepts both 

assumptions as facts and reduces the potential destructive-

ness of Wood's project to a matter of simple mathematics. 

Very simply stated, the Drapier proposes that acceptance of 

Wood's halfpence by the people of Ireland is equivalent to 

selling "all our Goods for Eleven Parts in Twelve." And in 

case any of his audience missed the point, he breaks the 

situation down into the simplest terms. 

For example, if a Hatter sells a Dozen of Hatts for 
Five Shillings a-piece, which amounts to Three 

^Davis, p. 5, Davis also notes the more generally 
accepted figure of £108,000, which is used in Faulkner's 
edition of 1735, which was supervised by Swift. 


