
	   1	  

IMPERIAL COIN – A brass coin discovered by archaeologists is 
thought to have been brought here by Russian traders many years 
before the Gold Rush. 
 

Coin provides glimpse into pre-Gold 
Rush era 
 
A Chinese coin found in the Yukon wilderness this past summer 
offers a rare look into a period of Yukon history long before the Gold 
Rush, with links to a little-known trans-Pacific trade route and the 
life of a Chinese emperor poet. 
 
By Max Leighton on December 9, 2011 
Whitehorse Star 
 
A Chinese coin found in the Yukon wilderness this past summer 
offers a rare look into a period of Yukon history long before the Gold 
Rush, with links to a little-known trans-Pacific trade route and the 
life of a Chinese emperor poet. 
 
The coin was found last July by archeologists working for Ecofor 
consultants, a firm that specializes in archeology and full baseline 
studies, predominantly for mining companies and for cultural studies 
for First Nations. 
 
The coin was found in southern Yukon at the proposed site of Western Copper's Casino Mine. 
 
"We were working for (mining company) Western Copper and Gold Corp, excavating a site for a proposed 
road,” James Mooney, cultural resource manager with Ecofor, said in an interview. 
 
"We went out to look at a 130-km line. We were looking for places with the potential for pre-historic 
resources, much that same way that you might look for a place to camp,” said Mooney. 
 
"A place to put up a tent, high ground, good weather, access to water, steady soil, good drainage, things like 
that.” 
 
Kilometre 130 was such an area, but after a routine day of excavation, the team came across the old coin, 
glittering in the mud below their feet. 
 
It was found by archeologist Kirby Booker and Mario Skookum of the Little Salmon-Carmacks First Nation, 
along with some pieces of stone used for carving tools. 
 
"The coin is incredibly old,” said Mooney. "When we found it in the dirt, we were excited. 
 
"The coin doesn't have a context itself. We need to look at what may be found with it. If it were found with 
bottles and things, we'd imagine it came from the trail of '98. 
 
We think it may be from a much earlier period.” 
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The coin was minted sometime between 1667 and 1671. 
 
It is a type of brass coin known as "cash” coins, cheaply 
produced coins from India and China, and the root of the 
modern English slang for money. 
 
Coins like this were minted by the billions in old China 
and used to barter for low-cost goods, to make artwork 
such as decorative coin swords and as symbols of good 
luck. 
 
"The first question on everyone's mind was, ‘Where does 
this coin come from?'” said Mooney. 
 
"We believe it is ‘protohistoric,' a historic artifact being 
traded to a group of people that do not have a written 
record of it yet,” he said. "I get the feeling that it is still 
pre-Gold Rush and could be pre-HBC (Hudson's Bay 
Company).” 
 
Mooney's theory is that the coins were brought to the Northwest by Russian traders, who would head down the 
northwest coast, primarily to hunt sea otters, or trade for the pelts with the First Nations, particularly the 
coastal Tlingit. 
 
"They would take furs to southeast Asia,” said Mooney. "The Chinese had deep pockets and would pay good 
money  for sea otter pelts. They would trade with the Russians for glass beads, metals, cloth, cottons, silks, 
things like that.” 
 
Often the traders would come back with cash coins, which were of relatively low value to the Chinese, but 
highly-prized among the First Nations. 
 
"When trading was going pretty strong with Russia, northwest North America and China, the Chinese had one 
silver coin, which was worth 1,000 of these brass ones,” said Mooney. 
 
"They were produced by the billions in the 1600s.” 
 
The First Nations used them as trinkets and for ceremonial rattles and also stitched them to clothing. The coins 
have a large centre hole and four other, smaller holes, originally used in the casting process, which proved 
efficient as a means of fastening the coins to clothing. 
 
"The Tlingit had a dance with jackets with 200 to 1,000 chinese coins stitched into them,” said Mooney. The 
American Museum of Natural History in New York City have such a jacket in their collection. 
 
Another theory, presented by British submarine lieutenant and author Gavin Menzies states the Chinese had 
come to the West Coast previous to European explorers and had traded with the First Nations on their own, 
possibly using cash coins. 
 
Though Mooney's coin is a remarkable find for the area, it is actually the third of its kind found in the Yukon 
in the last 20 years. 
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CAMPSITE DISCOVERY – An archaeologist with 
Ecofor Consulting Ltd. picks through soil near Km 
130 of a planned road at Western Copper's proposed 
Casino mine site.	  
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The oldest, minted between 1403 to 1424, was found near 
Beaver Creek in 1993 by Keary Walde, an archeologist with 
Heritage North Consulting out of Fort. St. John, B.C. 
 
Another, dating from 1724-1735, was also found this summer. 
 
That coin was discovered in the Whitehorse area by Todd 
Kristensen, field director with Matrix Research Ltd. 
 
"We found it around Marsh Lake,” said Kristensen. "We were 
doing a cultural heritage inventory for Kwanlin Dun First 
Nation. They were interested in their history in the area. We 
were excavating the site for stone tool manufacturing and 
found it on the surface.” 
 
Kristensen believes that the intercontinental trade theory is 
certainly possible, though he presents another theory as well. 
 
The coins, he said, may have simply been left behind by 
Chinese miners, who carried them to the Yukon as mementos of their homeland or used them as gambling 
tokens on the trail of '98. 
 
"I know a lot of people are talking about a link to pre-contact trade and it was possibly brought up by Chinese 
or Russian merchants,” he said. 
 
"Still, lots of Chinese workers came up during the Gold Rush and brought some of their past with them. 
"That's another interesting story, as well. The Chinese used the same trail networks as everyone else during the 
Gold Rush. For instance, in Barkerville, B.C., quite a few coins have been found that pre-date the Gold Rush. 
They were used for gambling.” 
 
But Mooney's coin is unique, not only for its relationship to early Canadian history, but also as a remnant of 
China's imperial past. 
 
The coin was minted during the reign of China's Kangxi Emperor (1661-1722). 
 
Kangxi was China's longest reigning emperor. Known for his good luck and prosperity, he was notable for 
expanding the Chinese empire, blocking several major uprisings and halting a Russian invasion of China. 
 
He was also a poet and wrote one of his most famous works using the symbols on the coins that were being 
minted in China at the time. 
 
The past summer's discovery was one of them. 
 
"He took 20 of 23 mints in operation during his reign and took the task of ordering the coins to make a poem,” 
said Mooney. 
 
The poem, Mooney said, was beloved for its sounds, and his coin is part of the poem's second line. 
 
"That means there might be 19 more out there,” said Mooney. "You never know, it's fanciful.” 
 
Ecofor has recommended that the site where the coin was found be spared from further impact for Western 
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ANOTHER DISCOVERY – Todd Kristensen, 
field director with Matrix Research Ltd., holds 
a second Chinese coin found at an excavation 
site near Marsh Lake last summer.	  
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Copper and Gold. They hope to do a follow up in the area soon. 
 
All three Chinese coins are held in trust by the territorial heritage branch and are the property of all Yukoners.	  


