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Gaming was prevalent among virtually all sections of early modern English society and card games were hugely popular. Yet in 1711 the playing card trade was shaken severely when stamp duty was extended to cards. This paper reveals for the first time the huge numbers of packs of cards produced and assesses the impact of stamp duty on the playing card trade. It then analyses the tricky process of collecting the duty, examines some of the ingenious attempts by forgers to evade payment of it, and, finally, raises questions about the significance of taxing cards so heavily.
Playing cards probably arrived in England in the mid-fifteenth century and by the second half of the sixteenth century large numbers of packs were being imported into England.
 The Company of Makers of Playing Cards was incorporated in 1628 and its responsibility was to control and regulate the domestic playing card trade. In return for tight restrictions on imports of cards, the Company consented to pay the king ‘2s upon a grosse of Cards in liew of the customes of fforaigne and imported Cards and also to pay to the King’s Receiver for sealing the Cards’.
 The total duty payable per gross (144 packs) of cards was thus three shillings.
In 1638 an agreement between Charles I and the Company fixed playing card production quotas at 336,960 packs per year.
 This was a considerable amount, but it pales in comparison to the new production quotas that were formalised by an indenture in 1683, which permitted the Company of Makers of Playing Cards to produce up to 185 gross of packs of cards per week.
 This equated to 1.2 million packs per year, or approximately 1 pack per 5 heads of population.
 It is even more staggering when we consider that the quota was apparently set to prevent over-production.
 The years following the 1683 indenture represented the zenith of English playing card making, but the situation was to change markedly in 1711 when playing cards were made subject to stamp duty. 
Stamp duty was not an eighteenth-century innovation. However, while duty had been charged on a range of legal documents at various times from the 1660s, it was the closing years of Queen Anne’s reign which ‘saw novel and far-reaching extensions’ including; shipping debentures, licenses for retailing wine, beer and ale, dice, books, newspapers, pamphlets, advertisements and, of course, playing cards.
 The Stamp Act of 1711 imposed 6d duty on each pack of cards ‘made fit for Sale or Use in Great Britain’,
 which represented a twenty-four fold increase on what the cardmakers had previously been paying and understandably caused a great deal anxiety among them.
 The situation was rather dire; a gross of cards previously sold for 6s would now attract £3 12s in duty.
 

Under the terms of the Stamp Act, it was not permitted for cards to be removed from their makers’ premises without first being stamped and sealed. This was to prove that the duty had been paid rather than to denote any particular standard of quality, but it is possible that it was also used as a sign that the cards had not been tampered with because the nature of the seal made it difficult to remove. Every twenty-eight days, makers of playing cards had to enter on oath before the Commissioners of the Stamp Duties ‘all the Cards...which they have made in that Time’ and every six weeks pay the duties to the Receiver General of the Stamps, ‘under the Penalty of 20l. for every Default in making the Entry, and double the Duty for Nonpayment’.
 During the seventeenth century it had been the responsibility of the agents of the King’s Receiver to collect the tax on cards and, at least in some cases, these officials carried out their duties with a ruthless efficiency because they received a cut of the profits. The Stamp Act of 1711 was enforced by a team of eight searchers and surveyors, who were able to enter the premises of cardmakers and ‘take an Account of the Cards...made, under the Penalty of 10l’.
 If it was found that cards had been removed before being sealed, those responsible faced forfeiture of their merchandise and ‘treble the Value’ in fines.

The fines for non-payment of the duty were no doubt intended to be prohibitive. But, as figure 1 shows, some cardmakers quickly fell behind with their payments and the arrears owed to the Stamp Office showed few signs of decreasing.
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Figure 1: Stamp Duty Arrears, Cards and Dice, 1711-17

By 1717, over £1100 was outstanding and the long lists of debtors, including some of the most senior members of the Company, suggest that the cardmakers were struggling.
 Fortunately, demand for playing cards appears to have remained strong; figure 2, below, demonstrates that even after the imposition of stamp duty large numbers of packs of cards continued to be produced.
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Figure 2: Packs of Playing Cards Stamped for Duty, 1712-55

Until 1 August 1712 stock in hand could be sealed at a reduced rate of ½ d per pack and this duly accounted for 480,895 of the 542,727 packs sealed and stamped for duty in 1712, which appears as the initial peak on the graph.
 Put into context this was roughly one pack per 10 heads of population stamped in one year. Immediately thereafter the number of packs stamped for duty fell to fewer than 200,000 – the increase in duty was really kicking in for the first time.
 Demand, though, must have remained high because only five years later 350,000 packs were stamped for duty.
 By the 1730s numbers had crept up a little further and remained fairly stable until the mid 1750s, peaking at 420,362 packs in 1753.
 On the one hand, it is clear that the yearly numbers of packs of cards stamped for duty never approached the 1.2 million that were being produced in the later seventeenth century. But on the other, we must remember that figure 2 almost certainly underestimates playing card production since, by accident or design, not all packs would have been stamped. 

Irrespective of fraud, to which I will return in a moment, the magnitude of stamping hundreds of thousands of packs of cards resulted in administrative and other difficulties. In November 1711, many of the stamp officers were ‘in great Want of their Salarys’ and two months later there were still problems.
 By July 1712 there were calls for a larger stamp office, without which it would ‘be Impossible to Dispatch the Business of the sd New Dutys’, or cope with the ‘increase in business’.
 In 1709 there were 107 cardmakers listed for quarterly membership payments in the records of the Company of Makers of Playing Cards, thirty-seven of whom were masters.
 This should not have been an unmanageable number for the eight searchers and surveyors to deal with, but when we consider that by early 1714 five of the original eight had been replaced, and some of them more than once, a rather less favourable picture is created.
 What is more, it is probable that those charged with enforcing the Stamp Act were presented with frequent opportunities for personal gain and in 1714 it was noted that the ‘Officers Sent to the Cardmakers to seal and stamp the Cards may be suppos’d to be guilty in marking more Cards than the Duty is paid for’.
 

Despite the fact that anyone caught counterfeiting stamps or seals could be prosecuted for felony, this type of duty fraud was a recurring problem. Among those accused of forgery were Anthony Walraven, sentenced to death for forging stamps in 1724, and John Seal, who was saved from the same fate by a legal technicality.
 In October 1715 the Stamp Commissioners placed a half-page advertisement in the Weekly Packet that gave detailed descriptions of two counterfeiters – Mary Richardson and John Word – and, to entice would-be informers, offered a reward of £10 for their capture.
 Thomas Hill, however, surpassed all of these. Indicted for ‘feloniously counterfeiting and resembling upon a certain Paper and Thread inclosing a Pack of playing Cards, the Impression of a Seal, Stamp, and Mark’, Hill was tried at the Old Bailey in December 1743, found guilty, and sentenced to death. When his garret was searched stamp officers found ‘a Rolling-Press, two flat Stones, one with some Pink-coloured Paint upon it, and a Stone they call a Muller; a Grate to set a Pan of Charcoal upon, to warm the Plate over; red Paint mixed and unmixed; Oil, Whiting, &c. such as they use in the Office for making the Labels’.
 Unfortunately for Hill his ‘Day-Book’ was also discovered and on examination it revealed that he had ‘sold and delivered to Persons upon Credit, 901 Doz. which is 10812 Packs of Cards, since September last’ but had only ‘entered at the Stamp-Office in that Time 7678 Packs (So that he has sold 3134 Packs more than he has paid the Duty for, besides what he has sold for ready Money)’.
 If this were not damning enough, Mr Pyne, the King’s Engraver to the Stamp Office, testified in minute detail to flaws in Hill’s stamps and concluded ‘I am thoroughly satisfied they are not the Marks of the Office’.
 

Although one must assume that the mark of the best forgers was not getting caught, it is unlikely that there can have been many counterfeiters of stamps that were as sophisticated as Hill. After all, as a trained cardmaker Hill was well placed to access the specialist equipment he needed and, via the patronage of his one-time master, Richard Tustian, well funded. Tustian, a master cardmaker who had been censured by the Company of Makers of Playing Cards on a number of occasions, appeared to be complicit in the fraud and perhaps only escaped prosecution because he gave evidence against his former employee.
 ‘Nothing is a more proper object of taxation than cards, but no duty is so open to frauds’ intoned a parliamentary report from the 1750s,
 but for every operation as sophisticated as Hill’s, there must have been many simpler frauds; removing stamps with warm water and then reusing them, for instance, was ‘not unusual’.
 It is extremely rare to have figures such as those allegedly contained in Hill’s day-book, but they clearly have serious implications for the amount of cards evading duty, and thus my earlier calculations about playing card production: almost a third of Hill’s cards were not stamped, while Tustian deposed ‘I sold a great many Cards with the counterfeit Stamp – I believe four or five thousand’.

We have seen that even after the imposition of stamp duty on cards it was not unusual for around 400,000 packs of cards to be produced yearly. Even allowing for wear and tear, large individual orders, and the possibility that new packs were used for each game in organised gaming houses and among elite players, this was a vast number of playing cards. The output of the cardmakers was impressive to say the least, and greater than might have been expected for a Company whose members numbered around one hundred in the first decade of the eighteenth century. But supply must have reflected demand, most of which would have been generated by gaming. 

Although contemporary discussion about taxation on cards was sometimes coloured by a rather dim view of card play – cards were described more than once as ‘a vaine and unnecessarie comoditie’ – this did not result in any caps being put on their production.
 Furthermore, the official remit of the cardmakers, as described in their Charter, was steeped in terms which figured cards as a necessity; the Company was to ‘at all times…make and work such sufficient quantities of playing Cards as shall serve and supply this Kingdome of England...soe as there shall at noe time be any want of that Commodity when our people should have use thereof’.
 And although there were contemporary arguments which criticised card play but commended cardmaking,
 when cards were produced in such great numbers there had to be at least a tacit acknowledgement of what they were being used for: it was, after all, not just the making of cards that supported the trade, but also their sale and use.
Despite the difficulties of enforcement and evasion, there were various good reasons for charging stamp duty on cards; demand was high, production was concentrated in London and they were used for recreation rather than sustenance.
 The government, furthermore, could not tax the turnover from gaming but, through the stamp duty, it could now tax its instruments. Yet there may have been a non-financial motive for taxing cards so heavily. Many statutory provisions against gaming existed, and these were especially geared towards play among the lower orders of society. The statutes, though, were very difficult to enforce and thus anti-gaming initiatives were often sporadic, short-lived and, when they did occur, reliant on the efforts of zealous public officials. Perhaps, then, it was believed that more universal measures were required: making cards subject to stamp duty would, after all, increase their price and might, in the words of one official, provide ‘a good remedy against ye imoderate use of gaming especiallie amongst ye ordenarie and meaner sorte of people’.
 The cardmakers certainly feared this outcome for in 1711, when petitioning against the duty, they argued that more expensive cards would hinder play among the ‘Common sort’ while leaving comparatively untouched those who chanced ‘many pounds at a game’.
 But just maybe this was the point and the duty on cards was as much about suppressing gaming as it was about raising revenue.
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		Number of packs of playing cards stamped for duty 1712-1783

		[See main set of sheets for detail of sources and calculations]

		Year				No.		Notes				Population of England (less Monmouth) according to E. A. Wrigley [Refresh 1, Autumn 1985]. From, Wrigley and Schofield, Population History of England, Table A3.1, pp. 528-529

		1711										5,230,000

		1712				542,727		SEE MASTER

		1713				158,474		min value

		1714				170,804		min value

		1715				200,315		min value

		1716				300,000

		1717				332,415		332414.666666667

		1718				350,000

		1719				312,000		See 6 Geo I c21: not a definite value.

		1720

		1721										5,350,000

		1722

		1723

		1724

		1725

		1726

		1727

		1728

		1729

		1730

		1731										5,263,000

		1732

		1733

		1734				354,333

		1735				363,796

		1736				384,220

		1737				372,009

		1738				380,477

		1739				377,466

		1740				376,958

		1741				344,686						5,576,000

		1742				334,918

		1743				341,893

		1744				360,326

		1745

		1746

		1747

		1748

		1749				374,695

		1750				422,634

		1751				423,217						5,772,000

		1752				418,184

		1753				420,362

		1754				393,476

		1755				391,159

		1756

		1757

		1758

		1759

		1760

		1761										6,147,000

		1762

		1763

		1764

		1765

		1766				400,356

		1767				395,705

		1768				412,558

		1769				418,726

		1770				416,262

		1771				429,122						6,448,000

		1772				449,978

		1773				460,910

		1774				460,660

		1775				438,904

		1776

		1777

		1778

		1779

		1780

		1781										7,042,000

		1782-3				332,846

						13,817,571
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		Number of pairs of Dice stamped for Duty 1712-1783

		[See main sheet for details of sources and calculations]

		Year		Pairs		Notes

		1712		11,245		Includes 10,737 pairs stock in hand

		1713		954		Includes 292 pairs stock in hand

		1714		1,530		Includes 11 pairs stock in hand

		1715		1,924

		1716		2,408

		1717		3,289

		1718		3,259

		1719

		1720

		1721

		1722

		1723

		1724

		1725

		1726
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		1750		739

		1751		832

		1752		962

		1753		1,150

		1754		1,163

		1755		1,289

		1756

		1757

		1758

		1759

		1760

		1761

		1762

		1763

		1764

		1765

		1766		650

		1767		730

		1768		1,247

		1769		2,096

		1770		1,456

		1771		2,159		2158.5

		1772		3,009

		1773		2,466

		1774		3,122

		1775		3,977

		1776

		1777

		1778

		1779

		1780

		1781

		1782-3		2,805

				55,069
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		Cards and Dice 1712-1783

		[See main sheets for detail of sources and calculations]

		Year		Dice		% total		Cards		% total

		1712		11,245		20.42		542,727		4.02

		1713		954		1.73		158,474		1.17

		1714		1,530		2.78		170,804		1.26

		1715		1,924		3.49		200,315		1.48

		1716		2,408		4.37		300,000		2.22

		1717		3,289		5.97		332,415		2.46

		1718		3,259		5.92		350,000		2.59

		1719

		1720

		1721

		1722

		1723

		1724

		1725

		1726

		1727

		1728

		1729

		1730

		1731

		1732

		1733

		1734						354,333		2.62

		1735						363,796		2.69

		1736						384,220		2.84

		1737						372,009		2.75

		1738						380,477		2.82

		1739						377,466		2.79

		1740						376,958		2.79

		1741						344,686		2.55

		1742						334,918		2.48

		1743						341,893		2.53

		1744						360,326		2.67

		1745

		1746

		1747

		1748

		1749		608		1.10		374,695		2.77

		1750		739		1.34		422,634		3.13

		1751		832		1.51		423,217		3.13

		1752		962		1.75		418,184		3.10

		1753		1,150		2.09		420,362		3.11

		1754		1,163		2.11		393,476		2.91

		1755		1,289		2.34		391,159		2.90

		1756

		1757

		1758

		1759

		1760

		1761

		1762

		1763

		1764

		1765

		1766		650		1.18		400,356		2.96

		1767		730		1.33		395,705		2.93

		1768		1,247		2.26		412,558		3.05

		1769		2,096		3.81		418,726		3.10

		1770		1,456		2.64		416,262		3.08

		1771		2,159		3.92		429,122		3.18

		1772		3,009		5.46		449,978		3.33

		1773		2,466		4.48		460,910		3.41

		1774		3,122		5.67		460,660		3.41

		1775		3,977		7.22		438,904		3.25

		1776

		1777

		1778

		1779

		1780

		1781

		1782-3		2,805		5.09		332,846		2.46

		Totals:		55,069		100.00		13,505,571		100.00
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