United States Leprosarium on Molokai Island, Hawaii.

F you collect coins you should have at
least one coin that circulated in a leprosarium, which was a place where
people with leprosy were isolated. It
will connect you (if only indirectly by
touch) with people who for thousands
of years were considered untouchable
and whose stories, if known, would fill
you with sadness. And it will help you
to understand, and to remember them.
Their plight was actually worse than

I

being untouchable because even objects
that they had handled, such as coins,
were untouchable. So they had to use
coins that only they could touch.
Because leprosy was considered to be
contagious people showing signs of the
disease were sent away to live together
in remote places and any belongings
they left behind, even their homes, were
burnt. Such an isolated community
was called a leprosarium or a Lazaret.

Figure 1 – The bell of a leper. In the Middle Ages a leper would ring it on entering a
town. (Wikimedia Commons)

There is some confusion about which
person the name, Lazaret, derives from,
because there are two people called
Lazarus in the Bible. There is Lazarus,

Figure 2 – This silver medal was sponsored
in 1973 by the Tenth International Leprosy
Congress to honour Dr Gerhard Hansen
who discovered the leprosy bacillus in 1873.
He is shown peering through a microscope.
The reverse of the medal shows a view of St
George’s Hospital in Bergen, Norway, where
Dr Hansen worked.

Figure 6 – Obverse of a 10 Centavos coin
used by lepers in the Philippines. It shows a
bust of Andrés Bonifacio.
Figure 3 – View of Culion Leper Colony in 1916.

they were legally in indefinite detention.’
(Going to the Gums: the Lazaret on Peel
Island, edited by Rhonda Bryce et al.,
page 12). The number of patients on Peel
Island was never large enough for the
government to mint separate coins for
them, but in many parts of the world
the communities were so large that
leprosarium coinage was needed.
In their excellent book, The Numismatic Aspects of Leprosy: Money, Medals
and Miscellanea, Roger McFadden,
John Grost, and Dennis Marr list and
illustrate the coins and paper money
that circulated in the leper colonies
in fourteen countries: Brazil, China,
Colombia, Costa Rica, Danish West
Indies, Hawaii, Japan, Korea, Malaysia,

Figure 4 – 1 Peso coin of the Culion Leper Colony in the Philippines. There is a bust of José Rizal
on the obverse. On the reverse the letters, P and M, under the stars stand for Philippine Mint.

whom Jesus raised from the dead (John
11:38-44) and there is Lazarus, who is
a leper mentioned in a parable told by
Jesus (Luke 16: 19-31). Contrary to expectation it seems that the name derives
from the former. This might have been
because having leprosy was thought to
be a ‘living death’.
The practice of isolating lepers from
the community has existed for thousands of years. According to the instructions in Leviticus, which is a book in the
Old Testament, a leper must ‘cry out,
“Unclean! Unclean!” As long as he has
the infection he remains unclean. He
must live alone; he must live outside the
camp.’ (Lev. 13: 45,46) In Europe in the
Middle Ages most towns had a Lazaret
nearby, but the lepers would go into
the town to receive food. They would
ring a bell to indicate their presence.
(Figure 1).
Because the words ‘leper’ and ‘leprosy’ have connotations of uncleanness
and separation they can cause psychological trauma to patients with the
disease. Modern health workers therefore use the name, Hansen’s Disease.
Dr Hansen (Figure 2) discovered the
bacterium that causes leprosy in 1873.
Because this article is about leprosar-

ium coinage, and the words, ‘leper’,
‘leprosy’ and ‘Lazaret’ occur on the coins
and medals, they will be retained. The
author apologizes to any reader who
might be offended by this.
In Queensland from 1907 to 1959
people diagnosed with leprosy were
sent to Peel Island in Moreton Bay.
‘Sufferers were removed from their families with no notice, often by the police,
they were locked up – and in some cases
chained up – while waiting to be transported to the Lazaret, and once there

Figure 5 – Obverse of a 1 Centavo coin of the
Culion Leper Colony in the Philippines. It
shows a bust of Apolinario Mabini.

Figure 7 – Obverse and reverse of 1 Peso
coin of the Culion Leper Colony in the
Philippines. It is of copper-nickel and was
issued in 1922.

Figure 12 – Brass coin of the Lazaret of
Maracaibo in Venezuela.

Figure 8 – 5 Centavos note issued for the Culion Leper Colony in the Philippines. This was an
emergency issue because of a shortage of money in the colony due to the Japanese invasion in 1942.

Figure 9 – 2 Cents copper-nickel coin issued
for the leper colonies in Colombia.

Nigeria, Panama Canal Zone, Philippines, Thailand, and Venezuela. The
authors admit that there were other
leper colonies that used special money
but they were unable to find any specimens. Much of the information in this
article comes from their book.
The leprosarium coins of Colombia,
Philippines and Venezuela are fairly
common, but the others are generally
scarce or rare. Some of the coins that are
for sale on eBay and elsewhere look so
bright and new that they must be
modern restrikes. They defeat the purpose of having coins that were actually
handled by the lepers. It is better to buy
coins that are a little worn.

Figure 10 – Reverse of a 5-Mark coin of the
Federal Republic of Germany. It was issued
in 1975 to commemorate the birth of Albert
Schweitzer.

The governments of these countries
spent only a minimum amount of money
on the production of this leper-colony
money. No precious metal was used and
usually the coins are very basic in design. An exception is the coinage for the
colony on Culion Island in the Philippines (Figure 3). The island is about 200
miles southwest of Manilla. The busts of
three revolutionary heroes, Dr José Rizal
(Figure 4), Apolinario Mabini (Figure
5), and Andrés Bonifacio (Figure 6),
appear on the later coins; but on the
issues in 1913, 1920 and 1922, there is
a caduceus (a medical symbol) on the

Figure 11 – Obverse and reverse of a brass coin
of the Lazaret of Cabo Blanco in Venezuela.

Figure 13 –Obverse and reverse of a brass
coin of the Lazaret of Isla de Providentia in
Venezuela.

obverse and the denomination on the reverse. (Figure 7) Initially the coins were
of aluminium but the antiseptics used
to clean them caused corrosion, and if
mercuric bichloride was used they disappeared altogether! So copper-nickel
coins were introduced in 1922. Simple
paper currency was also used in the
Culion Leper Colony. (Figure 8)
In Colombia there were three leper
colonies and coins were issued in 1901,
1907, 1921 and 1928 for use in all three
colonies. Except for the 1907 issue, which
has an inscription on the obverse, they
all have a cross made of circles on the
obverse. (Figure 9) The cross indicates
the connection that has existed between
Christianity and sufferers of leprosy.
In Luke’s Gospel there is an account of
a man with leprosy coming to Jesus and
begging to be healed: ‘Jesus reached out
his hand and touched the man.’ (Lk
5:13a) Since then many Christians have
been involved in the care of lepers. At the
Council of Orleans in 549 it was decreed
that lepers should be placed under the
special care of each bishop and that
food and clothing should be provided
for them. In the 20th century a notable

Alegre, and the coins are of brass with
the denomination on the obverse and
C.S.T. stamped on the reverse. (Figure
14) Santa Casa de Misericordia (Holy
House of Mercy) was apparently an organization that ran several leper colonies.

Figure 14 – Obverse and reverse of a 1000 Reis brass coin for the Colonia Santa Teresa in Brazil.

Figure 15 – Obverse and reverse of a 1000 Reis brass coin for the Santa Casa de Misericordia in Brazil. This coin is very rare. It is listed but not illustrated in McFadden et al.

example of Christian love in action was
given by Albert Schweitzer. (Figure 10)
He was a medical missionary who built
a hospital at Lambaréné in equatorial
Africa. When he won the Nobel Peace
Prize in 1952 he used the money to build
a leprosarium there.
In Venezuela there has been a hospital
for lepers since the 17th century. In 1659
King Philip II of Spain, a devout Christian, asked the bishop in Venezuela to
build a hospital for them, and the Hospital de Lazarinos was built in Caracas.
Early in the 20th century it was moved to
Maiquetia, where it was known as Cabo
Blanco. Special coinage exists for Cabo

Blanco (Figure 11), Lazareto Maracaibo
(Figure 12) and Isla de Providentia
(Figure 13). The coins are plain with
an inscription on the obverse and the
denomination on the reverse.
In Brazil internal money was used in
four leper colonies but coins from only
two are known today: Colonia Santa
Theresa and Santa Casa de Misericordia. The former was established in 1940
on the island of Santa Catarina, which
is midway between São Paulo and Porto

Figure 17 – Obverse and reverse of a 1 Satang
coin of Thailand minted in 1926.

Figure 18 – A 1 Satang coin of Thailand.
The obverse is defaced with a cross and the
reverse is defaced with a square. (Image
courtesy of John Grost).
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Figure 16 – 1 Colon copper-nickel coin issued
in 1937 for the leprosarium in Costa Rica.
(Image courtesy of John Grost)
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The coins have the denomination on the
obverse and ‘Hospicio dos Lazaros’ on
the reverse. (Figure 15) They are undated but probably circulated in the 19th
century because it is known that in 1803
the governor-general of Grand-Para, a
state near the mouth of the Amazon,
agreed to the establishment of a Board
of Santa Casa de Misericordia to help
lepers.
In Costa Rica, for the coins to be used
in their leper colony, the government
simply put a hole in the regular issue

Figure 19a – Obverse of a medal issued in
honour of Father Damien. (Image courtesy
of John Grost)

coins. The colony was founded in 1909
and is known as El Sanatorio Nacional
de las Mercedes. The hole is carefully
placed just below the denomination.
(Figure 16) In Thailand there was
already a hole in the regular-issue 1
Satang coins (Figure 17) so they were
defaced with a square chiselled on one
side and a cross on the other. (Figure 18)
Coins with only a cross or ‘H’ also exist,
but they are extremely rare. As with the
coins of Costa Rica these coins would be
easy to replicate and prospective buyers
must be cautious.
In The Numismatic Aspects of Leprosy
the authors tell the story of the founding of the leper colony in Thailand in
1908. The prince of Chiang Mai gave
an elephant to his son as a gift, but the
elephant was aggressive, and because
it would have been bad luck to kill it, it
was put on an island in the river. The
elephant drove away the people who
lived on the island and when it died the
island was given to Dr James McKean,
an American medical missionary, who
had been the prince’s physician. Initially
called the McKean Leprosy Hospital it
is now known as the McKean Rehabilitation Institute. Dr Grace Warren A.M.,
an Australian surgeon renowned for her
work with leprosy patients, has worked
there, as have other Christian doctors.
So the elephant brought good luck to the
people of Thailand.
In Hawaii there was a leper colony
established on Molokai Island in 1866.
Although there is some evidence that
special coins circulated there the authors
of The Numismatic Aspects of Leprosy
did not know of any. Special ration
tickets are known. But Molokai is famous because a Belgian priest, Father
Damien, cared for the lepers there and
eventually died of leprosy in 1889. Many
medals and stamps have been issued
in his honour. (Figures 19 and 20)

Although the bacterium causing leprosy is known the exact mode of transmission is not, although it is likely that
it is spread by nasal droplets. Leprosy
is only mildly contagious. It generally
requires prolonged close contact as in
a family, and it is very unlikely that it
could be transmitted by the handling
of money. Once the bacteria enter the
body they destroy the nerves responsible for sensation in the hands and feet,
and the people become unable to feel
pain. As a result they cannot prevent
injuries that lead to infection and permanent damage. (Figure 21) In some
forms of the disease nodules develop in
the skin, especially on the face (Figure
22), or discoloured patches appear.
Because of the disfigurement it causes,
leprosy is greatly feared and often misunderstood. Fortunately there is now
effective drug treatment and disfigurement can be prevented if treated early.
A Canadian author, Deborah Ellis,
wrote a wonderful little book about leprosy as a poor girl in India might have
experienced it. It is entitled The Best
Day of my Life (Allen & Unwin: Sydney, 2011). Royalties from the book go
to the Leprosy Mission of Canada. She
describes what children thought of the
lepers at whom they threw stones: “On
the other side of the tracks, a stone’s
throw away, monsters lived among the
garbage dumps and dung heaps. Their
faces were not human. Some had no
noses. Some had hands without fingers
that waved in the air as they tried to
protect their heads from our rocks. . .
They were unclean foul creatures.”
When you hold a leprosarium coin in
your hand think of these “unclean, foul
creatures” and of the power of ignorance
and fear.

Figure 20 – Stamp issued by Belgium
in 2009 in honour of Father Damian.

Figure 22 – Face of a leper.
(Wikimedia Commons)
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Figure 19b – Reverse of a medal issued in
honour of Father Damien. It shows the crypt
in Louvain, Belgium, where he is buried.
(Image coutesy of John Grost)

Figure 21 – Hands of a leper.
(Wikimedia Commons)

