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A Letter from Dr. John Wallis, to one of the Secretarics of
the Royal Society (Dr. Robert Plot,the publifber of thefe
Tranfa&ions) concerning an AnticntMantle-trecinNor-
thampton-thire ; on whach the date of it ( for the year of
ourLord 1133 )25 expreffed by the Numeral Figures, mwhich
Jberes the great dntiquaty of thofe Figures here imEngland.
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W Give you, herewith, the Draught of an Ancient
é Mantle-tree; which was lately fhewed me, at Helmdon
in Northampton-Jbire ; at the now dwelling houfe of
Mr. William Richards the prefent Reétor or Minifter
Ggeg there
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there; (whichisI fuppofe the Parfonage houfe, apper-
taining to the Rector of the place: ) belonging to his
Parlour Chimny.

That which, to me, makes it very remarkable ( and
which caufed me to get it thus delincated,) is the date
of it (exprefling I{uppofe, the time when it was firft
made) dchribcd ( partly) in numeral Figures, A° Do’
M- 133. But both the Letters and the Figures are of an
Antique form, agreeing well enough with that Age.

That the Numeral Figures, now in frequent ufe,
1,2,3,4,5,6,7,809,0. withthe mannerof computation
by them ( and the names of Algorifm, appropriated to
that way of computation ) came to us from the Arabs
(but fomewhat altered, as to the fhape of the Figures in
fucceding Ages; as are alfo the Latine Letters, which
were originally derived from thofe of the Greek ;) and to
them from the /ndians (who are {fuppofed to have been the
firft inventers of fuch Figures, and the way of computati-
on by them, ) is generally agreed (I think) by all who
have been inquifitive into thefe affairs. Butitis not fo
generally agreed, of what antiquity the ufe of them,
inour European parts, hath been.

Fobn Gerard Voffius in his Treatife De Scientijs Mathe-
maticis Cap. 8. (Printed in the year 1660, but written at
leaft ten years before, as appears by the Epiftles prefixed;
whichare dated 1650.) fays, they have notbeen ofufe in
Europe for much more then three hundred and fifty years;
or, at the fartheft, fbort of four hundred. So that he thinks
they came notinto ufe here, till about the year of our
Lord 13005 or at the fartheft, later then the year x25o.

P.Mabillion, in his Treatife lately printed De Re Di-
plomatica, ( by which he appears to have been a Diligent
and Curious inquirer into ancient Records and Charters)
tellsus (L.II. cap. 28.) that he hath not found chem any
where ufed fooner than the fourteenth Century: which is
yet fomewhat later than the time afligned by Vo/ffius.

What time is afligned by others I cannot fay.

But( as I had occafion elfewhere to difcourfe ;Ijn a
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Treatife of Algebra, now in the prefs; ) I think their
ufe in thefe parts to have been much ancienter.  As old
at left as the times of Hermannus Contraétus ; who lived
about the year of our Lord roso. ( that is, about the
middle ofeleventh Century: ) If not fo frequently in or-
dinary affairs; yetatleft in Mathematical things, and
efpecially in Aftronomical Tables.

They came to us, I fuppofe, firft from the Moors in
Spain, from whom we had our Arabick learning, efpeci-
cially the Affronomical. And it muft needs be asancientas
any Latine Tranflations are out of Arabick, of Aftronomi.
calTables and other Affronomical Treatifes. Which could
neither be well underftood in 4rabick, nor tranflated
into Latine, without theufeof fuch Figures; which oc-
cur frequently in thofe Authors.

ButI donot remember, that I have any where feen
any Monument of them more ancient than the Mantle-
tree here defcribed.

The fides of the Chimny, by which the Mantle-tree is
fupported, areof ftone: But the Mantle-tree it felf is of
Wood, whetherof Oak, I cannot fay, or rather (as it
{feems to me ) of fome other hard wood, which by
being kept perpetually Dry, and Smoaked, is become as
Durable. And it may yet ( for ought appears) fo pre-
ferved, continue for fome hundredsof ycars more. For
I did not difcern in it, any.thing either of Worm, or
of Rotteanefs, or any tendency to it.

Itisall overasBlackas Ink{ but not Glofly ;) not fo
painted, but having by Age and Smoke contracted
that colour.

Thelength of it, AB, is five Foot, nine inches: Its
Breadth or Depth, at the ends, (as AC,BD,) is one
Foot, ( orrather eleven inches and a halt;) but at the
middle, as EF, fomewhart lefs ; being fomewhat hollow-
ed, Arch-wife.

It is all carved from end to end. ‘The lower part
of it isabated, in like manner as in the Mouldings of
other. Chimnies. Onthe tront of 'the upper part, is, m
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the one half, the Sculpture of a Dragons Head, and
Wings, ( but, for the reft of the Body, it is {foabated as the
fpace would permit: ) In the other half, there is( begin-
ning at the middle) on three {quares parted fromeach
other by a deep furrow or channel, thedate as itis here
exprefled ; and, on afourth, a Flower; On a fifth, the
two letters . R, within an Licocheon, reprefenting ( 1
fuppofe) thename of him to whom it did then belong.
And then, in two lefler fquares as the fpace would per-
mit (one over theother ) Flowers, as before. The Let-
ters and Figures, on their feveral {quares, are not in-
graved or cut in, but prominent ( by way of bas-relief)
the wood being abated round about them. The oover
the A, is around o; but that over the M, is a { uare
0; and partof this ghath been lately pared off with a
knife, by fomebody (it feems) whohad a mind to fee of
what colour the wood is underneath;and it appears there,
not fo black as the reft, but fufcous of a dusky fmoke co-
lour. And this, as Iremember, is all the defacing that
appears in the whole Mantle-tree.

I have given you this particular account of it, and
canfed it to be thus exactly delineated; that, upon the
whole matter, youmay fee how little reafon there 1s to
fufpect any thing of forgery or impofture in it.

Henceitappears , thattheufe of fuch figures here in
England , not only in Aftronomical Tables, and other
like pieces of Learning, but even on ordinary occafions,
is ar left as ancient as the year 1133; which was the
33 yearof King Henry the firft. And I judge it to
have been yet fomewhat ancienter, becaufe thefhape of
the figures, though not come juft to the fhape which we
now ufe, was even then confiderably varied from the
fhape of the Arabick figures; which argues they had
then been for fome time in ufe ; fuch change of thape in
figures and letters coming on gradually with time.

The foot of the figure 3 being turned backward,
makes it more refemble the Arabick figure (which is
much the fame with this, fave that what here ﬁand.u;p-
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right, doth there ly flat ; ) and I find it fo conftant.
ly in many of the ancient Manufcripts before the ufe of
Printing came in.

Nor need it move any {cruple at all, that partof the
number is exprefled by the numeral Letter M, (or the
word Millefima, of which M° is but a contraction, )
while the reft is exprefled in numeral figures. For the
like doth oft occur in old Manufcripts; and, fome-
times, even at this day. And it doth rather favour the
fimplicity of that Age, (not very nice in fuch things, efpe-
{ctially amongft Mechanicks) than any defign of impo-

ure.

If you, or your friends, lighton any fuch Monument
of equal or greater Antiquity than this; you may pleafe
to impart it, to

Norem. 16. 1683.
Yours, &e.
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