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Money is everywhere and we can use it to buy just about


anything (as long as we have enough). We are all so used


to the idea of money that most of us never think about


what it actually is.


One time when most people do think about the money in


their pocket is when they go on holiday to another country.


Suddenly, the money they use at home won’t buy them


anything in the shops! Travelling from one place to another has


turned their useful cash into useless bits of paper and metal.


They need to exchange it for some new money that works in


the country they’re visiting.


If you were going on holiday to the USA, you’d have to


change your UK pounds into American dollars.







What makes money worth anything?


The simple answer is that banknotes,


coins and plastic cards aren’t actually


worth anything – they just stand for


things that are valuable:


1) You clean someone’s car and they pay you a five-pound


note. The note stands for the work you have done.


2) You take the note to a shop and buy a comic with it.


By handing it over, you are swapping your work on


the car for a comic.


For the people who made the comic, the same thing happens.


They get money for their work, which they can go and spend


on other things.


At this point, you might be wondering, ‘Do I need to read the


rest of the book?’ Yes! You now know the (very) simple version


of modern money – but that is not the whole story …


How can you buy useful stuff


by giving someone a piece


of paper, or waving a bit of


plastic at a machine?


It doesn’t make sense!







Money has not always existed. In fact, for tens of thousands
of years, humans managed very well without it.


A not-money timeline


Here are some highlights in the history of things you


might not recognise as money, but worked a bit like it:


Farmers in Egypt


traded spare


crops for other


goods.


Grain, weighed in units


called shekels, were


used to buy goods in


Mesopotamia. Later,


the same value of gold


or silver was also used


to buy goods. It was


also called a shekel.


In the Pacific and Indian


Oceans and China, shells


from a type of sea snail


called a cowrie were used


as a kind of money.


Cowrie shells


In China, pieces of


white-leather deerskin


with coloured edges


were used as a way of


trading.


Africans used


‘manillas’ (bracelets


and leg bands made


of bronze) to buy


goods.


Manillas


Native Americans used


‘wampum’ (strings


of valuable shells) as


money.


Wampum









Coins


Coins are something everyone recognises as


money. Coins from the past, though, are different


from today’s coins. For example, the gold and


silver shekels used in Mesopotamia were made


of valuable metal. They were actually worth


something. A shekel was a piece of gold or


silver that was worth the same as a certain


weight of grain.


Coins like shekels have been used since about


600 BCE. They are thought to have been used


first in Turkey. Later, the Ancient Greeks and


then the Romans conquered most of Europe.


Everywhere their soldiers and traders went, their


coins went too. When a Roman soldier in Britain


was paid, he was paid in Roman denarii, not


British coins. So, he paid for things using denarii


– even though the British traders might have


wanted something else.


This shekel comes from


Mesopotamia in about


330 BCE.


Do you accept
denarii?


Er … yes.







During the Middle Ages (from 476 to the early 1300s),


coins were used as money all around Europe.


If you went time-travelling to Europe in the Middle Ages,


you would definitely find it useful to have some coins


made of silver. They were what most people used. But what


kind of silver coins would you need in your purse*?























