ALATEANGLO-SAXON SWORD FROM GILLING WEST. N. YORKSHIRE
(Figs. 3—3; Pl ix

On g April, 1976 a late Anglo-Saxon sword with wwo-edged. fullered iron blade and
silver-mounted hiitwas found by a nine-vear-old boy near the bridge over the Gilling Beck. in
the village ol Gilling West, N, Yorkshire, The Coroner's Inquisition ot Treasure Trr)\ e held
in Bcpumbrr was rold that the bov had noticed a piece of metal close 10 the stream's edge, in
four or five inches of water, which he had retricved and found w0 be a sword. A poiice
constable stated that the find spot was on the N. side of the Gilling Beck. “33 feet cast of the
bridge and the onint indicated in the water was 2 feet from the water’s edge’. This
corresponds to N G.R.NZ 1835 0324. The constable also noted thatearlier in the same veara
mechanical excavator had been operating in the area where the sword was found, c]camng
and swidening the beck. Presumably it was this disturbance which exposed the sword.

The Coroner’s Inquisition decided that the sword was not Treasure Trove and it
became the property of the finder, who in 1977 put it to auction, where it was purchased by
the Yorkshire Museum, York. Itwas cleaned and restored by the Gonservation Department
of the British Museum.? The sword is now part of the Yorkshire Museum'’s permanent
collection, acc. no. 1979.81. A brief description of it appeared in the catalogue accompanying
the 1081 "Vikings in England’ exhibitien,® but this note is the first full publication.

The blade. By 8. ], GILMOUR

The blade is 700 mm long from the lower guard to the dp. Tts main part tapers gradually
awayv from the lower guard where its width is 52 mm, The warerlogged conditions in which it
was found have preserved the blade very well. especially on one side where much of the
original surface survives as a hard. shinv. black patina. A shallow fuller runs down the centre
of the blade on either side and along this fullered zone traces of a pattern-welded design are
visible on the surface. best seen in places where corrosion has had a more severe ctching
etfect.

The pattern welding runs the full length of the fuller and consists of three parallel
composite reds welded side-ba-side. together occupying the width of the fuller. Each
composite rod was alternately twisted. then left straight for intervals of about 30 mm, and
then welded side-byv-side so that the straight and rwisted portions alternated across the width
of the fuller, An NX-radiograph indicates that two triple sets of composite rods occupy the
surface, one set on each side of the blade. A close inspection of the more deeply corroded parts
of the blade where the patrern welqu is visible, especially where a few small bits are missing,
appears to show that each composite rod occupied half the thickness of the blade. This
indicates that the two triple sets of composite rods were welded back-to-back and notw a
separate central core piece, as is often the case.?

Figure 4, A shows a schematic impression ot how the pattern-welded design would have
appeared on the surface along the upper and central part of the blade, and Fig. 4, B gives a
three-dimensional view across the blade. The twisted parts of the patiern welding show both
as a diagonal ‘grain’ and as a more distorted ‘watery’ patiern, The ‘watery’ pattern occurs
mostly nearer the hilt end of the blade and shows that here the fuller was ground away after
the final forging. The reconstrucnon of the design shows a straightorward diagonal grain as
the alternative 1o the “watery’ pattern, and although this appears to be largely the case the
d;agoml graining does appear 1o be rather distorted in places, tending to resemble the

‘watery’ pattern. [his indicates that lower down the blade, in the fullered zone, some of the
surface was ground away after final forging, but much less than nearer the hilt where the
effect is quite pronounced. Towards the tip the diagonal graining appears largely undistorted
indicating that little or no surface grinding ook place,

These different aspects of the parttern welding are visible in the areas of hard, shiny,
black patina which preserves the original surface of the blade. This is a fairly clear indication
that the blade was heavily etched after any final surface grinding and polishing, so that the
pattern-welded design would have been visible. The etching has left alternate bands in the
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FIG. 4
GILLING WEST, N. YORKSHIRE

Schematic views of the blade to show the probable structure of the pattern welding on the upper and central
partofthe blade (A) and in section {B). Based on surviving surface detait and X-radiographs
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FIG. 4
GILLING WEST, N. YORKSHIRE

Schematic views of the blade to show the probable structure of the pattern welding on the upper and central
partolthe blade () and in section (B). Based on surviving surface detail and X-radiographs




FIG. §
GILLING WEST, N. YORKSHIRE
Late Angle-Saxon sword, Scale 1:6




pattern welding as higher and lower ridges, which indicates that the iron of these bands
contained differing alloying elements that probably alternated fairly evenly in composition.
The black, shiny patina, however, only preserves the shape of the surface and not its original
appearance or colour. Along the pattern-welded area this would have shown as alternating
paler and darker bands, further accentuating the already alternating nature of the design,

The cuttng edges of the sword may have appeared as paler or darker zones after this
final etching depending on the etchant used, the alloying elements present in theiron (mainly
the proportions of carbon or phosphorus), and any final heat treatments to which the blade
may have been subjected. A number of cracks runming at right angles across the cutting edge
along one side near the hilt may suggest that the blade was heat-treated and that the cutting
edges either wholly or partially consist of a steel with a carbon content high enough to become
much harder and more brittle on quenching,

The well-preserved nature of the Gilling West sword meant that no sectioning for
metallographic analysis was permissible so it is difficult to say much more about the structure
of the blade than the observations given here. [tis not possible to say to what extent steel was
combined with wrought iron in the manufacture of this weapon or to evaluate the quality of
the metal used to fashion the blade. Metallographic analysis on sword blades of a similar date
and tvpe would suggest that this blade is very likely to have included welded-on cutting edges
of heat-treated {i.e. quenched and possibly tempered) steel.® The pattern-welded zone along
the fuller on either side must have given a highly decorative appearance to the blade and one
which was clearly intended to be seen.

The hilt (Fig. 5; Pl.1x)

The undecorated lower and upper guards curve away from the grip. The pormmel is
trilobate, with an almost cone-shaped middle lobe and cach lobe separated from the next by a
narrow silver band decorated with two groups of incised parallel lines. On each side of the
middle lobe of the pommel, between the narrow silver bands, is a convex-topped rectangular
silver plate. Each plate 1s decorated with a circle divided into quandrants, the circle bordered
by four wriangular fietds below and two sub-triangular fields above. A narrow silver band
decorated with two groups of incised parallel lines encircles the middle lobe near its terminal.
A silver band follows the curve of the pommel guard, each side decorated with five sub-
rectangular panels cach containing conventionalised plant ornament in a concave-sided
square creating four sub-triangular fields. Below the pommel five silver strips encircle the
grip. The upper strip is decorated with two panels on each side of the strip, each panel
containing the same ornament as on the pommel band. The remaining four strips have the
same ornament in three panels on each side. Although the ornament in each sub-rectangular
panel is the same, its execution differs in points of detail and each panel must have been cut
separately. The middle strip around the grip has scuff marks, presumably caused by a heavy
glancing blow while it was supported by the (now perished) handle material. All of the silver
mounts have remains of niello inlay which had been used to emphasize the ornament. The
report by the British Museum Conservation Department notes the presence on the mounts of
a gold-coloured metal thought 1o be solder.

Owerall length of sword: 838 mm; width across lower guard: 86 mm.

Discussion

The basic form and decoration of the Gilling West sword place it within a well-known
group of late Anglo-Saxon swords, characterised by guards curving away from the hilt and a
trilobate pommel, This group was classified as type L by Petersen, who considered them the
tvpical Anglo-Saxon sword of the Viking period.® Amongst the examples known, perhaps the
closest in overall form and in disposition of the decorative fittings is the sword from Fiskerton
(Lincolnshire).” although that found in Wensley churchvard {N. Yorkshire) also shows
« similarities to the Gilling find, particularly in the forms of the panels found amangst its
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FIG. 3
GILLING WEST.N.YORKSHIRE

Detail of hilt. Scale 2:3



ornament.? The nielloed, conventionalised plant and other designs in small panels repeated
on the silver fittings of the Gilling sword belong to the repertoire of Anglo-Saxon ornament
usually characterised as the ‘“Trewhiddle’ style, so called after the hoard found at Tre-
whiddle, Cornwall, the deposition of which is coin-dated to after ¢. 868.° The ornament of the
Gilling sword is therefore consistent with the gth-/early 1oth-century date range usually
assighed to type L swords,

Although the sword was actually found in the stream it has been noted above that the
weapon may have been disturbed by the cleaning and widening of the Gilling Beck, which
may in the past have been subject to changes of form and course which could also have moved
the sword from its original place of deposition. Consequently the context of the sword’s
deposition must be regarded as uncertain, and one possibility 1s that it came from a Viking
grave. Alth0u§h rare in England as a whole, four Viking burials have been located in
N. Yorkshire,'® two of which, Wensley? and Camphill, 12 have type L swords associated with
them, showing that this characteristically Anglo-Saxen weapon was sometimes represented
among Viking grave-goods. More late Anglo-Saxon swords are however known from rivers
than from Viking graves and churchvards (a ratio of 34:8 was listed in 1965},'* many from
suspected bridges or fords such as the recent find of a gth-/10th-century sword from the
R. Hull at Skerne, N. Humberside, * discovered while cxcavating part of 2 late Anglo-Saxon
bridge. River-crossing points were natural foci of activity in the late Anglo-Saxon period, and
the police constable at the Coroner’s Inquisition noted that at the point of the Gilling West
sword’s discovery the bank is open at both sides of the beck, slopes down to the water, is
hard-cored and rutted, and may once have been the site of a ford. Although in larger rivers
some swords may have been ritual ‘offerings’,'s the Gilling sword is from a smaller
watercourse than 1s usual for such finds, and this may indicate that it is a casual loss.
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PLATEIX

GILLING WEST,N. YORKSHIRE
Laie Anglo-Saxon sword; detail ofhilt

Ph: D. hitely
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AUTHENTIC SWORD FITTINGS- I, Anatomy of a sword.

I
o P

C ' Tang Upper half of
) '"Straight" fittings rivetted \“~pommel rivette:
with two part pommel. . over lover over lower hal
o C ' half of
() pommel.
—-— ?

L v U

Baslic blade. . : Upper half of

Cross guard, grip pommel attached,
and lower half of

pommel attached.

H

- The "straight" fitted sword

: Tang - Wwas common until the C.9
1} "Curved fittings rivetted when the Anglo Saxons adopted
tith one piece pommel. - over, "curved” fittings. The Vikings

: followed suit a century later,
M) ——h The fittings were made of
lron {in nearly every instance)
: with simple decoration or
! elaborate inlay, with precious
; ' metals and repousse work.

The grip was made antler,
bone, horn or wood, bound with
wire or silver bands.

. The blade was usually of high
- quality, Frankish in origin

' with a rounded end and wide
dished fuller.

For re-enactment safety, the
blade must not be less than 1/8"
thick and have a rounded edge,

M b Pattern welding is optional.
Baglc blade. Complete sword with ﬂigiaﬂQJ

all fittings attached.




AUTHENTIC SWQRD HANGINGS-1T, '
shoulder baldric, front ang back fitted.

1) "Slider" type,

German Sliders from:

A) Worms, B) Niederbeiber.
C) Vimosge.D) Vimose.

The slider "feet"” went under
the leather sheath and was
sometimes re-enforced with
wire or thonging.

2) "Back strap" type.
-Note the buckle pins open
backwards, so as not to foul

the drawing of the sword.

Anglo Saxon (.11,
Ms. Cotton Tiberius ¢ vi.

ol ﬁﬁl{ftqﬂ
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riveted to the front\'
‘of the scabbard,
Anglo Norman. C.11.
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Be 1d. through or
at; zhed ito.- ‘the" diagonal
ppcket Anglo Hormaan*C 1;1f

‘ 37ﬁyound 1gather":type. The belt slides through the
back;hf 8 series .of diagonal! windings :around- the scabbard
" Examples Lrom Hylestad: church: and -

;the Lewls chess; men. C 11 / C 12.
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