
[image: cover]


For hundreds of thousands of years our ancestors have walked these isles burying, dropping and throwing away their belongings, and now these treaures lie waiting for us, keeping their secrets until we uncover them once more.

Every year, hundreds of vaulable artefacts are discovered by ordinary members of the British public. Here in Britain’s Secret Treasures, which accompanies the ITV series, the British Museum chooses eighty of the most fascinating finds ever reported and Mary-Ann Ochota shares with us the moving histories that bring each piece to life. There is also a detailed chapter showing you how you can get involved in archaeology too.

From hoards of Roman gold and Bronze Age drinking vessels to tiny Viking spindle whorls and weapons from dozens of wars, all manner of treausres are described here. Some help prove that our ancestors were alive over half a million years ago, some saw their modern-day finders receive a generous reward, all provide an insight into the wodnerful, dynamic, colourful history of our nation.



EAST
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MOSTLY LOW-LYING and sometimes overlooked, the large, fertile areas of the East Midlands and East Anglia are tucked between damp fenland and rolling hills. Some people who live in the coastal areas of this region are struggling to stop their homes and communities being claimed by the sea. But in the process of erosion, this dynamic coastline is giving up secrets from its extremely ancient past – including the very earliest evidence for human habitation in Britain. The Happisburgh Handaxe is a stone tool more than half a million years old. It comes from a time when mainland Britain was attached to continental Europe and our early ancestors could walk from Amsterdam to Norwich without getting their feet wet.

It’s difficult to grasp just how old this tool is, or how important in the great scheme of human achievement. Similar to the moments when we first controlled fire, when we first cooked food, when we first made marks on the rock walls of cave shelters – this flint tool marks a step-change. All the treasures in this book build on that simple flint tool. Putting a man on the moon, modelling quantum physics or finding a cure for cancer are simply further along the ladder of human problem-solving.

In the much more recent past, people continued to be drawn to the sea and the fertile lands of the East. People made, traded and used items like the Sedgeford Torc, the Syston Knife Handle, and the Billingford Amulet in Iron Age and Roman times. When the Romans left, the Angles arrived, from modern-day Denmark and Germany, establishing their eastern Kingdom, East Anglia, which was later divided into the North Folk and the South Folk (Norfolk and Suffolk).

Hundreds of years later the next inevitable wave of foreign invaders and settlers arrived – the Vikings – and they brought with them a rich heritage that still exists in the place names and family names of many people in the East, as well as in everyday treasures like the Saltfleetby Spindle Whorl. Ancient centres of power across the region include Lincoln, Ely and Norwich, and you can experience the wealth and power of this area by exploring the historic houses, castles and monuments that have been preserved. In some parts, a sense of isolation lingers. But elsewhere, new communities of incomers are once again influencing the culture and ethnic make-up of the East. It’s not a new trend – it’s one with a most ancient pedigree.





Spanish-American Gold Doubloons

Treasure Trove in a Lincolnshire hedgerow


Date: 1790–1801, Post Medieval

Where, when and how found: South East Lincolnshire; 1928, 2010 & 2011; farm work & metal detecting

Finders: Father and son, Fredrick and John Kingswood (1928); sister and brother, Sue Green and David Wilkinson (2010 & 2011)

Official valuation: £6,650

Where are they now? Collection Museum, Lincoln
www.thecollectionmuseum.com



Sue Green and her brother Dave Wilkinson often metal detect together. They’re both members of the Lincoln Historic Search Society, and have found their share of the usual detecting finds from Lincolnshire – Roman brooches and coins, medieval metal work as well as Victorian and modern items.

Just like many new detectorists, it took Sue a while to get permission to practise her hobby on a promising piece of land. But in 2010, with a year’s experience under her belt, she invested in a new machine and got permission for a new piece of land. After a couple of hours’ searching, she hit a strong signal which looked like it had come from a jam-jar lid in the ground. As she lifted the item she realised it was a big, fat, gold coin. And it wasn’t alone – together with her brother, she got the signals for five more big, fat, gold coins. Sue took them home and alerted her local Finds Liaison Officer (FLO), Adam Daubney, who recorded the discovery and reported it to the coroner.

The coins

The gold pieces Sue found are all 8-escudos coins, minted between 1790 to 1801, from across what was then the Spanish-controlled New World, in Chile, Colombia, Mexico and Bolivia. They’re 37mm in diameter, 24.5g each, and made from 88% gold. The name ‘Doubloon’ was originally only used for 2-escudos coins, but grew to encompass all denominations of escudos – ½, 1, 2, 4 and 8. The term ‘Pieces of Eight’ was never used for 8-escudos coins, but for silver coins worth 8-reales.
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The escudos have a profile of Charles IV of Spain on the front (obverse) and the Spanish royal coat of arms on the reverse, along with the mint mark, assayer’s initials, and the inscription, AUSPICE.DEO IN UTRO Q.FELIX. which means ‘Under God’s Will we will prosper’.

The escudos were struck in Spanish-controlled areas and were used for bullion and coinage, circulating around the world. During the decades of European war following the French Revolution in 1789, and throughout the Napoleonic Wars of 1803–1815, gold coinage was hoarded in Britain and across Europe. Coin hoards are rarely found from the period between the end of the English Civil War (which ended in 1651) and the 1790s, but in the years around 1800 coin hoards, particularly of gold, rapidly increase in frequency. It fits with the pattern archaeologists see of hoarding increasing at times of social and military unrest.

The burial

Sue’s pet theory is that a pirate might have dropped his golden loot whilst riding along a nearby bridleway. It’s possible that she’s right, there’s no way to know. Another theory comes from documentary research conducted by the landowner and Adam, the FLO. The landowner has studied the land deeds and indentures of the parish fields around the hoard find site, and identified the likely owner at the time of deposition as Lord Robert Hobart. Lord Robert was 4th Earl of Buckinghamshire and Secretary of State for War and the Colonies between 1801 and 1804 – which makes him very likely to have had significant access to these precious gold coins. Perhaps he gave the doubloons to an employee or relative as a gift or payment. Perhaps they were buried on Lord Robert’s behalf, and there’s even a slim chance that he buried them himself.

Some people intrigued by this treasure mystery have noted that Lord Robert died falling from his horse in February 1816. It’s no more than speculation, but maybe his tragic early death is the reason the hoard was never recovered.

A village farce

Initially it was thought that Sue’s mini hoard of six coins was unique. But research revealed that there had been a previous discovery of ‘Spanish gold coins’ in the same field in 1928. A father and son labouring team, Fred and John Kingswood, had been digging in the field and found 18 gold coins. They took them to the local pub to show their friends and tried to discover if they were of value. They didn’t find out what they were but in the excitement of the following days, the landowner, Mr Frank Waterhouse, heard about the coins and engaged a private detective to get them back. Meanwhile, the village baker took one of the coins to test it with acid, another got ‘lost’, and a few were taken to a local fair. One of Fred’s friends wanted to hang one from his watch chain, but Fred refused to sell.

The landowner, Mr Waterhouse, eventually visited the Kingswoods’ house and ‘bluffed’ John into giving up some of the coins. But the Kingswoods didn’t reveal the full number that they’d found, and Fred and John decided to rebury the coins under their own apple tree. They resolved that they’d only give them up to a police officer. But Mr Waterhouse’s private detective discovered the plot, confronted the Kingswoods and the coins were eventually recovered. The whole hoard was ultimately claimed by the Crown under the old law of Treasure Trove, and the coins were valued at £3 6s each, a hefty sum in 1928.

More than a year and a half after their 2010 discovery, Sue and David returned to the field and discovered two more coins, which were perhaps dislodged by a new round of deep ploughing. In total, 26 escudos have come out of the field. Thorough subsequent searches have revealed nothing more – the whole hoard has at last been recovered – but the real mystery of the Lincoln doubloons may never be solved.

“Initially it was thought that Sue’s mini hoard of six coins was unique. But research revealed that there had been a previous discovery of ‘Spanish gold coins’ in the same field in 1928”


See also:

Hackney WWII Hoard

Frome Hoard





Carlton Knight

A bronze horseman found in a garden


Date: 1150–1250, Medieval

Where, when and how found: Carlton in Lindrick, Nottinghamshire; 2004; metal detecting in a back garden

Finder: Anonymous

Where is it now? Bassetlaw Museum, Retford, Nottinghamshire
www.bassetlawmuseum.org.uk



This finder had been metal detecting for twenty years when he was asked to look for a lost ring in a back garden. Instead, he found this 5cm-high solid bronze figurine of a knight on horseback so close to the surface that he could see it before he started digging.

The knight has a moustache and conical helmet, and holds a shield in his left hand and the warhorse’s reins in his right. The horse wears a saddle cloth and caparison, an ornate cloth covering its back and legs, with its hooves peeping out at the bottom. The knight’s kite-shaped shield, conical helmet and armour stylistically dates the object to the second half of the 12th or early 13th century. Traces of silvering have been found on the surface – it’s likely that when it was new, the knight would have been a bright shiny, white-silver colour.

Although the little knight is listed in the Portable Antiquities Scheme database as a ‘chess piece’, there’s debate about his identity.

The Carlton Knight looks a lot like the Lewis Chessmen, a group of 93 walrus ivory and whale-teeth chess pieces from the same period, discovered on the Isle of Lewis, in the Outer Hebrides, and dating to about 1150–1200. But the Lewis Chessmen have strong Scandinavian influences, whereas the Carlton Knight doesn’t. No other pieces have ever been found that would match the Carlton Knight in a chess set, and the Carlton Knight seems to have evidence of solder underneath it, suggesting that it was perhaps fixed to a larger object as a decoration. What’s certain is that the piece is a compelling character portrait of a medieval horseman.

The medieval knight

The ‘High Middle Ages’, the period in which the Carlton Knight was made, was a time of prosperity and growth for many in Europe. Some of the finest cathedrals were built, intellectuals were flocking to new universities like Oxford and Cambridge, and trade was booming in newly chartered market towns. Wealthy lords funded expeditions to new lands, including the Crusades, the series of Holy Wars to seize Jerusalem and other lands from Muslim Turks and ‘barbarian’ tribes. Famous orders of knights were established – not least the Knights Templar – and tales about legendary warriors like the Knights of the Round Table were popular across Europe.

Knights in medieval Courts were expected to live by a strict code of honourable Christian conduct, and they were the romantic heroes and celebrities of their day. They fought strongly and bravely; they knew of distant lands, exotic monsters and epic battles; they had courtly graces and enjoyed love poetry, music and dancing – they were, in theory at least, the perfect men.

The origin of our idea of ‘chivalry’ comes from the old French word chevalerie, meaning ‘mounted soldier’, or ‘knight’. The modern word ‘cavalry’ originates from the same root, too.
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Just as they do now, knights captured the medieval imagination. While we can’t be sure what item the Carlton Knight adorned, we can be certain that he was admired and enjoyed by his original owners.


See also:

Clonmore Shrine

Ursula’s Virgin Badge

Newton Stewart Dog Lead





Hawking Vervel

A royal hawk’s foot ring


Date: 1610–1612, Post Medieval

Where, when and how found: Cley-next-the-Sea, Norfolk; 2012; metal detecting

Finder: Anonymous

Official valuation: £6,000

Where is it now? Norwich Castle Museum, Norwich
www.museums.norfolk.gov.uk

Also visit: Birds of prey centres throughout the country; National Portrait Gallery, London
www.npg.org.uk



This tiny silver ring weighs just 1.37g, and is less than 0.5mm thick. When it was discovered, the detectorist recognised it as a hawking ring, or ‘vervel’, that would have been attached to the jesses (leather straps) on a bird of prey’s legs to identify its owner. Hawking is the sport of using a trained bird of prey to hunt and capture small mammals, birds and sometimes fish. Evidence of hawking stretches for thousands of years – both as a functional way of catching food, but also as a prestigious activity – it’s known as the ‘Sport of Kings’.

This hawking ring is made from solid silver and it bears an intriguing inscription. On the outer face is the name, ‘Henrye Prince*’, and on the flat shield-shaped plate is an engraving of the three feathers badge of the Prince of Wales.

The Royal badge and name on this vervel refer to Henry Frederick Stuart, son of James I and Anne of Denmark. Henry was born in 1594, made Prince of Wales in 1610, and died suddenly in 1612 from typhoid fever. Given that Henry was only Prince of Wales for two years, we can date the vervel closely to around 1610 to 1612.

The king we never had

Henry was the eldest son of James I, and was in line to become King of England after his father. Henry was intelligent, handsome, popular with the public and at court, and was considered a strong leader who would make an excellent king. He enjoyed the leisure pursuits of the nobility – hawking, hunting, jousting, and was renowned for his athleticism, but he also took his state responsibilities very seriously. At the time he died, he had been planning to build the first bridge across the River Thames at Westminster. The Venetian Ambassador wrote, ‘His designs were vast; his temper was grave, severe, reserved, brief in speech. All the hopes of these kingdoms were built on his high qualities.’ The whole country went into mourning when their beloved prince died of fever aged just 18. Distraught citizens wept openly in the London streets, and his funeral procession was over a mile long. Henry’s younger brother, Charles, was thrust into the spotlight – just twelve, Charles led the procession at his brother’s funeral – his father, King James, was said to be too distraught to appear in public.
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Charles ascended the throne in 1625 as King Charles I, and served a tumultuous reign facing challenges to his authority at home and abroad. He refused to accept a constitutional monarchy, set high taxes and caused more upset by marrying Henrietta Maria, a French Catholic. In 1649, after years of Civil War, Charles was captured, charged with treason against his own country and executed. The monarchy was only restored in 1660, with Charles II (Charles I’s son) on the throne.

Historians have long wondered whether any of this would have happened, had Henry, a committed Protestant, survived his fever and served as king instead of his little brother.

Hawking in Norfolk

We don’t have any specific evidence Henry ever came to north Norfolk, but his birds could have been brought here for training with a member of his royal entourage, or they could have been with the Prince himself – the fact that we don’t have surviving records is not evidence that he didn’t visit Cley-next-the-Sea. It’s a quiet place now and the estuary is silted up, but at the time it was a busy port.

Training hunting birds took time and patience, and noblemen would have had servants specifically employed to keep their hunt animals – hounds, horses and hawks – up to snuff. The key to keeping a hunting hawk keen was to feed it very carefully – too full and it wouldn’t bother flying after the prey, too hungry, and it could die. Little chicks and mice would be given, as well as scraps of rabbit meat and fish. Each trainer would have his own special ‘recipe’ for keeping his birds in tip-top hunting condition.

Our phrase ‘fed up’, meaning you’ve had enough, comes from hawking and falconry, as does ‘hoodwink’, to fool someone – the hoodwink was a small leather cap that fitted over a hawk’s eyes so it would stay calm and quiet regardless of what was going on around it.

Falconry and hawking became less popular during the 17th century – under Charles I and then during the brutal years of Civil War and rule under Oliver Cromwell, the British nobility had other things to worry about. Without a king keen on hawking, and then without a king at all, the ‘Sport of Kings’ lost its figurehead.


See also:

Newton Stewart Dog Lead

Epsom Horse Harness Boss

Dartmoor Sword





Baldehildis Seal

The gold seal of a medieval queen


Date: 600–700AD, Merovingian Early Medieval

Where, when and how found: Postwick, Norfolk; 1998; metal detecting

Finder: Anonymous

Where is it now? Norwich Castle Museum, Norwich
www.museums.norfolk.gov.uk



In 1998, on farmland near Norwich, a tiny gold disc was unearthed by a metal detectorist. He’d been going to the site for twenty years, and has continued to detect on the land for the fifteen years since, but has never found anything like it from the same period. It’s a remarkable find – just 12mm across, made from 98% pure gold, and dated to 600–700AD. It’s uniquely rare, very valuable and intriguingly odd.

The disc is a double-sided seal matrix, used to stamp a personal identifying imprint in wax.

It was designed to attach to a finger ring by a pivoting pin that allowed the seal matrix to swivel and both engraved sides to be used. On one side, a cross hangs above two figures – a long-haired woman, and a bearded man with large oval eyes. They’re embracing each other, apparently naked, possibly in sexual intercourse.
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On the other side is an engraved head-and-shoulders image of a man or woman with long hair with an inscription around the edge spelling out the female name ‘BALDEHILDIS’.

Baldehildis, Baldehilde or Balthild, means ‘bold spear’, or ‘bold sword’. The elements of the name were common in Anglo-Saxon England, as well as France, but the combination to make the name Balthild is only recorded for one person. Inscriptions on seals can’t always be linked to specific people – the details of individuals are often lost through the ages. But a solid gold seal with this woman’s name narrows down the focus considerably – our best candidate for the original owner of this precious, prestigious ring is a 7th-century queen linked to a fairytale life story.
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At this time, England was divided into a number of Anglo-Saxon kingdoms. The elites had strong contacts with their continental counterparts – particularly the Franks, who reigned across what is now France and part of Germany. One of the Franks’ greatest queens was Balthild, and she is said to have been Saxon, and come from ‘over the sea’, normally used by the writers to mean from Anglo-Saxon England.

The life of Balthild

The Vita Domnae Balthildis, ‘The Life of Lady Balthild’, written not long after her death, was designed to explain why she should be made a saint. It describes how she was sold as a slave at a ‘cheap price’, and brought to serve in the palace of a Frankish mayor, Erchinoald.

She was ‘graceful in form . . . a beautiful woman with a smiling face’, ‘kind-hearted, sober and prudent in all her ways’, and well-loved by all in the household. When the mayor’s wife died, he wanted to marry Balthild. In principle this was a great honour, but Balthild wasn’t keen and fled the palace until Erchinoald gave up and married someone else. When she returned, the Frankish king, Clovis II, saw her, made her a free woman and married her himself, in 648AD.

Balthild had three sons by the King, all of whom lived to serve as kings themselves, but as none were old enough to succeed when Clovis died in 656AD, Balthild ruled as Queen Regent. She founded a number of hospitals, charitable and religious institutions, including the Abbey of Chelles outside Paris, and banned the selling of captive Christians in Frankish territories. The Life says that Balthild personally bought many slaves simply so she could free them.

Although this story of slave girl to Queen of the Franks is a charming one, it’s probably not quite true. Many biographies of the medieval saints suggest they had very lowly beginnings, or were slaves, to romantically demonstrate their humble and godly ways. It’s more likely that Balthild was a member of an East Anglian royal dynasty, a princess, when she married King Clovis.

The mystery of the ring

There is no tradition of swivel seal rings known from Anglo-Saxon England, and no rings at all with women’s names. There are, however, a number of surviving Frankish gold rings of high status and royal women’s names on them, and some other rings with male names have engraved busts. One ring in the British Museum collections parallels the image of the two people embracing – it’s a betrothal ring, dated to the 600s AD. It’s quite possible that the Balthild seal was commissioned as a betrothal ring on the occasion of her and Clovis’ marriage.

We have no idea how it ended up in Norfolk. Perhaps it was sent back to Balthild’s family some time in the Early medieval period, or it may have been sent as a token during diplomatic business between the kingdoms. It’s also possible that it was lost much later, in circumstances we can only guess at.

The beautiful ring has been acquired by the Norwich Castle Museum, and can now be appreciated by us all. Balthild is once again riding high.


See also:

Raglan Ring

Staffordshire Hoard

North West Essex Ring





Sedgeford Coin Hoard

Twenty golden coins stuffed inside a cow bone


Date: About 50BC, Iron Age

Where, when and how found: Sedgeford, Norfolk; 2003; metal detecting as part of a community dig

Finders: Members of the Sedgeford Historical and Archaeological Research Project

Official valuation: £7,700

Where is it now? Lynn Museum, King’s Lynn, Norfolk
www.museums.norfolk.gov.uk

Get involved: SHARP welcomes members of the public to join their courses and excavations
www.sharp.org.uk



Established in 1996, the Sedgeford Historical and Archaeological Research Project, or SHARP, is one of the largest independent archaeology projects in the country. Every year they welcome members of the public to dig with them, with the aim of uncovering the rich history of this small village. And it’s quite a history – from Late Stone Age and Iron Age burials, to Roman, Anglo-Saxon, medieval and WWI sites, this little corner of Norfolk has seen a lot.

Alongside professional archaeologists, SHARP keeps its members involved in every stage of the archaeological process, from planning to publication. It’s been called ‘democratic archaeology’ – archaeology of the people, for the people and by the people.

In August 2003, during an excavation at one of the local field sites that had already revealed some strange horse burials, a metal detectorist picked up a signal and discovered a cow’s pelvis with a separate cow leg bone buried underneath it. The leg bone was unusually heavy, made a jangling noise and something metal was jutting out of the end.

The project co-director, Chris Mackie, took the bone to a local hospital and asked for it to be x-rayed. Chris was still in his muddy wellies and imaging manager Heather Masters thought the whole situation was a bit strange. But once she developed the x-ray film, the results were astonishing and the excitement was immediate – the bone was stuffed with coins.

“The leg bone was unusually heavy, made a jangling noise and something metal was jutting out of the end”

Further inspection revealed twenty Iron Age gold coins dating to around 50BC. They were identical to eight other coins found in previous seasons of the dig, and eleven more that had been scattered around the cow bone. All thirty-nine were a type known as a ‘Gallo-Belgic Type E Stater’. Made from a blend of 50% gold, silver and copper, these coins are stamped with a stylised horse on one side and are plain on the other side (known as ‘uniface’). Because there were more than two coins which were more than 300 years old, the finders knew that they had officially unearthed Treasure, and immediately reported it.
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The Sedgeford coin hoard either represents wealth stashed for security, an act of fear at a time of danger, or more likely an offering to the gods for something as peaceful as a good harvest, a mild winter, or the health of a child.

It’s relatively rare to find a coin hoard during an excavation, but finding one inside a bone is so far unique. It’s possible that people regularly used hollow bones to store coins in, but it’s more realistic to imagine them using leather or fabric purses for everyday storage. Whether the burial was made as an offering during a ritual (known as ‘votive deposition’), or for safekeeping, we don’t know.

“But it’s equally likely that these popular coins reached Norfolk through ongoing exchange, and perhaps as diplomatic gifts”

Gallo-Belgic coins

Around 60 to 50BC, the Roman Army was waging war against the native tribes living in ancient Gaul (modern-day northern France and Belgium) with the aim of taking control of the territory and expanding the frontiers of the Roman World. It’s thought that Gallic tribal leaders paid native British warriors to travel across the English Channel and help them fight the Romans.

Experts previously thought that Gallo-Belgic staters were all minted in northern Gaul, and brought to southern England either by hired mercenary fighters returning home with their payments, or by Gallic refugees fleeing across the sea with the valuables and coins they could carry.

But it’s equally likely that these popular coins reached Norfolk through ongoing exchange, and perhaps as diplomatic gifts.

This was a time of threat from Rome, with potentially complex and risky politics between different tribal leaders. But it was also a time with rich opportunity for trading and building allegiances.


See also:

Helmet Cremation Burial

Sedgeford Torc





Sedgeford Torc

Two pieces of a 2,000-year-old necklace discovered 40 years apart


Date: Around 100BC, Iron Age

Where, when and how found: Sedgeford, Norfolk, 1965 & 2004; farm work (1965) & metal detecting as part of a Community Archaeology survey (2004)

Finders: A. E. Middleton (1965) & Steve Hammond (2004)

Official valuation: £65,000

Where is it now? Both pieces of the torc are displayed together at the British Museum, London
www.britishmuseum.org

Also visit: Norwich Castle Museum, Norfolk
www.museums.norfolk.gov.uk

Get involved: SHARP (Sedgeford Historical and Archaeological Research Project) welcomes volunteers
www.sharp.org.uk



During the Easter holidays in 2004, the Sedgeford Historical and Archaeological Research Project (SHARP) had organised a group of fieldwalkers and metal detectorists to survey a field together. One of the metal detectorists, Dr Steve Hammond, a retired chemistry lecturer, got a signal. And the piece of gold he unearthed was clearly ancient – the end piece, or terminal, of an Iron Age torc.

Torcs

A torc is a neck ornament made of metal that would sit at the base of the wearer’s neck. They were popular across Europe throughout the Bronze and Iron Ages, from around 2000BC–100AD. The styles of torcs changed, but the principle remained the same. The name ‘torc’ originates from the Latin word torquere, meaning ‘to twist’. They were often made by twisting metal, as in this example. Most torcs only have a small gap in the ring, so they would have been difficult to put on and take off. It’s been suggested that they were only worn for special occasions, or put on without the intention of taking them off again, like a modern wedding ring.

Peculiarly, the terminal Steve found looked familiar. Very quickly the researchers discovered that it was the missing part of a torc that had been found in 1965 just 400 metres away. The original piece was in the British Museum, claimed by the Crown as Treasure Trove from the farmer who had dug it up when he was harrowing a field. The farmer had been given a reward of £3,300, an enormous sum in a time when fish and chips cost 6p and the average annual wage was £950.

“The name ‘torc’ originates from the Latin word torquere, meaning ‘to twist’”

[image: Image]

After forty years, the Sedgeford Torc was finally reunited with its terminal, and its beauty was once again revealed. It’s made of 25 metres of twisted gold and silver wire. Each wire, just 2mm thick, has been twisted with another, and then the pairs of wires twisted in threes to make eight six-stranded ropes. These ropes have again been twisted on themselves to create the intricate neck section. The hooped terminals have been cast in moulds with a distinctive ‘trumpet swirl’ pattern and raised beads. This kind of decoration style is known as La Tène art.

La Tène art is the technical term for what’s popularly known as early ‘Celtic’ art. Plant motifs, animal patterns and swirling geometric designs popular across northern Europe were developed in Britain from around 450BC, and after 300BC British and Irish craftspeople developed their own distinctive styles. They were so accomplished that modern smiths struggle to copy their designs.

“La Tène art is the technical term for what’s popularly known as early ‘Celtic’ art. Plant motifs, animal patterns and swirling geometric designs popular across northern Europe were developed in Britain from around 450BC”


See also:

Blair Drummond Hoard

Sedgeford Coin Hoard

Tanworth Comb





Saltfleetby Spindle Whorl

Weaving magic in Viking clothes


Date: 1000–1050AD, Viking

Where, when and how found: Saltfleetby St Clement, Lincolnshire; 2010; metal detecting

Finder: Denise Moncaster

Where is it now? Returned to finder

Visit: Jorvik Viking Centre, York
www.jorvik-viking-centre.co.uk



This little spindle whorl from Saltfleetby St Clement, in Lincolnshire, looks at first like a common archaeological find used for what was once an everyday activity – spinning.

The process of hand-spinning a sheep’s fleece into yarn involves a few key steps. First, the wool is washed, dried and combed out. The end of the bundle of wool is then teased out into a strand and attached to a spindle, formed of a wooden pen-shaped ‘spindle shaft’, weighted with a small stone or lead bead with a hole in the middle, known as a ‘spindle whorl’. Different sizes of spindle whorl are used to make different weight threads – the smaller the whorl, the finer the thread.

The spinner sets the spindle off in a circling motion, allowing it to sink towards the floor. As the spindle rotates, it pulls out and twists the fibres against each other into a neat, strong and even thread.

The smallest whorls are no bigger than beads, the largest, up to around 100g, would have been used to make thick, coarse yarn for outer garments, or for twisting more than one thread together to make a ‘ply’ yarn.

Although wooden, spindle shafts and actual fabrics rarely survive in archaeological contexts. The whorls, made of stone, chunky metal or other materials, are relatively common finds.

But this whorl is special. It’s uniquely inscribed on the sides and flat face with Norse runes, the writing of the Vikings.

The Vikings in Lincolnshire

The first definite record of raiding parties from Scandinavia is the attack on the monastery of Lindisfarne in 793AD. The English chroniclers refer to the raiders as Danes, or Northmen, sometimes ‘the host’, but in fact different groups came from Denmark, Norway and Sweden. The common acceptance of the term ‘Viking’ really only began during the 1700s, along with the romantic idea of brave warrior men coming from across the sea to seek treasure and wage brutal but heroic battle.

[image: Image]

In the 800s AD, Viking groups began to settle in north and east areas of the British Isles. When they settled Christian lands, Vikings often started to worship the Christian god alongside their traditional Norse gods. As part of the trade and peace treaty that King Alfred the Great brokered in 878AD with the Vikings, Viking leader Guthrum had to agree to convert to Christianity. Alfred acted as his godfather, and in exchange Alfred recognised Guthrum as the Christian ruler of East Anglia.

These evangelical urges were only partly to do with converting pagans to the Christian faith. The other, and perhaps more pressing, need to convert the Vikings was because Church teaching at the time stated that Christians should not trade with non-Christians. In some circumstances, Viking leaders would have the sign of the cross made over them, a practice known as being ‘primsigned’, which was considered an interim step towards baptism. In other cases Viking leaders and their people willingly and thoroughly adopted Christianity. Archaeologically, conversion to Christianity is most distinctively marked by graves without traditional Viking grave goods.

Viking fashion

Experts have noted that the shape and style of the Saltfleetby Whorl would be quite unusual if it was found on a Viking site in Norway, which confirms that the Vikings living in Britain had developed their own regional styles, both for their clothes, and also for their tools and trinkets.

Vikings didn’t write descriptions of what, to them, were everyday things – what they wore, how cloth was made, and other daily functions were understood by everyone and didn’t need to be recorded. Most of our written sources from this period are either Anglo-Saxon records of battles, famines, kings and queens, or the epic story poems of the Icelandic and Orcadian sagas.

But from the archaeological evidence, as well as tiny details in written sources and illustrations, we can build a picture of what people wore, and the importance of clothes and personal adornment in Viking culture.

Fabric for clothes was made from linen or wool woven on an upright loom. It’s also possible that exotic fabrics like silk reached Viking communities through trade and war spoils, and the sagas mention wedding gifts of cloth with gold woven into them. Embroidery and braid around cuffs, collars and hems would have been popular, and jewellery including strings of beads, brooches and hair clips were worn just as they are today.

“Viking clothes were designed and made to last for years, and it’s likely their clothes were finished to a higher quality than most of our clothes are today”

Men wore tunics with belts, and trousers that were either loose or tight along the leg. Some wore cloth bandages wrapped around their calves over their trousers, protecting their legs and keeping their trousers clean. Women wore long shift dresses with sleeves, with outer, more elaborate over-dresses. Both men and women wore thick woollen cloaks, wool socks and leather shoes. Vikings didn’t know knitting techniques, instead they used nålbinding, ‘needle-binding’, using a single thick needle to create a knotted textile that could be shaped into hats, mittens and socks.

Modern experiments show that to make enough yarn to produce a typical set of clothes for an adult man and woman in the 11th century, you’d need about 6kg of raw wool (one sheep gives 1–2kg), spun into 40,000m of yarn, then woven into cloth and finally sewed into garments. It would require weeks of work, and all clothes would have been carefully cared for and repaired until they wore out. Some undershirts have been discovered made from odd patchworks of cloth, and it’s quite likely that people were cutting out the less worn sections of old clothes and patching them together to make a new item, rather than throwing the whole thing away.

The archaeological evidence we do have for Viking textiles reveals fine-quality cloth and intricate and precise sewing – Viking clothes were designed and made to last for years, and it’s likely their clothes were finished to a higher quality than most of our clothes are today.

The inscribed whorl

Runes were the written letters of the Scandinavian cultures. By the 11th century, a new form of their alphabet, known as the futhork, or ‘Medieval Runes’, was evolving with 27 characters and dots between strings of letters.

The inscription on the Saltfleetby Spindle Whorl runs around the vertical wall and the flat face of the whorl. The form of the lettering has been dated to 1000–1100AD, but only half of it is easy to decipher.

Along the wall, it says:

.oþen.ok.einmtalr.ok.þalfa.þeir.
which was translated by Professor John Hines at Cardiff University as
Óðinn and Heimdallr and Thjalfi, they. . .

Odin and Heimdallr are important Viking gods that were worshipped before Viking communities converted to Christianity. Thjalfi is a name associated with a servant boy of the god Thor, but in the form on the whorl, this might be a female name, or a poetic word referencing the sea.

Along the face of the whorl, it says:

ielba.þeruolflt.ok.kiriuesf.
which is translated as . . . help thee, Úlfljótr and [xxx]

Úlfljótr is probably a man’s name, but experts are uncertain about the meaning of ‘kiriuesf’.

So the summary meaning is ‘The gods Odin and Heimdallr and Thjalfi will help you, Úlfljótr and [xxx]’.

By the 11th century Vikings were Christian and had built a number of churches in the region dedicated to St Clement, a patron saint linked to seafaring communities. This spindle whorl proves that the Old Gods were still called upon, and woven into everyday life.

Weaving magic

We often make the dangerous error of thinking that housework isn’t as important as the work that goes on ‘out there’ in the public domain. In fact our modern term for an unmarried woman is still spinster. But the Vikings believed that work that was done in the home, traditionally women’s work, wasn’t just important practically, it was also important spiritually.

Old Norse literature often connects spinning and weaving with fate and magical activity. There was a folk belief that goddesses would examine women’s spindles at Midwinter, the shortest day of the year, and if the women clearly worked hard, the goddesses would bless the household with good fortune and a good harvest; if the women were not industrious, disaster would befall the house in the coming year. The fate of the whole household rested on women’s work.

Children’s fate and health were also wound up with spinning. A tradition amongst pregnant Swedish Viking women was to spin three linen threads and dye one black, one red and one white. The White would be used to tie off the umbilical cord at the birth, the Red would be tied around the baby’s wrist to ward off the evil eye, and the Black, a sign of death and misfortune, would be burned in the fire.

Other spindle whorls, cut from rock crystal, have been discovered in Viking graves, which would flash as they spun, and others from amber or jet, which were considered to be made from the fertility goddess Freyja’s tears. Just like the Saltfleetby Spindle Whorl, these were ways to imbue every thread with protective magic. There were also magical incantations that could be used to weave either good or ill into the cloth being made on a loom – mothers and sisters were said to be able to weave protective shirts for their menfolk going into battle, and other stories describe women weaving poisoned shirts to cause misfortune and death to enemies.

Churchmen were so concerned about women practising magic during spinning and weaving that they specifically outlawed it. Around the year 1010, Bishop Burchard of Worms described a common belief in the community that threads become so intertwined during weaving that unless spells are cast at the same time, a loved one’s fate might end up entangled and they’d die. The bishop determined that if you consented to this practice, or were present when it happened, you needed to do thirty days’ penance on bread and water to atone for the sin.

We still have special and potent textiles now – from religious clothes and woven prayer mats, to wedding veils, military uniforms and the more prosaic ‘lucky socks’.


See also:

Vale of York Viking Hoard

Llanbedrgoch Viking Treasure





Navenby Witch Bottle

A magical belief from the 1800s


Date: 1820–1880, Post Medieval

Where, when and how found: Navenby, Lincolnshire; found 1999, reported 2003; discovered during building work

Finders: Jo and Michael Butler

Where is it now? Museum of Lincolnshire Life, Lincoln
www.lincolnshire.gov.uk/visiting/museums



Jo and Michael Butler were having some building work done at their home in Navenby, Lincolnshire, when they discovered a small green glass bottle nestled in the foundations. It looked old-fashioned, and had some bits and pieces inside it, but it wasn’t obviously anything more than an odd little bottle. Jo put it under the stairs and there it sat.

[image: Image]

Four years later, Lincolnshire County Council held an archaeology evening and the Butlers decided to show their bottle to the local Finds Liaison Officer, Adam Daubney. He immediately knew exactly what it was – a witch bottle.

Made from an old inkwell bottle with a strap of leather, bent pins, iron hooks, human hair and possibly urine inside, the bottle had been sealed into the floor of the building for at least 180 years. Witch bottles like this one were intended to bounce bad spells or evil intentions away from the victim and the home, and back on to the person who was sending them. Even if you didn’t know who the spell-caster was, the bottle would protect you. If a person in the village became sick or died shortly after you created your witch bottle, you would know that they were the witch and had been targeted by their own spell.

Belief in witchcraft and magic was particularly common in Britain up until quite modern times. In a time before modern scientific explanations, people thought that illness, disability or accidents could be caused by evil forces – perhaps as a result of a sin they’d committed or because a curse had been set against them. These beliefs were woven into a world view that combined Christian religion, spells, curses and charms, as well as a whole cast of strange and powerful semi-human and spirit creatures. Witches were thought to control these powerful and potentially dangerous forces.

Who were witches?

Many ‘witches’ were lone, older women who practised folk healing and midwifery and were relied on by the community to create herbal remedies, love potions and protective charms. It would have seemed like they had power over sickness and health, and even life and death. Until around the late 1500s, this ‘white magic’ was considered an unproblematic, normal part of life and belief.

But then Christian Church and secular leaders began to demonise these folk magic practitioners as being in league with the devil, and in many places ‘witches’ were tortured and murdered.

Some people, known as ‘cunning-folk’, did continue practising white magic without persecution. They were seen to be useful and on the side of ‘good’, and helped to protect people against ‘bad’ witches. But dabbling in magic was risky, potentially exposing you to accusations of harmful witchcraft.

“Experts estimate that more than 12,000 people have been executed as witches in Europe since the medieval period”

‘Ordeals’ to discover whether someone was a witch included dropping them, bound, into water to see if they floated, dunking them in rivers tied to a ‘ducking stool’ to see if they drowned, or weighing them against the Bible to see which was heavier. This was in addition to the usual practices of torturing someone until they confessed, and encouraging ‘witnesses’ to testify against suspected witches.

Some of the most famous witchcraft trials in Britain are the North Berwick trials of 1590 and the Pendle witch trials of 1612. Experts estimate that more than 12,000 people have been executed as witches in Europe since the medieval period. People around the world are still executed for crimes of witchcraft today, and others have been murdered or mutilated for body parts to be used in witchcraft rituals.

The tide change in Britain came when the Witchcraft Act of 1735 was passed by British Parliament, making it a crime to accuse someone of witchcraft, rather than the previous century’s crime of being a witch. Embracing the scientific rationalism of the modern age, leaders wanted to eradicate what they saw as the ignorance and superstition of uneducated people.

Clearly, many people held on to beliefs that harm could be caused by magical means, and by magical people, and that’s why, in the mid-1800s, someone in Navenby made their witch bottle.

Counter-magical devices

One theory for the ‘recipe’ of ingredients in the Navenby bottle is that the urine and bent pins would cause the witch to feel like they were passing pins when they went to the toilet – a heartily unpleasant experience at the best of times, and excruciating in an era before modern painkillers and antibiotics.

The other possible rationale behind the bottle is that evil forces trying to enter the home would be lured by the smell of the hair, snagged on the bent pins, then drowned in the urine.

One of the earliest known accounts of preparing witch bottles is from Joseph Glanvill’s 1681 treatise ‘Evidence concerning Witches and Apparitions’. Glanvill recounts the case of a man whose wife was ill and plagued by a ‘thing in the shape of a bird’. An old travelling man advised that this must be a dead sprite, and to cure her of her bewitchment the husband was instructed to:

‘Take your Wife’s Urine . . . Cork it in a Bottle with Nails, Pins and Needles, and bury it in the Earth; and that will do the feat [to cure her].’

Glanvill tells us the dutiful husband did as he was told and his wife began to ‘mend sensibly’.

Counter-magical devices seem to have been buried into the foundations and walls of buildings since prehistoric times – Neolithic (late Stone Age, around 3000BC) roundhouses have revealed animal and human bones buried in the floors, Green Men and other folk images were carved into medieval Christian churches, and some of the buried treasures described in this book may well have been deposited to protect the occupants of a home or community from perceived evil.

Witch Bottles weren’t the only tool available – old shoes, cats entombed while alive and horses’ skulls have all been found built into walls, doorways and chimney breasts to protect occupants and ‘catch’ evil. Pinning a horseshoe above a door is a continuation of this ancient tradition, and hidden human shoes are regularly found during building work in British homes. Northampton Museum keeps a ‘Concealed Shoe Index’ and invites people who find shoes hidden in the floors, walls and chimneys of old buildings to report them. Their database already holds details of more than 1,900 concealed shoes.


See also:

Billingford Amulet

Saltfleetby Spindle Whorl





Syston Knife Handle

An erotic depiction of a man, a woman, another man and a severed head


Date: 43–410AD, Roman

Where, when and how found: Syston, Lincolnshire; 2007; metal
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Rude Britannia












Billingford Amulet

A Roman magical charm inscribed with a secret message
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Happisburgh Handaxe

Evidence of the earliest Britons
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Early humans
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