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A RAPIER AND ITS SCABBARD
FROM WEST ROW, SUFFOLK

JOHN M. COLES, F.S.A. AND BRIDGET A. V. TRUMP

[This paper is published with the aid of a grant from the
Council for British Archaeology.]

I N recent years a number of Bronze Age weapons have been recovered through
agricultural or building operations in Britain, and several of these finds have in-
cluded organic remains. It is the purpose of this paper to describe one of the most
recent of these discoveries, one in which the organic remains, although fragmentary,
present hitherto unrecorded evidence for Bronze Age equipment in this country.
In 1966 Mr Brian Aves of West Row, Suffolk, while ploughing on his father's

land, noticed the point of a bronze rapier projecting from the ploughed soil. The
field in which the discovery was made lies on the north bank of the River Lark
opposite the junction of the Lee brook (TL 663754). The rapier is said to have been
covered with wood, but the latter was in such a decayed state that relatively little
of it was still intact by the time the rapier reached the University Museum of
Archaeology and Ethnology, Cambridge, through the offices of Dr C. T. Parsons of
the Mildenhall Natural History and Archaeological Society (pI. I a). After pre-
servative work was carried out, the rapier and its adhering wooden fragments were
in a condition for close examination (pI. I b), and eventual return to their purchaser,
the Moyses Hall Museum, Bury St Edmunds.
The rapier (Fig. I a) is 41.6 cm. long, and its blade ranges from a width of 2·6 cm.

below the butt to a width of 1·8 cm. only 9 cm. from the end; from here the blade
rapidly narrows to the extreme tip. The blade, in common with many other rapiers,
is thick in section, with concave sloped sides leading to the rather sharp edges. The
butt is trapeze-shaped with rounded upper edges, and has two notches which still
hold rivets.
The rapier belongs to the Lisburn class of British-Irish rapiers, which is character-

ized by a notched butt, a thick blade section and blade edges which are not markedly
tapered except near the extreme tip.1 Of some 129 Lisburn class rapiers recorded
from the British Isles, the West Row rapier is the only example with both rivets
surviving; in fact, only one other Lisburn class rapier has even one rivet preserved.
Of course the provision of notches rather than holes in these rapiers makes it less

1 P.P.S. XXVIII (1962), p. 91.
CAS
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Fig. I. (a) West Row (Moyses Hall Museum). (b) Mildenhall (Cambridge University Museum of Archae-
ology and Ethnology 83.163A). (c) Downham Fen (Cambridge University Museum of Archaeology and
Ethnology 83.164). Scale i.
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likely that rivets would be held in place during the decay of the weapon, and the
West Row notches are more nearly circular than most; often the notches in Lisburn
class rapiers are merely indentations. The West Row rapier notches are also distinc-
tive in that they are set well down the sides of the butt. The rapier closest in appear-
ance to West Row is that from the Downham Fen hoard (Fig. le); a dirk from Mil-
denhall (West Row is in the parish of Mildenhall) is also of a similar form, although
smaller (Fig. I b). Two other weapons from West Row itself have low-set rivets, and
this distinctive feature suggests the existence in this area of a local bronze industry
in or around the eleventh century B.C., the date for Lisburn class rapiers on the basis
of associated finds such as·the Downham Fen hoard.!
The fragments of wood on the West Row rapier constitute the only definite

evidence so far available in the British Isles for any sheath or scabbard for a Middle
Bronze Age weapon, although there is a report of hair marks on a small blade from
New Bilton, Warwickshire, perhaps indicating a hide sheath with the hair turned
inwards.2 Traces of sheaths for Early Bronze Age daggers are quite often found, and
there is one scabbard for a Late Bronze Age sword. Almost all of the Early Bronze
Age dagger sheaths have been recovered from graves, where their careful deposition
with some form of protection, generally a cist, has produced conditions not only
where the objects themselves may be preserved but also where the initial discovery
through ploughing or other activity is not so likely to disturb the actual artifacts,
allowing time for a more careful examination. Rapiers of the Middle Bronze Age
were, so far as we know, never put into graves, or even beside the graves of urned or
unurned cremations, and very few were deposited in hoards. The overwhelming
majority are stray finds, having generally been lost or hidden, or deposited as votive
offerings. In most or·all of these cases it is perhaps unlikely that the scabbards would
also have been deposited. In these circumstances it is interesting that the West
Row rapier does seem to have had with it an intact scabbard, and that it has been
preserved sufficiently to be recognizable. The hilt of this rapier, however, has not
survived; it may have been made of horn, similar to the two surviving rapier hilts
known from Irish peat bogs.3 There is no sign of any hilt-mark on the West Row
rapier, and its excellent condition leads us to suppose that it was a relatively new
weapon, unweathered, when it was for some reason buried or otherwise lost to view
for approximately three thousand years.
The scabbard on this rapier was made of hazel, which, as the report by M. E.

Ransom shows (Appendix), appears to have been cut to produce flat laths. In
Fig. I a the actual pieces of wood surviving are shaded, and the surrounding white
patches indicate traces of wood and corrosion on the blade. The laths were held
together by sheet metal strips of bronze or copper. These survive only as a series
of stains, centred at 2·2, 6·7 and 13·3 cm. below the top of the scabbard which is
marked by a straight edge of wood. The uppermost metal band was I I mm. wide,
the other two were 8 mm. wide. It is possible that·other bands were originally a part

1 C. Fox, Archaeology of the Cambridge Region (1923), pI. VIII.
2 P.S.A. London, (2) IV (1868-70), p. 50. 3 P.S.A. Scot. XCIII (1959-60), p. 6.
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4 JOHN M. COLES AND BRIDGET A. V. TRUMP

of this scabbard, but no certain trace of these could be found on the rapier when it
reached the Museum of Archaeology and Ethnology. Nor is there any sign of the
attachment for fastening the scabbard to a belt or baldrick. The metal bands could
have been fastened to the wood by several methods, by rivets, pins, staples, glue or
pressure. Rivets are unlikely, as these would cause damage to the rapier itself during
its insertion and withdrawal; there is no evidence that the scabbard had an inner
lining of hair or skin. Pins or nails are possible, but the wood seems to have been
little more than 3 mm. thick in most places, and this might have been insufficient
to allow a firm pinned fastening. No sign of rivets or pins have been found. Staples
would have been suitable for holding the sheet band ends together, or the bands
could have been pulled tight and end-folded to make a pressure hold on the wood;
in this case there might be a tendency in time for the upper bands to slip if the
scabbard was slightly tapered. Glue could have been used to supplement this method;
pinebark resin or birch pitch would have been suitable, as well as animal glue or egg
yolk. 1
Although a considerable number of dagger sheaths are known from the Early

Bronze Age, most of these are said to have been of 'leather' or hide,2 and there are
very few examples ofwooden sheaths or scabbards from the Bronze Age of the British
Isles.3 A late specimen is that from Pyotdykes, Angus, the only surviving wooden
scabbard from the Late Bronze Age.4 It was made of three layers of material, two
of leather with a strengthening central layer of hazel 1-2 mm. thick. This eighth-
century composite scabbard is matched in the late second millennium Lyngby, Den-
mark, grave, wherein a sword was housed in a scabbard made with a central layer of
birch;5 this and the enclosing layers of skin are said to have been glued together as
there was no trace of sewing or other attachments. The scabbard was supported
around the upper end by leather strips which held a carrying strap. The Magleby,
Denmark, find also had a leather and wooden scabbard,6 while earlier scabbards, of
the fourteenth and thirteenth centuries, were made of two wooden plates glued
together at their edges, sometimes with an inner skin to protect the sword edges. A
tumulus near Nim, Denmark, recently excavated by Horsens Museum, yielded two
scabbards of wood, one for a dagger and a larger one for a straight-bladed sword.7
The sword scabbard was made of two flat battens, glued together at the edges, with
a rounded mouth and truncated tapered end. The sword projected from the end,
which suggests that the scabbard originally had a chape attached, of horn, bone or
leather. Near the top of the scabbard, the wood bore traces of two horizontal bands,
which probably represent former positions of leather straps.

1 P.P.s. xxx (1964), p. 189; H. Hodges, Artifacts (1964), p. 163.
2 P.P.s. xxx (1964), p. 189.
3 W. Greenwell, British Barrows (1877), pp. 186-7.
4 P.P.S. xxx (1964), p. 188.
5 A. P. Madsen, Antiquites Prehistoriques du Danemark (1873), pI. 4,8; H. Broholm, Danmarks Bronze-

alder (1944), pI. 27,6, (1943), no. 1283.
6 Broholm, Ope cit. (1943), no. 1556.
7 Kuml (1957) p. 44.
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The practice of burial in sealed tree coffins in Denmark in the later second mil-
lennium B.C., which led to these unique preservative conditions, was not, un-
fortunately, practised elsewhere in Europe under analogous circumstances, and so
very little evidence of the organic parts of sword or rapier scabbards has survived.
A rapier· from a tumulus at Lany, central Bohemia, had fragments of a wooden
scabbard adhering to the blade, but it has not been possible to reconstruct the de-
tails. I In the hoard from Sag-hegy, Hungary, two swords had the metal parts of
scabbards still attached.2 One of these swords had five metal scabbard pieces, con-
sisting of a cast mouthpiece which served to hold the belt attachment, and four sheet
bronze bands each held by two staples; the body of the scabbard was of wood. Other
scabbards for swords, comparable to the Sag-hegy find, are known, and its general
resemblance to the West Row rapier scabbard is evident.

SUMMARY

The West Row rapier is believed to represent one of the products of a local metal-
lurgical industry in the Fens during the late second millennium B.C. Its attached
wooden fragments are the first known evidence for rapier scabbards in Britain. The
scabbard was made of two flat laths of hazel held together probably by glue and by
sheet metal bands. The hilt of the rapier was probably of bone or horn, but has not
survived. The rapier and its scabbard were lost or, more likely, buried for safe-
keeping, soon after it had ,been manufactured.

APPENDIX

REPORT ON THE WOOD OF THE SCABBARD OF A
BRONZE AGE SWORD FROM MILDENHALL

M. E. RANSOM
Sub-department of Quaternary Research, Botany School, Cambridge

The sword passed to us for examination by Dr J. M. Coles of the University Department of
Archaeology and Anthropology had fragments of wood adhering to the blade. They were 2 or
3 mm. thick, with the long axis parallel to the blade, and appear to have been part of a wooden
scabbard.
After appropriate treatment, small portions of the \vood were sectioned, bleached and

examined microscopically. The wood was referable with fair certainty to hazel, Corylus avellana
L., and came from a fairly large tree rather than small branches. It seemed to have been cut or
cleaved along the rays, to give the flat laths of the scabbard. It is interesting that radially split
hazel wood was also used to make the scabbard of the Late Bronze Age sword from Pyotdykes,
Angus, recently reported on by the sub-department.

1 National Museum, Prague, 40.840; information from Dr 1. Hasek.
2 A. Moszolics, 'Der Goldfund von Velem-Szentvid', Praehistorica, I (1950), p. 11.
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