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A VIKING-AGE SILVER INGOT FROM NEAR EASINGWOLD, YORKS.
(Fig. 2)

A small cast silver ingot was found by a metal-detector user in February 1989 near
Easingwold, Yorkshire, some thirteen miles north ofYork.1 The site, a ploughed field, has
also yielded a mid 9th-century coin of lEthclred II of Northumbria, a number of later
medieval coins, and a copper-alloy tumbrel for weighing coins, probably also of later
medieval date but unfortunately with a piece broken from the arm so that its balancing
weight cannot now be determined. Despite many hours ofcareful searching no further pieces
ofsilver have been found, and so this appears to have been an isolated loss rather than part of
a dispersed hoard. The ingot is roughly triangular in cross section with rounded corners and
rounded, tapering ends. It is 30 mm long and 8 mm wide at the broadest part. It weighs
11.66 g. The ingot has suffered very little corrosion, the slight pitting of its surface being
probably due to the nature of the original mould (possibly of sand). What was the upper
surface during casting (the lower one in the drawing, Fig. 2) has a slight depression, the result
ofsome shrinkage as the metal cooled. 2 There are no signs ofany secondary treatment such as
the 'pecks' or 'nicks' found on the metalwork from the Cuerdale hoard (deposited c. 905) and
many Scandinavian Viking-Age finds.

Ingots have been used in many periods as an alternative to coinage for storing and
transporting wealth or bullion. They are difficult to date, unless they happen to have been
found in a stratified context or in a hoard associated with datable material. Some Roman
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FIG. 2

Viking-Age silver ingot from near Easingwold,
Yorks. Scale I: I

silver ingots are known from Britain,3 and one Pictish ingot has been recorded.4 However,
the one period from which ingots are plentiful in Britain and Ireland is the late 9th and loth
centuries in the English Danelaw and the Irish Sea littoral. In much of this area there existed
a bullion economy in which coins, although plentiful, were only used in transactions by
weight. Hence the hoards often contain a mixtur~ of Viking, English, Carolingian, and
Islamic coins struck to different weight standards, along with pieces ofhacksilver and ingots.
The contents of these hoards often show signs of 'pecking' or 'nicking', typically Scandi
navian Viking-Age methods of testing the purity of the silver by stabbing the surface or
slicing the edge with a knife. To the people who assembled the hoards coins had no assured
nominal value but merely an intrinsic worth based on their metal content. The attitude may
have been different in the commercial centres such as York, where a substantial and closely
regulated coinage was produced under Viking control from at least c.895 and perhaps
earlier. 5 There, and especially in the surviving Anglian community, a denarial economy may
well have existed alongside the more primitive bullion one that is implied by the mixed coin
finds from 16-22 Coppergate. 6

Dr Susan Kruse, who has made a detailed study of the insular Viking-Age ingots, has
kindly examined the find from near Easingwold and has confirmed that it is similar to ones in
the Cuerdale hoard,? the Scotby hoard (deposited c. 935),8 the Chester 1950 hoard (depo
sited c. 970),9 and the Bowes Moor hoard which consisted of nineteen ingots, a piece of slag,
and a fragment of ornamental silver attributable to the loth century.lO Comparable
examples have also been found in a number of hoards from Ireland of this period. Some of
these ingots are approximately triangular in section, as with this one, while others are round
or rectangular. They vary considerably in size and weight. Kruse has shown that the cast
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ingots from England and Wales range from 2 g to 283 g in weight, with significant clustering
at 20-30 g and possibly around some multiples and fractions of c. 25/26 g.l1 Certain rough
standards thus appear to have been aimed at for convenience, but the degree ofimprecision is
such that they would have had to have been weighed out in any transaction. The Easingwold
ingot at I 1.66 g (equivalent to about eight Viking-Age pennies) falls towards the lighter end
of the weight range and coincides with a minor peak in the distribution at 10-12 g. How this
relates, if at all, to a postulated unit ofc. 25/36 g is unclear, for Kruse's statistical analysis of
the ingots suggests that a one-third (c. 8,5 g) and two-thirds (c. 17 g) standard may have been
aimed at, but probably not (or not often) half the unit (c. 13 g). 12

The ingot therefore has all the characteristics ofan Anglo- or Hiberno-Scandinavian one
of the late 9th to mid 10th century. If this identification is correct, it is the first Viking-Age
ingot to be recorded as a single-find from Britain, and provides some additional evidence to
suggest that even within the immediate hinterland ofYork a bullion economy may have been
operating during the first decades of Scandinavian settlement in Northumbria.
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