
THE CLAUGHTON VIKING BURIAL

BY B. J. N. EDWARDS, B.A., F.S.A.

DESPITE the not inconsiderable evidence for Viking settle 
ment in Lancashire, 1 there are accounts of only five 

discoveries which seem likely to refer to Viking burials within the 
county. All of these took place in circumstances as a result of 
which no precise record of the disposition of the finds was made. 
Two of them (Inskip and Blackrod) are referred to by Meaney, 2 
and three (Claughton, Rampside and Blackrod) by Cowen. 3 The 
fifth, at Brockhall, Billington, is mentioned, with a summary of 
references, by Luck 4 and by the Victoria County History.* 
Blackrod, Billington and Rampside are beyond further analysis 
unless new evidence emerges. The Claughton burial forms the 
subject of this note.

The burial was discovered in 1822 in the course of cutting a 
small mound in order to construct a road near Claughton Hall 
(SD 513425). Five accounts are available, four published and 
one unpublished. Of the published accounts the first is clearly 
the source for the rest, though all are to some extent inaccurate. 
Since the later accounts are more readily available and one has 
the authority of the VCH behind it, their correction is clearly 
desirable.

The first account to appear in print was a resume of a paper 
read to the Society of Antiquaries by Michael Jones F.S.A. 6 It 
reads as follows:

In the year 1822, Mr. Brockholes constructed a new road near his mansion; 
the workmen, in cutting through a small hill or tumulus of sand, discovered,

1 F. T. Wainwright, 'The Scandanavians in Lancashire', Transactions of the 
Lancashire and Cheshire Antiquarian Society 58 (1945-6), pp. 71-116.

2 A. Meaney, A Gazetteer of Early Anglo-Saxon Burial Sites (1964), p. 143.
3 J. D. Cowen, 'Viking burials in Cumbria', Transactions of the Cumberland 

and Westmorland Antiquarian and Archaeological Societr new series 48 (1948), 
pp. 75-6.

4 J. R. Luck, 'An account of the opening of a large tumulus near Stonyhurst, 
Lancashire', Trans.Lancs.Ches.Antiq.Soc. 12 (1894), pp. 32-3.

° W. Farrer and J. Brownbill (eds.), Victoria County Historv of Lancashire I 
(1906), p. 261. For '1846' read '1836'.

6 M. Jones, 'Remains of a Viking Burial', Archaeological Journal 6 (1849), 
pp. 74-75.
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1 10 VIKING BURIAL

about two or three feet below the surface, the following antiquities: Two 
large convex brooches, joined together and forming a kind of oval box. 
They are made of white coloured metal, perforated in an ornamental 
pattern, containing a small ornamental tibula (shown in the annexed 
representation), two beads, one of blue, the other of red-coloured paste, and 
a molar tooth. This brooch had been inclosed in a wooden case, of the same 
shape, and apparently lined with cloth. Also an iron axe and hammer, a 
stone axe or maul-head, an iron spear-head and an iron sword. The whole 
of these remarkable remains were inclosed in a wooden case. . . . An urn of 
baked clay, containing burnt bones, was also found in the same place, but 
unfortunately it was not preserved.

This is relatively clear, except that it is uncertain what is 
meant by 'This brooch'. Grammatically it should refer to the 
'small ornamental fibula', but it seems more probable that it is a 
slip for 'These brooches', occasioned by the fact that they were 
found back to back, forming a single object a 'kind of oval 
box'. The account is illustrated by a plate of the three brooches, 
two beads, stone axe-hammer, iron axe-head and iron hammer 
head; and a plate of the iron spear head and sword. We shall 
have occasion to return to the latter illustration.

Since one of the objects found was a Bronze Age axe-hammer, 
the find attracted the attention of Sir John Evans. 7 He observed 
the inconsistency between the Dark Age and Bronze Age 
elements of the find, and put forward the suggestion that 
'... objects belonging to different burials, primary and secondary 
in the barrow, became mixed during the 27 years which elapsed 
between their discovery and the communication to the Archaeo 
logical Institute', a theory which has been largely accepted ever 
since. He did not, however, attempt to describe the manner of 
the deposition of the objects, which were, apart from the axe- 
hammer, outside his terms of reference.

The next attempt to do so in print was made by H. Fishwick. 8 
His account reads as follows:

At Claughton, in 1822, in constructing a new road near Claughton Hall, 
some workmen in cutting through a small hill or tumulus of sand about 
three or four feet from the surface, came upon two large convex brooches 
joined together and forming a sort of oval box. They were of white metal, 
perforated in an ornamental pattern. The box contained two beads of 
coloured paste, one of blue and one of red, and a molar tooth. The brooch 
itself had been enclosed in a wooden case which had apparently been lined 
with cloth. At the same place was found an iron axe and hammer, a stone 
axe, maul head, an iron spear head and an iron sword, all of which were in a 
wooden case. Also an urn of baked clay containing charred bones.

This is an obvious attempt to reproduce Jones's description 
without direct quotation, and in his hands the confusion between

7 J. Evans, The Ancient Stone Implements . . . of Great Britain (1872), p. 108; 
(2nd. edn. 1897), p. 210.

8 H. Fishwick, The History of the Parish ofGarstang in the County of Lanca 
ster, Chetham Society 104, 105 (1878), pp. 3-4.
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the two brooches forming a kind of box, and the case in which 
they were said to have been contained, becomes rather worse. 
He loses sight altogether of the small silver brooch, and by 
omitting 'or' makes two objects out of Jones's 'stone axe or 
maul-head'. Where Jones had said the finds were made 'two or 
three feet below the surface', Fishwick's rendering of 'in cutting 
through a small hill or tumulus of sand about three or four feet 
from the surface' makes it possible that the measurement refers 
to the height of the tumulus and not to the depth of the find.

Garstang in the VCH9 also found some difficulty in describing 
clearly what was found. He first described the axe-hammer, 10 
quoting the relevant passage from Evans. He then went on" to 
describe the other finds from the mound in these terms:

. .The mound had covered a burnt burial or burials of uncertain date, the 
ashes being found within a clay vessel. A number of objects seemed to the 
discoverers to have been contained in a box which had decayed. Chief 
among these were two bronze brooches or fibulae 'joined together, forming 
a kind of oval box, the outer faces perforated with symmetrical banded 
patterns with raised bosses'. These are similar to examples in the Scandi 
navian collection at Copenhagen. In the same deposit apparently were two 
beads, the one of blue glass and the other of red paste; also a small fibula of 
white metal, with an interesting pattern, of which a sketch is here figured. 
The box itself appeared to have been lined with cloth. In the same mound 
were an axe-hammer, spear head and sword, all of iron and apparently of 
this Anglo-Saxon period, and the stone axe-hammer previously described.

This is careless writing. Of the weapons and tools, Jones's 
'iron axe and hammer' have become 'an axe-hammer ... of 
iron', while the 'stone axe-hammer' which Fishwick made into 
two objects returns to its identity. On the other hand the state 
ment that the wooden box had 'decayed' seems to be pure 
speculation, as is the differentiation between a blue bead of glass 
and a red bead of paste. Nor had anyone previously stated or 
implied that it was the general enclosing box rather than a small 
container for the brooches which was lined with cloth.

There is in fact little excuse for the errors in this account, for 
although it is partly derived from Jones, it uses also an unpub 
lished account of this discovery. This account is the work of 
John Weld of Leagram Hall, Chipping (1813-88), an enthusiastic 
amateur antiquary and a competent water colourist. 12 Although

9 J. Garstang, 'Early Man', and 'Anglo-Saxon Remains', VCH Lanes. I, 
pp. 211-68.

10 Ibid. pp. 225-6. For '1882' read 1822'.
11 Ibid. p. 261.
12 The use of Weld's manuscript is frequently acknowledged in the section on 

'Early Man', e.g. Ibid. p. 225 n. 2. On p. 261 phraseology found only in Weld's 
account ('symmetrical banded patterns with raised bosses') is used, but 
acknowledged to Jones (n. 3).
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he published little, he preserved his notes and sketches in bound 
volumes, the majority of which are now in the Harris Art 
Gallery and Museum, Preston, with one in the Lancashire 
Record Office. 13 One of the books in the Harris Museum is 
titled 'Weapons and Implements. Prehistoric and Ancient 
Races', with a later paper label 'Vol. 2'. 14 On f.47R of this book 
are two paintings snowing the two tortoise brooches as found, 
the other brooch, the two beads, and one of the tortoise brooches 
dismembered. On f.46V, facing these is an account, which, like 
the paintings, is undated, and reads as follows:

In 1822. Mr. Fitzherbert Brockholes of Claughton Hall, in making a new 
road on his property, a small hill or tumulus of sand, was cut through by the 
workmen, and various weapons and ornaments were exposed. All had been 
apparently contained in a wooden chest. The burial had been by cremation, 
as an urn of baked clay was found containing burnt bones. It was acciden 
tally broken and its contents thrown aside. There were also two large bronze 
brooches or fibulae, joined together forming a kind of oval box, the outer 
faces perforated in symmetrical banded patterns with raised bosses. It 
contained two beads, one of blue, the other of red paste or composition, also 
a small white metal fibula and a molar tooth, all had been enclosed in a 
small case of the same form, and which appeared to have been lined with 
cloth. With the above, an axe, hammer, spear head, and sword, all of Iron, 
and a stone hammer or maul, were likewise discovered.

He goes on to compare the tortoise brooches with examples at 
Copenhagen, to speculate on the origin and fate of the deceased, 
and to mention a nearby alleged Roman road, all of which 
elements are found in the portion of Jones's account omitted 
above.

It is my contention that this is the primary account from which 
all the others are derived. Its somewhat careless grammar and 
eccentric punctuation are those of a man writing from thought, 
and easily explain the ambiguities of later writers.

The interpretation of this find in modern terms is of some 
interest. It is clear that there were a pair of gilt bronze tortoise 
brooches, back to back, and containing two beads, a silver 
plaque converted in Viking times into a brooch, and a tooth. 15 
There were also four iron objects an axe-head, a hammer-head, 
a spear-head and a sword. It is possible that the appearance of 'a 
case of the same form' enclosing the tortoise brooches was due 
to their having been wrapped in cloth which had become

13 Lanes. RO DP 386.
14 I am indebted to Miss H. Gibbon, P.M.A., F.R.S.A., Curator and Art 

Director, for permission to use these volumes.
15 For the brooches see T. D. Kendrick, 'The Claughton Hall Brooches', 

Saga Book of the Viking Club 11 (1935), pp. 117-24, and G. Bersu and D. M. 
Wilson, Three Viking Craves in the hies of Man, Society for Medieval Archaeo 
logy, monograph series 1 (1966), pp. 39, 85.1 am not clear why Jones, followed 
by Fishwick, describes the tortoise brooches as 'white metal*.
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impregnated with iron salts from the corrosion of the iron 
objects. Weld, unlike Jones and Fishwick, does not say that this 
small case was of wood. All these objects, and presumably the 
pot, had been in some form of wooden container. Whether this 
was, as Bersu contended in the case of two similar Viking 
tumuli in the Isle of Man, 16 a coffin, or whether, as Wilson 
suggested in editing Bersu's account, 17 the wooden structure 
represented the remains of a Kanimergrab, must remain a matter 
for conjecture.

There remain three further points for discussion. First, how 
accurate is Jones's illustration of the sword and spear? Second, 
was Evans right in his conjecture that the Viking burial was 
secondary in a Bronze Age mound ? Third, was the Viking burial 
a cremation ?

The basis for the doubt about the sword and spear is to be 
found in the Weld sketch book. Loose in the volume are two 
water-colour sketches, one in monochrome, and titled in Weld's 
hand in pencil 'Iron axe and hammer found in the Tumulus at 
Claughton 1822'; the other, in full colour, shows a rusted sword 
hilt, grip and pommel, and a few inches of blade, together with 
an iron spear head. The first of these shows the axe-head and 
hammer-head as shown by Jones, and is probably copied from 
his illustration. The other sketch is untitled, but bears the date 
'Decr . 17. 1834' on both back and front. There are no dimen 
sions on either sketch, which is unusual for Weld, but on the 
other hand the date suggests that the drawing of the sword and 
spear was made early in Weld's antiquarian career, when he was 
only 23 years old. Comparison between Weld's drawing and the 
original water colours for Jones's illustrations (by Edward Jones 
and dated 1846) 18 shows several differences.

The relative length of the sword grip between hilt and pom 
mel is much less in Weld's drawing. The guard is straight, while 
Jones's is down-curved (apparently rather more so in the 
published engraving than in the original water-colour). Jones's 
spear had a raised band round its ferrule, while Weld's has not. 
There is no reason known to me why Weld should have painted 
an undoubted Viking sword and spear-head in 1834 from any 
source other than Claughton. One wonders whether further 
corrosion had rendered details less clear when Edward Jones 
came to paint them twelve years after Weld.

The remaining two points are partially dependent on one
16 Bersu and Wilson, op. cit. pp. 48, 69.
17 Ibid. p. 69, n. 222.
18 The watercolour by Edward Jones is in the Library of the Society of 

Antiquaries. I am indebted to Mr J. H. Hopkins, Librarian and Mr F. H. 
Thompson, Assistant Secretary, for pointing this out to me.
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another. The three elements in the description of the find which 
support the Evans theory are: (a) the axe-hammer is of un 
doubted Bronze Age origin; (b) there was a cremation present; 
(c) the cremation was apparently in a pottery vessel.

The axe-hammer (more strictly 'battle-axe') is of Ashbee's 19 
'Stourton-Loose Howe' type, and is a predominantly northern 
type, found with cremations. It is therefore strong support for 
Evans. Weld, however, says 'all had apparently been contained 
in a wooden chest', and there remains the possibility that this 
exceptionally small (4J") and elegant object had been found and 
appropriated by a Viking, for practical or religious reasons. 20

Cowen 21 has recently drawn attention to the clash of views on 
the existence of Viking cremation burial in Britain, epitomised 
by Shetelig in 1954 22 and by Bersu as edited by Wison in 1966, 23 
and has pointed out the difficulty of proving a negative. Thus the 
presence of a cremation at Claughton does not of itself prove 
Evans right. No other trace of a body is mentioned, though it 
might well have been missed in sand. Viking cremations are not 
normally contained in pottery vessels. It is, however, interesting 
to note that the Inskip burial, only five miles from Claughton, 
was accompanied by a pottery vessel. 24 At this stage, therefore, 
no definite conclusion can be arrived at as to Evans's suggestion. 
The facts can only be noted, and stored for future use when the 
pattern of Viking burial in the North West becomes clearer.

The three brooches, two beads and the stone axe-hammer are 
still preserved at Claughton Hall by Mr M. Fitzherbert Brock- 
holes, to whom I am indebted for allowing me to see and photo 
graph them. (See Fig. 17.) There are also with them two small 
fragments of bronze, but no account mentions these.

Two legends have grown up since the discovery, which should 
be refuted. First, that the new road of 1822, which is straight and 
has appropriated the name of the Street, is the Roman road. It is 
'New Road' on Ordnance Survey maps of 1846 and 1895, but 
'Lodge Road' by 1914. Second, that the axe-hammer now at 
Claughton Hall is not the one from the 1822 tumulus, but one

19 P. Ashbee, The Bronze Age Round Barrow in Britain (1960), pp. 108-9.
20 R. A. Smith in discussing this axe-hammer (Archaeologia 75 (1925), p. 98) 

suggests that its practical usefulness would be as great to a Viking as to its 
original owner. It seems to me that its significance as an amulet to one to whom 
Thor's hammer might well be meaningful is worth considering also.

21 J. D. Cowen, 'Viking Burials in Cumbria: a Supplement', Trans.Cumb. 
West.Antiq.Arch.Soc. new series 67 (1967), pp. 31-3.

22 H. Shetelig, Viking Antiquities in Great Britain and Ireland pt. VF (1954), 
pp. 67-111.

23 Bersu and Wilson, op. cit. pp. 9-10, 50-1.
24 H. Fishwick, The History of the Parish of Si Michael's-on- Wyre, Chetham 

Society, now series 25 (1891), pp. 2-3.
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found in drainage operations in 1899. All the illustrations make 
it clear that this is not the case. The axe-hammer found in 1899 
is now at Grundy House, Lytham Road, Blackpool, on loan to 
the Trustees, with the number NSA 12. The provenance is 
'Draining the Sixacre, June 1899'. This is about SD 512432.


