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A Spearhead with a Difference

Ellen Prendergast

When James Healy of Kilmacar was ploughing scrubland, on 
August 4, 1984, on his farm in the townland of Rathkyle near 
Conahy (Co. Kilkenny O.S. 6” sheet 10, 46.0 cm. from East, 8.40 
cm. from North), he made a very interesting find about 25 cm. 
below the surface. This was land which had been divided by the 
Land Commission a couple of years previously and had not been 
ploughed in living memory. The tractor-drawn plough cut 
deeply, almost to the stony bottom lying on marl. In the furrow 
behind him Mr. Healy noticed a strange object lying flat, 
lengthwise; he picked it up carefully and would have remarked 
anything else unusual there but there was nothing. Naturally he 
and his family wondered what it could be and took it to their 
parish priest, Rev. John Brennan, in Conahy since he was a 
member of the local Kilkenny Archaeological Society. Father 
Brennan invited his colleague Rev. Sean O'Doherty, who had 
been curate in the parish and knew the Healy family, together 
with the writer, to visit the site of the find. We investigated the 
spot and the immediate vicinity but there was nothing further to 
record there, so it would appear that this was an isolated, stray 
find.

It proved to be a bronze, socketed spearhead, complete and in 
all-but-perfect condition, patinated dark green with age. The 
sharp cutting edges were a little chipped. There was a minor 
indentation in the socket mouth which was still filled with clay 
as when found thus ruling out the possibility that the wooden 
shaft might have been present. The long tapering leaf-shaped 
blade has marginally bevelled edges and it terminates with a pair 
of perforated loops linking it to the socket. The socket is also 
tapered, extending to the tip of the blade but the actual cavity is 
hollow only for a distance of 21.50 cm, about half way into the 
blade; it continues solidly to the tip, for strength and balance. 
The walls of the cavity taper in thickness to zero at the mouth, 
which is oval, being 2.30 x 2.25 cm in diameter, externally. The 
basal loops project the line of the blade bevel; they are lozenge
shaped and are themselves bevelled from a medial line, though 
not otherwise ornamented. Their greatest width, 6 mm, is at 
right angles to the width of the blade.

Overall length of the spearhead: 45.0 cm. Length of blade: 
34.50 cm, Length of loop opening 9 mm. Maximum width of

Rose Archer



BRONZE SPEARHEAD from Rathkyle
(Photo C ourtesy N a tiona l M useum  o f Ire land)

blade 5.0 cm.
Thus far the spearhead is essentially the same as any other in 

its class. It was during the process of manufacture that the 
difference arose. Like any other, it was cast of molten bronze in a 
two-part or bivalve mould of stone or clay. In the casting, two 
small air bubbles were locked in the metal, leaving corresponding 
cavities in the finished object. The smaller one occurred 5.20 cm 
frm the tip of the blade; it was small enough to be ignored. But 
the larger one (oval, 6.50 x 4.50 mm) at 22.50 cm from the tip was 
more conspicuous and the bronze smith decided to repair it as 
best he could. So, ingeniously, he took a tiny strip of bronze, 
folded it over about six times on itself, plugged the cavity with it 
and smoothed off the surface. Only the searching eye and the 
sensitive finger could now detect the flaw. It is in the solid 
section of the socket and does not affect its strength, though to 
the prospective buyer it might have had its bargaining value.
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Considering the delicacy of the operation of casting such an 
object it, perhaps, reflects more on the skill and resourcefulness 
of the metal-worker than on his incompetence; it certainly is a 
unique hallmark.

For use, this very fine spearhead would have had a long 
wooden shaft securely inserted into the socket. In theory, thongs 
would have been slotted through the loops and tied around the 
shaft to further ensure the head would not part with the shaft 
when in action. But in this case the loops are more ornamental 
than functional; they are merely vestiges of the more workmanlike 
loops which would have been placed further down the socket. 
When first the smith had mastered the principle of the socket he 
added sturdy loops on his products to prevent their loss. Soon he 
found that pegs or rivets driven into the shaft through holes in 
the lower socket were easier to produce and more effective for 
their purpose. Yet the idea of loops persisted in his mind and in 
his customer's mind so pretence-loops were retained as a 
decorative feature around the base of the blade as a reassurance, 
while the pegs did the safeguarding. This spearhead from 
Rathkyle seems to fall between the two stools — the loops are 
beautifully futile, yet there are no peg-holes. It could be that 
such a splendid object was not intended for practical work, 
whether as a hunting tool or as a weapon.

It may be dated by putting it in sequence in its recognised 
typological series. Around 1,000 B.C. would be a fair estimate, 
i.e., in the middle of the Bronze Age in Ireland.

There is a very impressive assemblage of bronze spearheads in 
the National Museum and it is only with reference to such an 
assemblage can an isolated find be put in its chronological 
context. Such spearheads may be found anywhere throughout 
the country and several have been discovered in Co. Kilkenny 
already. In the last century, one found in Burnchurch was 
presented to the original Kilkenny Museum, as was one from 
Clonmore. An example from Garnagale near Urlingford was said 
to have had part of the shaft still in the socket when found. 
Similarly reported was a pegged-socket type found in the River 
Nore at Ballyredding. Both are preserved in the National 
Museum. A grim find in 1814 was one from the Green Vale 
neighbourhood: it was “ found fast in a human skull” .

The spearhead from Rathkyle has been presented by the 
Healy family to Rothe House Museum in Kilkenny (Acquisition 
No. 84/23, 1557). It is their wish to have it exhibited locally so 
that neighbours and school-children might see it easily; they 
have thus ensured that this item of the nation's heritage will be
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preserved and that its message may be shared by all. It was fully 
recorded in the National Museum and we are indebted to the 
authorities there for the photograph used here.


