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A Viking Sword from Harley Park
Ellen Prendergast

Within the estate of Harley Park 
House a fine iron sword of the Viking 
period was found many years ago. 
The Poe family lived there up to the 
1930's, and when they were 
dispersing Percy Poe gave it to the 
care of his cousin Patricia Poe who 
was married to George Kinehan, 
Kilkenny. They were neighbours of 
Dr. William Phelan, founder member 
of the newly-founded Kilkenny 
Archaeological Society, when they 
lived in Talbot's Inch. Mrs. Kinehan 
gave it to him for presentation to the 
Society and it was eventually put on 
exhibition in the Society's Rothe 
House Museum when it opened in 
1966. (Registration number 65/8). A 
notice in the Kilkenny People (1945?) 
records: KAS Sept 26 quarterly 
general meeting held in Technical 
School. The Chairman Dr. Phelan 
exhibited a Viking sword and a stone 
axe found near Harley Park and 
presented by Mrs. Kinehan.

Mrs. Kinehan's information about 
it at the time was that it was found 
“ inside the entrance gates on the 
right of the back avenue in a bog” . 
She understood that it had been 
found by Percy Poe and now in her 
91st year cannot recall more precise 
details, she does not remember that it 
may have been on display in the 
house. Though there is no bog as 
such there, there is a boggy field 
called  Purthaun and a stream
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nearby. All enquiries to the older locals and to the present 
resident Collins family failed to bring forward any memory 
of the find.1

Harley Park is the name of the townland in the parish of 
Ballingarry and the barony of Slieveardagh, Co. Tipperary, 
Ordnance Survey 6” map No. 55, less than a mile from the 
border of Co. Kilkenny. The field called Purthaun may 
derive its name from the Irish portach, a bog and would thus 
identify the find-place quite closely. An estate map in the 
present owner's possession records the name and the field. 
Mr. Tim Collins very kindly showed us over the fields 
surrounding the house and drew our attention to this map. 
The House is a few miles to the northwest of Callan.

The sword has lost the tip of the blade apparently in 
antiquity, and also the covering of the hand-grip; much of 
the surface of the metal has flaked off — otherwise it is 
quite well preserved. There are traces of a whitish deposit 
all over but especially on one face of the blade; it is scarcely 
visible on the handle area. This appears to be marl, 
confirming the boggy find-spot: the grip may have been 
handled repeatedly since finding thus obliterating the 
traces of the marl. No sign of inscription or decoration 
could be detected unless some shallow depressions on one 
face of the quillon constitute a pattern. Here also is a larger 
depression which suggests a thumb rest. This may be more 
apparent than real, to use an old cliche: it has not been 
noticed, for instance, by an authority like Professor Boe 
who has catalogued the Viking material in Ireland2 — this 
additional item from Harley Park had not been brought to 
attention when his study was being made, in 1926 and 
years following.

The blade is double-edged, tapering slightly towards the 
point, the edges are bevelled and the shallowness along the 
length reduces the weight of the metal (See the 
accompanying drawing). It would have been a formidable 
weapon to wield even if such swords were designed for 
slashing for use in one hand. Both the quillon (cross-bar) 
and the terminal cross-bar are flat, horizontal and slightly 
oval in cross-section. The flat tang or grip tapers a little 
with no trace of binding; there are no signs of rivets for the
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attachment of a possible pommel. Measurements are: 
Overall length: 73cm, Width of quillon: 12cm, Thickness of 
quillon: 12cm, Width of blade (average) 4.50cm, Thickness 
of blade: 3-5mm.

When the sword was first brought to my notice I took it to 
the National Museum and made a record there (1951). At 
that time I had the benefit of studying Professor Peterson's 
classic work on Viking weapons3 and came to the 
conclusion that the Harley Park sword conformed to his 
type M. This is a very common type in Norway especially 
during the century 850 - 950 A.D. and continued in 
circulation throughout the Viking period. Two esteemed 
colleagues, experts on this period in Ireland — Professor 
Etienne Rynne, University College Galway and Adrian 
Walsh, Museums Development Officer in Northern Ireland 
have studied this Irish example and confirm its typology 
and dating. Unfortunately the Peterson “bible” on which 
we all based our conclusions is not now available in this 
country and my original notes have fallen by the wayside 
so there the matter rests4.

The Harley Park Sword has the distinction of being the 
only certain example of a type M weapon found in Ireland, 
as far as my information goes. Another from the River 
Shannon at Coopershill, Co. Limerick resembles a type M 
but without laboratory cleaning it is difficult to classify it. 
It is in the National Museum (reg. no. 1958:143). A doubtful 
type M sword (NMI W84) from the vicinity of Castleknock, 
Co. Dublin, may be disregarded. A more convincing 
example is that illustrated by George Petrie in the Dublin 
Penny Journal, I (1832-3, p.69). It was found in Bully's Acre 
in the grounds of the Royal Hospital, Kilmainham and 
Petrie writes: ‘This sword was deposited with the then 
commander of the [British] forces who had it placed in the 
hall belonging to his apartments, where it still remains'. 
This was in 1832-3 — where it may be now is hard to guess, 
who knows what record it may be falsifying?

The majority of Viking swords from Ireland are of the 
double-edged variety: out of 61 recorded by Johs. Boe only 
10 are single-edged. Native Irish swords at the time were 
miniscule, out-of-date and ineffective in defence. How the
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Harley Park specimen ended up here is open to speculation 
— nothing of the immediate historical circumstances can 
now be resurrected. It may have been carried by a Viking 
warrior from Norway or perhaps by a colonial Viking from 
Scotland or England. It is rather futile to surmise what 
may have been the target, well-endowed early churches and 
monasteries are no nearer than Aghaboe, Roscrea, Cashel, 
Holycross or Derrynaflan; the Slieve Ardagh Hills barred 
the route to the Shannon, there are no great rivers to 
facilitate their long-ships and the fishing on the Munster 
and the King's River was scarcely worth the journey. Of 
course he may have been making his way towards 
Kilkenny and its attractions.

Although it is an isolated find, there are traces of the 
Vikings in the surrounding areas. To select a few5 — a 
silver thistle brooch was found at Cashel, Laois has 
produced silver ingots at Borris-in-Ossory, a gold bracelet 
of Norse type comes from Co. Carlow, Offaly yielded ingots 
and coins and of course the port towns of Wexford and 
Waterford were among the centres of Norse trading 
activities. From Co. Kilkenny there is also a silver thistle 
brooch and a silver kite-brooch with ‘Norse art' elements as 
well as two ring-headed pins, as used by Irish and Norse 
alike, from the Caves of Dunmore6. Here there is no doubt 
of the Viking presence. W.Monks notes that “ In the Annals 
of the Four Masters it is recorded that in the year 928 A.D., 
Godfrey with the foreigners of Ath Cliath demolished and 
plundered Derc Ferna ” (The eye of the alders, the ancient 
Irish name of the Caves). He mentions the Danes in this 
connection and the finding of a hoard of Danish and 
English Viking coins there in 19737 supports this. Dunmore 
is only 4 miles northeast of the city. But not all Vikings in 
Ireland are of Danish origin.

The earliest Viking incursions since 795 A.D. from 
Norway via the Irish Sea, centred on Dublin. From the 
coast they penetrated inland along the navigable rivers. 
After they had established trading centres and settlements 
in the coastal stations they sought out Irish community 
centres usually monasteries where art treasures were easy 
targets. That they were not altogether predatory is



A VIKING SWORD FROM HARLEY PARK 819

evidenced by the Scandinavian equipment and personal 
belongings they left in their trail. The tragedies of the 
Viking episode in Irish history illustrates the dangers of 
neglecting defence over a millenium of peace. This sword 
from Harley Park is a substantial reminder of the lesson.

Our gratitude is due to Mrs. Patricia Kinehan now in retirement in 
Dunlavin, Co. Wicklow, who on behalf of the Poe family presented the find 
to the Kilkenny Archaeological Society. I am also grateful to those who 
searched for the location of the find-place, to Mrs. M. M. Phelan and Paul 
Cody who took me to Dunlavin, to my colleagues already mentioned who 
confirmed my researches and especially to Ann Pickering who made a 
meticulous scale drawing to illustrate this report. Incidentally, it is 
acceptable to pronounce the word Viking as you please, with the long ‘e' 
sound as in creek, reminiscent of the homeland or with the high-pitched 
rather strident ‘i' sound, as in isolate — this latter pronounciation seems to 
come easier to the non-Norse.

NOTES

1. Joe Kennedy of the Callan History Society, kindly helped in this 
respect. He found that John Nolan and his wife both in their 70's now 
and who had worked in the Poe household were unaware of the find.

2. Johs. Bee: Norse Antiquities in Ireland, Oslo 1940. This forms Vol III
of Viking Antiquities in Great Britain & Ireland edited by Haakon
Shetelig.

3. Jan Peterson: De Norske Vikingesverd, Kristiana 1919.
4. I am indebted to another esteemed colleague, Raghnall O Floinn of 

the National Museum, who drew my attention to a handy set of 
diagrams of Petersen's typology published in Viking Artefacts by 
James Graham Campbell, 1980, p.167. Thanks also to Felicity Devlin 
NMI who did her utmost to locate a copy of Petersen for us.

5. From Johs. Bee's CatuIogue published in 1940.
6. Willie Monks, Old Kilkenny Review. No. 1 1946-7, 58.
7. Michael Dolly, Old Kilkenny Review, 1975, 70-80.
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