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Chapter 1

Introduction

The hoard that forms the focus for this book was discovered on farmland in the vicinity of the 
small Oxfordshire town of Watlington in October 2015. It consists of 203 coins, most of which 
were issued by the early-medieval kingdoms of Wessex and Mercia in the late 870s, and silver 
ingots and metalwork — some in the form of fragmented hack-silver and a single piece of hack-
gold. The metalwork and ingots provide connections to Scandinavia and the Vikings, while the 
coin-dating points to a formative period in the late 9th century when the Viking Great Army 
was raiding across Wessex and finally faced defeat against Alfred the Great in 878 at the Battle 
of Edington (Wiltshire). It is undoubtedly a highly significant find, not least because it is the 
first such hoard from the Upper Thames Valley, and its value reaches far beyond Oxfordshire 
and the 9th century.

This volume has drawn together specialist chapters with the aim of presenting the contents 
of the hoard and its economic and political significance, as well as the hoard’s more recent 
history which includes its discovery, conservation and use in public engagement. While the 
former topics are typical for a research publication the latter highlights that the Watlington 
Hoard is not only an ancient artefact but also has its own modern history, which is too-often 
part of the story that does not reach the pages of scholarly publications.

The hoard was discovered by a metal-detectorist and was processed through the Treasure Act 
1996; but the existing relationship between the finder, James Mather, and archaeologists in 
the Ashmolean Museum and the Portable Antiquities Scheme was important in the process of 
reporting, understanding the findspots of the disturbed hoard, and the final excavation. This 
is just one of the many links that has been built up between responsible metal-detectorists 
and archaeologists since the Portable Antiquities Scheme started recording finds in 1997.
The experience of James Mather is important here as is the discussion of the archaeological 
methods employed to excavate and lift an in-situ hoard, as presented by Mather and Corke 
(Chapter 2, sections 2.1 and 2.2). The conservation work undertaken at two institutions (the 
British Museum and Ashmolean Museum) as part of the remit of the Treasure Act 1996 and 
after its acquisition by the Ashmolean, is described by Pierce and Baldwin in Chapter 2, sections 
2.3 and 2.4, and highlights the careful and varied behind-the-scenes work which is undertaken 
away from the spotlight in all museums. The modern context of the Watlington Hoard also 
includes its role in museum displays and how such finds can be used in outreach. The success of 
this work is an indication of the ability of archaeological discoveries and subsequent research 
into life, identity and power of the past to continue to captivate the enthusiasm of the public, 
and is an aspect that we wish to promote in Chapter 2, section 2.5 (Standley with Ward). 

Such interest in and willingness to support archaeological acquisitions is also recognisable in 
the fact that the discovery of the Watlington Hoard coincided with a flurry of other Viking-
Age hoards unearthed in Britain between 2004 and 2015, many of which are now in museum 
collections. Large hoards of metalwork, coinage and hack-silver such as those from the ‘Vale 
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of York’, ‘Silverdale’ and ‘Galloway’ have received international media attention and other 
smaller groups of objects, such as the Huxley and ‘Furness’ hoards, garnered national interest 
(e.g. Graham-Campbell and Philpott 2009; Ager and Williams 2011; Williams 2011a; Ager 2020).
These hoards are complemented by the many individual but contemporary precious metal 
ingots, jewellery and coinage that have been found. Most of the discoveries have come to 
light by hobbyist metal-detecting, and the mandatory reporting of hoards and precious metal 
objects under the Treasure Act 1996 (England, Wales and Northern Ireland; HM Government 
1996) or the Treasure Trove system in Scotland (Queen’s and Lord Treasurer’s Remembrancer 
2016).

Together, these hoards and stray finds provide an important corpus of material for study.
Where the Viking-Age finds can be closely dated — generally only through the presence of 
coinage — it places most of them within the first half of the 10th century, generally to the period 
c.900–30 (Williams 2009: 73–74). Virtually all have been found north of the line which can be 
drawn between the Rivers Dee/Mersey and Humber. This perhaps represents the connections 
between York and the Dublin/Irish Sea routes of the period (Williams 2009: 78–79; see Kershaw, 
Chapter 7, Figure 7.13). In comparison, the Watlington Hoard is something of an outlier, both 
in its date of deposition around the late 870s/early 880s and in its findspot. As one of few 
large Viking-Age hoards from southern Britain this means that it has the potential to answer a 
different range of questions whilst contributing to the broader exploration of silver economies 
in the Viking Age, an area of study for which important new work has been undertaken in 
recent years (e.g. Graham-Campbell and Williams 2007; Graham-Campbell et al 2011; Kershaw 
2017).

The approach taken in this book is intended to explore the Watlington Hoard in a number 
of ways. The underlying historical and archaeological context of the hoard’s deposition is as 
important to consider as its contents. Understanding the evolution and formation of early-
medieval settlements, and the political context of these developments, are important aspects in 
the interpretation of the hoard’s burial location. Similarly a discussion of the broader landscape 
into which it was buried provides further context as this was an area encompassing the River 
Thames, the ancient east-west route of the Icknield Way and the traditional boundary between 
Mercia and Wessex. Chapters 3 (Naylor) and 4 (Lavelle) provide this contextual exploration of 
the region and reflect on the hoard’s location in a dynamic zone of communication, trade and 
settlement, and where the Mercia–Wessex relationship was visible and memorialised in the 
landscape.

The contents of the hoard are obviously highly significant in their own right, and their 
publication is a central part of this book (Catalogues 1–2). The coinage, especially, is an 
extremely valuable new source of material and is considered in detail by Naylor (Chapters 5 and 
6) and Baker (Chapter 8). The coins, struck by Alfred of Wessex (871–99), Ceolwulf II of Mercia 
(874–79?) and Archbishop Æthelred of Canterbury (870–89), are rare jointly-issued types, and 
the most recent analysis prior to the discovery of the Watlington Hoard was undertaken in 
the late 1990s (Blackburn and Keynes 1998). This new corpus of coins in the Watlington Hoard 
allows fresh analysis of the main types issued in the late 870s — the Two Emperors and Cross-
and-Lozenge — and can advance our understanding of both. In addition, the sheer number 
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of coins in the Watlington Hoard is such that new, detailed discussion of the organisation of 
minting, the structure of the coinage and its chronology is possible.

The other objects in the hoard — the ingots, jewellery and hack-metal — are a large and 
important group and are considered by Kershaw in Chapter 7. The early date of the pieces 
makes them a significant new form of evidence for the connections with Scandinavia in the 
mid to late 9th century during the period that the Viking Great Army was moving across 
Britain. Recent archaeological research has done much to advance our knowledge of the nature 
of their camps and associated activity across parts of the Midlands and northern England, and 
the Watlington Hoard — and other data from the region — may inform on the debates focussed 
on southern England (see Hadley and Richards 2016; 2018).

From the time of its discovery, the potential links between the Watlington Hoard and the Viking 
Great Army have formed an important part of the interpretation (Williams and Naylor 2016: 
13–22; 29–30). The hoard’s burial around the end of the 870s places it after the Battle of Edington 
in 878 which marked the last phase of the Viking raiding and conquest of the preceding decade 
or so, and initial work on the hoard suggested it may have been buried as the Viking Great 
Army moved away from Wessex towards East Anglia following their defeat at Edington and 
overwintering at Cirencester (Williams and Naylor 2016: 29–30). In Chapter 9, Naylor’s final 
discussion provides a culmination of the Watlington Hoard’s current interpretation where he 
considers the acquisition, use and deposition of the contents, and how Watlington, together 
with other hoards and stray finds can be related to warfare, politics and shifting power. No 
doubt future research on the hoard and further discoveries from the 9th century will expand 
our knowledge and understanding of this dynamic period.




