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A RECENT FIND OF AN EARLY 
IRON AGE SOMPTING-TYPE AXE 

FROM HATHERN (CHARNWOOD), 
LEICESTERSHIRE
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INTRODUCTION

In April 2013, metal detectorist Chris Heap discovered a decorated socketed axe in 
a field near Hathern, in north-west Leicestershire. He reported the find to Wendy 
Scott, his local county Finds Liaison Officer, who contacted Dot Boughton, Finds 
Liaison Officer for Cumbria and Lancashire, who specialises in socketed axes from 
the Late Bronze and Early Iron Age (c.1000–600 BC). The socketed axe is now 
recorded on the Portable Antiquities Scheme (PAS) database (www.finds.org.uk/
database) under the find identification LEIC-1ED197. It is described as an Early Iron 
Age socketed axe of Sompting type, dating from c.800–600 BC. A grid reference of 
10 figures for the findspot of the axe was provided by the finder. 

The Hathern find is the first Sompting-type socketed axe from Leicestershire, 
its discovery complementing the small scatter of Early Iron Age socketed axes 
from North Leicestershire and South Nottinghamshire. Previous find records from 
Leicestershire and Nottinghamshire show that Early Iron Age socketed axes were 
found predominantly in the Holme Pierrepoint area of Nottinghamshire but are 
rare elsewhere. Late Bronze Age and Early Iron Age metalwork is scarce generally 
in the two counties, which is reflected in the number of records on the database 
of the Portable Antiquities Scheme. Leicestershire has only four Late Bronze Age 
objects and no Early Iron Age artefacts, whilst Nottinghamshire records only 
marginally more material with seven Late Bronze Age artefacts and one Early Iron 
Age socketed axe, which is a small Sompting Type from the Harworth Bircotes area 
in the north of the county (Find ID: YORYM-FB2336). This is not related to the 
Hathern axe.

This slight corpus of Early Iron Age metalwork from the two counties comes 
as no surprise as Early Iron Age artefacts are generally rare discoveries in England 
and Wales. Only five metalwork hoards have been reported under the Treasure Act 
in the past five years and less than 50 single finds of Early Iron Age metalwork 
are recorded on the PAS database. The rarity of discoveries of Early Iron Age 
metalwork is especially striking when compared with the total number of recorded 
artefacts from Leicestershire (over 13,000) and Nottinghamshire (over 9,000), and 
particularly overall from England and Wales (over 900,000). 

With the exception of the Welby hoard of Late Bronze Age material, Leicestershire 
is unremarkable for metalwork in this period. The Portable Antiquities Scheme in 
Leicestershire has so far recorded 98 artefacts. These are mostly axes, eight early 
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period flat and flanged axes, and 16 mid-Bronze Age socketed axes and palstaves. 
This total includes the Rothley hoard, which contained the county’s only complete 
axe mould of a type that would have produced a Welby-type axe; 21 spears  
and fragments of spears are recorded along with nine blade fragments – the total 
being made up of possible awls, several chisel fragments and three Late Bronze  
Age gouges. These finds echo the small assemblage of axes and spears in the 
County Museums collection, which in general have an even distribution across the 
county. 

Notable exceptions are a cluster of finds in Barkby Thorpe and Frisby parishes, 
which may be the result of systematic searching by one individual and so may be 
biased. A genuine cluster does appear to form in the Charnwood forest region, with 
objects being recovered from an area bounded by Beacon Hill, Rothley Brook and 
the River Soar. It may be of note that the previous two clusters, although enhanced 
by a meticulous finder, were also placed near tributaries of the rivers Soar and 
Wreake.

DESCRIPTION

The socketed axe from Hathern is made from cast copper alloy, and is complete 
except for a large chunk missing from the top edge of its mouth on the reverse. 
This appears to have been a casting flaw rather than later damage. Despite this 
the axe was finished and prepared for use, and may subsequently have been used 
for chopping or trimming. It is 122mm long and 51mm wide at the blade and it 
weighs 363 grams. The socket measures 44 × 47mm with a small loop on one side. 
The loop is complete and is oval in cross-section. The lower corners of the loop 
are spurred, resulting in a moulded line which runs horizontally to the mouth and 
at a right angle to the casting flashes at the side of the axe. This ‘spurred loop’ is 
a characteristic of Sompting-type axes. Overall, the axe is in good condition, but 
displays several patches of metal erosion on the surface in addition to numerous 
scratches and smaller nicks and dents, which may have been the result of plough 
damage in more recent decades. There is no evidence for any intentional damage. 
The sides of the axe are almost parallel and the blade is very narrow, which is not 
unusual for some variants of the Sompting type. There are striations on the lower 
part of the body of the axe, close to the cutting edge, suggesting that it was prepared 
for use and subsequently re-sharpened after use. However, the blade appears to have 
lost most of its sharpness during the time it spent in the ground. The axe has a 
double mouth-moulding with a larger upper and a thinner lower mouth-moulding, 
which is also typical for Sompting-type axes. The axe is decorated on both the 
obverse and reverse sides, with three long ribs terminating in what looks like small 
pellets-in-circlets. These are far more pronounced on the obverse and faint on the 
reverse. In the upper part of the body, just below the lower mouth moulding is an 
additional decoration: four short diagonal lines connecting the ribs with the edges 
of the faces and the individual ribs themselves. There are four diagonal lines on each 
side: on the obverse they form a modern letter ‘W’, while forming the modern letter 
‘M’ on the reverse. There may be an additional row of diagonal lines on the obverse 
above the very clear ‘W’, but this is unclear.



Fig. 1. Photograph and drawing of the axe showing the fine decoration (© Wendy Scott).
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DISCUSSION

The decorated socketed axe from Hathern is a rare and important find amongst the 
corpus of cast copper alloy-socketed axes dating from the British Late Bronze and 
Early Iron Ages. Its large size, heavy weight and unique decoration identify it as an 
axe of Type Sompting, Variant Cardiff II, dating from the Early Iron Age (c.800–
600 BC) rather than the Late Bronze Age (c.1000–800 BC). 

Amongst the small corpus of British Early Iron Age metalwork, socketed axes 
of Sompting and related types represent by far the largest individual group of 
metalwork. They outrank other tool and weapon types such as gouges and chisels, 
as well as horse-gear, vessels, spear-heads, and personal items such as razors and 
jewellery. Sompting axes were found in all parts of Britain, but they are most 
common in the Thames area and in the Fens of East Anglia.

Colin Burgess coined the term ‘Sompting type’ for this group of elaborately 
decorated socketed axes in 1971, using examples from Yorkshire and East Sussex 
(Burgess 1971). The examples of socketed axes discussed in his paper include three 
single finds from Yorkshire (from Seamer Carr, Cayton Carr and Broughton, near 
Malton) and the 15 heavier axes from the Sompting (East Sussex) hoard, after 
which this axe type was named (Curwen 1948, pl. xx, 5 and 6). Following Burgess’s 
definition, Sompting axes have fairly straight sides and a moderately expanded blade, 
which is also true for our local example from Hathern. Furthermore, Sompting axes 
have a heavy and pronounced profile, and the loops tend to be of moderate size with 
some having a distinctive spurred base, which can also be seen on the socketed axe 
from Hathern. The sockets of Sompting-type axes are usually of sub-rectangular 
or ‘back-to-front’ shape rather than aligned with the blade, though many axes of 
Type Sompting, Variant Cardiff II have square sockets, as seen on the axe from 
Hathern. Sub-rectangular sockets are more common in the Early Iron Age, while 
rectangular sockets (i.e. aligned with the blade) can be found on the large majority 
of Late Bronze Age socketed axes. Burgess also suggested that one of the main 
characteristics of Sompting axes is their elaborate decoration, but even he admitted 
that there does not seem to be a clear-cut definition of the various decorative styles 
and sub-styles (Burgess 1971, 267). The wealth of patterns both simple and more 
and less elaborate is striking indeed, and cannot be matched on any other type of 
socketed axe in the Early Iron Age or the Late Bronze Age, when socketed axes were 
far more numerous. Apart from plain and simple ribbed axes (with three, four or 
five ribs), there are rib-and-pellet decorated axes (one, two, three or more ribs), rib-
and-circlet, triple-rib-and-circlet, rib-and-circlets connected with ribs forming Ms 
and Ωs, empty boxes, or boxes with a central X. Except for the simple rib-and-pellet 
ornament, most patterns appear to be unique. 

The new find from Hathern also displays a decoration that is (so far) unparalleled 
on any of the known Sompting-type axes of the Cardiff II variant. However, the style 
of decoration is not unknown and there are axes with very similar patterns from 
Skipsea (East Riding of Yorkshire), Winwick (Cheshire), Attenborough and Holme 
Pierrepont (both Nottinghamshire), which all display one or several sets of diagonal 
lines between the individual ribs (Evans 1881, 123–4, fig. 136; Schmidt and Burgess 
1981, nos 1624 and 1631; Conwell 1986–87, fig. 9, 6; Scurfield 1997, 41, no. 1). 
Single or multiple diagonal lines between the edges of the axe and individual ribs are 



a recent find of an early iron age sompting-type axe    41

commonly known as ‘herring bone’ or ‘chevron’ ornament (e.g. Scurfield 1997, 41, 
no 1 and 53, no. 63, fig. 14.63; MacCormick 1974, 42).

Its simple decoration, parallel sides and square mouth make the axe from 
Hathern an example of the Cardiff II variant of the Sompting type. This variant was 
named after the rib-and-pellet decorated socketed axe found in the Early Iron Age 
hoard from Leckwith, Cardiff (Savory 1976, 53; Savory 1980, no. 290). This hoard 
included one complete axe and an axe fragment, a socketed sickle and a fragment 
of another, four-socketed leather working knives and a nave/pole cap. Sompting 
axes of the Cardiff II variant are large and heavy specimens, with parallel sides and 
not very widely splayed blades. They usually show signs of wear and re-sharpening. 
Most of them are decorated with a simple rib-and-pellet motif which is composed 
of three, four or five long ribs, ending in small, tidy, circular pellets. A small group 
of these axes show additional decoration between the ribs (i.e. lattice or herring-
bone ornament, triangles or crosses). Their main distribution is the Midlands and 
especially the region around Nottingham, the Peak District in Derbyshire, Cheshire 
and West Yorkshire. This example from Leicestershire is the most southerly example 
of the group, but it compares well to finds from Holme Pierrepont, Attenborough, 
South Scarle and Gotham (MacCormick 1966, 36, fig. 7.11; Alvey 1983, 82, fig. 
1.3; Scurfield 1997, 41, no. 1 and 53, no. 63; Davis 1999, 38, no. 30). 

Although the majority of Early Iron Age-socketed axes were discovered in 
metalwork hoards, socketed axes of Type Sompting, Variant Cardiff II are often 
found singly. Many have been found in wet locations; that is, rivers or wetlands or 
former wetlands that were dredged in more recent times. They are common in the 
Midlands and East Anglia where they are found along the Fen edges, and there are 
examples from the Thames in London and South Wales, but they are unknown in 
South West England, North West England, Northumberland and Scotland except 
for an uncertain find from Aberdeenshire (Piggott 1989, fig. 1).

The greatest concentration of Early Iron Age-socketed axes in the Leicestershire 
and Nottinghamshire area comes from the Holme Pierrepont area of Nottingham, 
where at least four axes were discovered during dredging works of the Trent 
(MacCormick 1964, 23; Scurfield 1997, nos. 57, 61 and 63). A further four axes 
were discovered not far from Holme Pierrepont (from Attenborough, Gotham, 
Shelford and Hoveringham, all Nottinghamshire). The distribution of Early Iron 
Age-socketed axes in Nottinghamshire and Lincolnshire suggests that the Trent 
played a major role in the deposition of Early Iron Age-socketed axes: except for 
one Sompting, Variant Cardiff II, axe from Boston, Lincolnshire, all Early Iron 
Age axes from the two counties were found in or very close to the Trent. The axe 
from Halthern, Leicestershire, was found midway between Loughborough and 
Nottingham, less than 10km south of the River Trent. It seems reasonable to suggest 
that this axe was also part of this group.

CONCLUSION

The discovery of a new Sompting axe from Hathern, Leicestershire, adds to our 
current knowledge of Early Iron Age artefacts from North Leicestershire and South 
Nottinghamshire, and fits well within the known distribution of Sompting axes 
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from the area. Until the discovery of the axe from Hathern, Sompting axes were 
unknown from Leicestershire and up until now there was only one other Early Iron 
Age socketed axe from that county: a small Armorican axe from Jericho Lodge. 
The scarcity of Early Iron Age axes in Leicestershire is unsurprising because it is 
mirrored in the surrounding counties of Derbyshire, Staffordshire, Warwickshire 
and Northamptonshire, all of which have equally low numbers of Early Iron Age 
axes. However, these low numbers stand in sharp contrast to the very dense clusters 
of find-spots along the south-western fen edges in Cambridgeshire and Norfolk, and 
the smaller cluster around the Holme Pierrepont area of Nottingham. The Early 
Iron Age-socketed axes from the River Trent came from the gravel pit at Holme 
Pierrepont, which is a location well-known for its metalwork deposition (Burgess 
and Colquhoun 1988, 113, no. 696). Most of these are also of the Cardiff II variant 
of the Sompting type and in view of its proximity to the Trent it seems likely that the 
axe from Hathern relates to this cluster.
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