York Knife Sheath

Leatherworking
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Description:  This is a knife sheath for a 10th Century Viking inspired by finds from Coppergate Street in York.

Introduction

During the excavation of Coppergate Street in York several different types of knife sheaths were discovered in the strata associated with the period of the Scandinavian occupation of York (late 9th Century – early 11th Century).  This sheath is based on find 15890 pictured in Figure 1.  A notched mouth, suspension flaps with a slit, and tooled decoration in well-defined fields, characterizes this type of sheath (Mould et al. 3371). 
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Figure 1:  Sketch of exemplar (Mould et al. 3370)

Tools

Tools used at each stage in the process:

· Dyeing – enamelware pot, wooden spoon, electric stove

· Layout – six-inch metal ruler, diamond awl

· Cutting – board, utility knife

· Decoration – stylus, round tool, creaser

· Stitching – board, diamond awl, round awl, two steel needles, small scissors

· Finish – rag

The enamelware pot was used for cooking the dye because I don’t have an iron cauldron.  It is likely that dyeing in the Viking Age took place in much larger scale than a few square feet of leather and would require different tools and facilities.

The heat source for dyeing was an electric stove because an enamelware pot does not lend itself to being suspended over a fire.

A scrap board was used to prevent the utility knife and awls from marring the surface of the table the work was done on.

The hand-forged creaser was used to mark the tooling boundaries around the perimeter of the sheath.  The Coppergate dig has yielded 4 such creasers (Mould et al. 3236).

A stylus was custom made out of mild steel and filed smooth and blunt so as not to snag the skin while tooling (Mould et al. 3263).

The round tool came from a commercial tooling set.

Two awls were used for stitching and scratching the layout onto the leather.  One is diamond-shaped in cross-section (hand-forged) and the other is round.  Awls were the most prolific leatherworking tools at the Coppergate dig (Mould et al. 3237).

Materials

Materials involved at each stage in the process:

· Dyeing – leather, water, black walnut hulls, copperas

· Layout – leather

· Cutting – leather

· Decoration – leather, water

· Stitching – leather, waxed linen thread

· Finish – neatsfoot oil

Veg-tanned cow in 4-5oz. weight was chosen for the leather.  The majority of the sheaths found at Coppergate were classified as “calf skin” and measured 1-2mm in thickness. (Mould et al. 3266)  The leather used in this sheath was slightly thicker ranging between 2.5mm and 3mm in thickness but it is intended to house a larger knife.

The black walnut hulls were collected from the wild.

Linen thread was chosen for its strength.  Seven leather seams with identifiable fibers were found in from the Anglo-Scandinavian period at 16-22 Coppergate.  Two of them were identified as linen or hemp on shoes (Mould et al. 3261).  Knife sheaths from slightly later in London were sewn with linen thread (Cowgill et al. 37).

Neatsfoot oil was chosen over modern sealants because scabbards and sheaths were coated with oil or grease (Cowgill et al. 34).

Process

Stages in the process of creating the sheath:

· Dye

· Layout Pattern

· Cut

· Decoration

· Stitching

· Finishing

To dye the leather the walnut hulls were added to a few gallons of water and brought to a boil.  The boil was sustained for a few hours and then the hulls were removed from the vat.  Then the copperas (iron sulfate) was added as a mordent.  After the vat was allowed to cool to the point of no longer steaming the leather was inserted and left overnight.  After the leather was removed the excess dye was rinsed off and it was left to dry.

With the leather dry and a good idea of the desired shape and size of the cut, the pattern was laid out on the hair side of the skin.  The exemplar was for a much smaller knife than the one this sheath is intended to hold.  The exemplar measures around 11cm x 3cm while this sheath measures around 25cm x 4.5cm.  It is assumed that the knife the exemplar was intended to hold was sharpened on the curved side of the blade because the stitches were on the straight side of the sheath.  Since this sheath is intended to hold a knife that is sharp on the straight side of the blade, the stitching was placed on the curved side of the sheath.  This stitch placement prevents the knife from cutting the seam when withdrawn or replaced.  The diamond cross-section awl was used to scratch the layout into the leather.

After the cutting lines were marked on the leather it was cut out with a utility knife.  Several iron shears were found in at 16-22 Coppergate but it is unclear if they were used to cut leather (Mould et al. 3240).

With the shape of the sheath cut out work began on decorating it.  The creaser was used to mark a margin around the edge of the sheath to reserve for stitching.  The majority of the tooling was done with the stylus being drawn across the wet leather while pressing.  The curved edge of the stylus was used for drawing and the cornered edge was used to make line junctions clean and clear without over shooting the junction.  The tooling consists of “linear cross-hatching, chevrons and interlace typical of the Anglo-Scandinavian period” (Mould et al. 3263).

The tooled piece was allowed to dry a bit and then folded so the edges to be stitched would match up.  The seam was done in a figure-8 or double running stitch using two awls and two needles.  The diamond cross-section awl was used to punch the initial hole and the round cross-section awl was used to re-open holes when necessary.

After the sheath was stitched the mouth was cut to shape with suspension flaps.  Two vertical slits were cut in each flap to allow a thong of the same leather to pass through.  Numerous knotted thongs were found at 16-22 Coppergate but were recovered out of context with the items to which they were connected (Mould et al. 3402).

Finally, the sheath and suspension thongs were rubbed several times with neatsfoot oil as a preservative.
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Figure 2: Tools used for dyeing the leather
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Figure 3:  More tools.  From left to right, top to bottom: stylus, round tool, creaser, round awl, diamond awl, 6 inch ruler/straight edge, needles, and scissors.
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