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In this article, we will focus on the problem of axe sheaths, which has been overlooked for a
long time. It is often argued that that axe sheaths are absent in both archaeological material and saga
corpus. When we are looking correctly, we can find mentions about injuries caused by unsheathed
axes in sagas (for example Íslendinga saga 144) and the actual finds as well.
The biggest assemblage comes from the harbour of Haithabu, where thirteen finds were
discovered. They can be divided into two types. The first type (10 pieces, Taf. 30: 1–6) is slightly
bent in shape,1 has rounded2 or straight ends3 and there is a slit designed for the axe edge in the
inner part. Sheaths of the first type are 126–145 mm long and 12–21 mm broad; the slit is 85–115
mm long a 4–6 mm broad. Sheaths could be fixed in various ways. In two instances, a leather cord
could be fixed in two eyelets that stick out from the side of the wooden sheath. 4 Some sheaths have
holes in the ends5, others are roughly profiled for better fixing.6 The method of two holes in the ends
could be upgraded by small round piece of wood set in the lower role; this piece of wood fixed the
axe edge from one side and the leather cord fixed it from the other side. 7 A wedge was used in one
case; the wedge was inserted between the slit and the axe edge and went through the sheath out. 8
This particular sheath is decoraded with relief carving and the wedge is stylized in the shape of leaf.
The second type represents a sheath that covers a large surface of one side of the axe head (Taf. 31:
1–3). Three trapezoid finds belong to this type. They are 134–147 mm long, 40–73 mm broad and
19–20 mm thick.9 The slit is similarly long as the slit of the type 1 (95–120 mm); only one find of
the type 210 has the slit 5 mm longer than the longest slit of the type. 11 In two cases, the method of
fixing can be recognized: in first instance,12 the sheath has two eyelets on the side as two examples
of the type 1,13 and in the second case, there is a hole in the slit and the leather cord was fixed in it
and wrapped around the axe head.14 Regarding the material of sheaths from Haithabu, the most
common kind of wood is willow (4 pieces), but yew, oak, ash, spruce and birch also occur.
Two more find comes from Schleswig. One of them is 140 mm long, 26 mm broad, 15 mm
thick and the slit is 100 mm long and 7 mm broad. The sheath is made of spruce wood, has holes in
the ends and it resembles the type 1. This sheath is decorated with a carved animal in Urnes style.
Under the animal, there are "two axes facing each other that clearly suggest the function of this
object" (Saggau 2006: 264; Abb. 44: 13; Abb. 45). The second is a 271 mm long sheath made of
juniper wood was discovered in Schleswig as well, and it probably served as the sheath for a cleaver
or a mezzaluna knife (Saggau 2006: 264; Abb. 44: 14). Based on 235 mm long slit, which responds
to Petersen type M axes, Kainov and Singh interpret this sheath as a protection for a two handed axe
(Kainov – Singh 2016: 200).
In Dublin, two more decorated sheaths of the type 1 were found. They are made of pine
and alder wood, have rounded ends and the literature (Lang 1988, DW 61) describes them as
"Scraper handles". The shorter sheath is 90 mm long, 28 mm broad, 12 mm thick and the slit is 87
mm long, while the longer sheath is 92 mm long, 27 mm wide, 12 mm thick and it has 79 mm long
and 7 mm broad slit.
Fragments of two wooden sheaths were also found in Norwegian graves from Voll
(T1204) and Horstad (T16368).15 Both belonges to bearded axes that had ca. 130 mm long edges. It
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is suggested that the sheath frm Voll was made of conifer wood (Vlasatý 2017).
Two more interesting sheaths of the type 1 were found in Sigtuna, Sweden. The first of
them (F8800) was discovered during the excavations by Anders Wikström in 1999 (Kitzler Åhfeldt
2011; personal communication with Anders Söderberg). The sheath is 182 mm long and 37–40 mm
broad. It is torn in half and before the destruction and throwing away on a street, the sheath was
repaired with two iron plates and two rivets. The slit for the axe is ca. 130 mm long and 10 –18 mm
deep. Due to the incomplete state, it is difficult to define the width of the slit or the thickness of the
complete sheath; the slit could be ca. 10 mm broad, while the complete sheath is 20–22 mm thick in
the midde, ca. 10 mm near the ends and ca. 8 mm in the ridge. There is a hole on the frond side,
probably for a leather thong, similarly to one sheath from Haithabu (HbH.432.013). Moreover, the
sheath is decorated with palmette motives that belong to Pr3 style (after Gräslund), which is dated
to 1050–80 AD. Based on the density of annual rings and on black knots, Anders Söderberg from
Sigtuna Museum thinks the object is made of juniper wood (personal communication with Anders
Söderberg). The second find is a massive sheath made of elk antler (Sf: 317:d; Floderus 1941: 102;
personal communication with Anders Söderberg). The sheath is ca. 70 mm long. The slit is
unevenly broad and it reaches the edge of the sheath on one side. There are two holes on the front
side, drilled in a slanting angle. At least one side is decorated with circular carved ornaments. The
sheath cannot be dated better than 980–1350, as it comes from old, poorly documented excavations.
However, the most of finds from Sigtuna date to 11th and 12th centuries (personal communication
with Anders Söderberg).
A completely new find is a juniper sheath of the type 1, that was found in Troitskiy
excavation site in Novgorod, Russia (Kainov – Singh 2016). The sheath dates back to 1030–1040
AD. It is 132 mm long, 39 mm broad, 11 mm thick and it has 100 mm long, 5 mm broad and 34 mm
deep slit. Both holes have the diameter of 3.5 mm. The sheath from Novgorod shows a very
interesting fixing method; it was pinned through holes to Kirpichnikov type IV axe, an bearded axe
with a hole in the blade.
The system that we have just described can be detected at a Kirpichnikov type IV axe from
Ukraine, dated to the 11th century (personal discussion with Sergei Kainov). There is a preserved
pin in the hole. The pin has a small eyelet, to which a chain made of two rings is still attached. The
logic here is to make the pinning and pulling out easily. The sheath was apperantly made of organic
material and it could be of the same design as the Novgorod find.
Organic sheaths had been used until Modern times. In a book about carpentry tools, we
managed to find a 1130 mm long wooden sheath of the type 1 designed for a two-man saw
(Schadwinkel – Heine 1986: Abb. 226).
In total, we have 23 organic sheaths from the period from 10th to 12th century, distributed in
the area from Ireland to western Russia. Sheaths were made of alder, beech, birch, juniper, oak,
pine, spruce, yew and willow wood and elk antler. Sheaths were often decorated and had different
methods of fixing. The typical lenght of slits (79–120 mm) indicate that sheaths belonged to axes
with shorter (up to 100 mm) or middle long (101–140 mm) edges; one sheath from Schleswig could
belong to a Petersen type M broad axe. Moreover, there are three metal sheaths that are described
separately (Vlasatý 2020).
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Tafel 30:1–6. Axe sheaths from Haithabu, type 1.
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Haithabu, type 2.
1 HbH.432.011;
2 HbH.432.012;
3 HbH.432.013.
Taken from Westphal
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Axe sheaths from Haithabu, type 1.
Finds HbH.432.002, HbH.432.001 a HbH.432.003 with a reconstruction.
Author: Tom Nordulf.

Axe sheaths ("Scraper handles") from Dublin, type 1.
Taken from Lang 1988, 72, Figs. 3, 81.

Decorated axe and cleaver / mezzaluna knife / two-handed axe sheaths from Schleswig, type 1.
Taken from Saggau 2006: 262, 264; Abb. 44: 13–14; Abb. 45.

The decorated wooden axe sheath from Sigtuna, type 1.
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The decorated antler axe sheath from Sigtuna, type 1.
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The sheath for Kirpichnikov type IV axe, found in Novgorod, type 1.
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The pin preserved in a Kirpichnikov type IV axe. Found in Ukraine.
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