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The Broighter gold boat

The front cover of The Irish Journal of Psychological
Medicine Vol. 9 No. 2 featured the Gold Boat with its fittings,
from the Broighter Gold Hoard, now safely preserved in the
National Museum of Ireland. The hoard consists of the little
boat which resembles a currach, with oars, boat hook etc.,
a collar, tubular in structure, and richly ornamented with the
bold raised designs of the La Tene Period, together with a
bowl, and some slender chains. In 1896, a man ploughing at
Broighter turned them up near the corner of a field, on flat
ground near the tidal River Roe, the surface being about 4’
above high water and the objects had been lying close together,
under some 14" of soil (1).

The British Museum acquired them by purchase, but they
were then claimed by the Royal Irish Academy, acting on
behalf of the Irish government which considered they were
treasure trove, that is, precious objects deposited or hidden
with the intention of subsequent recovery (2). The British
Museum declined to give them up, claiming they constituted
a votive offering made when the sea flowed over the site, and
thus, deposited from a boat, and abandoned. There then
followed a remarkable trial at the Royal Courts of Justice
in June 1903, remarkable for the unusual nature of the
evidence, which ranged from ploughing, conchology and
geology to folklore and mythology. For three days Mr. Justice
Farwell listened to an amazing medley of fact and fancy, but
his judgement delivered one week later, left little doubt, ‘‘the
Court has been occupied listening to fanciful suggestions
more suited to the poem of a Celtic Bard, than the prose
of an English Law Report. The defendants’ suggestion is that
the articles were thrown into the sea, which they suggest then

covered the spot in question as a votive offering by some Irish
Sea King, or Chief to some Irish Sea God, at some period
between 300 B.C. and 100 A.D., and for this purpose they
ask the Court to infer the existence of the sea on the spot
in question, the existence of an Irish Sea God, the existence
of a custom to make votive offerings in Ireland during the
period suggested, and the existence of kings, or chiefs who
would be likely to make such votive offerings. It was perhaps
natural that the defendants should grasp at theories which
I may say were not invented for the purpose of the defence;
but it is really short of extravagant to ask the Court to assume
the existence of a votive offering of a sort hitherto unknown,
in a land where such offerings are hitherto unknown, in a
sea not known to have existed for 2,000 or possibly 4,000
years, to a Sea God by a Chieftian both equally unknown,
and to prefer this to the commonplace but natural inference,
that these articles were a hoard hidden for safety, in a land
disturbed by frequent raids’’ (3).

In due course the objects took their place in the collection
of prehistoric gold in the National Museum.

Robert C Montgomery,
Research Fellow, Dept. of Mental Health,
Queens University, Belfast.
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