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The First Irish Coin? 

David Collins, Member NSI-NB 

It was around 650BC that the first coins, as we know them, were struck in the land of Lydia, 

positioned close to the eastern Mediterranean. It was not long before the practice had spread 

westwards from Asia Minor to Greece and the neighbouring islands. Subsequently it spread 

further west to Gaul, close to the year 300BC and eventually to Britain around the year 150BC, 

and it was here where the Celtic tribes developed their own distinctive coin styles and features. 

Their production of coins came to an abrupt halt however, following the Claudian invasion in 

AD43.  

 

Uncertain King of Lydia. Early 6th century BC. Electrum stater. Obverse: 

Head of roaring lion right, sun with multiple rays on the forehead. Reverse: 

Double incuse punch. 

No coins were minted in Ireland at this stage however, and probably the main reason is simply 

geographic. In those days, distances, actually, did matter and Ireland was, to a certain extent, 

isolated, in stark contrast to the close social, political, and economic ties that the south of 

Britain enjoyed with Gaul. The detachment from those ties nevertheless meant that Ireland 

could survive quite contently without the need for a currency. This is evidenced by the fact that 

no coins of Celtic Britain have been found in Ireland, although this is not to say that trading did 

not take place between the Irish tribes and those of Britain.  

The Roman conquest of Britain, with the exception of Caledonia, led to a complete upheaval 

in the nature of the currency, with Roman coins being the only official medium of exchange, 

until their departure in 410. About ten hoards of Roman coins have been found in Ireland, with 

the main finds comprising the following:  

- a first century silver hoard, weighing over eight pounds, found close to the Giant’s 

Causeway; 

- second-century silver and bronze coins found in Dublin; 

- late first to fourth century coins at Newgrange, numbering twenty-five; 

- a fourth-century hoard, comprising about 1700 coins, at Ballinrees, near Coleraine.  

Michael Dolley suggested that rather being the result of traders coming over from Roman 

Britain these finds represented the booty of Irish raids on Britain, with the exception of the 

Newgrange hoard which appears to have been votive offerings. So, not only did Ireland refuse 

to produce any coins herself, but she also did not import any coins from overseas.  
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Coleraine Hoard, also known as 'Ballinrees Hoard' after the townland it was 

found on. 4th – 5th centuries. Photographic credit to The British Museum 

www.britishmuseum.org/collection/object/H_1855-0815-31 

The Romans never invaded Ireland, but why was this? To quote Michael Dolley: “Ireland does 

not seem to have maintained any intimate contact with Celtic Britain,. and this deliberate 

seclusion may well have been the reason why neither the fears and jealousies nor the cupidity 

of the Roman administration in Britain were unduly stimulated. Ireland was not to Britain what 

Britain had been to Gaul, and one suspects that therein lay the secret of their virtual immunity 

from Roman invasion.” 

In Britain, in the years after the withdrawal of Roman forces, the use of coinage dwindled away 

and it became a virtually coinless society up until around the year 650. The position in Ireland 

regarding coinage remained unchanged and is evidenced by the fact that very few - perhaps 

only two coins - have been found which date from this period:  

- a Merovingian tremissis struck at Beaufay and found at Trim; 

- another struck at Le Mons found near Port Laois. 

Both of these coins were reckoned to have been struck in the early seventh century.  

Meantime in Britain, the eighth century saw the emergence of sceattas, or proto -– pennies, 

and these also had their equivalents in Frisia and Jutland. Although these had been struck in 

large quantities and circulated widely in western Europe, none of these coins have been found 

in Ireland.  

A new silver penny was struck by king Offa of Mercia around the year 775, for circulation in 

Kent, although virtually none of these have turned up in Ireland. But this is not surprising, given 

the fact that Scotland, Wales, Wessex, and Mercia had remained coinless.  

However, given the considerable increase in the links between Ireland and Britain and western 

Europe, generally, particularly monastic, there were bound to have been coins received in 

exchange or by way of gift. Also, turbulent times meant that silver and coins would have 

passed from hand to hand by way of tribute. But it is thought that these did not enter circulation, 

instead being immediately melted down in order to make elaborate and decorative objects, 

beautifully crafted.  

The end of the eighth century witnessed the start of a new era in Irish history with the arrival 

http://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/object/H_1855-0815-31
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of Vikings, or Norsemen. The first raids began in 795, when the monastic islands of Rathlin 

and Lambay were raided. And so began a period of destruction, with relatively little resistance. 

Hit and run raids increased, at first being confined to coastal areas and then inland, utilising 

the rivers and loughs. Around the year 840 they over wintered for the first time at Annagasson 

and Dublin. Such beach-head settlements became established, which formed the basis for 

future towns. By 845 a Viking leader called Thorgest had taken over most of the north of 

Ireland, with Armagh and Clonmacnoise being desecrated.  

 

An early penny of king Offa of Mercia c.790. 

However, an entrenched enemy was now more vulnerable to resistance, and the Irish were 

able to strike back and Thorgest was defeated and killed by the king of Meath Máel Sechnaill. 

Nevertheless, it was not long before the internal rivalries of the Irish kings led them to arranging 

alliances with the invaders and so the relationships between the factions gradually changed.  

By the turn of the ninth century, the Norwegians and Danes had become firmly established, 

with the Hebrides and Man forming the maritime Norse Kingdom of the Isles, dominating the 

northern and eastern seaways and developing a major military and political force. Initially, the 

invaders did not introduce coinage into Ireland, as Scandinavia itself had also remained 

coinless. This is evidenced by the fact that only three groups of two or more silver coins have 

been found in Ireland which relate to the ninth century, namely, at Delgany, Co. Wicklow, 

Mullaghboden, Co. Kildare, and Cushendall, Co. Antrim, where two pennies were found, so 

this helps to confirm the continuing existence of a coinless society.  

 

A view of the Annagassan bridge. Photographic credit www.irelandhighlights.com/info/annagassan/ 

http://www.irelandhighlights.com/info/annagassan/
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This is in stark contrast to the position in England, where a multitude of hoards have been 

found illustrating the fact that coins there were becoming again widely accepted in commerce. 

The penny had become the basic unit of currency, and mints were now in full production in 

Mercia, Kent, East Anglia, and Wessex. Viking settlements in England were even more 

extensive than in Ireland, and great swathes of the country were now being taken over. They 

started to strike their own coins in East Anglia around the year 885, sometimes imitating the 

Anglo-Saxon pennies, and Northumbria was soon to follow. By the end of the ninth century 

the Scandinavian economy itself became transformed, importing a flood of Islamic dirhams, 

struck as far away as Egypt.  

In Ireland, it was not long into the tenth century that silver dirhams and pennies were being 

accepted in trading transactions, and this is evidenced by the discovery of a much higher 

number of coin hoards, which also included hacksilver and small silver ingots. Nevertheless, 

all the hard evidence suggests that the acceptance of coins in Ireland seems to have been 

very gradual however, as some of the hoards found were comprised only of hacksilver and 

ingots.  

The Norse and Danish expansion in northern England also included leaders of the Vikings in 

Ireland. Ivar the Boneless, along with his two brothers, Halfdan and Hubba, invaded Britain in 

865 with a very large force, which has been described as the ‘Great Heathen Army’. They 

conquered East Anglia and Northumbria, and captured York. Although they were ultimately 

unsuccessful in taking Wessex, they did conquer Strathclyde and Ivar returned to Dublin in 

triumph, becoming known as ‘King of the Norsemen of all Ireland and Britain’. And it was he 

who founded an Hiberno-Norse dynasty that was to last for about two hundred years. In 917, 

his grandson Rægnald, or Reginald, became king of Waterford and Dublin and in the following 

year he established control over Northumbria and York, from where he started to strike coins 

around the year 920. The issue of coins in York continued sporadically by other rulers up until 

954 when the last Hiberno-Norse king of York, Eric Bloodaxe, was defeated and killed.  

 

Hiberno-Norse (Northumbria). St. Peter coinage, c. 921-927. Silver Penny 

(19mm, 1.19 g, 3hh). Sword/Hammer type. York mint. Struck under Sihtric II 

Caech. Obverse: Voided sword and cross between, trefoils above and 

below; SCIIE/TIIIIO in two lines. Reverse: Voided hammer, pellet in handle; 

horizontal lines flanking + ERIVIITOI. Photographic credit 

https://oldcurrencyexchange.com/  

So, should these coins of the early Hiberno- Norse kings be regarded as the first Irish coins to 

be minted? All books and catalogues will say no. But to a certain extent it is a subjective 

opinion. Some of these coins did find their way to Ireland, and the fact that they were struck 

https://oldcurrencyexchange.com/
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at York by an Irish king and circulated in Ireland might suggest otherwise. We should also 

remember that York and Northumbria were subordinate to Dublin at that time. Most of us will 

also be aware that in early post-medieval times English kings, notably Henry VIII, struck coins 

in England for circulation in Ireland and these are regarded as Irish coins in the books and 

catalogues. Perhaps the main difference though is that the coins struck in York were primarily 

designed for circulation in England.  

 

Hiberno-Norse (Northumbria). Eric Bloodaxe. Second reign, 952-954. AR 

Penny (20.5mm, 1.35 g, 10h). Sword type. York mint; Ingelgar, moneyer. 

Obverse:·ERIC·/·REX· in two lines; between, sword right and triple-pellets; 

triple-pellets above and below. Reverse: + INGELGAR · IOT, cross pattée, 

pellets in quarters. Found in North Lincolnshire, 1987. Sold by CNG Triton 

XX, Lot: 1519. Estimate $30000. Sold for $130000. Photographic credit 

https://www.cngcoins.com/Coin.aspx?CoinID=325712  

The second half of the tenth century witnessed a greater acceptance in the use of coins in 

Ireland, and it was really only a matter of time before the first coins were to be physically 

struck, on home ground. These have been dated to sometime between 995 and 1000. These 

early coins were issued in Dublin by King Sihtric III, also called Sigtrygg Silkenbeard or 

Silkybeard, He was a descendant of Ivar the Boneless and his father was Olaf Sihtricsson, 

also known as Anlaf Cuaran, who had been king of York prior to Eric Bloodaxe, and king of 

Dublin from 945 to 947 and from 952 to 981, when he abdicated. Sihtric's mother was a 

beautiful Irish princess called Gormflaith, being the daughter of Murchad mac Finn, the King 

of Leinster. So, he had a mixture of Norse and Irish blood in his veins. His reign began in 981 

and continued until 1036, when he abdicated, dying in 1042, aged 72. It was a rather insecure 

reign, particularly in the 990's when he was deposed three times, only to be reinstated.  

The early coins were heavier imitations of the Crux type pennies of Aethelred II of England 

which had been issued between late 991 and 997. The acceptance and usage of these Irish 

coins as a substitution for their English prototypes appears to have been quite sudden. This 

is suggested by the fact that a hoard found in Kildare and reckoned to have been deposited 

no earlier than the autumn of 991 contained only English coins. Excavations at Dublin's Castle 

Street and Werburgh Street also revealed hundreds of Anglo-Saxon coins but no Irish coins, 

and these were estimated to have been deposited around the year 995. On the other hand, a 

hoard found at Clondalkin in County Dublin, which is estimated to have been concealed not 

much later than the summer of 997, was comprised entirely of the Irish Crux coins, all of which 

were found in a virtually mint or uncirculated state, suggesting that they were all hidden within 

months or weeks of their issue. One of the coins found in the Clondalkin hoard, which 

https://www.cngcoins.com/Coin.aspx?CoinID=325712
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numbered about one hundred in total, was an imitation of the "small Crux" penny of Aethelred 

II which was struck in 995. This would therefore imply that the Irish Crux pennies were struck 

no earlier than that year.  

 

English Crux penny of Aethelred II (left) and its imitation by Sihtric III, king of 

Dublin (right), with the name Sihtric commencing with an S. 

So, why did this coinage suddenly take off in the late 990's? Dublin had become an important 

international trading centre and a major player in the slave trade, as well as in various 

commodities. But other factors may have been at play. The Dublin Vikings under Olaf 

Sihtricsson had suffered a demoralising defeat at the battle of Tara in 980 with the result that 

they lost control of the surrounding areas, and their aspirations of taking control over the 

iIsland had taken a major blow. Then Dublin itself fell in 989 and 995, and Sihtric only became 

king again by way of a negotiated agreement with Mael Sechnaill and Brian Boruma in 997. 

Therefore, he could almost be described as a client king. This has led to suggestions that 

Sihtric introduced the new coinage as a promotional device in an attempt to re-establish his 

authority and prestige over the Viking merchants of Dublin. However, given Sihtric's insecure 

and precarious position in the late 990's, and also the fact that the early coins had semi- 

blundered and blundered legends, with many even having the name Aethelred inscribed on 

the obverse, it would seem that this particular theory is on very thin ice.  

Things got even worse in the year 999 when at the battle of Glenmama Sihtric's Viking's and 

the men of Leinster, were defeated by Mael and Brian, but again he was allowed to remain as 

king.  

Dublin had very close trading connections with the north-west of England, in particular Chester 

whose mint had facilitated the trading activities through the issue of silver pennies. However, 

their economy was devastated by Viking raids in the Wirral during the 980's and so the inflow 

of coins originating from that mint contracted. So, could the new Irish currency have been 

intended as a replacement for these dwindled supplies?  

Sihtric's issue of Crux pennies can be divided into eight varieties:  

1. Those with the name Sihtric and a Dublin mint signature  

2. Likewise, except that the bust is facing to the right instead of the left  

3. Those in the name of Sihtric but with an English mint signature  

4, Those in the name of Sihtric but with a blundered reverse inscription  

5. With the name of Aethelred but with a Dublin mint signature  

6. With the name of Aethelred but with a blundered reverse inscription  

7. With the name of Aethelred and with an English reverse  
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8. With both the obverse and reverse inscriptions blundered  

 

Silver penny of Sihtric III, king of Dublin (right), with king's name spelt ZITIR 

So, which came first? The Clondalkin hoard comprised a mixture of the various types with 

many displaying blundered legends and with the name Aethelred on the obverse. 

Consequently, the impression is that there was a short timeframe as to whenever this entire 

issue was struck. There was a high number of different moneyers who would have been 

copying different English coins of Aethelred, so it is not surprising why so many variants exist. 

Therefore, it is not completely clear as to which might have been the first to be struck.  

Common sense suggests that the initial issue would have excluded all those in the name of 

Aethelred and any with blundered legends, as well as those with English mint signatures. This 

is certainly the case with the subsequent long- cross issues where the early examples were 

in the name of Sihtric and with a clear Dublin mint signature. It would seem unlikely that the 

first coins to come off the production line would not have been carefully thought out and 

prepared with considerable care. Therefore, by a process of elimination only type 1 qualifies, 

namely those in the name of Sihtric with a Dublin mint signature. A further process would be 

to eliminate those coins where the king's name is spelt ZITIR - where the S in Sihtric is in 

retrograde.  

CNG recently auctioned a very rare right facing bust variant of Sihtric's Crux penny, of which 

only about six are presently known to exist. The portrait was described by J. J. North as being 

of a ‘Benediction Hand’ style, meaning that it may have been copied from a coin issue of 

Aethelred II which had immediately preceded his Crux issue. The suggestion was that this 

was one of the earliest products of Sihtric's mint. But it is possible that this coin could have 

been based upon an English mule of Aethelred which combined a right facing bust with a Crux 

reverse, otherwise, the Dublin moneyer would have required two different coins in front of him 

to act as prototypes rather than concentrating upon a single coin.  

Given that the name inscribed is ZITIR and the rest of the legends are semi-blundered, it 

seems unlikely that this would qualify as the very earliest to have been produced. This is 

confirmed by Michael Dolley who had compared dies of the early Crux coins and found that 

the right- facing-bust style coins belong to the middle of a little die chain, rather than at one 

end of the chain.  

So, the conclusion is that it is only those coins which incorporate the correct spelling of Sihtric, 

have a Dublin mint signature, and where the legends are not blundered are the most likely to 

have been issued first, albeit very shortly before the others.  
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IRELAND, Hiberno-Norse. Sihtric III Olafsson. Circa 995-1036. AR Penny 

(21mm, 1.64 g, 3h). Phase I coinage. Imitating Crux type of Æthelred II. 

Dublin mint; Asketill, moneyer. Struck circa 995-1000. Obverse: + ZITIR– 

DICLIИ MELO, draped bust right; trefoil-tipped scepter to right. Reverse: + 

ΛZCETEL O– DIFLMC, voided short cross; C R V X in quarters. From an 

American Collection of Hiberno-Norse Pennies. CNG Feature Auction 117, 

Lot: 1053. Estimated: $ 10 000. Sold For $ 26 000. Photographic credit 

www.cngcoins.com 

But could there have been an earlier Irish issue prior to Sihtric's coinage? There is an article 

which was prepared over 160 years ago, and which drew my attention to a coin in the name 

of Olaf of Dublin. The paper was prepared by Richard Sainthill and dated 13 January 1856 

and presented to the Numismatic Chronicle and Journal of the Numismatic Society, Vol.18, 

April 1855 - January 1856, in which he attributed a coin to Anlaf IV, King of Dublin in 962? -

981. It represented the first of twenty- one copies or electrotypes to be mentioned which were 

in the cabinet of the King of Denmark and which were being forwarded to the Society. The 

originals were later transferred to the Danish National Museum. Unfortunately, no photos or 

sketches of the coin were included.  

The paper, which had assistance from John Lindsay, just gives a note of the legends on the 

coin and does not mention any design features, stating the following: “One side of the coin 

reads OOLAFh I DIFLFIN, the other has the words OOLAF also, the rest I cannot read. This 

coin probably belongs to Olaf or Anlaf IV, King of Dublin 962 - 981, the father of Sihtric III. The 

coins of this prince are extremely rare, and are the only ones of the Hiberno-Danish series 

which with any degree of certainty can be assigned to an earlier prince than Sihtric.” 

Our Dublin king Olaf or Anlaf, as he is also known, issued coins when he was king of York and 

Northumbria in the 940's and 950's and, considering the fact that he was later king of Dublin 

for such a long period of time - about twenty-eight years, - it would be no real surprise if he 

had arranged a tentative issue at some point during his reign there. Certainly, very few of the 

coins that he had minted in York have survived, and so it seems reasonable to suspect that 

this would also apply to any Irish issue that he may have had struck in Dublin.  

Andrew Woods, who is the curator of numismatics at York Museum, considers that it is more 

likely to be a coin of Olaf Skötkonung, king of Sweden in the late 990's or early tenth century, 

stating that “there was a vast Anglo- Scandinavian coinage struck in Sweden and Denmark at 

the same time as the Hiberno- Scandinavian coinage of Dublin. This coinage mixed dies which 

named English mints with those from Dublin alongside obverses which name Olaf, Aethelred II 

and others and that it is probably part of that group.”   

http://www.cngcoins.com/
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But without actually seeing the coin we cannot be certain about anything. As mentioned, the 

original is in the Royal collection in the National Museum of Denmark but unfortunately, they 

have been unable to trace it. However, they are of the same opinion as Andrew Woods, 

suggesting that the coin is actually Scandinavian and that it may be an early eleventh century 

coin of a Swedish king also known as Olaf, or Oluf.  

 

Hiberno-Norse (Northumbria). Anlaf Sithtricsson (Cuaran). Second reign, c. 

950-952. Silver Penny (21mm, 1.31 g, 8h). Circumscription Cross type. York 

mint; Radulf, moneyer. Photographic credit 

https://oldcurrencyexchange.com/  

In addition, the fact that the king’s name on the coin is Olaf, rather than Anlaf, suggests that it 

is from the early eleventh century, for if it was earlier, in the mid- tenth century, it would almost 

certainly have continued to show the name of Anlaf, by way of a continuation of the inscription 

on the coins which had been minted in York. Consequently, all the evidence is very strongly 

against any earlier Irish issue prior to Sihtric’s, so I think that we can safely put this idea to 

bed.  

Finally, special thanks to Andrew Woods and Helle Horsnaes for their kind help and 

assistance.  
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