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1. Excavations at the Knowe of Swandro, Rousay
Stephen J. Dockrill and Julie M. Bond
1.1 Introduction

The Knowe of Swandro on the Orcadian island of Rousay (HY 3753 2966) consists of an eroding
mound with obvious stone inclusions, which is situated immediately behind a boulder beach on
the Bay of Swandro (Figures 1 and 2). On its eastern flank is the Norse settlement site known as
Westness, excavated by the Norwegian archaeologist Sigrid Kaland in the 1970s (Kaland 1993).
Described by RCAHMS in 1946 as O0the much di
has generally been considered to be the remains of an Iron Age broch. At the top of the mound a
crescent-shaped ridge faced towards the sea, which looked like the disturbed remains of a
curving wall, surrounding a hollow. Ordnance Survey records suggested it had been investigated
at some point in the past but there is no published record. The mound may have been disturbed
during earlier investigations; the inference that Radford had excavated here (or indeed on the
Westness houses) now seems unsupported by any evidence other than a passing reference
(Wilson and Hurst 1964, 240) though it may be that Grant investigated the mound around the
time he excavated the longhouse in 1946 (n.a. 1949). Assessment over several seasons (201071
17) has shown that this mound is actually the focus of a multiperiod settlement and that the
roundhouse is a much-modified structure.
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Figure 1: Location Map Showing the position of the Knowe of Swandro on the southwest coast of Rousay. Contains OS
data © Crown copyright and database right 2020 (L.D. Brown)

Due to the vulnerability of the remains at Swandro, work so far has concentrated on the
investigation of the beach area of this site. This research builds on the site and landscape studies
undertaken at Tofts Ness, Sanday (19841 88) by Dockrill (Dockrill et al. 2007a), Old Scatness and
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Jarlshof (1995i 2006) in Shetland by Dockrill and Bond (Dockrill et al. 2015; Dockrill et al. 2010;
Dockrill and Bond 2009) and the Viking Unst project (20061 08) by Bond (Bond 2013).

The investigation of this eroding site takes place within a research framework designed to answer

specific research questions. The work also demonstrates the relevance of the disappearing

record and has enabled a greater understanding of the nature and rate of the threat by assessing

the site over a number of seasons. The |l ong settl emen
erosion enables the study of human behaviour in this particular place through major changes in

culture, climate and environment.

Figure 2: The location of the Knowe of Swandro (green circle) within its immediate landscape setting (Digital Elevation
Model created by L. Kemp)

The key research questions for the project are:

1 Whatis the extent of the Iron Age settlement and how does this change over time?
The understanding of the Iron Age settlement sequence in cultural and economic terms
by the excavation and sampling of these truncated archaeological surfaces will provide a
current and informed understanding of people living on Rousay in the Iron Age and how
this changes over time (SCARF 2012, 62).

1 Whatis the stratigraphic association with the Norse settlement and what does this tell us
about the nature of the Pictish/Viking cultural interface?
The taking of existing estates by Scandinavian settlers is still a contentious issue in terms
of its nature and date. Only with more detailed excavation will it be possible to gain an
insight into this important transition on what increasingly seems to be a vital type site for
this transition period.

Swandro is an unusual site in that although coastal erosion sites have been identified and studied
on numerous occasions, the survival of deposits of this nature beneath an active boulder beach
had not previously been recognised. This has implications both for future survey and for heritage
management. The excavation is providing an important understanding of the erosion processes
that take place on a beach such as this and the nature of the archaeological survival in these



conditions. It is also enabling the development of appropriate recording methods. This work has
wider implications as it will help to inform the future management of other such sites.

1.2 Re-evaluation of the project following the 2018 field season

The complexity of the later stratigraphic Iron Age sequences within the monumental stone
structure identified in the 2018 season (year one of the original Historic Environment Scotland
project) has necessitated a revised approach (see below and Table 5). The archaeological
deposits excavated in 2018 are rich in both animal bone and pottery, and have demonstrated the
survival of a previously unsuspected complex later structural sequence involving a roundhouse
form with later Pictish sub-divisions (date at this stage is suggested by both constructional form
and artefacts). The Iron Age component did not survive to any degree under the boulder beach,
however the sequences on the landward side provide the opportunity to examine the complex
development of the Iron Age roundhouse and also provides context to the truncated Iron Age
remains found under the boulder beach to the southeast of the casement wall of the cairn.

The examination of the substantial Iron Age roundhouse and its later modification will help
provide a detailed chronology for the building sequence, allowing a fine-grained chronology to be
constructed (in line with the Iron Age Scotland: SCARF Panel Report recommendation 5.12;
ScARF 2012). The addition of Dr Cathy Batt and archaeomagnetic dating of the potential hearths
surviving in the later Pictish building and underlying roundhouse is seen as being essential. The
integration of archaeomagnetic and AMS radiocarbon dates and the use of Bayesian statistical
analysis at Old Scatness (Dockrill et al. 2015) has demonstrated that producing a refined
chronology can add value to the artefact and ecofact assemblages of such complex sites (as
suggested in the Iron Age Scotland: SCARF Panel Report recommendation 9.6: SCARF 2012).

1.2.1 Redefined research aim and objectives
Aim

The excavation and analysis of the partly eroded Knowe of Swandro, representing a monumental
structure with evidence of casement walling suggestive of a Neolithic chambered cairn with an
inserted Iron Age roundhouse and later Pictish structural sequences.

Research objectives

1. Anunderstanding of the complexity of the stratigraphic sequence. The determination of
the biography of the site will enable an understanding of development and usage of the
monument. The identification and recording, with three-dimensional methods, of
construction, use, modification, reuse and abandonment events will enhance our
understanding of the human activities forming the archaeological record and the
interrelationships between Neolithic monumental structures and their re-use in the Iron
Age. This objective will inform on the research recommendations outlined in Section 5.12
of the Iron Age Scotland: SCARF Panel Report (SCARF 2012).

2. Anunderstanding of the monumental structure and its casement walling, passage and
internal cells. This monument does not correspond to broch architectural features. The
exposed seaward section sealed by the boulder beach is heavily eroded with no cultural
material surviving. The presence of the top of a corbelled cell or chamber suggests the
presence of a possible side chamber like that of a chambered cairn.

3. To provide an absolute chronology for the Knowe of Swandro. The integration of the
archaeological sequence with a scientific chronology derived from an enhanced dating



programme based on AMS radiocarbon dating and the integration of archaeomagnetic
dating of hearths that may be contained in the later Iron Age occupational sequence.

4. An understanding of the cultural and economic development of a long Iron Age
occupational sequence suggested by the archaeological sequence revealed in 2018. The
truncated (eroded) sequence recorded in the evaluation phase of the Iron Age deposits
suggests that the site predates the first century BC and the finding of a 9t century AD
coin of Eanred from the passage indicates a long and complicated sequence. This period
sees important social and economic changes as evidenced at Old Scatness, Shetland
(Dockrill et al. 2010; 2015). This is also seen in the architectural development and forms
an important area still requiring greater understanding (SCARF 2012, 62).

5. Anunderstanding of the formation processes and effects of the tidal and storm damage
in order to enhance future management strategies. The digital and three-dimensional
recording of the structural elements of the site to provide a legacy for future research and
as a local resource, in the face of the inevitable erosion of the monument.

1.3 Evidence derived from the evaluation, 20107 17

The evaluative investigation 20107 17 defined the extent and nature of the archaeological survival
(structural elements and the survival and degradation of in situ midden deposits) on the eroding
beach. This work has provided an important understanding of the erosion processes and the
archaeological survival and has enabled the development of recording methods applicable to this
project. This work will help to inform the future management of other such sites across the North
Atlantic.

The evaluation demonstrated that the seaward deposits surviving at the lowest of the sea-cut
erosion terraces have suffered from extensive erosion with much of the midden material having
been washed away and the larger structural stones having been smoothed by the movement of
water and beach material. Approximately 401 50% of the central roundhouse is at present subject
to attack by the sea. The seaward casement walling (approximately 30% of the structure) is in
particular subject to erosion from tidal movement where the effects of scouring and suction of
softer archaeological deposits occurs, leaving in situ only the more substantial stone elements.
Even some of the large facing stones have been lost to the sea; this is obvious when a
comparison is made between the survival of remains uncovered in 2012 and again in 2015. Much
of the core material retained by the lower casement wall faces has also been lost over this
period. Work in 2016 evaluated the survival of the south-eastern outer casement face and its
relationship with a single-faced wall that butts the outer circumference wall of the chambered
cairn. Excavation revealed that the sea had scoured out all of the original deposits that would
have been associated with these structural features. The area to the south-east (seaward) side
had been infilled by mixed redeposited beach material. A number of redeposited large boulders
were in this area. These appeared to be embedded, having been thrown down with some force
presumably by high-energy wave action during storm events. It was hoped that an old ground
surface might have survived but the scouring effect of the sea had removed all evidence of this.

The passage through the casement walling located on the upper beach terrace appears to have
been disturbed in the Pictish or Viking period. The upper infill contained a styca of Eanred of
Northumbria (a ninth-century king) and this, plus the butchery marks seen on animal bone from
the top of the passage fill which had been made with a large metal blade, supports the possibility
that the infill might be associated with Viking re-organisation of the settlement prior to the later
construction of the surviving Norse longhouses.



1.4 The excavation phase

The work in 2018 saw the start of the full excavation of the coastal archaeology at the Knowe of
Swandro in advance of its destruction by the sea. This project is facilitated by a grant from

Historic Environment Scotland.

Table 1 sets out the original proposed project timeline. The first season of excavation in 2018

(see Bond and Dockrill 2019) revealed a stratigraphic complexity not observed in the parts of the
site on the actively eroding beach which were investigated in 2012 and 2015 as part of the
evaluation. Instead, the excavation revealed an unsuspected and significant middle and late Iron

Age sequence of settlement actually within the monumental structure. This led to an application
to Historic Environment Scotland to enable a further excavation season in 2020. However, the

appearance of the Covid-19 pandemic in the spring of 2020 and subsequent restrictions on work
and travel in 2020 and 2021 meant considerable adjustments to the timetable. Thanks are owed

to both Historic Environment Scotland and Orkney Islands Council for allowing flexibility in the

timetable for work and funding.

Figure 3 shows the trenches excavated during the investigation phase and the excavations with

Tabl 2 providing more information. Bui di ngs
interpretative number that is given to all contexts that appear within or define a building, and
these are shown on Figure 3 and explained in the accompanying table, Table 3.
Time period Activity
June i August 2018 (6 week period) | Excavation
Late September 2018 1 May 2019 Post-excavation
June i August 2019 (8 week period) | Excavation
Late September 2019 1 May 2020 Post-excavation
June i August 2020 (8 week period) | Excavation i Postponed due to Covid-19 pandemic
June i August 2021 (8 week period) | Excavation i Postponed due to Covid-19 pandemic
June T August 2022 Excavation
September 2022 i March 2023 Post-excavation
June T August 2023 Excavation
September 2023 1 March 2024 Post-excavation
June i August 2024 Excavation (subject to permission)
September 2024 1 March 2025 Post excavation and preparation for publication
Tablel: Summary of the projectédés timeline (as of March
permission and funding)
Area Colour on Figure 3 Years open Notes
Red 2010711
B Blue 2010i 11 /2013
C Green 2012
D Yellow 2012 /2023 Smaller excavation area in 2023
E N/A 2013i 17 Consolidated beach area comprising Areas A, C and D
E N/A 2018 Now including Area B and Str3 extension
E Purple 2019 Extended to the NW and SE of the main area
= N/A 2023 \?Vtétsstig:;clr:)?‘dgl;]lggszrea; features associated with the

Table 2: Excavation areas

ar e

2023
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Figure 3: Plan of the excavated areas annotated with areas (see Table 2) and structure numbers (see Table 3; L.D.
Brown)

Structure number Date Description
1 Iron Age Roundhouse
2 Mid to Late Iron Age
3 Mid Iron Age 6Smithyo
4 Late Iron Age? to Pictish Orthostatic structure close to cairn wall
5 Mid Iron Age (sits within north-eastern half of Structure 6)
6 Late Iron Age Roundhouse
7 Iron Age Section of wall of large ?Iron Age roundhouse
8 Early Iron Age Quter cairn wall demonstrating the fullest extent of the
circular structure. Roundhouse.

Table 3: Structure numbers

1.5 Note

1.5.1 The site grid

The site grid lies approximately Northi South / Easti West (see Figure 4) and can be related to
the Ordnance Survey National Grid (OSGB, EPSG 27700) with a local origin. In 2019 the site grid

on t he

projectdés recording

was tied into the Ordnance Survey National Grid.
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Figure 5: Plan of the site showing the location of the survey control points (University of Bradford)

A series of control points have been set up around the site (Figure 5) to enable the accurate
three-dimensional recording of the excavation through more traditional survey techniques, and
also the extensive laser scanning and photogrammetry taking place during the excavations.


https://d.docs.live.net/be4c77aa5d7da88f/Lou/Contracts/Swandro/DSR/2022%20Drafts/Images/SWR22%20Fig4%20site%20on%20grid.jpg

1.5.2 Phased composite excavation

The excavation is defined as an O6open areabd
covering the site as advocated by Wheeler (1954). This form of excavation allows the excavation
sequence to be viewed as a whole and facilitates the whole being excavated in stratigraphic
order of the site and not the stratigraphic order of only one part of the site.

Many exponents of area excavation and Harris matrices use a single context planning system to
archive, by drawn and photographic record, each stratigraphic unit. Although this is useful on
many sites with relatively simple stratigraphic sequences it is problematic on complicated
stratigraphic sequences with several metres of deposit. The recording system and excavation
methodology used during the excavations has evolved over the last 35 years. The site is
excavated as a whole by stratigraphic order with groupings of contexts representing
contemporary events in time (phases). Essentially, each of these phases may contain either one
or a number of contexts. Such a phase may be part of one building or a group of buildings that
represent the site at a single point in time.

1.5.3 Context recording

Each context is recorded on site using recording forms and mirrored with a digital entry into the
Tap Forms database (www.tapforms.com) using an iPad. At the time of recording with the iPad, a
photograph is taken of the context which is stored in the database (see Appendix 2). These
photographs are record shots and are not the primary site photographic archive.

Drawn vertical sections are strategically placed through archaeological features to provide added
detail to the record of stratigraphic relationships and the archaeological events that the contexts
represent. These are complemented by digital sections generated from three-dimensional laser
scan data. Due to the nature of the site it is no longer possible to draw plans safely and
accurately in the conventional manner. Drawn plans are derived from the accurate
photogrammetry of the site.

1.5.4 Artefact recording

Every artefact from the excavation is treated as a unique find and is provided with a separate
small find number. In doing so, each find spot can be three-dimensionally recorded, and each
small find number equated with the context in which it was found. To simplify data handling every
sample is also recorded in the unique artefact number system as the same information of context
and position are required by these elements.

In addition to recording all artefacts recovered from the site by hand in a book, an iPad operating
Tap Forms is also used. This enables the immediate digitisation and backing up of the data. It
also enables a photograph of the artefact to be added to the database. At the Knowe of Swandro,
a photograph is also taken of the find with the finds bag to help guard against any future errors
(see Appendix 6).

1.6 An introduction to the site and previous seasons of investigation
The Knowe of Swandro consists of a large mound situated immediately behind a boulder beach

on the Bay of Swandro. On the eastern flank of the Knowe are two Norse (late Viking period)
houses known as the site of Westness, excavated by Walter Grant in 1946 and further

excavat.i

C

investigated (or at | east planned) by the archaeol ogi

excavated by SigridKalandi n t he 197 0 6 s WilséhantHorst t064). Bhdtagraphs of
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the Kaland excavations suggest that some of the trenches went to the foot of the Swandro
mound and possibly in some cases (e.g. north of Structure 3) into the underlying archaeology but
no evidence of either the Grant or Kaland investigations has yet been found in the modern
excavations.

The mound and settlement of Swandro consists of a large early to mid Iron Age roundhouse
surrounded by houses dating from the Iron Age, Pictish and possibly Viking periods and enclosed
by an early stone-lined ditch. There are strong indications that an even earlier structure, perhaps
a Neolithic cairn, underlies the central roundhouse. The site was originally thought to be a single
small Iron Age house but investigations have shown that it is a much bigger structure and that the
surrounding settlement extends under the beach; much of it has already been destroyed and it is
being constantly eroded by the sea. The site is being excavated by the University of Bradford and
the Swandro-Orkney Coastal Archaeology Trust with funding from Historic Environment Scotland,
Orkney Islands Council and other sources, to gain as much information as possible before it is
lost. Several seasons of assessment and excavation were carried out before the Covid pandemic
led to a forced hiatus until the summer of 2022 when we could finally return. Here we summarise
the results of those earlier seasons and report on the 2022 season.

The central Iron Age roundhouse (Structure 6) is monumental in structure (Plate 1), with a series
of concentric walls built over several centuries and a once-impressive entrance passage.
Radiocarbon dates indicate that this building was first constructed in the Early Iron Age, probably
2,8001 2,400 years ago. There are indications that this building may be constructed on
something even earlier. There are a series of buildings around the central roundhouse which
have been partially investigated and date mostly to the first century BC/first century AD, such as
Structure 1 (on the beach and now almost completely eroded, though the remains of a central
hearth and a small stone-built oven were excavated and recorded). A small pendant made from a
seal 6s tfoudiclbse to this building. Structure 1 was connected to the central
roundhouse by a flagged passageway (Plate 2).

Further up the beach, there was also a slightly later stone-lined well, covered by a broken
capstone and associated with fragments of another building. The well was accessed by steps
and corbelled on three sides, with clay bonding between the stones of the walls; it is still filled by
a freshwater spring. Geophysical investigations in 2019 showed that the entire early settlement
had been surrounded by a deep stone-lined ditch which was filled in and built over by the first
century BC, as Structure 3 which was dated to this period was constructed directly over it.

Structure 3 was a small semi-subterranean building which proved to be an Iron Age smithy

complete with steps down below ground level, a bolt-hole in the wall, a doorway with an in situ

threshold stone and a pivot stone in which the door would have been set (Plate 3). There was a

central hearth and a stone anvil set into the floor
from the deposits in Structure 3 suggests that both copper alloy working and blacksmithing took

place in here. A cupboard or recess constructed within the wall of the building would have been

to the left of where the smith worked and may have been used as storage for their tools or a

lamp. The layout and sophisticated design of the building strongly suggests that this was a

purpose-built smithy. When the smithy went out of use it was filled in and eventually the Norse

hall of Westness was built over it.



A
-%

N

G .

RN |
Plate 2: The passageway (right of picture) linking Structure 1 to the central Iron Age roundhouse. The oven and
truncated hearth in Structure 1 can be seen on the left of the picture
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Plate 3: The Iron Age smithy (Structure 3) dating to the first century AD

Another small building, listed as Structure 2, was also found eroding onto the beach. Excavation
showed it to be a small roundhouse which was in use, rebuilt and modified over several
centuries. It is possible, from the evidence of the fragmentary remains, that it was constructed
within the walls of a much larger building. Under a later flagged floor was a large stone tank
(Plate 4) made of dressed flagstones. A coin (nummus) of the Roman emperor Constans, dating
to 348-350 AD, was found beneath the flags showing that this building was still in use in the
fourth century AD or later.

There is more evidence of this late Roman/Early medieval settlement inside the central
roundhouse. Dates from hearths next to the central passageway suggest the building was still in
use in the sixth century AD, though the use may have changed as one of the finds in the 2022
season was a small furnace in the west of this building, indicating a more industrial than domestic
function at this point; further investigation in 2023 has shown that this furnace was for iron
production (See Section 2).

Just outside the central roundhouse in this later phase of the site was what appears to be a
Pictish/Late Iron Age period agricultural building (Plate 5). Structure 4 had a nicely laid stone-
flagged floor and an oven constructed inside its broad wall; both the oven and the deposits on the
stone floor were full of charred cereal grains. Archaeomagnetic dates from the oven suggest this
building was in use some time between the 6t and 11" centuries AD. The wall oven and the
flagged floor are paralleled by a well-preserved corn dryer and similar floor, again with large
guantities of charred grain, which was found at Old Scatness, Shetland. This strongly suggests
the Swandro building was used to dry cereals in the oven and thresh or process them on the
stone floor.

11
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Plate 4: The late Iron Age building (Structure 2) showing the hearth and tank found under the Pictish paved surface

From the fills of this building a fragment of Pictish style comb with fine teeth and a copper alloy
rivet, a decorated fragment of a possible needle case and a Viking-type bone spindle whorl
illustrate the continuity of this settlement into the Pictish and Viking periods.

P

Plate 5: The Pictish phase corn dryer with the wall oven and flagged threshing floor
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1.7 The 2022 excavation

1.7.1 Erosion since 2019

The excavation of the site of Swandro resumed in 2022 after a gap of two years due to the Covid
pandemic. While the break was concerning in terms of loss of material from erosion, it did provide
an opportunity to examine the effects of coastal erosion upon the archaeological remains during
this period. The seaward side of the central roundhouse, which is under high tide level, had
suffered greatly from erosion during this intervening period (Plate 6). An observation made in
previous years suggested that the loss of finer archaeological deposits occurs through tidal action
in addition to the more obvious erosion from high energy waves. The effects of tidal action
combined with the throughflow of groundwater is leading to the loss of finer deposits such as
those with high ash or silt content which are being removed by tidal suction. Where the deposits
are between or underlying walls, the effect is to produce movement and collapse. In the period
between 2019 and the 2022 season, these effects have resulted in a significant loss of
archaeology. Some wall faces have partially collapsed and the wall coursing is tipping towards
the sea due to the loss of underlying material.

The loss of finer material from the waterlogged underlying deposits due to tidal suction has also

had an effect on the more substantial walling that survives above the high tide level. Here there

was visible movement of structures, including the opening of joints in walling and cracks in large
stones, together with a measurable loss of height due to the removal of underlying sediments by
tidal action. The excavation and recording of the eroding part of the site is important in providing
a record of movement, stone wear, and sediment loss. The use of laser scanning is allowing us

to compare the current situation with previous data sets from the site and to build up a model of

the day to day loss of archaeology due to coastal erosion.

Alongside the loss of archaeological deposits, the amount of new beach material deposited over
the site since 2019 was also problematic and slowed the rate of excavation by restricting the area
that could be opened. Excavation therefore concentrated on the roundhouse that forms the
central focus for the surrounding Iron Age settlement at Swandro.

1.7.2 Excavation of the roundhouse

The earliest dates derived from both radiocarbon dates and artefactual evidence suggests the
construction of the central roundhouse occurred in the Early Iron Age between 500 and 400 BC.
The building seems to have had an extended period of use, perhaps as much as a millennium.
The structure displays architectural complexity with a number of constructional modifications and
seems to have remained a significant focus for the surrounding settlement through to the Late
Iron Age (Pictish) period. There are also indications that some of the earlier wall faces in the
eroding area of the roundhouse have a different focus and possibly belong to a separate, earlier
structure.

The landward side of the central roundhouse had fared better (Plate 7), having suffered less
erosion. Here work concentrated on examining first-century floor deposits in a large room to the
north of the central passage.

This room (Structure 5) had originally been formed by large set upright flags or orthostats and
has evidence for long use through the first to second centuries AD. The floors of this cell (Plate 7)
provided evidence for several hearths and rich ash-based floor deposits containing a variety of
artefacts. These finds included Iron Age glass toggle beads (Plate 8) and worked bone artefacts
associated with textiles including long-handled weaving combs of whalebone and antler, a
spindle whorl and bone needles. Two fragments of Roman glass bottles provide a sense of both
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status and the trading connections with a much wider world. This room seems to have had walls

partially covered with bright yellow clay, again paralleled at Old Scatness in Shetland and at other
contemporary sites.

BB ST . cTOWE Taia bR ioc B W N -

Plate 6: The effects of sediment loss through tidal action on the seaward side
of the roundhouse showing the once horizontal laid stones forming the wall
faces and wall core now dipping at steep angles

This room (Structure 5) within the roundhouse seems to be contemporary to other activity dating

to the first century AD at Swandro. The partly-eroded building Structure 1 is connected to the

roundhouse by a passage and has also produced radiocarbon and archaeomagnetic dates for

the first century AD. The ésmithyo6 (Structure 3) was
indicating activity dating to this period across the settlement.

Structure 5 was later blocked off from the central area of the roundhouse as part of an extensive
internal rebuild dating to the Later Iron Age (Pictish) period. This later usage saw the entrance to
Structure 5 being blocked by a new single-faced dry stone wall that divided the passage from the
landward cells, forming a remodelled corridor or passage. The passage led to (now partially-
eroded) occupation levels denoted by paving, hearths and what seems to be a small furnace
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surrounded by fragments of glassy slag. This feature is not yet fully excavated but appears to be
remarkably similar to one excavated at Mine Howe (Bond and Dockrill 2023, 31). Other
indications, including archaeomagnetic dates from one of the hearths in 2019, would suggest that
all these features are late Iron Age (Pictish) in date. This Pictish phase links to other areas of
activity within the settlement such as the corn dryer and threshing floor described above as
Structure 4 and the paved phase sealing the stone tank in Structure 2.

[T e P & SN R ' AEIREE Y
Plate 7: The floor and orthostatic (set upright flag) walls of the landward cell (Structure 5), within the central
roundhouse, dating to the first century AD. Yellow clay colouring can be seen on the orthostat to the right and the
interior wall face

Plate 8: One of the two Iron Age glass toggle beads
found on the floor of the northern room (Structure 5) of
the central roundhouse
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This Pictish phase of occupation (and indeed occupation of the central roundhouse) appears to
have ended with a deliberate demolition event. The position and nature of the rubble representing
this event was recorded in detail in 2022. Most notable was the evidence of the dividing walls
forming the central passage, which had been constructed as part of the later Iron Age
modification. Here elements of the coursed walling had been collapsed on to its side (Plate 9).
The number of wall elements showing this particular form of structural collapse together with a
number of collapsed and broken orthostats all indicate a major event which appears to coincide
with the lowering of the outer walls of the roundhouse.

There is increasing evidence that the end of the original settlement was deliberate and
anthropogenic in nature. Inside the central roundhouse, the way in which walls and standing
stones have collapsed suggests deliberate destruction, while the lowered and levelled wall tops
and the large stones that seem to have been pushed from the walls suggests stone robbing. This
idea is strengthened by the |l ayer of small flat angul
roundhouse, formed of flakes from the building stones and the small pin stones which had
levelled the drystone courses and had been discarded when the walls were robbed. In the
entrance to the roundhouse, this shillet contained the bones of two cats and a coin of Eanred,
King of Northumbria (810-840 AD), which strongly suggests this demolition occurred in the Viking
period. The midden sealing these events which was excavated in previous years contained
artefacts strongly indicative of Viking culture which suggests that this demolition event relates to
the arrival of Scandinavian peoples. It seems likely that the site was occupied and restructured at
this point by newcomers bringing aspects of Scandinavian culture; possibly the people buried in
the Westness Viking cemetery and the ancestors of those who built the Westness Norse houses.

o Vet

- £ o § ill B
Plate 9: The structured collapse of part of the seaward element of the central passageway of the central roundhouse
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1.7.3 Conclusions

The 2022 excavations have added greatly to our understanding both of the archaeological
sequence and equally of significance the processes of erosion that this site is being subjected to.
The long-term nature of the excavation over ten field seasons has provided a unique opportunity
to record the damage and archaeological loss using three-dimensional laser documentation. This
data is being used by Nicole Burton, a postgraduate researcher at the University of Bradford,
working with the Digital Team at Historic Environment Scotland. It is hoped that this study will
inform future management of other sites at risk.

In terms of the significance of the archaeological sequence, Swandro provides a long chronology

with settlement dating to the Early Iron Age (possibly earlier) and extending to the Pictish period.

The settlement appears to be village-like with rebuilds and modifications. Over the generations

the settlementds footprint formed a visible mound whi
longhouses to the south-east.

The large roundhouse formed a central focus for the settlement from the Early Iron Age until its

destruction, possibly by Scandinavian settlers. The roundhouse is of broch proportions but does

not share a number of the attributes associated with brochs. This may be in part due to the

original construction bei-bgosbbéeaflhg, simaki agdt hnspar ¢
central roundhouse display signs of wealth and status and contact with the outside world. The

position of this and other sites on the shores of Eynhallow Sound is significant in terms of trade

and contact, both in the Iron Age and the Viking Norse period.

1.8 The 2023 excavation

In 2023, work centred on continuing the excavation of the areas of the central roundhouse and
investigating other areas of the site which would answer questions which have arisen in the
course of the project and contribute to understanding the history of this complex multiperiod site
(Figure 6). Section 2 includes a summary of the 2023 excavation season and the accompanying
stratigraphic report.
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Figure 6: Site plan showing the areas granted SMC in 2023
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2. Structural Summary of the 2023 Excavation at the Knowe of
Swandro

Stephen J. Dockrill and Julie M. Bond
2.1 Introduction and summary of the 2023 season

Archaeological work at the multiperiod settlement site of Swandro, on the island of Rousay in
2023 consisted of a detailed survey of the Westness longhouse and the continuation of the
excavation of the large monumental roundhouse forming the focus of the Iron Age settlement.

Survey work on the Westness longhouse included the recording of exposed stonework and

earthworks as both contour and hachure surveys. The site was originally excavated by Callander

in the 19406s and | ater b 1989 lgalandd97Xand 1®98dbuti n t he 197 0¢
unfortunately neither of these excavations has been published and there is no detailed plan. As it

is now obvious that the Norse longhouse (or houses) are the latest phase of the Swandro

settlement it was felt that a plan was essential to tie this structure into the wider archaeological

context.

A trench was excavated in the field behind the Swandro settlement and in line with the
longhouse, outside the scheduled area. This revealed a paved surface and some midden
material in alignment with the longhouse. It is hoped that some dating material may be recovered
from the animal bone associated with these deposits.

Excavation of the interior of the large Iron Age roundhouse concentrated on the central area
which was less affected by destruction and erosion of the deposits by the sea. The lower levels of
the rubble in the roundhouse investigated in 2022 suggested major structural collapse in a single
event. The lowest levels of this rubble were excavated in 2023, revealing floor surfaces. Three
distinct rooms survived around the circumference of the interior. The seaward room (adjacent to
the eroded portion) contained an iron smelting furnace. This was excavated and
archaeomagnetic samples were taken along with samples of slag. This furnace together with the
adjacent area may be Late Iron Age (Pictish) in date although the fact it was later paved over
suggests it is not the latest phase of activity in the roundhouse. This room led into another room
which contained a rectangular hearth and intact floors. Either side of the hearth were two whale
vertebrae set into pits in the floor. These vertebrae had sockets worked into the body of the
vertebra and seem to have acted as the bases for two uprights for a spit or bar above the fire to
support a suspended cauldron or other feature.

Excavation of the floor in Structure 5, the north-eastern (inland) room, first investigated in 2022,
continued this season. Under this floor an earlier flagged floor was discovered together with
original entrance to the room from a central passageway leading from the roundhouse entrance.
The entrance consisted of a threshold stone with an in situ pivot stone. The floors were fully
sampled and a large hearth butting the interior circumference wall of the roundhouse was also
sampled for archaeomagnetic dating.

In 2012 and 2013, excavation of the eroded beach deposits (Area D) revealed two stone walls
with a distinct rubble infill. Investigation of Structure 3 in 2017 and 2018 indicated that this
structure had been cut into the earlier features. The excavation of the stone infill surviving under
the floor of Structure 3 strongly indicated that the wall was actually a ditch revetment. The beach
area was re-examined in 2023 in order to test this hypothesis and to obtain dating material if
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possible. Excavation indicated that this feature formed a revetted ditch similar to that surviving at
Midhowe Broch, further along the Westness coast.

2.2 Structure 5

2.2.1 Introduction

Structure 5, represents a cell or room on the northern circumference of the monumental
roundhouse, dating to the mid Iron Age. This room was defined by the use of large upright
orthostats to form a wall and ther o u n d h dnnes wafl face. This room seems to have had a
long usage and in the Later Iron Age the orthostats had in places been removed and replaced by
walling or the orthostats had been backed by walling associated with the Structure 6 modification
of the central corridor, leading from the entrance of the roundhouse into its interior.

At the end of 2019, a floor level had been identified in this room and in 2022 it formed the focus
of definition and excavation, revealing several hearths. In 2023 the excavation saw the further
definition of features and excavation of the floor to reveal the presence of an earlier floor level
and the doorway into the cell, which had been blocked in the Later Iron Age re-configuration of
the interior of the roundhouse (Plate 10).

5 s o R Ay . T TR :
Plate 10: Structure 5 showing the orthostatic boundary forming the room, with the upper floor to the right and the lower

floor to the left of the section line

2.2.2 The stratigraphic sequence (Plate 11 and Figure 7)

Excavation continued in 2023 in a cell on the south-west of Structure 5, constructed against the
entrance passage and the inner Roundhouse wall [1042]. The cell was formed by a relining wall
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[3928] butting [1042]. In the recent excavations it became clear that this wall together with [3456]
represent evidence that this cell had been corbelled (Plate 12).
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Plate 11: Structure 5: orthographic plan of the sectioned floor

Figure 7: Structure 5 stratigraphic Harris matrix

The entrance into the cell was flanked by two orthostats; [3587], which butted [3928] and [1035].
In 2022 a rough surface of flags [3487] was identified. In 2023, the interpretation that these
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stones formed a distinct paved surface was revised. The slight angular tips of these stones
suggest that these might be collapsed capping stones from the corbelling. Removal of [3487]
revealed a layer of very loose soil [4061]. This in turn sealed a large flag [4063] forming the floor
to the cell. The removal of this flag revealed a levelling layer of loose rubble [4064]. This levelling
layer infilled (butted) large stones laid horizontally to form support to the large flag [4063] that
formed the floor of the cell. Adjacent to orthostat [4085] in front of the entrance to this cell was a
distinctive reddish-orange ash dump [4034] identified at the end of the 2022 season. In 2023 this
ash was excavated and was found to partly seal [4035], the top of a set upright stone. Adjacent to
[4035], a flag [4050] which in turn had been sealed by [3193], was found to seal a layer of shillet
(small angular platy stones) [4084].

the cell

Within the centre of Structure 5 in 2022, excavation of the upper floor level revealed that the

room had been divided into two zones; the north-west zone had an ash floor [4012] surrounding a
central horseshoe-shaped hearth formed by a small orthostatic surround [3888] and a fire
cracked stone base [3887]. This zone was divided from the south-east area by two wall elements
representing stumps of piers [3553] and [4036] (originally recorded as [3981]). The ash floor,
which seems to be an extension of [4012], was recorded as [4013]. This was a very compacted
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ash-rich layer with a high charcoal content. Careful excavation in 2023 revealed that this deposit
had formed from the deposition and compaction of many fine lenses of ash. Samples were taken
for soil micromorphology to obtain a better understanding of this floor deposit.

The remains of the short pier [4036] consisted of several courses of faced walling on the
southern side and two large cobbles forming the northern face. The coursed elements were
removed in 2023 in order to provide a section through the ash deposits forming the floor level
[4013]. The coursing of [4036] was found to seal a matrix of the same composition as [4013].
This dark, almost black, layer seemed to represent a lower level of [4013] and was recorded as
[4081]. This in turn sealed a large flag [4037].

A section was instituted across Structure 5 from the internal wall face of the roundhouse [1042] to
show the relationship between the possible pier or stone setting [4036] and flagged floor [4098].
Within the line of the section [4081] sealed a patch of yellow clay [4082]. The stone feature [4036]
was found to seal flagging [4083]. This flagging was found to extend under [4013] and was
recorded as [4098]. This flag floor [4098] was also sealed by [4037]. Further excavation
demonstrated that both [4083] and [4098] formed a contiguous floor surface of well-laid flags with
a dark compacted soil [4101] packing between the flagstones.

In the area north of pier [3553] the fire-cracked stone hearth base [3887] was removed; this was
found to seal a grey-black deposit [4087], which in terms of composition appeared to be the same
as [4012]. The evidence for both [4012] and [4013] suggests that the build-up of this floor
occurred over time and incorporated a degree of structural change. A subtle colour difference
was seen in this northern part of the room. Here [4012] was found to seal a dark grey ash
recorded as [4102] and [4107]. These two contexts are stratigraphically the same.

A large stone flag [3867] forming a hearth stone was located in 2022 adjacent to orthostat [3617]
and the inner wall of the roundhouse [1042]. In 2023 this stone had become out of phase and
was lifted to reveal [4088], a base of baked clay and stone fragments. Excavation of this revealed
[4094], a hearth bed of orange burnt clay. A mottled orange and black ash [4108] was found
adjacent to [4094]. This ash contained small fragments of fired clay and was sealed by [4107].

The secondary wall forming the central corridor within Structure 6 and butting the original
orthostatic wall to Structure 5 was also investigated in 2023. Coursed wall element [3521] was
found to have clearly been part of this later modification and its excavation revealed the original
entrance leading into Structure 5 from the centre of the roundhouse. This wall incorporated two
upright slabs [4003] and [4004]; these two stones represent a re-used broken orthostat. These
two reused slabs sealed the remains of a flag, which in turn sealed the compacted ash floor
[4013]. Behind these two slabs an internally-faced coursed wall [4100] was sealed by passage
wall [3521]. This walling [4100] butted against an orthostat [1037] and was found to seal the top
of a threshold stone [4099]. On excavation, this set threshold stone was found to have been
butted by the paving [4098]. Set between this paving, the threshold stone and the orthostat
[1037] was an in situ pivot stone [4132]. This indicated that at the entrance into this room from
the centre the door opened from the left hand side. In reconsidering [4100], the flat top of this
internally-faced wall element spanning the threshold entrance suggests this might have formed
an upper entrance level into Structure 5,conte mpor ary with the structureds upcg
hearths. This suggested entrance would have been blocked later by the construction of [3521].

23



2.3 Structure 6

2.3.1 Introduction

The last phase of use of the monumental roundhouse saw a remodelling event within the interior
and this modification is here denoted Structure 6. This modification, dating to the Pictish period
(Late Iron Age), represents the construction of walling associated with construction of a
corridor/passage leading into the centre of the roundhouse (Plate 13). The south-western and
north-western quadrants of the roundhouse interior have suffered from erosion by the sea, which
has removed much of the archaeology. The corridor and fragments of paved flooring together
with a series of hearths provided some in situ evidence belonging to this phase. On the north-
western and northern quadrants there was much better survival. In 2022, work concentrated on
defining activity relating to this phase. This work identified evidence for a major destruction event
during which whole walls, including much of the seaward side of the corridor, had collapsed.
Careful recording indicated that this event was one that took place over a short period of time and
appeared to represent anthropogenic demolition rather than natural abandonment. The structure
of the rubble and collapsed walling were carefully recorded and excavated in 2022.

In the northern and north-western quadrants much of the collapse had been excavated in 2022.
In the north-western quadrant this revealed the remains of the top of a fired structure thought to
be a furnace for iron smelting. In the northern quadrant a surface [4010], represented by a layer
of flat-laid stones and clayey matrix marked the limit of investigation in 2022. In 2023 work
concentrated on the definition and recording of the lower stratigraphic elements of this demolition
event along the corridor/passage. The furnace room was defined, the furnace fully excavated and
samples taken for archaeomagnetic dating. Work in 2023 within the northern quadrant revealed a
defined room with floor and a central hearth.
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Plate 13: Structures 5 and 6: the area excavated in 2023
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2.3.2 The stratigraphic sequence (Figure 8)

The northern room (Plate 14)

The northern room was constructed with two radial sets of orthostats running into the interior of
the roundhouse from the inner roundhouse wall, represented by [1042] and [3722]. The eastern
radial division is represented by orthostats [3794], and wall element [3902]. Orthostat [3794] is
set parallel to orthostat [3117], forming the radial boundary with Structure 5. The western
boundary to the northern room of Structure 6 is formed by orthostats [3977] and [3973]. The room
would have been entered from the west from the furnace room by a series of three steps [4070],
[4019] and [4020], constructed against orthostat [3972]. The internal boundary seems to be
represented by orthostats [4024], [3981] and [3941]. However, the inner zone was obscured by
structured collapse consisting of [3944] and [3980]. This rubble sealed two large dressed stones
[4048] and [4047]. These in turn sealed [4010], the mixed stone and clay layer whose surface
was revealed in 2022.
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Plate 14: Orthographic plan of the northern room of Structure 6 showing the hearth and floor surface

A cell or alcove with evidence of corbelling had been created by removing a section of the inner
roundhouse wall ([1042] / [3722]); this cell contained a sandy matrix [1062]. This context sealed
the top of a stone-faced wall [4066] which proved to represent a continuation of the inner wall
face at lower level.

Against this alcove the removal of [4010] revealed [4068] a distinctive patch of charcoal and
yellow clay. Elsewhere across the interior of the room the excavation of [4010] revealed a distinct
carbon rich floor layer [4067], which surrounded a central rectangular hearth contained by three
visible hearth kerbs formed by orthostats [4072] (on the long eastern side), orthostats [4073] (on
the west) and [4071] forming the hearth kerb on the northern side. The southern kerb could not
be identified as it was sealed under the large collapsed dressed stone [4047]. The centre of the
hearth was formed by a base of flags [ 4074] displaying signs of having been fire cracked.
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The floor deposit [4067] sealed the remains of stone flagging [4069] forming a coherent floor
contemporary with the construction of the hearth (Plate 15). Either side of the hearth were two
post settings made from whale bone vertebra which had been drilled into to make sockets for
upright posts, The eastern whale bone was extremely fragmented and fragile and could not be
lifted. However, the western (seaward) vertebra SF7550 was more intact and could be
excavated. Here the vertebra was surrounded on the surface by small pebbles and shell
fragments [4126]; this sealed a black greasy deposit [4139]. Adjacent to the hearth a series of
small flag stones butted the hearth and the whale bone SF7550. These sealed a dark brown
charcoal flecked layer. Definition of the surface of [4140] revealed that this had been cut [4141]
for a pit in which the vertebra was inserted. The vertebra after having been placed in the pit had
been packed by sloping stones [4143] placed against the bone. The pit had then been
subsequently filled and the fill between the cut [4141] and the packing comprised of [4142] a silty
clay with approximately 20% small angular platy stones. SF7550 (shown in Plate 14) was lifted
and shown to have been trimmed to fit the pit.

R~} .YA. v, ':y\ SN g
Plate 15: Northern room of Structure 6 showing detail of the floor, hearth and two
whalebone sockets
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The symmetrical positions of these whale bone post sockets either side of the hearth suggested
that these were for post uprights that would require a solid base to mitigate against a degree of
weight. It is suggested that these posts would have accepted a cross member in the form of a
horizontal bar acting either as a spit for roasting meat or as a bar from which some form of
cauldron might have been suspended over the hearth.

The furnace room (Plate 16)

This north-western room is an area formed against the inner wall face of the roundhouse [3722]
and a radial pier separating it from the northern room formed by wall face [3814] on the north-
east and pier [3865] on the north-west. This pier [3865] forms the north-east boundary to the
furnace room, in alignment with two wall elements [3863] and [4020]. An entrance into the
northern cell is indicated by step [4019]. Beyond these the radial line is continued by orthostat
[3977]. On the western side the room has been eroded by the sea, one partly collapsed orthostat
[4120] suggesting the presence of one element of the western boundary to the wall. In 2022, this
room was found to contain an in situ fired structure [4006], interpreted as a furnace. Work in 2023
concentrated on the careful excavation of this feature and the floor surfaces surrounding it.
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Plate 16: Orthographic plan of the furnace room, showing the location of the furnace

The excavation of the fired structure revealed that the wall of the furnace [4058] was carefully
constructed using selected small stone blocks and clay (Plate 17). The angular stone blocks were
all of a comparable size (c.10 by 20cm) set into the clay, which had been subsequently been
fired. The inside of the furnace contained a lining [4057], which with use had become vitrified.
The base of the furnace was formed by fire-cracked stone [4059]. The furnace appears to have
been constructed on a flagstone [4136]; this might be a component of an earlier flagged floor yet
to be excavated.

Surrounding the furnace was a layer of charcoal and baked clay [4054]. Beyond this was a mid
brown clay-based matrix [4060], which butted [4058]. Excavation of [4060] between the furnace
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and the inner wall face of the roundhouse showed that this context sealed a beige to orange clay
[4124] and both of these layers sealed a large flag [4123].
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Plate 17: Detail of the furnace in Structure 6

To the south of the furnace, a mixed fill [4135] with inclusions of stone rubble, fired clay and
yellow clay, indicated the presence of a tap channel. Due to time constraints this feature could
not be excavated in 2023 and will be a priority target for 2024.

Further to the south a series of flagged surfaces were identified. These consisted of flag surface
[4079] (sealed by [4016], identified in 2022) which sealed [4091], a silty greyish-brown layer with
inclusions of charcoal flecking, burnt and orange clay lumps. This in turn sealed a charcoal-rich
layer with clay lumps [4111]. This layer seems to be contemporary with the use of the furnace
and in turn seals an extensive layer of paving [4119] forming a floor surface.

The central corridor and south-western quadrant (Plate 18)

The corridor leading into the central zone of the roundhouse had on the seaward side suffered
from collapse and dismantling associated with demolition or stone robbing. Excavation in 2019
and 2022 revealed evidence of an ordered collapse cracked orthostats and whole sections of
drystone walling which had fallen or been pushed back against the north-eastern landward wall of
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the passage. These layers of collapse had provided a degree of protection for the landward side
of the passage. Much of the south-western / western wall elements of the passage and the radial
rooms beyond did not survive due to the dismantling event and more recent erosion on the
seaward side.

1029656.000

337532.000 1029654.000 337534.000 1029652.000
- R —

337534.000

36578

337530.000

337532.000

1029650.000

337528.000

1029656.000

— tia—————— —
337528.000 1029654.000 1029652.000 337530.000 1029650.000

? 0 05 m
|

Plate 18: Orthographic plan of the corridor, together with the entrance into Structure 5 and the inner corridor

Definition of the structural collapse occurred in 2022, work in 2023 targeted the removal and
recording of this collapse in order to understand the development of the corridor. The evidence
suggested a complexity of development indicating several periods of construction modifying the
interior of the roundhouse. The removal of rubble and later secondary wall elements showed that
much of the corridor would have been constructed of orthostats with the corridor leading into the
radial apex of the northern room. To the seaward side of this corridor the archaeology had been
truncated and earlier levels were visible in the eroding face. The stubs of orthostatic settings, on
the south-western (seaward) side, suggested a parallel passage providing access to the missing
cellular rooms on the seaward side, which have been lost to erosion by the sea.

One major element of the central corridor was the rubble collapse which displaced structures and
suggested a purposeful demolition event. One such context was [3589] represented by a series
of large sloping stones, possibly broken elements of an orthostatic division pushed over against a
wall face [3591]. These stones may have derived from the orthostatic stumps [3591] forming the
seaward side of the corridor (and the landward boundary to the parallel passage). This orthostatic
boundary separated the corridor from the partial remains of a paved area [3599] and hearth
[3538] on the seaward side. This south-western / western zone only partially survived due to
erosion and loss of the archaeological roundhouse deposits on the seaward side. The collapse
[3589] sealed a short stretch of walling [3590] faced on the corridor side. This walling together
with what appears to a continuation of this wall [3593] seems to predate wall [3521], which
represents a later rebuild of the corridor wall. The earlier wall element [ [3590] was found to seal
a layer of flagstones [3525]. Excavation in 2023 of walls [3521] and [3590] indicated that these
walls clearly butted the corridor wall element [3458] to the south and formed a walled
continuation of the passage.
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A short stretch of tumbled walling [4075] was located between [3458] and collapse [3858] (a
collapsed wall element identified in 2019, butting against [3458]). On excavation of [3590], a
second stretch of tumbled walling [4076] was found to have been butted by wall [3593] and
[3858]. The excavation of walling [3590] revealed that this sealed to the north several pitched
flags [4110] and to the south a flag surface [4109] which appears to be at the same level as
walling [4100] which is faced on the Structure 5 side. This walling [4100] sealed a threshold stone
[4099] forming the doorway into Structure 5. The levelled top of [4100] conjoins with the paved
floor level [4109] and indicates an upper entrance level to Structure 5 predating the building.

A grey-brown silty layer with charcoal flecking [4075] sealed a large flag [4090]. The presence of
a worked notch on this stone suggests that it represents a collapsed or re-used orthostat.

Adjacent and to the north of [4090] a flag surface [4096] formed a floor to the passage, and this
may be contemporary with paving [4109] being separated by [4110] and [4090].

The inner passageway and doorway into the furnace room

One objective for the 2023 season was to finish removing the rubble over the area of Structure 6
known in the 2019 and 2022 seasons as the North Extension, and which contained the furnace
and to bring this area and the passageway through Structure 6 into phase.

The two areas of Structure 6 were linked by a blocked doorway with a sill stone, [4078], which
was later blocked by an orthostat [3941] against which blocking wall [3528] was built on the side
facing the main entrance to the roundhouse, effectively blocking off the northern area of Structure
6 from the passageway and entrance. There may have been another linking door or area on the
seaward side as otherwise there would seem to be no access to these rooms but the occupation
surfaces in this area have been eroded away by the sea.

Inside the northern area, the sill stone [4078] was butted by a layer of flags [4119] which
stratigraphically seal the furnace deposits. [4119] was sealed by [4095] / [4111], a layer of
charcoal-stained silt, [4091] and a series of flags and other deposits; [4079] (flagstones), [4018],
[4017] (flagstones), [4016] (flagstones), and [3970] (flagstones), which all butt the orthostat
[3941] and are stratigraphically later than the furnace. On the passageway side of the blocking,
the wall [3528] sealed rough flags [3804] which sealed a spread of orange ash [3801] which in
turn sealed both the kerb stone of a hearth, [3803] (situated directly in front of the later door area)
and also sealed by the sill stone of the doorway ([4078]). On the seaward side of the area, [3801]
sealed an earlier ash deposit [3800] which sealed [3816], sealing hearth [3790] which seals
[3781]. The hearth stone [3803] by the later doorway sealed hearth stone [3802] which is also
directly overlaid by the sill stone [4078]. Hearth stone [3802] was bedded on a layer of small
pebbles [4077] which had been laid over an earlier hearth stone [4097]. Excavation finished for
the season at this point.
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Figure 8: Structure 6: stratigraphic Harris matrix

2.4 Area D

2.4.1 Introduction

A section through the suspected ditch was investigated in 2023 to obtain a better stratigraphic
understanding and dating material (Plate 19). This feature had been first identified in 2012 during
the evaluation of the archaeological survival along the beach to determine the extent of the
settlement mound (Dockrill and Bond 2013, 4i 5). In 2012 this feature was found to be composed
of two single-faced walls; [1518] on the north-west and [1520] on the south-east. The infilling
rubble [3026] had been affected by the sea with silt components of the infill having in parts been
drawn out by the tidal erosion process. Structure 3, the dedicated metalworking building, had
been inserted into this feature with the single-faced wall [1534] forming the south-eastern extent
of the building on the seaward side, butting the infill [3026] between these two walls. In 2023 the
excavated contexts were assigned new context numbers to clarify the archaeological sequence
and reflect the greater depositional detail revealed.
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Plate 19: Location of Area D (red box) in relation to the infilled Structure 3

The excavation of Structure 3 in 2018 revealed that both retaining walls of the possible ditch
feature ([1518] and [1520]) survived under the floors and walls forming this inserted metalworking
structure (Plate 20). A section of the south-eastern wall [1520] and infill [3026] was excavated.
The faced walling [1520] was here renumbered as [3301] and the rubble infill renumbered here
as [3605]. (Bond and Dockrill 2019, 9i 11). The excavated intervention into these earlier deposits
strongly suggested that the single-faced wall [3301] acted as a revetment wall for a ditch,
containing rubble. The nature of the rubble was indicative of a rapid infilling event. A similar
construction of stone-faced revetments was seen in the ditches at Midhowe (Callander and Grant
1933, 4671 470). A similar style of stone revetment was also recorded by the excavators at Old
Scatness, Shetland. At Swandro the rubble infill [3026] and that observed in the beach exposure
provided strong evidence for a structured (anthropogenic) infilling of the revetted ditch rather than
a natural infilling over time.

These two exposures of what appeared to be a defensive ditch were intriguing and led to the re-
excavation of the beach area in 2023 to record the feature in greater detail and to investigate the
potential for recovery of in situ cultural material that might provide a dating sequence, extending
back in time the chronology for Structure 3. The eroded section had been covered with a
permeable membrane in 2013 before backfilling with beach material. This backfill was removed
back to the membrane in 2023 and the excavated section was cleaned and redefined by
excavation to facilitate further investigation and for detailed recording and sampling (Plate 21).
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Plate 20: The revetment wall eposd in 2018, running uder Structure 3
2.4.2 The stratigraphic sequence (Plate 22 and Figure 9)

The north-west revetment wall [5018] was found to consist of two elements, the later structural
element being formed by large sub rectangular blocks [6000] (recorded as [1518] in 2012). This
was sealed and butted on the north-western side of the wall by a stack of smaller stones [6017].
This provided a packing backing to the main wall [6000] at a higher level, sealing the larger
blocks forming the lower section of [6000]. The lower course of [6000] clearly sealed a midden
deposit containing limpets [6025] forming an early fill of the ditch and a compact layer of rubble
[6026] producing a distinctive surface in the section.

A structured sequence of layers was retained by this north-western revetment wall [6000]. At the
top of this stratigraphic sequence was a layer of loose rubble within a grey silty matrix [6019].
This sealed a layer of horizontally laid flags [6016], which in turn sealed angular to sub-angular
platy rubble [6018]. This rubble sealed a layer of packed sub-rounded to sub-angular rubble
[6026] (recorded in 2014 as [3141]). This sequence was also recorded in the evaluative work on
the beach in 2014.
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Plate 21: ;i'he ditch infill con}alned by the two revetme
On excavation in 2023 the south-eastern wall [1520] appeared to be more complicated than
expected with evidence for a relining or buttressing of the revetment wall. This original single
faced walling was represented by [6004]. The wall [6004] was made from rectangular stones in
the upper part, with a slightly better build quality then the later refacing. This wall face sealed a
layer of packed sub-rounded to sub-angular rubble [6014]. This rubble layer seems to be the
same as [6026], described above. The single-faced wall [6004] was backed by rubble [6009],
sealing grey-brown silty clay [6010]. A layer of loose angular rubble [6011] was sealed by [6010]
sealing in turn a loose grey-brown sandy deposit [6012]. A more consolidated mottled clay with
fired clay mottles and shell [6013] was sealed by [6011]; this in turn sealed the surface of the
consolidated rubble layer [6014].

Excavation in 2023 indicated that [6004] had signs of slumping. This seems to have been
mitigated by the construction of a single faced wall acting both as a relining and also a support as
a buttress to [6004], consisting of three elements. The upper element was a faced wall of larger
rectangular blocky stoners [6001]; the back of these stones and the earlier face had been infilled
with a mixed rubble core [6002]. These two contexts sealed a wall element [6003] consisting of a
number of stones placed upright; these stones appeared to have buckled slightly into the ditch.
This context in turn sealed an earlier faced wall element [6007]. This rebuild/repair event is
characterised by the use of large stone blocks. The fill sequence of the ditch is described below.

In between these walls the rubble infill consisted of a series of fills. The latest [6022] comprised of
smaller rubble within a grey-brown silt matrix, sealing the main infilling deposit [6005]. Adjacent to
this is another later fill event [6023], characterised by the tip directions of the rubble. This deposit
butted the faced wall interpreted as the ditch revetment [6001] and the main infill event [6005].
The main infilling rubble layer [6005] was composed of angular to sub-angular stone (recorded as
[1003] and [3026] in previous years). This infill appears to have been rapidly deposited and the
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direction and tip might suggest that this infill represented the levelling of rampart material coming
from the north-west. This infill in turn sealed [6024], a grey-brown silt with some stone butting the
south-eastern revetment wall [6003] and [6007]. On the opposite side an earlier fill [6025],
containing shell midden, was sealed by [6005] and [6000]. A short length of possible walling
[6008] was sealed by [6005].

These contexts sealed a silty clay rich deposit [6006] with charcoal flecking and animal bone.
This deposit was excavated stepped out from the section for safety reasons. The appearance of
the fill, being mainly silty clay, was very different to the overlying rubble infills suggesting an
earlier ditch fill pre-dating the revetments. The excavation of [6006] was limited due to the water
table affecting excavation visibility and recovery through observation of in situ material and
sieving.

The construction of the revetments appears to represent a later event. There is evidence for a cut
([6027]) through [6026], the extensive layer of packed sub-rounded to sub-angular rubble. This
layer of packed rubble (recorded in 2014 as [3141) appears to butt a large wall [3071]. This wall
appeared to be concentric with the curvature of [1520] and [1518] suggesting a relationship. This
large wall was later incorporated into Structure 2. The sequence backing [6000] / [1518] on the
north-west, consisting of [6009], [6016] and [6018] are indicative of an association with
construction with the retaining wall. The presence of a wall face [3147] identified in 2014 appears
to provide a boundary to these deposits to the north-west.

Plate 22: Elevation model of the ditch infill and retaining walls in Area D in 2023
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2.4.3 Summary discussion

The stratigraphic associations described above, suggest that the contexts represent a ditch with
at least two phases. The later phase is represented by the revetment [6000] and butting
sequence [6019, [6016] and [6018] being the infill or core of a rampart. The revetment appears
very similar in construction to the ditch revetments seen at Midhowe (Plate 23; Callander and
Grant 1933). In 2014, a faced wall to the north-west [3147] was recorded which seems likely to
have formed the inner face of this rampart. The south-eastern side of the ditch was retained by
[6004]. This lining appears to have slipped in antiquity and was buttressed by a relining
represented by a much coarser build; [6001], [6003] and [6007]. The presence of midden material
[6025], clearly part of the ditch fill but sealed by [6000], indicates a major reconstruction event for
the ditch. The compacted rubble layer [6026] appears to have been cut by an earlier phase of the
ditch, which had been infilled by [6000] a silty clay rich in animal bone. Either side of this fill the
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basal layer consisted of a compacted stone layer; [6026] on the north-west and [6014] on the
south-east.

The evidence of a defensive ditch backfilled and built into by Structure 3, whose floors provided
first century AD dates, provides a strong linkage to the early dates for the monumental
roundhouse and other early structural elements excavated during the evaluation of the beach.
Dating the infill sequence of the ditch and the surrounding material will provide an important
extension of our understanding for the development of the Iron Age settlement at Swandro.
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Plate 23: Revetted ditch as seen in the present day at Midhowe broch.
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Figure 9: Area D: stratigraphic Harris matrix
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2.5 Area F

2.5.1 Introduction

The Norse longhouse excavated by Grantinthe 1 9 4 Gridsnthe 1 9 7 ®ykaland, runs in a
south-western i north-eastern orientation sloping gently to the north-east. The building has a
strong resemblance to Jarlshof House 1 and as with that structure, the exposed walling suggests
that this longhouse was modified over time. The structure seems to terminate just before a
boundary wall (a drystone wall belonging to the enclosure of the fields of Westness) which has a
distinct hump where it is built over a slight rise in topography, in line with the end of the
longhouse. This rise in the land coincided with a slight rise and a distinct vegetational change in
the field beyond. The area on both sides of the drystone wall was extremely wet and bog like,
apart from the rise described above, with a more recently cut ditch between the longhouse and
boundary wall. This higher and dryer area was in alignment with the centre of the longhouse and
was targeted for excavation in 2023 to investigate the nature of the underlying sequence and any
archaeological survival that might be associated with the longhouse (Plate 24).
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Plate 24: Orthographic plan of Area F in relation to the Norse longhouse and the infilled Structure 3

2.5.2 The stratigraphic sequence (Plate 25 and Figure 10)

A trench ten metres by four metres running parallel to the drystone boundary wall (approximately
south-east i north-west) crossed the projected alignment of the main longhouse. This area
adjacent to the wall has not been cultivated in recent years due to the increasing wetness of the
area. Under the turf a uniform light brown silty clay loam [5000] was identified. This deposit
displayed no sign of charcoal or ash flecking. This soil contained a few small sherds of white
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glazed pottery, a few fragments of coal and a 1944 penny. Iron staining on the fracture planes
suggested seasonal waterlogging. The uniformity and depth of this topsoil suggests that this soil
had once been cultivated. A one metre strip along the trench on the edge of the section parallel
to the wall revealed the presence of a flag paved surface some 0.2m+ below the turf (Plate 26).
Some of the stones showed plough marks. With the clearance at this level across the trench, the
flagging proved to form a well-laid flag surface [5001]. Either side of the paving was a soil [5002],
very similar to the topsoil but with a slightly yellower hue and with 15% small sub angular to sub
rounded stones. Just above [5002] within the lower part of [5000] a fragment of a steatite vessel
was found. This steatite sherd displayed classic Viking/Norse chisel marks. The edges of the
sherd showed signs of abrasion, suggesting movement within the plough soil.
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Plate 25: Orthographic plan of Area F with the sectioned paving

The flag surface [5001] appeared to be layered, the upper surface being composed of large platy
flagstones, some with clear signs of working. One particular flag had working on three sides
characteristic of Iron Age working seen on orthostats from the Iron Age phase of the settlement.
Further investigation showed the flagging to be multi-layered with slightly smaller flags being
used on the north-western edge. Two set upright stones, [5007] and [5008], represent the north-
western limit to the paving. The south-eastern edge has no clear linear boundary, with the paving
giving way to [5003] a layer with medium (15-30cm) angular-sub angular stones, sealed by
[5002]. A discrete patch [5005] of small angular stones (10-15cm) sealed [5003] in the south-
eastern corner of the trench. A similar layer to [5003] of angular and sub angular stones (10-
40cm) again sealed by [5002] was present on the north-western side of [5001] and was recorded
as [5004]. Both [5003] and [5004], partly sealed the paved surface [5001].

Context [5003] on the southern part of the flagging, sealed a layer of smaller cobbles [5006],
which butted the paving [5001].
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Plate 26: Area F showing the extent of the paving

In order to investigate the structure and nature of the layering of the flag surface and to establish
the stratigraphic relationships with deposits to the north and south of the paving the trench was
subdivided, with a two metre strip against the western (field wall) side being excavated. On the
northern side of the paving, a silty clay with large stones [5010] was sealed by [5004]. Excavation
of [5010] revealed a layer [5013] of a similar silty clay soil, but with stones which seemed to have
more of a horizontal bedding. Beneath this matrix a darker silty clay [5012] was identified but
excavation was hampered by the presence of the water table at this level.

On the southern side, a silty clay [5009] was sealed by the stone layer [5006], this deposit butted
the lower levels of the flagged surface. This in turn sealed a distinct darker firm silty clay deposit
[5011] with a midden like feel. Some bone fragments were found in these deposits. As with
[5012] the excavation of [5011] was limited by the water table; this affected the ability to sieve the
silty clay-based deposits and the e x ¢ a v aabilitytoslserve. An attempted sondage [5014] to
investigate the depth of stratigraphy in the south-east corner could not be excavated due to the
water table.

The flag surface seemed to present strong evidence for re-surfacing and a structured
construction. The boundary edges of the paving seemed linear but not sharp on the southern
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