The settlement of Truso

by Marek E Jagodziriski

Within the archaeological studies of the Early
Middle Ages of Europe, there has been a in-
crease of interest in the problems of craft and
commercial centres in the Baltic Sea region —
the so-called “early urban settlements”. This
is due to the fact that such settlements ap-
peared in Scandinavian, Slavic and Baltic
areas, as well as the fact that their role in
the social and economic development of
early medieval communities has not yet been
conclusively determined. The appearance of
such sites, especially in the regions of Slavic
and Baltic colonisation, where foreign influ-
ence (usually Scandinavian) is easily observ-
able and perhaps even dominated culturally,
has instigated a focus of recent research on
Slavic-Scandinavian and Baltic-Scandinavian
connections.

Excavations of such settlements, which
have taken place in the last decade, have
brought to light a significant increase in the
amount of the archacological source mate-
rial, allowing for detailed analyses." An exam-
ple of such settlements in Poland is mainly
Truso on Lake Druzno, but also Wolin on
the Dziwna River (Fig. 1). Both settlements
were situated on the estuaries of large riv-
ers: the Vistula and Oder (Polish: the Wisla
and Odra). Both were also mentioned in
written sources: Truso by Alfred the Great in
the Old English Orosius (ca 890 or later);*
Wolin by Adam of Bremen (1072-1076,
Jumne or Julin),’ by Helmold of Bosau (after
1163 — Jumneta, in late medieval copies of
Vinneta)* and by Saxo Grammaticus (after
1185 — Jomsburg) s

It is curious that there is also quite a sig-
nificant gap between the approximate date
when Wolin® was first noted in the sources
and the date of the only entry about Truso

(almost 200 years); also there are differ-
ent theories of the place and circumstances
surrounding the creation of these sources.
The information concerning Wolin given
by Adam of Bremen and Helmold of Bo-
sau is quite explicit: “It is populated by the
Slavs mixed with other nations, the Greeks
and barbarians ... Saxon settlers were given
the right to dwell thence”.” However, at the
same time there is no such reference to Truso
whatsoever. This is perhaps surprising, espe-
cially considering the very detailed, almost
ethnographical description of the “Land of
the Ests” made by Wulfstan.?

Before returning to the nature of these
written entries, this contribution will first
focus on the findings of archacological re-
search carried out at Janéw Pomorski, the
site identified as Waulfstan’s Truso.” Where
appropriate, reference will also be made to
the published research results concerning
Wolin.™

The research concerning the Truso set-
tlement, including excavations, has been
carried out with only a few interruptions for
over 20 years.” During that time rich and
valuable source material has been gathered,
which is the foundation for detailed research
on status, function, site layout and chronol-
ogy. Due to an exceptional variety of func-
tions of the site, a special approach was re-
quired; it was not possible to consider these
above-mentioned research paths entirely in
isolation, not the least because of the state
of preservation of the settlement. The most
recent layers of cultural activity as well as al-
most all large structural elements have been
destroyed, and the specific environmental
conditions caused almost total destruction
of organic elements including wood, thus ex-
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Fig. 1. The Vistula Delta region with the Truso settlement situated on Lake Druzno.

Fig. 2. Reconstruction of the situation of the Truso settlement. The settlement is lim-
ited by the stream forking before it joins the lake, marked by arrows.

cluding the possibility of dendrochronologi-
cal analyses.”

Truso was established directly on the
shores of Lake Druzno, between the forks of
a small river/stream flowing into the lake
(Fig. 2). Therefore it was an area with strong-
ly marked boundaries, with some features
of an enclosed, fortified place. It has been
determined that at its apogee of develop-
ment, Truso occupied an area of ca 15 ha; tak-
ing into account the possible existence of for-
tifications (as described below), the total area
could have been as much as 20 ha (Fig. 3).

Analyses of the preserved structures have
made it possible to reconstruct buildings and
to determine their character (Fig. 4). Two ba-
sic types of houses of rectangular outline were
identified: one with dimensions ca 5 x 10 m,
the other ca 6 x 21 m — the so-called “long-
house” (Fig. 5, detail 1). For some of these
houses it was possible to determine what type
of structure was employed to build walls. In
many cases, a lattice-work of wood covered
with clay was often reinforced by buttresses.
The majority of houses had three chambers,
each of them with a different function: e.g.,
in typical living quarters usually traces of an
open fire were found, as well as the remains
of looms. It has also been determined that
usually such rooms were divided into two
or three parts, indicated by wood and earth
footing along walls. These houses and other
buildings, often grouped as separate house-
holds, were situated so that a regular urban
centre of rows of houses facing the same di-
rection with passages between them were cre-
ated.

Also traces of a regular network of ditches
were found, likely marking individual pieces
of land. Ditches also separated the port area
from the craft and commercial centre (Fig s,
detail 2). In the port area were found remains
of flac-bottomed clinker-built boats with
sheathing joined by iron rivets. From pre-
served details it can be ascertained that the
boats were 9-11 m long and 2.5-3 m wide (Fig
5, detail 3).5 Also, a significant number of
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barrels with tar, split rivets as well as unused
rivets were found nearby, suggesting that the
repair of boats was carried out here as well.

At present, it can be ascertained that
the functional and structural features of the
settlement were determined by the follow-
ing factors: firstly, it was a lake settlement (a
port), and thus its buildings were constructed
in stages and in a regular manner, and, sec-
ondly, that undoubtedly trade and craft were
the main occupations of its inhabitants, apart
from those who practised advanced animal
husbandry and fishing. Among the many
crafts that developed in Truso, the most im-
portant were smithing, gold-smithing, glass
production, and the manufacture of amber
and horn items. The specific style of build-
ings, characteristic of this ethnic and cultural
circle, as well as the fact that almost all ar-
tefacts found here are of Scandinavian ori-
gin, show that the settlement was populated
mostly by the Scandinavians.

The majority of pottery is of Slavic or
Slavic-Prussian form. Because Slavic pottery
is also frequently found on Scandinavian sites
and is inseparable from the material culture
of craft and commercial centres, and also be-
cause the problems connected with the dis-
tribution and use of Slavic ceramic wares in
the Baltic Sea region is quite complex, it is
not discussed here.™

A majority of artefacts were produced
locally, also by Scandinavian goldsmiths.
This is indicated by tools found during ex-
cavation, among them goldsmith’s hammers,
anvils, etching needles, pieces of melting
pots and casting moulds as well as semi-
manufactured articles, scrap and production
waste. Also other crafts show Scandinavian
or Western European influences: for glass,
amber and horn item production, there are
distinctive parallels to Friesland, the Neth-
erlands and central and southern Sweden.
Trade was highly valued, which is indicated
by the find of five pieces of scales, more than
300 weights as well as 274 coins, including
four Western European pieces: Danish coins

1

of the types KG3 and KGg, a sceatta of the
“Wodan/monster” type and a pence of the
English king, Echelwulf.”

The artefacts from Truso have helped to
create a basic chronology of the settlement
by dating separate layers and structures, thus
determining the development phases.

A bronze equilateral clasp made in Ven-
del style, as well as a bronze buckle clasp and
a bronze belt element — both with Esta-style
details — are characteristic of the 8" century.
Equilateral clasps of JP-s8 — Ljones style
as well as an equilateral clasp of JP80o type
(Tanumtypen) — are characteristic of the first
half of the 9™ century. The Ljones style clasps
found in Janowo Pomorskie/Truso are deco-
rated by a special lace ornament and parallel
finds from burials in Norway, Sweden, Fin-
land, Russia and southwest Baltic coast.’

In general the following artefacts are
typical of the 9" century: an oval clasp JP 22,
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Fig. 4. Remains of the reqular buildings and boats

Sfound in the craft and commercial part of the Truso
settlement:
1: fireplaces, fired beams, postholes
2: intensive used parts of houses — the places of xa
concentration everyday life; productions and trad-
ing activity
3: traces of benches and storage areas
4: traces of boats
s: traces of ditches — border-lines of plots
Xxm
XX
XXV
XXV
xxvi
XXV
HNIX
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which can be classified as group D of Ber-
dal style (closely paralleling an example from
Jutland),” a three-piece silver belt element
decorated by palmet ornament,® a bronze
three-leaf clasp JP 92 type as well as a hoop
of an iron necklace.

The following artefacts are typical of the
910" centuries: combs of IB group, type
VII, variety 2c (Hilczeréwna’s and Cnotliwy’s
typology), which can be correlated with A2
type (Ambrosiani’s typology),” with parallels
from Hedeby, Birka, Arhus, Ralswiek, Dore-
stad and Old Ladoga. From the same period
there are also combs of IB group 1B, VIII,
1-2 (Cnotliwy’s typology), combs A3 type
(Ambrosiani’s typology), equilateral clasps
JP 69/70 made in Borre type,* ring clasps
FAC:US*sex:a type, silver bead JP 202, pen-
dants in the form of miniatures of iron ham-
mers and Thor’s hammers, bronze chains JP
204 type,” bodkins JP 238, bronze cubical/
octahedral weights A (Steuer’s typology — ap-
pearing in the late 9 century and typical of
the ro™-11 centuries), iron flints with bronze
lace elements, iron arrowheads type 1a, 1b, 2
and 5 (Kempke’s typology),* iron spurs with
hooks bend towards the inside, and keys for
locks of latch type and revolving type.

A bronze belt element with equilateral
cross with groove enamel is characteristic
of the first half or mid 10™ century and was
manufactured in Rhineland workshops.*

Typical of the 10™ century are: horn
combs type Br: 1, Br: 2 and B3 (Ambrosiani’s
typology), silver clasp with an image of a
Valkyrie with a horse as well as bronze orna-
ments with an image of a human head.

Characteristic of the 10™ and 11" centu-
ries are: silver buckle pendant (with closest
parallels to finds from Gotland and Oland),*
sword of X-type, spurs with long goads type
I (Hilczeré6wna’s typology), spherical weights
with surface type Br intermediate form and
type B2 (Steuer’s typology),” as well as an
amber cross.

‘The majority of artefacts from the site are
characteristic of both the 9 and 10" centur-
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Fig. 5. A complex of trenches, each covering 100 m*
(port as well as craft and commercial part of the
settlement), with outlines of objects. 1: longhouses;
2: boundary ditches; 3: boats.
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ies, however, other finds date to the 8", 9™

and 1™ centuries (Figs 6-8), indicating that
Truso was populated from the late 8™ cen-
tury until the beginning of the 1™ century.

By comparing these conclusions with
identified structures of the settlement and
their functions, individual phases can be seen
in the development of Truso.

The first phase (end of the 8" century
until the mid 9™ century) was the period
during which manufacturing and trade were
carried out seasonally (documented by trans-
actions in/near boats), as well as amber and
horn working.

The second phase (from the mid 9*
mid 10% centuries) was the period when the
temporary, seasonal-use area was being made
into a permanent settlement, by dividing the
land into separate sections or lots (in which
numerous houses and workshops as well as
sheds for storage and livestock were built),
marking and constructing roads, and estab-
lishing flood-control of the nearby stream.
Probably at this time the port started to take

1

L

shape — the natural bays were made deeper,
thus forming regular, harbour-like inlets.
The third phase (the second half of the
century to the first half of the 11 cen-
tury) was likely marked by greater urban
investments; probably then the encircling
rampart was built, and also a palisade along
the waterfront (Fig. 9).

In order to establish the function and
status of Truso it is important to determine if
the settlement was fortified. Evidence shows
that there was a moat (the above-mentioned
stream) flowing around the settlement,
whose channel was specially diverted (see Fig.
2). The argument for the existence of an en-
circling rampart derives from a map frag-
ment of the the Vistula marshlands (Wista
Zu}awy) dated to 1862, which shows a semi-
circular rise of earth in the place of Truso
(Fig. 10). It was probably not a dam, since it
was located in a place where the elevation
is 7 or 8 m above sea level, and, as the maps re-
veals, the earthwork almost reached the road
which once connected Past¢k and Elblag.”
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Fig. 7. Chronological table of selected artefacts: ornaments and pieces of weapons.
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Fig. 8. Chronological table of selected artefacts: keys, arrowheads and spurs.
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Fig. 9. (opposite) Elements
of the settlement of Truso
found during excavations.

Fig. 10. (opposite) Map of a
part of the Vistula marsh-
lands from 1862, where a
rampart around the Truso
settlement is marked above
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By comparing the detailed plan of the
contour lines of the settlement with a ca-
dastral survey (Fig. 11) as well as with aerial
photos (Fig. 12) it is possible to locate pre-
cisely the mound (hatched area). In a test
trench excavated in this area, directly south
to the location of the presumed moat, part
of a building was found. Probably square in
shape, the structure can be preliminary iden-
tified as the remains of a tower of defensive
character.” It is located directly within the
limits of the identified mound, strongly sug-
gesting that it was in fact a fortification. We
can also speculate that the waterfront of the
settlement was fortified. The numerous poles
in the bed of Druzno Lake, often found by
fishermen, are probably the remains of a nav-
igational barrier in the shape of a palisade.
The places where the poles have been found
have thus been named “The Depth of Thou-
sands of Poles”, “Four-Pole Depth” etc.®®

Considering the elements of the struc-
tural design described above, as well as func-
tional characteristics, it can be assumed that
the type of settlement discovered in Truso can
be identified as ‘early urban’, a type which
developed and functioned in the Baltic Sea
region between 700 and 1100.” These places
were situated at some distance from the open
sea, but still within easy reach of the Baltic.

In southern and western Scandinavia,
similarly-situated sites were located at Kau-
pang/Skiringssal in Norway and mentioned
by Ohthere at the end of 9 century,* Pa-
viken on the west coast of Gotland, Arhus
on Jutland, Ahus on the north shores of the
Helge River in eastern Scania, Loddekdpinge
on the Lodde River in western Scania, Helgd
on the coast of Lake Milar in central Swe-
den, Birka on the island Bjorké mentioned
in Vita Anskari, or Hedeby and Ribe, which
at that time were the principal port cities of
the Jutland peninsula, described by Adam of
Bremen and At-Tartuschi.

The settlements — emporia — that appear-
ed at that time in other areas of the Baltic
Sea region such as the southern Slavic coast
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Fig. 12. Aerial photograph
of the Truso settlement,
from the south-east. Regular
dark areas in the three cen-
tral polders are probably the

remains of three docks.
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were of a similar character. Examples of such
craft production and commercial centres in
north Polabie are, among others, Starigard/
Oldenburg on the Ina River, Grof§ Stromken-
dorf on the Bay of Wismar (recently identi-
fied as the seaside market Reric mentioned in
Annales regni Francorum),? Rostock-Dierkow
at the mouth of the Warnow river, Ralswiek
on Riigen, the Menzlin-Gérke complex on
the lower Piana River. In western Pomerania,
such examples are Wolin on the Dziwna riv-
er, Szczecin at the mouth of the Oder, as well
as complex at Kolobrzeg-Swielubie-Bardy on
the Parseta river. Examples in eastern Pomer-
ania are at Gdansk on the Modawa river and
probably also Puck.

Also in the east lands of the Slavs there
were a number of settlements of early urban
character, among which are Old Ladoga at
the mouth of the Volhov, described as the
oldest capital of Russia, Great Novgorod on
Lake Ilmen, Gniozdovo on the Dniepr, as
well as the settlement complex in Timieriev
near Yaroslav.

Similar site situations are found in the
lands of the Balts. In Sambia, at the Kurland
Lagoon, a significant centre of this type exist-
ed near Kaup-Wiskiauten. In the former
land of the Kurs, Seeburg-Grobin was also
situated, on the Alanda River, and described
by Rimbert. In the borderland between the
lands of the Slavs and the Old Prussians,
Truso, mentioned by the description of Wulf-
stan, served as such a centre.

However, of the above-mentioned exam-
ples of early urban settlements, it should be
remembered that their appearance was con-
nected with various factors of economic as
well as social and political nature. This prob-
lem is more widely discussed by Wladystaw
Losinski with respect to the early urban settle-
ments of the Baltic Slavs.’* In reconstructing
traditional structures of settlements, Losiriski
argues that new forms of social ties were cre-
ated, concluding that the economic factors
were the most significant. The wealth and
economic capabilities of individual commu-

nities, and particularly their ability to trade
on a larger scale, was of utmost importance
when ‘accepting’ new trends.

Losinski also presents two different
models of settlement of early urban charac-
ter which appeared in the later stages of the
Early Middle Ages among the Baltic Slavs.
The first model originates from settlements
of rural character, fixed in the traditional
structures of settlements. These settlements,
which utilised the advantages of the emerging
markets of long-distance trade, gradually
developed into craft and commercial settle-
ments, and then into early urban settlements,
finally achieving the status of fully urban,
economic and social centres. This model is
regarded as a Slavic example of early urban
forms in the Baltic Sea region, and Wolin
is often seen as a settlement of this type (as
well as the complex Kofobrzeg-Swielubie-
Bardy).”»

The second model according to Losinski
was brought from outside and can be com-
pared to other settlements of this type found
on the coast of the Baltic Sea, and which are
called Seehandelsplitze. These settlements,
founded by foreigners (mostly Scandinavi-
ans), were of a pre-determined economic
function, usually related to the operation of
specialised craft workshops and trade; usually
they also were built according to a uniform
structural plan. This model also appeared on
the borderland of the Slavs and the Prussians,
and Truso can be regarded as an example of
such a settlement. Scholars, such as Brather,
see Wolin as a Seehandelspliitze.*®

The centres of this type, which have al-
ready been partially identified in western
Pomerania and southern Scandinavia, indi-
cate that the urbanisation processes in these
regions varied slightly, even though there
were similarities in chronology and often in
organisation. However, it has to be stressed
that in both Scandinavian and Slavic craft
and commercial settlements there are many
finds that reveal their multi-ethnic charac-
ter. An example of such settlement in Slavic
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lands is Grof§ Strémkendorf, where the di-
versification appears also in the style of build-
ing: Slavic pit houses were excavated, which
can be connected with the Saxon and Scandi-
navian building tradition, and similar burials
found at the settlement.” The question can
be then be raised: did the Scandinavians play
an initiating role in the creation of such cen-
tres in Pomerania?® It is not easy to answer
this question, and the arguments should be
sought in other areas of research. The Scan-
dinavian element, however distinctive, in
fact was not decisive in the creation of these

centres, even though it greatly influenced the
trends and the rate of development. The gen-
eral trend to create new economic solutions,
often inspired by political factors, was of fun-
damental importance here, both within the
tribal organisation as well as later, when ter-
ritorial lands were established.

Probably another local curiosity has also
to be taken into account in the case of Truso,
which, as a significant trade and commercial
centre, operated in specific economic, politi-
cal and ethnic conditions. An analysis of ar-
chaeological sites between the rivers Vistula
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Fig. 13. Colonisation be-
tween the rivers Vistula and
Pasteka in the 9" and 10"
centuries:

1: Slavic strongholds

2: Slavic settlements

3: Slavic burial grounds
4: Prussian strongholds

§: Prussian settlements

6: Prussian burial grounds
7: long mounds

8: traces of Scandinavian
penetration and colonisa-
tion

9: Truso
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and Pasteka shows that these were created in
the borderlands between the areas of Prus-
sian and Slavic settlements (Fig. 13).* The
basic question here is: what were the rela-
tions between the neighbouring communi-
ties of the Prussians, Slavs and Scandinavian
settlers? Who governed the settlements? To
what extent did the local authorities and
regional authorities participate in the gov-
ernment? We have limited ability to draw
conclusions to these questions, mainly due
to the amount of research. It is certain, how-
ever, that ties between the groups must have
existed.* Further research is of fundamental
importance in solving this problem, and it
should comprise not only Truso itself, but
also its background. It can be speculated that
this background was created by not only
Prussian domains, but also by Slavic do-
mains. Thus, perhaps the borderland between
Prussian and Slavic lands — which is a long,
narrow strip located close to attractive ter-
restrial and maritime routes (via the Vistula
Lagoon, Lake Druzno and Dzierzgon river),
where an exceptional accumulation of ele-
ments of craft and long-distance trade has
been documented and where Truso was
situated — can be regarded as a separate and
unique territorial unit of inter-regional and
multi-ethnic character.* It is also significant
that objects found in this strip of land date
to the 6" century and show influences either
from Gotland and southern Scandinavia or
from Jutland and the Rhineland.+

Currently the conclusions which can be
drawn from the research on Truso indicate
that significant influence of the centre’s crea-
tion can be attributed to the Danes. This is
supported both by artefacts as well as the lay-
out of the settlement, which is evidently sim-
ilar to the once principal ports of the Jutland
Peninsula: Hedeby (Haithabu) and Ribe. The
political activities of the rulers of the Danes,
and all the economic influences that follow,
have already been documented, especially
for Mecklenburg and western Pomerania.
Therefore it is possible that a similar situation

could be encountered in the Vistula Delta,
where Truso may have marked the eastern
limit of lands under the Danish influence.®

Truso — as well as Wolin — were created
at the end of the 8" century. They were
non-agrarian, and craft- and trade-oriented
settlements located near the estuaries of
great rivers, but at some distance from the
open sea — clearly similar factors that were
taken into account by the founders of these
emporia. Future research could be conducted
on subsequent stages of development of these
centres, although it is possible at present to
highlight the similar turning points in their
functions and evolution. It is difficult to
examine such settlements, however. For ex-
ample, terms used in connection with Truso
and Wolin are not uniform. The relevant
literature, which is not insignificant, pre-
sents a variety of terms concerning the settle-
ments themselves, and by applying specific
names, a variety of interpretations concern-
ing the status of these places arises. For exam-
ple, trading centres, trading emporia, trading
places (permanent or semi-permanent settle-
ments), trading settlements, trading places
with urban elements, seaside centres, ports
of trade, craft and commercial centres, open
centres of trade and craft, non-agrarian craft
and trade settlement, emporia, colonies or
Seehandelspliitze. There is a need for further
research concerning both centres, as well as
the region, which will hopefully provide in-
sight into the functions and locations of set-
tlements.

In conclusion, the written sources men-
tioned at the beginning of this paper can be
touched upon again. In the case of Wulfstan’s
report, there are three basic sets of informa-
tion provided. The first deals with the voy-
age from Hedeby to Truso, describing the
ethnic relations in the Baltic Sea region.
The second describes in detail the Vistula
Delta and the location of Truso. The third
set of information describes the land of the
Ests, their customs and skills. Therefore,
apart from its location, there is no infor-
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mation concerning Truso itself whatsoever.
Thus, the question arises: why did Wulfstan
not describe Truso itself, focusing instead
on the land of the Ests and their customs?
Perhaps it was due to the fact that this area
was already described elsewhere or known to
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