
Excavations at the Knowe of Swandro in 2019 
 
Excavation in 2019 at the Knowe of Swandro concentrated on the remains of a large Iron 
Age roundhouse. This roundhouse is multi-phased and has evidence for structural 
modification with a secondary usage reflected by major modifications to the original 
building.  
 
The roundhouse appears to be monumental in construction and would have had a focal 
position within the settlement. This parallels the positioning of many Orcadian broch sites 
such as the nearby broch of Midhowe. However, the construction of this roundhouse, 
although monumental in proportion, does not conform to the architecture traits that are 
indicative of a broch. Three independent radiocarbon dates from separate archaeological 
contexts from this early phase all suggested a consistent early date. One sample from the 
early walls provides a date of 788–541cal BC at 95.4% probability (SUERC-88536 
(GU52308)). The other two dates from material deposited after the construction of the wall 
collaborate this early calibrated radiocarbon date range.  This new and exciting evidence 
dating to the Early Iron Age helps to explain some of the unusual characteristics of this 
roundhouse indicating that it is a pre-broch structure from which the later broch would 
have developed.  
 
The southern area of the roundhouse under the boulder beach had been severely affected 
by the sea. Here much of the finer grained material forming the depositional sequence had 
been removed by tidal action. Survival was better on the landward side. However, in the 
central zone of the building a major collapse event was evident from the position of 
slumped or fallen structural stones originally set upright. 
 
The archaeological evidence derived from the work in 2019 suggests that that this early 
monumental building has a continuity into the 1st millennium AD. The northern circuit of 
the building provided a better insight into the archaeological complexity and potential of 
the site as it has not yet been exposed to the sea and the effects of tidal action.  

 

 



 
The multi-phased Iron Age Roundhouse with some of the surrounding settlement in 2019. 
Photograph by Tom Sparrow. 
 
 
The centre of the structure had been infilled by a complex tipping sequence of rubble and 
midden infilling the shell of this building. These deposits included midden layers that were 
rich in animal bone (mammal, bird and fish) and burnt stone.  Some of the animal bone was 
articulated, while others showed evidence of butchery with a large metal blade. The bird 
species included a number of bones from White Tailed Sea Eagles and a number of bones 
from the now-extinct Great Auk. A floor surface with several hearths was found at the end 
of the 2019 season. A long-handled weaving comb was found at this late level within the 
roundhouse together with two Roman glass bottle fragments, whose forms suggest a 1st to 
early 2nd century AD date. 
 

 
Skull of a White-Tailed Sea Eagle found in the structured midden infilling the large 

roundhouse. 
 
 
 
 
An Iron Age building complex partially destroyed by the sea to the south east of the 
roundhouse was first identified in 2010 and was re-investigated in 2019. The building had 
been truncated by the sea which had taken much of the structure away. Archaeological 
excavation of the intact stratigraphy associated with this Iron Age building indicated a usage 
in the 1st centuries BC/AD. This building contained evidence for a stone-built oven 
constructed against the inner wall of the building and an adjacent hearth. The entrance to 
this early truncated building was to the north-west appeared to lead into a corridor that 
would have linked this building to the main entrance of the large roundhouse. 
 
The sequence under this building was investigated in 2019 and produced Early Iron Age 
pottery; the sherds contained a stone temper and the rim sherds had a flat splayed rim form 
that is characteristic of Orcadian pottery for this period. A perforated seal tooth interpreted 
as a pendant was also found in this depositional sequence. These layers were sampled for 
scientific dating. It is hoped that material that might be used to provide radiocarbon dates in 
order to develop a comprehensive dating sequence for the whole site.  



 

 
 
The truncated floor, hearth and oven (top) showing with the underlying stratigraphic 
sequence showing the underlying archaeology belonging to the Early Iron Age. 
 
Geophysical survey by Chris Gaffney and Tom Sparrow in 2019 revealed much more about 
the site. The detailed earth resistance survey indicated that the large roundhouse forming 
the main component of the Knowe of Swandro was surrounded by subsidiary buildings such 
as those excavated under the boulder beach, suggesting a significant settlement 
surrounding the large roundhouse. 
 

 
 
 
The georeferenced earth resistance survey showing the extent and form of the settlement 
next to the eroding coastline. The anomalies indicate that the roundhouse appears to be the 
focus for a nucleated settlement. 



 
The archaeological evidence for the settlement sequence indicates that this is an important 
wealthy site spanning the Early Iron Age to the Norse period. The evidence indicates metal 
production with the casting of copper alloy objects, feasting suggested by the butchered 
bone, and the appearance of Roman glass indicating the presence of prestige goods from 
the Roman world. 
 
A more detailed account will be published in the Orkney Archaeology Review (to be 
published in April by the Orkney Archaeology Society). 
 


