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VIKING AGE HARBOUR SITE AT TORNIMAE,
EASTERN SAAREMAA

Marika MAGI
Institute of History, University of Tallinn, Riiiitli 6, 10130 Tallinn, Eesti (Estonia)
marika.magi@mail.ce

During the summer of 2004, a series of excavations aimed at investigating pre-
historic harbour sites was carried out on the island of Saaremaa. These investiga-
tions formed a part of the research project Coastal settlements on Prebistoric and
Medieval Saaremaa (Grant No 5432 of the Estonian Science Foundation). In addi-
tion, the excavations were financed by the target-financed project Land, Sea and
People: Estonia on its way from the Iron A ge to the Medieval Period of the
Institute of History in Tallinn, and the University of Tallinn. The field work was
conducted as seminar excavations for history students of the University of Tallinn.

Prehistoric harbour sites in Estonia have so far been excavated only randomly, and
the excavations have been carried out without proper prior knowledge of the
probable character of such sites (e. g. Aita Kustin 1963; Gurly Vedru 2000). Since
the archaeological evidence of prehistoric harbour sites is normally reported to
have been rather similar to that of “normal” dwelling places, such places are first
and foremost defined as harbour sites due to their location and coastal proximi-
ty at the time of their use (criteria for locating harbour sites in Estonia and neigh-
bouring countries see e. g. Migi 2004).

The experience of Estonian archaeologists in recognizing and excavating harbour
sites is consequently quite limited. The series of excavations at different sites of
the same type on Saaremaa was arranged in order to compare the culture layers,
finds and methods during the process of the excavations.The project was super-
vised by Marika Migi, other participants were Tyge Andersen, Kristin Ilves (carried
out trial excavations at Sutu) and Villu Kadakas (supervised excavations at
Viltina), all working for the Institute of History in Tallinn.

The largest plot was opened at Tornimie, and a somewhat smaller one at Viltina.
Trial excavations were carried out at Sutu and at Pillamois on the southern bank
of the Ristioja brook, both in the vicinity of the Pitha church. At all sites except
Tornimie, the excavations will be continued in 2005.
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THE VIKING AGE HARBOUR SITE AT TORNIMAE
LOCATION AND RESEARCH HISTORY

The Viking Age harbour site at Tornimie is located on an elevation now nearly
2 km from the coast line, where a Russian orthodox church was erected in the
middle of the 19" century.The stretch of land between Tornimie and the present
coast line is flat and submerged occasionally. 1200 years ago, the hill with the pre-
sent church was situated right next to the sea, and it must have provided an excel-
lent view over the main part of the Little Strait (Fig. 1).To the east of Tornimie
Hill, the island of Saaremaa was separated from the present peninsula of Korkvere
by a strait extending from north to south.The site is likely to have been very suit-
able for controlling navigation through the Little Strait which, judging from sev-
eral archaeological on both sides of it, might have been an intensively used water
route. The slopes of the hill are well-suited for beaching boats and ships on dry
land, which might otherwise have been somewhat problematic due to the flat
and wide-stretching foreland in the vicinity.At Tornimie during the Viking Age, the
sea next to the coast was deep enough to be navigable for sea vessels, while along
most of the coastline the water level might have been too shallow for sailing. All
these topographic features pointed to Tornimie as the most suitable site for a
Viking Age harbour in this part of Saaremaa.

West of Tornimie lay some of the most fertile arable lands of the whole island, in
the middle of which the manor of Uuemoisa was founded in the Middle Ages.
Several prehistoric stone graves, however, indicate that settlement of this area
reaches further back in history. 6.3 km west from Tornimie is the site of the Poide
Hillfort, which was used at the same time as the harbour site - that is, in the first
half and the middle of the Viking Age (Lougas & Migi-Lougas 1994).In the 13" cen-
tury, the parish church of Péide was built right between the harbour site and the
hillfort, at a distance of 4.2 km from Tornimie.The catchment area of the harbour
site may, accordingly, be considered as central for the local community, and the site
of Tornimie most likely functioned as the main harbour of a whole district.

Brick fragments found close to the Tornimie orthodox church suggest that some
brick buildings were situated there during the medieval period. Considering that
the manor of Uuemoisa became the collecting point of tax, paid and gathered in
kind for the Livonian Order, Tornimie most likely continued to be the main har-
bour of the district. Taxes were transported away from the islands(?) by sea, and
all tax-collecting centers were bound to have been connected with suitable har-
bour sites. Because of the land mass transformations, the medieval harbour of
Tornimde could hardly have been situated at exactly the same place as in the

66



F - arable lands (partly

Viking Age harbour site at Tornimde, Eastern Suaremaa

K’ —

L\
j / Suuremdisa
‘4}

\fzﬁaﬁ

I%Kareda

drained) /
pollumaad (osalt
kuivendatud)

- bodies of water / g3 / %,
veekogud 3 V- Soealenbineed :

- wetlands /
sood

- dwellings / ) 0 1 @5' = g
asulad o~ % i

- approximate coast- )
line 1000 years ago/ ; el : 1
umbkaud,ﬁ'e ranng_ Fig. 1. Tornimde and. its surroundings.
joon 1000 a. tagasi Joon. 1. Tornimde timbruskond.

- late prehistoric
stone graves / s s i
muinasaja I5pu Viking Age. The remains of the medieval harbour may yet be

kivi o .
o I;:;ks:;:mm found 800 m northward from the Viking Age harbour site, next

e to a still visible stone jetty, even named Laevasild by the locals.

muinasaja [6pu
linnused

By the 17" century at the latest, the harbour of Tornimie was
abandoned - the sea around it was by then too shallow, and the Little Strait no
longer navigable for bigger vessels. On surveyor maps from the end of the 17*
century, the area of the former harbour site is indicated only by bare fields (EA,
308-2-66). Neither were there any farms visible on the 18"-century maps. On
these maps, it is of interest that the hill below the later church was then called
Linnamag: (Hill-Fort Hill or Town Hill) (EA, 2072-3-419). While ploughing on the
slope of the hill, local peasants found the remains of a “wooden palisade” (Luce
1811). Although the exact location and character of these finds remain obscure,
it is likely to suggest that the “palisade” originally formed a part of the harbour
construction, or perhaps indicated a wooden jetty.

The site of Tornimde was brought to the attention of the public by Johann
Wilhelm Ludwig von Luce, who in 1811 published an article in which he sug-
gested that Castrum Mone, mentioned by the 13" century chronist Henry the
Latvian, might have been situated at Tornimie (Luce 1811). His theory was ques-
tioned by Jean Baptiste Holzmayer in 1868, who, however, supported the idea of
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Tornimie as a former important harbour site (Holzmayer 1868). These writings
had a strong impact on local tradition, and accordingly Tornimie was from then
on always remembered as a prehistoric harbour.

In 1963, rescue excavations prompted by road buildings were carried out on the
eastern slope of the Tornimie hill, supervised by Aita Kustin (Fig. 2). The uncov-
ered area was 160 m?. Kustin reports clusters of burnt stones, probably fire-places.
The finds consisted predominantly of ceramics, together with a few metal and
bone finds, dating the site between the middle of the 1* and the beginning of the
2" millennia AD. The cultural layer was characterized by a great amount of fish-
bones and animal bones. In addition to other finds, several boat rivets were
unearthed (Kustin 1967).

Another rescue excavation, also supervised by Kustin, was carried out in 1968.
This time, only soil piled up in the course of the road building was investigated.
Kustin has estimated that approximately 1600 m? of the settlement were
destroyed with the road building. The materials found in 1968 resembled those of
the 1963 excavations.

In 1997, several surface surveys were conducted at the presumed prehistoric har-
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Fig. 2. Tornimde harbour site with the excavation plots of 1963 and 2004. From Kustin 1967.
Joon. 2. Tornimde sadamakobt 1963. ja 2004. aasta kaevanditega.
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bour site of Tornimie by Marika Migi. These investigations included phosphate-
mapping and an estimation of the extent of the cultural layer (Magi 1998).
Excavations carried out here in 2004 can be considered as an extension of this
preliminary work.

EXCAVATIONS IN 2004

In 2004, 80 m* were unearthed eastwards from the Tornimie orthodox church
(Fig. 2), in an area where the phosphate content of the soil was higher than aver-
age.The area was slightly sloping, and the excavations were therefore carried out
in strata following the surface. Bones and other finds were recorded by
50 x 50 cm squares. The finds are stored in the archaeological collections of the
Institute of History in Tallinn (Al 6688: 1-904).

The upper layers of the excavated area were heavily disturbed by ploughing, for
the plot had been used as an arable land for centuries. The soil was intensively
dark-coloured. Almost no prehistoric finds were detected right underneath the
sod. When 25 cm had been removed, stones were uncovered nearly everywhere
in the excavated area. In some parts of the plot, the natural ground appeared
already at this point, while in most of the area stone layers of different character
could be distinguished. A few bigger limestone slabs here and there had perhaps
originally formed part of some constructions that, however, had not survived the
ploughing.

The central part of the exca-
vated area was characterized
by a layer of fist-size, mainly
granite stones; the soil among
them was darker than usual
igs. U InYblices e
stones had clearly been in
fire - perhaps they were from
ovens. Still, such sporadic
groups of cracked stones

COUld_ s LG retec_l i Fig. 3. The excavated area at Tornimdie. Taken from SW,
remains of hearths.The major- Joon. 3. Vaade Tornimde kaevandile edelast.

ity of prehistoric finds and

animal bones were gathered from the layer described above.The layer extended
over approximately 40 m? the area seemed to have been rectangular, but was
diagonally intercepted by the edge of the excavations.
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The layer of small partly cracked stones had a counterpart at the contemporary
Poide hill-fort, excavated 1990-1994. The similar layer at the Poide hill-fort sur-
rounded oven remains and was therefore interpreted as indicating the site of
houses (Lougas & Migi-Lougas 1994). Several excavations in mainland Estonia
have demonstrated that prehistoric houses can be indicated only by certain con-
centration of finds, intensively dark soil, and sometimes a similar layer of partly

burnt stones (Aasu et al. 1983; Lavi 1997).

The absence of oven remains in the excavation plots both in 2004 and 1963 may
perhaps indicate seasonal use of the buildings at the Tornimie site. Presuming
that the site was a harbour location, primarily used during summer months, the
lack of ovens may be explained by no need for heating. However, the area so far
excavated at Tornimie is clearly not sufficient in size for drawing far-reaching con-
clusions. Dwelling houses situated in other parts of the site may possibly have
contained ovens.

The only collection of burnt stones which should perhaps be interpreted as a fire-
place was uncovered in the middle of the excavated area next to several hori-
zontal limestone slabs. The slabs were possibly remnants of a pavement, pre-
served in an area of about 1.5 m2. A parallel to it can be found at the Poide hill-
fort where the floor next to one of the Viking Age ovens had been paved with sim-
ilar looking limestone slabs.The possible construction at Tornimie was, however,
strongly disturbed by ploughing.
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The layer of small granite stones
was in the northern and south-east-
ern end, surrounded by a 2.5 m
wide zone of small limestone slabs.
Although some bones and even
pieces of artefacts were uncovered
in the latter zone as well, they
occurred much less frequently than
in the layer of small granite stones.
Outside the zone of small lime- [EESEPES e
stone slabs, in the northern and Fig. 5. Semicircular co
southern end of the excavation stone slabs.
plot, the natural ground had been Joon. 5. Paeplaatidest poolkaar.
partly uncovered already under-

neath the sod. Only a few finds and

bones were recorded there.
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Upon removing the layers of small granite stones and limestone slabs, the natural
ground was laid bare in most of the excavated area. Underneath the zone of small
limestone slabs reaching diagonally over the southern half of the excavation,
slightly bigger limestone slabs formed a clear semicircle (Fig. 5).The inner side of
the construction indicated that the slabs had originally surrounded some, proba-
bly wooden construction with a diameter of 2-2.75 m. What kind of a building
this had been remained unclear. In any case, the construction had been demol-
ished and covered by the layer of small limestone slabs already during the use of
the Tornimie site. Similar (semi-) circles of stones have been observed previously
at the Proosa dwelling site, where they were interpreted as some kind of a stor-
age building (Deemant 1986).

FINDS

The finds of the Tornimie site consisted predominantly of ceramics (Fig. 6). Most
of them were potsherds of quite simple cooking vessels but remains of more
fine-grained, often carinated Viking Age bowls were also found. Some potsherds
were decorated with line and/or zigzag ornament (Fig. 6: 2, 4), resembling similar
ceramics from the Poide hill-fort.

The rest of the prehistoric finds consisted of a fragment of a bronze decorative

pin (Fig. 6: 5), a piece of silver plating, half of a glass bead and another, probably
burnt bead, as well as some possible iron awls and some fragments of bone arti-
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Fig. 6. Finds from Tornimdie.
Joon. 6. Leide Tornimdielt.

facts. Close to the excavated area of 2004, a local landowner had earlier found an
iron axe of the C-type. All the finds that can be dated more exactly than to the
Iron Age belong to the 9"-10" century, which is consistent with the finds from
Kustin’s excavations. The cultureal layer of Tornimie also contained a consider-
able number of bones, among which domesticated animals as well as seals and
different kinds of fish were represented.

PRELIMINARY CONCLUSIONS

The excavations at Tornimie uncovered a part of a Viking Age construction, indi-
cated by the layer of small and partly burnt granite stones. In the uncovered area,
the measurements of the construction were 8.5 m (NE-SW) and 5.5 m (SE-NW).
Whether the layer indicated one or more buildings remains unclear. Possibly we
may have here a situation with overlapping house structures, considering the
continuum of at least two centuries of activity at the same location. The house or
houses had probably been built in log technique as has been the custom in pre-
historic, medieval and even later Estonia. Neither post-holes nor, for instance,
burnt clay was found.

The materials found may not provide a final proof of the Tornimie site having
been the location of a harbour. Archaeological material similar to that of dwelling
places has, however, been also reported at harbour sites from neighbouring coun-
tries. By the bone material excavated at the Tornimie site, such maritime acitivi-
ties as fishing and seal hunting were repeatedly undertaken from here. Some
bones with cutting marks also indicate handicraft. The ceramics used by the peo-
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ple at Tornimie were generally similar to those from the Poide hill-fort; some
unusual potsherds found both in 2004 and 1963 may reflect overseas connec-
tions. The finds suggest that the harbour site was abandoned around the year
1000, perhaps because of land transformation processes, which might have made
it too difficult to approach the site by ship.
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VIIKINGIAEGNE SADAMAKOHT IDA-SAAREMAAL TORNIMAEL
Marika MAGI

2004. aasta suvel korraldati Saaremaa muistsetel sadamakohtadel kompleksekspeditsioon, kus arheo-
loogilised kaevamised toimusid iiheaegselt Tornimiel ja Viltinas ning proovikaevamised Piiha
lihedal Sutus ja Pillas. Projekti juhatas Marika Magi, lisaks osalesid AI arheoloogia sektori todtajad
Tyge Andersen, Kristin Ilves (juhatas kaevamisi Sutus) ja Villu Kadakas (juhatas kaevamisi Viltinas).
Koigis nimetatud kohtades, vilja arvatud Tornimie, jitkuvad kaevamised jirgmisel suvel.

Tornimie viikingiaegne sadamakoht paikneb rannalihedasel korgemal kiinkal, kuhu 19. sajandi
keskel pustitati vene digeusu kirik. 1200 aastat tagasi jai kiingas otse mererannale ning sealt avanes
vaade iile suurema osa tollasest Viikesest viinast (joon. 1). Koht oli strateegiliselt sobiv kontrolli
kehtestamiseks Viikese viina liikluse tle ning topograafiliselt imbruskonna soodsaim sadam.

Sadamakohast 6,3 km ldine suunas jiab Poide maalinn, mille varaseim jirk oli kasutuses sadamaga
theaegselt, s.o. viikingiaja esimesel poolel ja keskel. 4,2 km kaugusele Tornimiest piistitati 13.
sajandil Poide kirik. Tegemist oli seega piirkonnas keskse alaga, mille tagasadamaks Tornimie
toendaoliselt oligi.

Arvestades, et Uuemoisa mdis Tornimie laheduses oli keskajal Ordu maksukogumiskeskus, voib ole-
tada, et Tornimde puisis sel ajal jatkuvalt piirkonna tihtsaima sadamakohana. Konkreetne sadama-
koht pidi aga keskajal olema seoses maatousuga nihkunud ning ilmselt pirineb sellest ajast
viikingiaegsest asulakohast u 800 m pohja poole jiiv kividest Laevasild.

Hiljemalt 17. sajandi 10puks oli Tornimde sadamakohana maha jietud - meri sadama timber oli sel-
leks ajaks jaidnud madalaks ning Viike viin veeteena suurematele veesdidukitele Libimatu. 17. sajan-
di I6pu kadastriplaanidel on kunagise sadama kohal vaid pollud. Talud puuduvad siin ka 18. sajandi
kaartidel, millelt voib aga teada saada, et kirikualust kiingast nimetati siis Linnamieks. Kiinka veerel
ktindes olevat kohalikud talupojad leidnud puidust palissaadi jaanuseid.

1963. aastal toimusid Tornimde kiinka idandlval seoses tee dgvendamisega avariikaevamised Aita
Kustini juhtimisel (joon. 2). Kaevandis paljandusid kohati polenud kivikobarad, arvatavalt lee-
asemed. Leiumaterjal (koosnes valdavalt keraamikast, sekka ka moningaid metall- ja luuesemeid)
dateeriti I at. teisest poolest kuni II at. alguseni. Teised avariikaevamised toimusid samuti A. Kustini
juhtimisel Tornimael 1968.a. Seekord kaevasid arheoloogid libi vaid tee ehitusel hunnikusse likatud
mulla. Leiumaterjal sarnanes 1963. a. saadule.

1997. aastal toimus Marika Migi juhtimisel mitmeid inspektsioone Tornimie oletatavasse sadamako-
hta. Nende kiigus madrati kindlaks asula kultuurkihi ulatus ning fosfaadisisaldus. Nende toode
otseseks jitkuks olid siin 2004. aastal 14bi viidud kaevamised.

2004. aastal avati 80 m* suurune kaevand Tornimie oigeusu kirikust ida poole jiival lagendikul
(joon. 3, 4). Leiud ja luud registreeriti 50 x 50 cm tipsusega kihtide kaupa. Kuna kaevendi kohal oli
sadu aastaid kiintud poldu, oli kultuurkiht eriti iilemistes kihtides tugevasti segatud. Mittaalusest
kihist ei saadud peaaegu uldse muinasaegseid leide.

Umbes 25 cm stigavusel paljandus kaevandi keskosas rusikasuurustest, pohiliselt raudkividest kiht,
mida timbritsev muld oli eriti intensiivselt must. Laiguti leidus kihis polenud (kerise?)kive, mis aga
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ei moodustanud kusagil selgeid tuleasemeid. Sellest kihist saadi valdav enamik luid ja leide. Viikeste
raudkivide kiht kattis umbes ristkiilikukujulise, u. 40 m? suuruse ala, mille kaevand diagonaalselt Iibi
1oikas.

Nimetatud kihi ndol voib tommata paralleeli Poide maalinna hoonejianustega, mis kuuluvad
samasse esiajaloolisesse perioodi. Poide maalinna kaevati aastatel 1990-1994. Eelpoolkirjeldatud
kiht imbritses seal kerisahjude jiinuseid ning tihistas seega kunagisi hooneid. Ahjude puudumine
nii varasemas A. Kustini kaevandis kui ka 2004. aasta kaevandis Tornimiel voiks osutada siinsete
hoonete sessoonsusele. Eeldades, et tegemist oli sadamakohaga, pidi see olema kasutusel eelkdige
suvekuudel, mil ahjude jirele puudus vajadus. Samas on libi kaevatud osa Tornimie kultuurkihist
siiski veel liialt viike, et teha kaugemaleulatuvaid jareldusi.

Kaevandi pohja- ja kagukiiljel diristas eelpoolkirjeldatud, viikeste raudkividega kihti 2,5 m laiune
viikeste paeplaatide voond. Kuigi ka selles leidus moningal méiral leide ja luid, oli neid siin hoopis
horedamalt, kui raudkivide kihis. Nimetatud voondist veelgi viljapoole, kaevandi pohja- ja 1dunaot-
sa jai looduslik pinnas, mis paljandus osalt juba mittaaluses kihis. Luid ja leide saadi siit horedalt.

Kaevandi lounapoolsest osast, viikeste paekivide alt tuli vilja tiksikutest suurematest paeplaatidest
konstruktsioonijiinus. Kivid moodustasid selgepiirilise kaare (joon. 5). Tundub, et need olid imbrit-
senud mingit varasemat, voib-olla puidust konstruktsiooni libimdoduga 2-2,75 m. Mida see enesest
vois kujutada, jii selgusetuks. Igal juhul oli konstruktsioon 16hutud juba sadamakoha kasutusajal
ning kaetud paeklibukihiga.

Valdava osa Tornimée leiumaterjalist moodustas keraamika (joon. 6: 1-4). Kuigi suurem osa kilde
parines majapidamisnoudest, leidus ka viikingiaegseid joon- ja siksakornamendiga anumate kilde.
Muust leiuainesest voiks mainida ehtendela katket (joon. 6: 5), hobeplateeringu fragmenti, poolikut
helmest ja moningaid raudteravikke, voib-olla naaskleid. Leidus ka loikejilgedega luutiikke ning iiks
luueseme fragment. Luumaterjali hulgas oli rohkesti kalaluid, aga ka hiilgeluid. Dateeritav muinas-
aegne leiumaterjal kuulub 8.-10. sajandisse.

Tornimie kaevand loikas ilmselt mingit eri kivikihina eristatavat konstruktsiooni, toenioliselt hoone
alust, mida tiimbritses u 2,5 m laiune paelatakatest voond. NO-SW-suunas oli konstruktsiooni pikkus
avatud osas 8,5 m, SO-NW-suunas 5,5 m. Pole kindel, kas tegemist oli ihe hoone jiinustega voi
mitme eriaegse hoonepohjaga. Hoone voi hooned on olnud toenioliselt ristpalkehitised, mingeid
jalgi postiaukudest voi ka nditeks saviga tile mitsitud seintest ei leitud.

Tornimie leiuaines ei paku kindlat tdestust, et koht oli kasutusel sadamakohana. Sadamakohtade
leivainese sarnasus tavaliste asulakohtade omaga on siiski laialt levinud nihtus ning koht miratle-
takse kunagiseks sadamaks pigem topograafiliste niitajate pohjal. Voimalik, et Tornimide mahajit-
mine u. 1000. aasta paiku oli tingitud maakerkest pohjustatud muutustest, mis tegid veesdidukite
ligipadsu konkreetsele kohale keeruliseks.
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