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TOPICAL REVIEW - TEMATICKA SYNTEZA

State of research on early medieval strongholds
in Western Greater Poland

Stav vyzkumu rané stfedovékych hradist v zapadnim Velkopolsku

Jagoda Mizerka-Urbaniak

The study reviews the current state of research on early medieval strongholds in Western Greater Poland,
a region in which roughly 30 such sites are known. Built in the older phases of the Early Middle Ages,
they precede the formation of the state of the first Piasts, which took place from the second half of the
10th century. The strongholds display considerable diversity in terms of physical features and probably
also in their chronology and function. The northwestern part of Greater Poland, however, has been studied
to a limited and rather selective degree. The preliminary analysis of local strongholds presented in this
paper indicates significant research potential, particularly given their good state of preservation. Key
questions concern the chronological variability of the sites, their functions, and the role they played with-
in micro-regional settlement networks. Ultimately, these investigations may shed light on the social and
political dynamics underlying the origin, functioning, and decline of the strongholds.

strongholds — Early Middle Ages — Greater Poland — pre-state period — tribal period — Tornow-Klenica

Tato studie prindsi prehled soucasného stavu vyzkumu rané stredovékych hradist v zapadnim Velkopolsku.
Vtéto oblasti je zndamo asi 30 takovych lokalit. Byly postaveny ve starSich fazich raného stredovéku a pred-
chdzeji tak vznik stdtu prvnich Piastovci, k némuZ doslo v druhé poloviné 10. stoleti. Hradisté se vyzna-
Cuji znacnou rozmanitosti, pokud jde o jejich fyzické atributy a pravdépodobné také chronologii i funkci.
Severozdpadni st Velkopolska vSak byla studovdna pouze v omezené mire a spise selektivné. Predbézind
analyza mistnich hradist prezentovand v tomto clanku naznacuje vyznamny vyzkumny potencidl, zejména
vzhledem k jejich dobrému stavu zachovdni. Klicové otdzky se tykaji chronologické variability lokalit,
Jejich funkci a role, kterou hraly v mikroregiondlnich sidelnich sitich. Tyto vyzkumy mohou nakonec osvétlit
socidlni a politickou dynamiku, kterd stdla za vznikem, fungovdnim a tipadkem hradist.

hradisté — rany stfedovék — Velkopolsko — predstatni obdobi — kmenové obdobi — Tornow-Klenica

Introduction

The territory of Western Greater Poland, where the fortified settlements described in this
article are located, is bounded by the Warta River to the north and east, and the Obra
River to the west and south. Through its centre run smaller tributaries: the Sama, the
Samica, the Mogilnica, the Ostroroga, the Wirynka, the Czarna Woda, and the Kamionka
rivers, which outlined movement arteries in the Early Middle Ages facilitating the flow
of ideas, people, and products of material culture (Pawlak 2021, 115). During phase B
(c. 600/650-850/900 AD), C (c. 850/900-950 AD), and D (c. 900-950/960 AD) of the
Polish chronology of the Early Middle Ages (after Dzieduszycki 1990), numerous forti-
fied settlements were built in this area, varying in terms of the morphology of the terrain
on which they were erected, as well as in their dimensions, the fortification construction
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Fig. 1. Location of strongholds from the earlier phases of the Early Middle Ages in Western Greater Poland.
1 — Dabréwka; 2 — Glinno; 3 — Pawtowice; 4 — Kasinowo-Baboréwko; 5 — Rudki; 6 — Jastrowo-Ostrolesie;
7 — Ostrorég; 8 — Pierwoszewo; 9 — Wréblewo; 10 — Nojewo; 11 — Ryzyn; 12 — Aleksandrowo; 13 — Muchocin;
14 — Pszczew; 15 — Pszczew, Katherine Peninsul; 16 — Linie-Wymyslanka; 17 — Grorisko-Komorowo; 18 —
Brodki; 19 — Niewierz, dis. Szamotuty; 20 — Wilczyna-Miynkowo, dis. Szamotuty; 21 — Sedzinko-Zalesie;
22 — Brzoza; 23 — Dakowy Mokre; 24 — Nowa Wies-Krgplewo; 25 — Kamieniec; 26 — Trzcinica; 27 — Karna
(data from geoportal.gov.pl, based on Pawlak 2021; Michalski et al. 2016)

techniques and, finally, the very way in which they were used. It can be said with a high
degree of certainty that they are also differentiated by the presumed reasons for their
downfall. Both chronological and geographical aspects were of great importance. They
determined the development and affiliation to specific communities in the pre-state peri-
od (until the end of the first half of the 10th century),' and then their position within the
newly forming Piast state (from the second half of the 10th century). In total, Western
Greater Poland has 27 fortified settlements dating to the older phases of the Early Middle
Ages and several sites that are known only from archival records, but their chronology or
stronghold character are sufficiently established (Fig. I; Tab. I).

This text aims to describe the history of research at the fortified settlements located in
Western Greater Poland. It focuses on excavations carried out to date along with inventories
and other results obtained during these campaigns. The text is supplemented by a dataset

! The tribal period in Poland is defined as the earlier phases of the Early Middle Ages. The twilight of the tribal
period in Greater Poland was associated with the formation of the Piast state.
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Number on the map Name of site Chronology (phase)
1 Dabréwka, dis. Poznan B/C
2 Glinno, dis. Poznan
3 Pawtowice, dis. Poznan C
4 Kasinowo-Baboréwko, dis. Szamotuty B/C
5 Rudki, dis. Szamotuty B/C
6 Jastrowo-Ostrolesie, dis. Szamotuty C
7 Ostrorég, dis. Szamotuty C
8 Pierwoszewo, dis. Szamotuty C
9 Wréblewo, dis. Szamotuty C/D
10 Nojewo, dis. Szamotuty B/C?
n Ryzyn, dis. Miedzychéd B/C
12 Aleksandrowo, Bielsko, dis.Miedzychéd B/C
13 Muchocin, dis. Miedzychéd B/C
14 Pszczew, dis. Miedzyrzecz B/C-D
15 Pszczew, Penisula Katarzyna, dis. Miedzyrzecz C-E
16 Wymyslanka (Linie 3), dis. Nowy Tomys| Early Middle Ages
17 Gronisko-Komorowo, dis. Nowy Tomys| B/C
18 Brédki, dis. Nowy Tomysl B/C
19 Niewierz, dis. Szamotuty B/C-D
20 Wilczyna-Mtynkowo, dis. Szamotuty B/C
21 Sedzinko-Zalesie, dis. Szamotuty B/C
22 Brzoza, dis. Szamotuty B/C
23 Dakowy Mokre, dis. Nowy Tomysl| B/C
24 Wielka Wies-Kraplewo, dis. Poznan B/C
25 Kamieniec, dis. Grodzisk B
26 Trzcinica, dis. Kepno B/C
27 Karna, dis. Wolsztyn C-E

Tab. 1. List of early medieval strongholds in Western Greater Poland.

overviewing the most important information about the strongholds, as well as figures with
excerpts from archival maps, LIDAR imagery, and aerial photographs (Online Supplemen-
tary Material I).

History and methods of research

The distinctive form of the strongholds, rising prominently from the lowland landscape,
has meant that they have attracted scholarly interest for more than 150 years. The first
inventories and descriptions date back to the 19th century. The first archaeological asso-
ciation to engage in their research was the Society of Collectors of National Antiquities
(Towarzystwo Zbieraczéw Starozytnosci Krajowych) in 1841, whose statutory aims in-
cluded the inventory and care of ‘strongholds, mounds, ramparts, pre-Christian cemeteries,
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Fig. 2. Destruction at selected strongholds. A — Dakowy Mokre (October 2018); B — Grorisko-Komorowo
(August 2020); C — Niewierz (August 2020); D — Linie-Wymyslanka (September 2012); E— Kgsinowo-Babo-
réwko (October 2024) (data from Google Earth).

graves, and ruined old castles’. Among the sites visited and described were the fortified
settlements in Niewierz, S¢dzinko-Zalesie, Wilczyna-Mtynkowo, Brzoza, Kasinowo-Ba-
boréwko, Rudki, and Jastowo-Ostrolesie (Szamotuty County) (Kierski 1867, 221-224).
About three decades later, the sites were visited by two German researchers, Wilhelm
Schwartz and Rudolf Virchow, who made quite thorough descriptions that are at present
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archived in the Archaeological Museum in Poznan. In addition, Schwartz and Virchow
collected archaeological material from the surface of the fortified settlements, mainly ce-
ramics, animal bones, and other artefacts such as knives or spindle whorls, which are now
stored in the same museum.

Parallel to the professional activities described above, amateur examinations were car-
ried out, consisting of digging within the area of strongholds either to satisfy curiosity and
collect artefacts or to obtain building material. For these reasons, earth and stones were
taken from the rampart flanking the stronghold in Dakowy Mokre (Nowy Tomysl County)
to be used in the construction of a road to nearby UScigcice. The fortified settlement at
Dakowy was particularly unlucky. In addition to levelling the ramparts (Fig. 2: A; Fig. 4: A),
quite regular earthworks have been carried out there for several years — both on the ram-
parts and inside the enclosed area, during which numerous artefacts were excavated. The
archaeological material deposited at the Archaeological Museum in Poznan testifies to the
fact that the so-called ‘bulk finds’, i.e. unornamented or fragmented pottery and animal
bones, were not collected, as only specific and the ‘most valuable’ artefacts such as bone
awls, spindle whorls, a barbed bead, and iron knives were selected (Kaczmarek et al. 2013,
199-245). In turn, the ramparts of the Grorisko-Komorowo stronghold (Nowy Tomysl
County) had probably been used at the end of the 19th century to fill in the ditches in
a nearby field, as a result of which half of their original perimeter was destroyed (Fig. 2: B;
Fig. 4: B). Soil from part of the ramparts at Kamieniec (Grodzisk County) served a simi-
lar purpose and was most likely used to fill in the rather deep ponds established in the
early 19th century outside of the stronghold (Mizerka — Krasnodebski 2025, 150-151).
The heavy devastation of the site had already begun in the Middle Ages when the north-
ern part of the ramparts, which had basically been a pile of accumulated building materi-
al requiring relatively little work, were re-used for the erection of a motte-type stronghold
(Fig. 3: D; Fig. 4: B). For a different reason, part of the embankment at Niewierz (Szamo-
tuty County) was ploughed away. There was no demand for earth or stones here; instead,
it had been caused by the desire to enlarge the arable area (Kowalenko 1938, 1). As a result,
the well-preserved rampart with a visible gate entrance in the southeastern part was wid-
ened and destroyed, creating an entrance with a width of about 25 (Fig. 2: C; Fig. 4: C).
Probably for similar reasons, the fortified settlements in Linie-Wymy$lanka (Nowy Tomysl
County), Dabréwka (Poznan County), and Kasinowo-Baboréwko (Szamotuty County) dis-
appeared from the landscape.

In such cases, archival descriptions or cartographic sources become invaluable and
made it possible to search for the exact location or learn about the physical features of the
strongholds. Some of the older cartographic sources date back to the 19th century and
provide valuable data, especially because the Greater Poland area was subjected to inten-
sive economic and industrial works, including land reclamation, which implied significant
landscape transformation, contributing to the destruction of archaeological sites (Hilde-
brandt-Radke — Przybycin 2011, 324; Mizerka 2021, 173—-176). An excellent example is
the aforementioned fortified settlement at Linie-Wymys$lanka, shown on the Meftichblatt

2 This is evidenced by the descriptions from Virchow and Schwartz as well as the results of geophysical prospecting
(Mizerka — Ryndziewicz in press).
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Fig. 3. Strongholds on historical maps. A — Linie-Wymyslanka (Messtichblatt map 3562 from 1893);
B — Gronisko-Komorowo (Messtichblatt map 3563 from 1893); C — Grorisko-Komorowo (KDR map from
1898); D — Kamieniec (Messtichblatt map 2129 from 1890); E— Rudki (Messtichblatt map 3464 from 1892);
F — Kasinowo-Baboréwko (Messtichblatt map 3465 from 1892) (Data from https://igrek.amzp.pl/).

map of 1892, which at the time appeared to have been preserved in excellent condition
(Fig. 3: A). Interestingly, the stronghold at Grorisko-Komorowo, about 4.5 km away, al-
ready had visible damage to the rampart, yet it was the one that managed to preserve its
terrain form to the present day. The fortified settlement at Linie-WymyS§lanka must have
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suffered fairly rapid or systematic devastation, as it has been levelled to the ground. In the
late 1970s, it proved difficult to locate in the field® (Kurnatowska — Losiriska 1985, 84).
Identification occurred based on the small amount of archaeological material discovered
in two test trenches (Minta-Tworzowska 1985, 120). Final confirmation of its location was
provided by vegetation features visible in contemporary aerial photographs (Fig. 2: D).

Maps are also a valuable source of information on the progress and chronological se-
quence of destruction at a given site. This was the case with the aforementioned fortified
settlement at Grofisko-Komorowo. On the Meftichblatt map 1:25 000 drawn in 1891 and
published in 1893 (Archiwum Map Wojskowego Institutu Geograficznego 1919—1939,
‘Neustadt’” sheet, map emblem 3563), it is depicted as an oval structure with completely
preserved ramparts (Fig. 3: B). At that time, the stronghold was located in an area over-
grown by a mixed forest, which covered c. 6 km? and was bounded on the south by the
Mogilnica River and on the east by a road leading from Jakubowo to Turowo. The nearest
buildings were located about 650 m north of the site and a kilometre south, in the vicinity
of the Buchberg Grange. The stronghold was therefore protected from being converted
into arable land. This situation changed rapidly a few years later, as shown on the 1898
Karte des Deutschen Reiches 1:100 000 (David Rumsey Map Collection, sheet 299.1.
‘Tirschtiegel’, Karte des Deutschen Reiches; Fig. 3: C), where the site appears on a defor-
ested meadow and the woodland area resembles its present state, with only a small patch
to the south-west of the stronghold covered by trees. The distance to the nearest buildings
remains similar, but the density of houses changed, which is particularly evident on the
south side, where the Grorisko Grange is located, and on the north side, where the village of
Komorowo was developing at that time. On this map, the fortified settlement had already
had its ramparts breached from the south-east, but the entire northern and north-eastern
sections are still preserved. The initial phase of its degradation appears to have been cap-
tured.

More complicated processes shaped the remnants of a stronghold from the older phas-
es of the Early Middle Ages at Dabréwka, which was also accompanied by a younger ring
stronghold from the 13th to 14th century. Even though the early medieval stronghold had
been levelled, most likely in the second half of the 19th or early 20th century, both forti-
fied sites were marked on maps published until 1940 (Pawlak — Pawlak 2019a, 21-24).
As a result of discrepancies in identification and descriptions between the mentioned sites,
archaeological literature ceased to feature the former tribal-period stronghold, despite a solid
information basis (cartographic sources, accurate descriptions, inventories). This state of
affairs has been changed by a contemporary aerial photograph, which re-introduced the site
to the scholarly discourse.

However, not all fortified settlements were displayed on the Meftichblatt maps.* There
were probably various reasons behind this, such as the earlier degradation of stronghold

3 Linie, site 3. ‘Between Linie and Wymyslanka, 1.5 km from Linie, 40 m north of Wymyslanka, on the right bank
of the river flowing through the adjacent meadows — a round, concave stronghold with a rampart destroyed from
the south, from the side of the meadow and the river. 50 m in diameter’.

4 I refer to the MeBtichblatt maps because they show most of the known strongholds. For example, the map by
G. D. Reymann from 1846 shows a small number of them, including those at Dabréwka, Rudki, Jastrowie-Ostro-
lesie, and Brzoza. Available at: www.wbc.poznan.pl/dlibra/doccontent?id=433176 [accessed 07-02-2023].
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Fig. 4. Visualisations of Digital Terrain Model data. A — Dakowy Mokre; B — Kamieniec; C — Niewierz;
D — Wielka Wies-Kraplewo; E — Nojewo; F — Pierwoszewo; G — Brédki; H — Aleksandrowo/Bielsko (data
from geoportal.gov.pl).
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remains or the accessibility of the sites, which may have kept them outside the awareness
of local inhabitants or amateur archaeologists. Thus, old maps do not show strongholds
from Pawtowice (Poznan County), Kraplewo-Wielka Wie§ (Poznaii County; Fig. 4: D),
or Nojewo (Szamotuty County; Fig. 4: E). While the identification in the field is not a prob-
lem for the latter two sites, the existence of a map would verify the presumed location in
the case of the completely levelled fortified settlement at Pawtowice. Such verification
would also have implications for the chronology. The existing dating is based on the ceram-
ic material collected from the surface, which may, however, originate mostly from settle-
ment located near the stronghold (Pawlak — Pawlak 2019c, 662).

The issue of strongholds was eagerly taken up by researchers. Western Greater Poland
sites were included by Jan Nepomucen Sadowski in his work ‘Wykaz zabytkéw prehisto-
rycznych na ziemiach polskich I: Porzecza Warty i Baryczy’ (Sadowski 1877), Robert Behl
in ‘Die vorgeschichtlichen Rundwille im 6stlischen Deutschland’ (Behla 1889), Gregor
Snowadzki in his article ‘Die vorgeschichtlichen Burgwiille der Provinz Posen’ (Snowa-
dzki 1909), and finally by Oscar Schummacher, synthesising previous inventories of for-
tified settlements in ‘Die Burgwille in der fritheren preussischen Provinz Posen’ (Schum-
macher 1924). The first half of the 20th century also saw the publication of two works, still
occupying an important place in archaeological literature, by Dylik (1936) and Kowalenko
(1938), which were of a synthesising character and collected all the strongholds known at
the time. The difficult task of collecting, publishing, and initially establishing the chro-
nology of all known sites, including early medieval strongholds from Greater Poland was
undertaken by Witold Hensel with co-authors Zofia Kurnatowska and Alina Losiiska in
seven volumes of ‘Studia i Materiaty do osadnictwa Wielkopolski wczesnohistorycznej’
(Hensel 1950, 1953; 1959; Hensel — Hilczer-Kurnatowska 1972; 1980, 1987; Hensel et al.
1995). Subsequently, in the process of the verification campaign carried out in 1970-1980
and 1990, Kurnatowska and Losifiska, together with other researchers, subjected all the
strongholds known at that time to test-trench research (Kurnatowska — Losiriska 1985, 56,
82-83). The so-called micro trenching method usually involved the excavation of several
small trenches with an area of approximately 0.3 m? to identify the stratigraphy and obtain
dating materials (Kirschke — Prinke 1995, 9), often making use of existing exposed areas
at the strongholds, such as tree uproots, animal pits, slopes, etc. Information obtained in this
way supplemented the Studies and Materials for Early Medieval Settlement, representing
a catalogue unique in Poland (Hensel et al. 1995).

The described period around the turn of the third millennium was full of numerous
archaeological initiatives, including excavations.’ One such project was an extensive ver-
ification of the Lusatian culture settlement that the stronghold at Dakowy Mokre was then
considered to be. The excavation season in 1974 allowed for the verification of the earlier
hypothesis and the establishment of its new early medieval chronology (Smigielski 1974;
1975). As a result of the uncovering of quite a large area — about 140 m? in the circumfer-
ence of the levelled rampart, the area adjacent to the rampart, and the central part of the
bailey — this stronghold was for a long time one of the best examined in the western zone.

3 The text does not include information on the verification-test trench research conducted by Z. Kurnatowska
and A. Losiriska. This information can be found in Online Supplementary Material 1.
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Fig. 5. Visualisations of Digital Terrain Model data. A — Rudki; B — Jastrowo-Ostrolesie; C — Ostrorég;
D — Rudki-Lipnica; E — Sedzinko-Zalesie; F — Brzoza; G — Kasinowo-Baboréwko; H — Wilczyna-Mtynkowo
(data from geoportal.gov.pl).
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Regrettably, the results of this research have not yet been published. Destroyed elements
of the rampart construction, such as wooden beams, stone cobbles, a fascine base, as well
as the road adjacent to the rampart, hearths, and a sunken feature of a presumed dwelling
and storage function, were discovered (Mizerka 2024). The excavation revealed an assem-
blage of about two thousand fragments of pottery and animal bones, as well as objects of
daily use (knives, spindle whorls, bone objects, nails), indicating intensive use of the set-
tlement from the late 8th to the late 9th century (Mizerka 2024, 203-204).

Using the method of borehole drilling and small test trenches in the baileys, two heav-
ily damaged areas were recognised in 1982 at Pierwoszewo (Fig. 4: F) and Wréblewo
(Szamotuty County). Information was obtained on the structure and layer thickness along
and an assemblage of archaeological material was retrieved: a small amount of pottery
from Pierwoszewo and large amounts of ceramics and burnt clay finds from Wréblewo
(Cnotliwy 1990, 188—193, 229-236). In 1985, a team from the Adam Mickiewicz Univer-
sity established one test trench in the northern part of the bailey of the Brédki stronghold
(Nowy Tomysl County; Fig. 4: G). At the time, three hearths with stone cobbles and burnt
material were discovered, two of which contained sparse early medieval ceramic finds.
That same year, the fortified settlement at Kasinowo-Baboréwko (Szamotuty County),
which had already been heavily devastated (Fig. 2: E), was also investigated. Borehole
drilling was used to identify its location and to estimate its original size (Kurnatowska —
Losiriska 1985, 78-85).

About a dozen years later, a project was launched to learn more about early medieval
strongholds in the Szamotuty area (Pietrzak 2003). It surveyed four sites: Rudki (Fig. 5: A) —
6 m? trench in the eastern part of the bailey; Jastrowo-Ostrolesie (Fig. 5: B) — 65 m? in
total excavated including the southern and northern parts of the bailey and the area along
the whole length of the entrance; Ostrordg (Fig. 5: C) — 20 m? trench within the ramparts;
and Kasinowo-Baborowko, where, as it later turned out, the excavation did not cover the
area of the stronghold but only the adjacent settlement. Rich assemblages of artefacts were
retrieved from the first two of the aforementioned sites, allowing the previous chronology
and relationship between them to be sustained. Namely, the site in Rudki was founded
earlier, as evidenced by the greater quantity of entirely hand-made pottery. In Jastrowo,
the remains of a wooden feature (dwelling?) were identified, as was a pit thought to be the
remains of a sunken-floor house (Pietrzak 2003, 56). On the other hand, the plan to survey
the stronghold at Kasinowo-Baboréwko failed. Only an early medieval settlement from
phase C was identified at the site, while recognition of the stronghold was hampered by
heavy damage and accumulations visible in the field that gave a false impression of the
existence of destroyed ramparts. Alina L.osiniska recognised the aforementioned accumu-
lations as remains of embankments on the basis of her own research carried out in 1986.
A series of boreholes on the elevation showed the existence of cultural layers with early
medieval material. The stronghold at Ostrorég had also been heavily damaged and trans-
formed. It was first explored in the 1960s by Janusz Lopata while excavating a medieval
castle at the same location. During the subsequent research in 1997, a trench on the south-
eastern slope revealed, at a depth of 2.5 m from the top of the hill, a one-metre-thick se-
quence of layers associated with an early medieval rampart. The ceramic material collect-
ed during both excavations indicates the use of the stronghold in phase C (Lopata 1962,
333-337; Pietrzak 2003, 65-66).
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In recent years, the research has followed the new conservation doctrine that severely
restricts excavating, and thus there has been virtually no field research on strongholds in
Western Greater Poland, with a single exception. The stronghold, or rather the entire set-
tlement complex at Dabréwka, remains unique in terms of its scale of archaeological re-
search. It consists of a stronghold with a fortified craft settlement and numerous adjacent
hamlets. Geophysical surveys and excavations on part of the bailey, the fortifications, and
parts of the settlements around the stronghold provided a great number of finds and infor-
mation (Pawlak — Pawlak 2019b; Pawlak et al. 2024). Research became possible due to
the unfavourable circumstances of finding the stronghold related to the progressing mod-
ern development of the neighbouring area. As a result of research of a different character,
a total area of 20 ares was subjected to study, leading to the identification of structures in
the bailey, vestiges of the ramparts, the moat, and the northern forefield of the stronghold
(Pawlak — Pawlak 2019b, 59-60). The information obtained is an invaluable source of
knowledge regarding, among other issues, how the stronghold was constructed, its two-
phase use, and interregional contacts reflected in the archaeological material. The assem-
blage of artefacts, including almost 11,000 vessels, has become a comparative basis for
the material from Western Greater Poland.

The current state of research

At present, there are 27 sites in Western Greater Poland whose stronghold character and
early medieval chronology are beyond doubt (Tab. I; Online Supplementary Material I).
They vary mainly in terms of size. The assemblage includes strongholds with very little
usable space, where the area of the ‘acropolis‘ (maidan) is up to 0.05 ha (e.g. Brédki,
Wilczyna-Mtynkowo), small ones with standardised dimensions fitting the definition of
a Tornow-Klenica type stronghold,® the area of the maidan up to 0.25 ha (e.g. Grofisko-
Komorowo, Niewierz, Jastrowo-Ostrolesie), and fortified settlements covering large areas,
the maidan from 0.25 ha to 0.7 ha (Dakowy Mokre, Dabrowka, Brzoza, and Rudki, Pawto-
wice). In addition, they are differentiated by other attributes, such as location in relation
to the morphology of the terrain (the vast majority were founded in valleys) or construc-
tion, such as the height of the ramparts or the presence of additional structures (e.g. sup-
plementary ditches and ramparts around the strongholds or their baileys).” he excavation
confirmed that a ditch, probably accompanied by a rampart, surrounded the settlement at
Dabrowka. A similar ditch surrounds a circular stronghold in Niewierz. Also, in the forested
south-eastern section surrounding the site at Sedzinko-Zalesie, a ditch accompanied by
a low rampart is visible. Ditches surrounding settlements preceding the establishment of the
stronghold or associated with strongholds were discovered in the Chetmno-Dobrzyi Land

6 Strongholds of the Tornow-Klenica type are small structures not exceeding 0.5 hectares, located mainly in river
valleys, which were used in the late 9th and early 10th century (Dulinicz 1994; Tietz 2017, 101)

7 This verification would also have an impact on the chronology of the stronghold in Pawtowice. The current
chronology was established on the basis of pottery collected from the surface, with Ewa and Pawet Pawlak indi-
cating that it came mainly from the settlement near the stronghold (Pawlak — Pawlak 2019c, 662).
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(Chudziak 1990; Kowalewski 1997), as well as in Grzybowo in Wielopolska, which is
already associated with the period of the Piast dynasty (Bogacki 2021). A ditch surrounding
the settlement is also known from Lubrza (Swiebodzin County), where it is dated to the
period from the end of the 9th to the mid-10th century (Tabaka — Zamelska-Monczak 2011).

Strongholds of questionable character or chronology

In addition to the sites with well-established chronological and functional bases, there
is a group which, with the current state of research, cannot be classified as strongholds either
because of the uncertainty of their factual occurrence or uncertain dating. Among others,
we are discussing the site at Chorzemin (Wolsztyn County), which has been included in the
early medieval network of strongholds by Pawlak (2021, fig. 1). The site is now levelled,
while archival information indicates that it was a motte-type stronghold that should be
associated with the later phases of the Early Middle Ages. The KEZA record card® refers to
a nearby stronghold in Powodowo (Wolsztyn County). Here, we are also confronted with
uncertainty and possibly a conical stronghold construction. The existence of a stronghold
in Konojad (Grodzisk County) remains enigmatic as well. Information that it was to have
existed between the Mogilnica River and the railway tracks was found in the work of
W. Kowalenko, who, in turn, referred to the verification carried out by Zygmunt Zakrzewski.
The latter stated the presence of a ring-shaped stronghold, which had certainly not existed
in the landscape in 1938. It was not depicted on the Mef3tichblatt maps, but the sketches of
the destroyed stronghold that exist in the collection indicate its presence. Surface surveys
and test trenches carried out in the area in 1983 yielded negative results. An aerial photo-
graph published in 2021 provided a new impetus to address this issue. The vegetation mark-
ers visible approximately 200 m to the north of the original location of the former strong-
hold were arranged in a fairly regular circle (Pawlak 2021, fig. 4). A field verification was
carried out in 2024, but it did not reveal archaeological material on the surface and the
analysis of archival aerial photographs did not highlight a circular structure. The presence
of the presumed stronghold requires further verification, as well as the consideration of
other hypotheses: perhaps it is a paleochannel of the Mogilnica River, which flows near-
by. The last stronghold, Zielona Chojna (Migdzych6d County), is located less than 600 m
north-west of the stronghold in Aleksandrowo/Bielsko (Migdzychdéd County) and occu-
pies a natural elevation just above the Warta River. It is only partially preserved because,
among other things, it was cut through by a military trench. The preserved fragment does
not allow reconstruction of its original shape. Ceramic and flint artefacts recovered during
test trenching and borehole drilling indicate that it is likely associated with the Lusatian
culture.

The second sub-group of the dataset consists of fortified settlements with an uncertain
dating. Based on the current state of research, including them in the network of early
medieval strongholds would be a mistake (Michalski et al. 2016, tab. 1; Pawlak 2021,
fig. 1). The first of these is located at the north-western part of the studied area, in Kolno

8 Record Card of the Archaeological Monument (Karta ewidencyjna zabytku archeologicznego or KEZA), which
should cover every known archaeological site in Poland.
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(Migdzychéd County). Although it is considered an early medieval site (Michalski et al.
2016, 220), the KEZA card states otherwise, presuming a late medieval chronology. The
lack of ceramic material from the surface (only charcoal and daub fragments have been
uncovered) does not provide the basis for determining the early medieval chronology of the
stronghold and instead indicates a younger dating. The shape, dimensions, and location of
the Kolno stronghold should be left out of the discussion for now, as the state of research
in Western Greater Poland does not allow for an unequivocal categorisation based on these
determinants. Due to its small dimensions and upland location, the stronghold in Kolno
could be regarded as a motte-type stronghold. At the same time, the strongholds in Glinno
or Wilczyna-Mtynkowo with a fairly certain early medieval chronology may be analogous.

Two valley strongholds by the Samica River in Objezierze (Oborniki County) and Obr-
zycko (Szamotuty County) face a similar problem. The existence of the first — albeit heavi-
ly damaged — is beyond doubt, while its chronology is highly questionable. The artefacts
found during surface surveys permitted the conclusion that it is a Lusatian culture strong-
hold that was reused in the Late Middle Ages. The site at Obrzycko, on the other hand,
offers a more complicated situation, as its presence is established based on an archival but
rather enigmatic reference. It does not contain a precise description regarding, among other
things, the ramparts. What is known is that vessel fragments, dated to phases B/C, have been
found on one of the hills above the Warta River, while a motte-type stronghold exists near-
by. In conclusion, there is currently no evidence of a fortified settlement from the older
phases of the Early Middle Ages.

The Rudki/Lipnica site is another stronghold neither listed in the Register of Archae-
ological Sites nor included in the catalogues to date and is still waiting for its chronology
to be verified. It is located near the strongholds in Rudki and Jastrowo-Ostrolesie and was
mentioned in the oldest inventory sources, but it was later forgotten and not encountered
during subsequent verifications. It appears as a rather distinct small rectangular structure
of 38 x 31 m with ramparts that are approximately 2.5 m high (Fig. 5: D). Although the
size as well as the visibility of the site on LIDAR imaging may indicate its later chronology,
it should not be forgotten that the phase C stronghold in Jastrowo-Ostrolesie is character-
ised by similar features. The Rudki/Lipnica site requires field verification and, regardless
of the adopted chronology, also needs to be placed under conservation protection.

A separate problem is the location of the stronghold in Kasinowo-Baboréwko. Previous
research showed the existence of early medieval layers with numerous artefacts in a place
resembling a devastated rampart. Still, the research concluded that the stronghold must be
located on the neighbouring western acclivity (Pietrzak 2003, 64). LIDAR visualisation,
however, indicates the existence of a circular ditch, approximately 70 m south of the sur-
veyed elevation (Fig. 5: G). The feature mentioned above is about 6—7 m wide and marks
out a space about 110 m in diameter. It is not preserved along its entire perimeter but only
in the northwestern and eastern parts. The anthropogenic character of the ditch is mostly
unquestioned due to its regular shape, while the potential fortification at Kasinowo requires
further research.

Strongholds in enclaves

Strongholds that occur in enclaves with a chronological distinction are also notewor-
thy and the sites in Sedzinko-Zalesie, Niewierz, Brzoza, Brédki, and Wilczyna-Mtynkowo
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should now be regarded as such (Fig. I: 21, 19, 22, 18, 20; Tab. I). Ceramics collected
from the surface or derived from verification excavations have made it possible to assign
them to a single chronological horizon within phases B—C. It should be noted that this is
a rather long period of about 200 years, and the current possibilities of dating ceramic ma-
terial do not permit a narrowing of this range.

A cursory look at the group of listed strongholds shows that they have varied physical
characteristics. The sites at Brzoza and S¢dzinko-Zalesie are the largest, distinguished by
their diameter of about 100 m. Moreover, the latter stands out for its still impressive ram-
parts that are around 4 m in height and are surrounded by a deep moat (Fig. 5: E, F).
Topographically speaking, completely different locations were chosen for the foundation
of sites similar in terms of size. The stronghold in Brzoza was located on a high natural
elevation, away from the river or wetlands, while S¢dzinko was built in a wetland area; it
was connected with the Mogilnica River, which flows approximately 500 m to the west.
The stronghold at Niewierz is similar in that it is located in a valley near watercourses.
However, it has lower ramparts and a smaller interior diameter, bringing it closer to the
definition of so-called Tornow-Klenica-type fortified settlements. On the other hand, the
very small stronghold in Brédki with a diameter of 40 m resembles a later site, although
a few potsherds recovered from two hearths with no signs of damage (Minta-Tworzowska
1985, 110-113), seem to date the site to the earlier phases of the Early Middle Ages. The
stronghold at Wilczyna-Mtynkowo (Fig. 5: H), on the other hand, has a unique location.
It was founded on a natural elevation of about 100 m above sea level, which had probably
been levelled at the top and surrounded by low ramparts (Schummacher 1924, 51). The
small space of the ‘bailey’ now has limited accessibility, as it is located on private property,
fenced, and overgrown with dense coniferous forest, but the cobblestones visible during
the visit by Schwartz and Virchow, together with the traces of heavy burning and the unu-
sual location, led them to describe the site as a cult stronghold (Schwartz 1880, 3). With
its upland location and relatively small size, this site resembles two other strongholds in
Glinno (Poznari County) and Kraplewo-Nowa Wie$ (Poznari County; Fig. 4: D). They all
differ in shape, but perhaps the pentagonal outline of Kraplewo-Nowa Wies is the result
of the better state of preservation compared to the others. The different shapes may also
be due to the way in which the individual morphological features of the elevations were
used.

In their study of the stronghold at Dabréwka, Ewa and Pawet Pawlak separated a group
including the sites in Glinno, Kraplewo-Nowa Wies§, Pawlowice, and Brzoza, which, due
to its location, fit into the two described enclaves (Pawlak — Pawlak 2019¢, 663-664).
They pointed to the large strongholds at Pawtowice, Brzoza, and Dabréwka located in-
side the enclave and two more analogous upland strongholds flanking them. The authors
explain that these sites might have had a type of cooperation at some stage, perhaps to
achieve common political and economic goals.

Strongholds in pairs

Studies conducted on the stronghold network in Western Pomerania have revealed the
phenomenon of strongholds in pairs. They have been recorded, e.g. in Zétte (Drawsko
County), Radacz (Szczecin County), and Bobigcino (Bytéw County). Archaeological finds
prove that they functioned, at least for a certain period, simultaneously. The occurrence
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of pairs of strongholds on a small area is an important premise for considering their func-
tion and role (Chudziak et al. 2009, 122-126; Chudziak 2014, 27-28). This phenomenon
is also clear in Western Greater Poland, where two almost identical sites are located in the
Sierakéw Landscape Park west of the village of Nojewo. Despite being omitted from the
registry of archaeological sites and not having a KEZA card, both can be clearly described
as ring-shaped strongholds with a diameter of about 37-38 m and ramparts of a similar,
two-meter height. They are separated by a short distance of 350 m, but the height of the
terrain on which they are located is significantly different. The first stronghold occupies
part of a natural elevation, while the second is located more than 12 m below, directly on the
bottom of the Osiecznica River valley. Only the first site, preserved in excellent condi-
tion, with a presumed entrance on the eastern side, is listed in the Register of Monuments
(Fig. 4: E). The second, with a destroyed rampart along a distance of about 20 m in the
south-western part, is not included (Fig. 4: E).

The second example of paired sites gives the aforementioned strongholds in Rudki,
measuring 120 x 150 m, and in Jastrowo-Ostrolesie, which is a much smaller site, about
80 m in diameter. In a straight line, they are separated by a distance of about 500 m.
The ceramic material from small test trenches that were unearthed in the baileys of both
strongholds indicates that they were in use during phases B—C. Nevertheless, as the re-
search in Rudki provided a greater amount of hand-made pottery, it is considered to be
older than Jastrowo-Ostrolesie (Pietrzak 2003, 71). Another pair, albeit with a different
dynamic, is formed by the strongholds in Grorisko-Komorowo and Linie-WymyS§lanka.
Their location and the distance of approximately 5 km (in a straight line) between them
do not directly suggest a symbiotic relationship. In order to identify these objects, which
are quite similar in shape and size, it would be necessary to determine their chronology
and function. This would allow us to determine whether they functioned simultaneously,
but served different purposes, or were differentiated by the chronology and temporal se-
quence of both sites.

Chronology

The chronology of almost all of the described sites is based on the ceramic material,
for which we are forced to operate with rather wide time ranges. Only a few of the strong-
holds have been dated using scientific methods. The site in Pszczew, with more than ten
radiocarbon and dendrochronological measurements (Kara — Banach 2012), and the one
in Dabréwka, dated by nine radiocarbon and dendrochronological measurements (Goslar —
Szmyt 2019, 473—-477; Pawlak et al. 2024, 81-82), rank best in this respect. Of the others,
only the stronghold in Dakowy Mokre has one radiocarbon dating (Mizerka 2024, 203-204).
At the present stage of research, phases B and C predominate among the established chro-
nologies of the sites; later phases have been recognised only sporadically. To some extent,
this may reflect how these chronologies are determined: in most cases, they are based on
surface materials, where the probability of discovering either diagnostic pottery fragments
or a representative assemblage is rather low. Strongholds established in the B/C phase
and lasting into the later phases should be considered exceptionally rare, which has given
rise to further hypotheses attempting to explain this state of affairs. The chronology of the
stronghold in Pszczew stands out among the described sites. Located on the Katarzyna
Peninsula on Lake Kochle, it functioned from the end of the 9th/early 10th century until
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the middle of the 12th century, with a break of several decades in the 11th century (Kara —
Banach 2012). The stronghold in Pszczew is considered a tribal structure taken over peace-
fully by the Piasts in the middle of the 10th century, as the lack of signs of destruction
suggests.

The upper boundary of the functioning of the strongholds in Niewierz and Wréblewo
has been set at phase D, which is probably the result of finding fragments of fully wheel-
thrown pottery. In this context, it should be mentioned that the lower boundary of the oc-
currence of such pottery has been recently shifted from the first half of the 10th century to
the end of the 9th century (Biermann 2006, 117-125; Trzeciecki 2018, 42—67; Kara 2021,
footnote 45; Kolenda — Zamelska-Monczak 2021, 444). In practice, this means that the
aforementioned strongholds may be associated with the tribal period, preceding the crystal-
lisation of the Piast state. The chronologies of most sites were established solely on ceramic
material excavated during the verification research by Z. Kurnatowska and A. Losiriska,
carried out in 1970-1980. Although formal and stylistic analysis of ceramic vessels still
plays an important role in chronological frameworks, its accuracy is far from satisfactory.
Due to the significant dynamics of settlement, political, and cultural changes that took place
between the 8th and 10th century, such low precision in determining the time of use of
individual sites is now difficult to accept. It should be emphasised that there are sites that,
apart from the aforementioned verification research in the 1980s, have not been examined
by larger surveys (Pawlak — Pawlak 2019c, 672). A project undertaken at the Institute of
Archaeology and Ethnology of the Polish Academy of Sciences in Poznari and financed
by the National Science Centre and carried out since 2022, aims to continue the study of
strongholds in this area. Within the framework of the grant, five sites are being researched
by geophysical and excavation methods: Niewierz, Sedzinko-Zalesie, Grofisko-Komoro-
wo, Dakowy Mokre, and Kamieniec. The research results to date have yielded important
information. The geophysical survey has provided information about the activities in the
baileys and the intensity of their use. In the case of Dakowy Mokre, it brought a new quality
of information, revealing a hitherto unknown structure within the bailey, which is of major
importance and potential; this discovery may shed new light not only on a more complete
understanding of the character of the researched site but also on the genesis, character,
and development of fortification centres from the older as well as the turn of the older and
younger phases of the Early Middle Ages in Greater Poland. The discovered structure, i.e.
a ditch with a circular outline about 50 m in diameter with two entrances and numerous
features inside, was described in an article (Mizerka — Ryndziewicz in press).

Excavations have been carried out thus far at three strongholds — S¢dzinko-Zalesie,
Niewierz and Grorisko-Komorowo — and archaeological material has been obtained, in-
cluding samples for scientific dating.

Conclusion

Research on early medieval strongholds has had a long tradition in Greater Poland, as evi-
denced by numerous publications and archaeological material stored in museums (Hil-
czerowna 1967; Zamelska 1995; Teske 2003; Brzostowicz 2002; 2016; Kara et al. 2006;
Kaczmarek et al. 2013). The western part of Greater Poland, however, has been studied
in a limited, rather selective manner. The preliminary analysis of the strongholds in this
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region presented in this paper points to its high research potential, not least because of the
good state of preservation of the monuments. There is a number of issues that loom on the
horizon, starting with the most important ones, i.e. the chronological distinction of the sites,
through their functional analysis and the research of the micro-regional networks, to the
understanding of the social and political aspects of the formation, functioning, and, finally,
the demise of strongholds. The strongholds occurring in pairs or enclaves, which are pre-
served particularly in the northern part of the Szamotuty County, seem to be extremely
intriguing in this context.

In summary, in the area of Western Greater Poland, we are confronted with interesting
strongholds, diverse among themselves in terms of size and topography. The previous re-
search has mostly consisted of establishing the chronology, but the ongoing investigation
can bring us closer to finding answers to important questions about the origins of the settle-
ment network, its transformation, and the reasons for its decline. The hypothesis present-
ed in the article by Andrzej Wedzki assumes that in the area of Western Greater Poland,
‘there was no formation of a larger, compact settlement complex’, but only ‘a few small
territorial communities in the form of collections of settlements emerged’ (Wedzki 1996,
70), the collapse of which was to have taken place under the influence of the formation of
the state organisation and ‘liquidation ..., often by force, of inconvenient former territorial
centres as well as deliberate changes introduced in the settlement structure of larger areas
of the country’ (Wedzki 1996, 71). The question of the reasons for the disappearance of
the stronghold network in Western Greater Poland is still open, although there is clearly
a dominant belief in their military conquest and destruction. This hypothesis was based,
among other things, on the research of strongholds from the middle and upper Obra and
Lad land, where there are clear traces of armed attacks in the form of heavy burning at the
strongholds, the discovery of numerous (abandoned) objects of daily use, as well as ele-
ments of warfare. Did the fortified settlements in Western Great Poland suffer a similar fate
as, for example, Bruszczewo and Spalwie Bonikowo (Kurnatowska — Kara 2008, 161)?
Certainly, the approach of the Piast rulers differentiated these regions, as some of the settle-
ments in Southern Greater Poland were taken over and rebuilt, while those in the western
part of the region show no evidence of occupation after the middle of the 10th century.
The literature supports the hypothesis of armed conquest, as well as the resettlement of
part of the population in the territory of the newly forming state in order to explicitly
eliminate competitors (Brzostowicz 2009, 25-26). In the 30 years that have passed since
Andrzej Wedzki wrote his article, no significant breakthrough has been made that could
unequivocally confirm or refute the hypotheses put forward at the time. It seems that only
further archaeological research of the fortified settlements and their hinterland can bring
us closer.
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