
Gotland Silver Island

Few places in the world have such a 
tremendous wealth of silver hoards. More then 
700 hoards have been found on the island, 
spread fairly evenly over most of the cultivated 
part of the island. Hoards have been found 
on the island since the 17th century, but most 
of the hoards have come to light during late 
19th century, in connection to an extensive 
cultivation of new land for agriculture. At the 
same time, the depth of the ploughing has been 
deeper, and as a result this was the period when 
most of the silver hoards came to light.

In many cases, there has been very little of 
investigations of the places where the hoards 
were found a long time ago. The normal 
procedure has been to take up what has been 
found at the direct site. But in many cases, the 
integrity of the hoards has been destroyed and 
the items spread out over a bigger area over 
time, meaning that the coins and the other 
silver objects have been spread over a very 
wide area.

But normally the hoards are not very much 
spread out, and it is most of the time rather 
easy to get an idea of where exactly the centre 
of the hoard has been.

Still, there are many places where only minor 
excavations or research has taken place to 
follow up of the discovery of a hoard. During 
spring 2005, I got the mission from the 
County Administration of Gotland to follow 
up 5 different places where hoards have 
been found in the past and where most of the 
material had been collected. The aim of this 
new investigation into these old sites was to 
recover any coins or other silver objects that 
might still be in the ground, in a way to get 
there before the robbers. Because, we do have 
a serious problem on Gotland with treasure 
hunting people, even if it is totally forbidden to 
use a metal detector on the island what so ever, 
without permission.

In any case, I got the mission to follow up 
some of theses places. The work was carried 
out during autumn 2005 spending a day or two 
on each site. In most of the cases there turned 
out to be many coins and other silver objects 
still in the ground, even though the land has 
been ploughed for 50 year or more after the 
hoard was found.

I am now planning to make a CD-R about these 
investigations with high-resolution photos. I 
would also give an account of the Spillings 
hoard, its contents, about the excavations etc., 
being the biggest silver hoard ever found in the 
Viking world (67 kilos!).

Just to wake your appetite, I will give you an 
example of what it will include. It has to be 
remembered that Gotland is rather flat, and it 
is really difficult in a ploughed landscape to 
get an idea of where there might have been 
a settlement from Viking Age. It should be 
known in this context that most of the hoards 
are actually found in houses or close to houses 
from the Viking Age, in other words – the 

Jonas Ström and Per Widerström working with the 
metal detector in a chilly day in October. In spite 
of the rather high vegetation, we succceded to get 
hold of 30 coins, spread out over an area of some 
20 x 30 meters. Photo Dan Carlsson.



hoards give us a clear indication of where the 
farms have been.

Arabic silver hoard from the western 
part of Gotland
The first place I worked on is situated along 
the western coast of Gotland. At this site, a 
silver hoards was found some 50 years ago as 
a result of agricultural work. We know more 
or less where the hoard was found, since some 
information was gathered at the time of the 
hoard being found.

We investigated an area of about 1 ha, and 
came across 30 Arabic coins and a bit of a 
silver bar. The coins were very well preserved, 
and most of them were complete. Many times 
when we find a hoard, the coins are divided 
into smaller fragments, as a result of weighting 
the silver in connection to trade. 

As a result of our investigations, we could tell 
that the hoard had been placed rather close to a 
small river that could have been used for small 
boats in the Viking Age. It might even be that 
the place has served as a trading and meeting 
place in Viking Age, since it is a meeting point 
between the river and a road leading from north 
to south along the coast.
 

The two sides of coin A12. Photo Dan Carlsson.



Arabic coin number A15. Photo Dan Carlsson Arabic coin number A20. Photo Dan Carlsson.

Arabic coin number 38. The little hole in this coin as well as in coin 20, shows that the coins have been faste-
ned to something. Photo Dan Carlsson.




