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FOREWORD 

Alexander Fenton 

Lawrence Williamson of Mid Ye ll (Johnson 1971) would have been delighted with this book. Though his main love 
was for his ancestral Fetlar and for Mid Yell, he would have found this story of Papa Stour very much to his taste. He 
had a many-sided approach to the recording of tradition. through language folk memory and genealogy and he quested 
after new ways of getting at the history of the past. 

But he did not have the trained ski lls of the authors of this book. They are more than competent in documentary and 
place-name analysis, in the application of archaeological techniques and in the interpretation of the evidence from 
each. It was the Document of 1299 that sparked off Barbara Crawford's interest in Papa Stour, for Thorwald Thoressen 
(the Lord Tirval of folk tradition) and the strong-minded Ragnhild met in a room called the siofa on the duke ' s farm 
there. It was hoped that this building- and perhaps the very room--<oould be located and invcstigated archaeologically at 
'Da Biggins' . There followed rwenty years of endeavour by Dr Crawford. in the course of which she and Beverley 
Bal lin Smith have left nothing unexamined. The book is an exemplar of thoroughness, and all possible linguistic, 
historical. architectural and archaeological resources of the Scandinavian world have been ransacked and put under the 
microscope in order to show the role of the Biggings within Papa Stour and of Papa Stour within Shetland and of 
Shetland within Scandinavia. There was a time, as the book makes clear, when this little island played a very 
prominent role in the northern universe. 

It is for me a strange experience to read this book. When I carried out field research in Papa Stour in the spring of 1967, 
the island made a tremendous impress ion on me. Its settlement pattern, ways of life and speech, the sea and the sky and 
the birds, blended into a satisfying whole, which the people of the past must have felt too when they were not bickering 
over levels of rents and ownership of pieces of propetty. My own recordings have been largely published (Fenton 
1978; 1997). They are concerned with the recent past , and with ways of existence in the course of rapid change under 
the influence of a modem world. Tools and equipment, buildings, food, terminology. sayings and guddicks (riddles) 
and much more ,,"'ere exam ined and their states of use or disuse were pointers to the past as well as to times to come. 

Many of the techniques and practices then recorded have no doubt been familiar to the inhabitant s for lon g centuries 
and such recording helps to lift the curtain on the way the ordinary folk of the is land went about their business, leaving 
their superiors to get on with their wrangling. There is so litt le to be found in early documents about everyday life. that 
the reference to Thorwald' s meetin g with Ragnhild in the Sl(~ra in 1299 is a rare glimmer of historical light about a 
particular building of its time. now put into its proper perspective as a feature of the landscape of Shetland in the 
Middle Ages and early modern period. But the writers of this book on Papa Stour have brought together. in great 
breadth and depth, as a piece of supreme detective work, a concentrated background history of the island that wi ll give 
it a pemlanent place in the world of scholarship, and \!,.'ill set a pattern for the future study of island communities. 



INTRODUCTION 
PAPA STOUR - THE PROJECT 

Barbara E Crawford 

BACKGROUND TO THE RESEARCH PROJECT 

In my doctoral thesis (Crawford 1971). which focused on 
the ear ls of Orkney-Caithness and their relationship with 
the kings of Norway and Scot land from 11 50 to 1470, 
Shetland was relegated to a General Appendix. The 
reason for this was not the unimportance of Shetland 
during this period, but the fact that it did not form part of 
the earldom of Orkney from I 195 to the end of 
Norwegian rule . Shetland's history diverged from the 
earldom to the south ill many respects, and it had its own 
individual deve lopment, the main features of which I 
sketched out in that Appendix: the links with Norway and 
Faeroe, arising out of administrative circumstances and 
the way it was governed. the Sinc lair fami ly's struggle for 
control against roya l governors. the events of 1468-9 and 
the way in wh ich Shet land passed to the Scottish crown. 
In particular I commented on the events which occurred 
on the is land of Papa Stour in 1299 and which are related 
in the oldest document known to have been written in 
Orkney or Shet land (ibid, 356). It was clear to me that thi s 
was a highly signiticant source of evidence. about many 
aspects of life in one of the colonial communities which 
had been established by the Vikings in the is lands of the 
North At lantic. I have since then studied some of these 
aspects and publi shed articles attempt ing to e lucidate the 
events, the people, and their society \\'hich is revealed to 

us in such illuminating, if puzzling detail in that 
document (C rawford 1979: 1983: 1984a: 1984b: 1985a: 
1991: 1992; 1996). Further analysis is included below (4) 
as part of the historical background to the archaeological 
report, but there is no doubt more to be drawn out of the 
1299 document, and it wi ll continue to inspire future 
historians with further illuminating thought s and ideas 
about Norse society in Shetland in the Middle Ages. 

The most sign ificant and long-term research project 
wh ich has grown out of that interest in the 1299 
document is the excavation of the Norse and later house 
si te at the Biggings on the is land of Papa Stour, which I 
be lieve can be shown to be the particular bui ld ing (ON 
'10/0) referred to in 1299, as the place where Thorvald 
Thoresson had hi s meeting with Ragnhild Simunsdatter 
when she accused him of improper financial conduct 
(Frontispiece). There was no expectat ion whatsoever that 
a wooden bui lding would be found which might be 
interpretable as the slo/a of that meet ing. My under
standing of what was involved in recognis ing such a 
bui ld ing only developed as I struggled to interpret the 
excavated evidence. The discovery of our wooden 
building was due primarily to good luck, with a little 
good management concerning the right choice of site. 

THE MULTI-DISCIPLINARY APPROACH 

It was a personal research ambition from the very 
beginning that archaeology would be a co-ordi nated part 
of a multi-disciplinary project. 'Inter-disciplinary' studies 
were only starti ng to become fashionable in research 
projects in the 1970s. The incorporation of different 
sources of ev idence is an ideal which is never an easy 
attainment, and it is rarel y achieved to the satisfaction of 
the prac titioners of the different disc iplines. Inevitably 
the emphas is is laid un evenly on one sourc~ of 
infonnation rather than another according to the main 
research interests of the project leader; the ability to 
incorporate the widely-diverging pieces of infonnation 
into a coherent analys is of site or period is a testing 

intellectual exercise. In the Biggings research project the 
1299 document was always the inspirational source with 
its wide-ranging historical infonnation. However. the 
LJnusuall~ spec itic information abollt the location of a 
royal farm on Papa Swur was the sti mulus to embarking 
on the archaeological ha lf of the projt.:ct. Tht: docum~nt 
provided the historical evidence which archaeological 
di scovelJl might be able 10 supplement and any 
archaeological evidence recovered would have the extra 
dimen sion of being associated with hi storically-recorded 
tigures and in particular members of the royal Norwegian 
dynasty. As described above. my doctora l research 
(Crawford 1971) had been entirely concerned with the 
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histor ical connections of the earl s of Orkney·Caithness 
with the kings of Norway and Scotland from 11 50-14 70 
and my ensuing research priorities \\'ere to develop this 
study of the Northern Is les in thi s period in a more 
archaeo logical direction . Archaeological ev idence from 
the late Norse period had not been an important part of 
any previous research project !. The ro le of the Norwegian 
kings in the history of the Northern Isles was particularly 
re levant to Shet land, as it had been brought under the 
control of the kings of Norway after the failed 
Eyiarskegg}ar revolt of I 193 (2.4,1 below). Thereafter 
the kings had royal estates (the ' kingslands') and 
appointed roya l officials who continued to be very 
important people in the adminis tration and rule of the 
Northern Isles. Whereas in Orkney th e royal es tates came 
very qu ick ly to be contro lled by the cari s, and the royal 
official s were vio lently resented, in Shetland such 
o fficia ls had a pivotal role in the is lands' hi story which 
he lped to maintain c lose links with Norway right up until 
the pledging of Shetland to Scotland in 1469. The 1299 
document provided a dramatic glimpse of th is royal 
mach inery in action and its information offered an 
opportunity to locate on the ground in Papa Stour a royal 
establishment , the excavation of which would hopell.lly 
provide material evidence of those close links ac ross the 
North Sea. 

Such a research·orientated excavation project was not 
usual in the 1970s and 80s, nor indeed was it considered 
desirab le. Government funding was only ava ilable fo r 
threatened sites, so that all fund s had to be sought from 
other sources (see below). There was no threa t to the site 
chosen, which was used only for intenninent grazing of 
sheep by the crofter. The generally he ld view was that 
excavation should only be carried out in cases of 
necessity; to choose to excavate a particular site for the 
interest of pursuing a research project was considered 
somewhat irrespon sible. Moreover. by looking fur a 
liisrorically-awhenticaled sil e I could be deemed to be 
embarking on the project with a preconceived idea of 
what might be discovered. The intention to lead a 
programme of excavations with one of the underlying 
motives being the desire to find a specific house was a 
rather r isky undertaking. To look for something can blind 
one to the real nature of what is found. It has been sa id. no 
doubt justifiably in many cases, that ' hi storians have been 
happy to accept archaeo logical di scoveries as illustrating 
the truth of what they already believe they know from the 
written sources' (Young 1992, 135). This raises the issue 
of 'text-aided archaeology' and the questionable method
ology that th is impli es (it being even referred to 
disparag ingly as ' text-hindered archaeology ' by some) . 

I Archaeological evidence from the late Norse period had been ofvcry 
li tt le concern in previous excavations in the Northern Islcs: at 

For the histor ian. ·text·aided archaeology· can be useful 
in the wr iting of history: that is. w hen archaeo logical 
discoveries are interpreted in the light of written sources. 
But there is also a situation when the use of 
archaeologica l evidence can lead to 'archaeologically
aided historica l reflection· (ihid). and it is in this ligh t that 
I wou ld wish to have my own research programm e 
assessed. It is rare for hi storian s to seek out material proof 
of textua l infomlation , and maybe there is no justificati on 
(or so doing. In my case it was s imple curiosity and a 
des ire to fami li arise myself with Norse archaeology 31 a 
site of my choos ing. There may be a dangt:r in having 
historical situations and recorded events as part of one's 
menta l baggage, which can lead to the temptation of 
peopling the s ite at the Bi ggings with hi storica lly
recorded individuals, and assign stru ctures accordingly. 
Readers will have to judge whether they consider this to 
have bet!n done justi fi ably. For historians it provides the 
intellectual stim ulus of having some knowledge of the 
political. socia l and economic circumstances prevailing 
on the island at ct:rtain periods in its hi stoT) . 

Of course what excavation revealed was the material 
history of a community which exis ted long before 1299 
and continued to exi st for many centuries afterwards. 
Perhaps fortunately we were spared the additional 
problem of having to cope with pre-Norse senlelllent 
although there \\as evidence that the re had been a thriving 
Norse senlement at the Biggings for several centuries 
before the days of Duke Hakon or Thorvald Thoresson. 
The site was also the centre of a populous communi ty 
during the followin g centuries. which histori ca l evidence 
makes very clear (as discussed in Chapter 3 ). Thi s fact 
and the surv iving material evidence for the post·medicval 
period has obvious ly created the need for the later 
archaeological evidence to foml part of the whole 
se ttlement picture. Thi s has becn prescnted as positively 
as \\ e have been able : the reader \\ ill possibly sense 
hmvever that lhe main lhrus t of our resea rch energy and 
interest has been focu sed on the Norse period. The 
post-medieva l evidence has produced its own challenges 
and some very interesting resu lt s (part icularly the 
sign ifi cant pottery finds reported on in section 7.3.4 ). The 
more tentative nature orour analysis of the posHnedieval 
structures on the site is a result of the circumstances of 
destruct ion of the houses in the Biggings yard in the mid 
19th century, houses which had been built directly over 
their predecessors from the Norse per iod. Despi te these 
practical difficulties it has been the intention to present 
the history and archaeology ora thriving settl ement at the 
heart of an is land community from the Norse period up to 
the 19th centu ry, and thus provide some understanding of 

Jarlshor ror instance part o rthe medieval house \\as dcstro)cd to 
rcveal earlier level s. 



the changes and development of senlement in Shetland 
over a wide phase of time. This alone provides a 
justification of the excavat ion and of the resources used 
in pursuing a multi -d isciplinary research objective. 

At the end of the day, there is history and there is 
archaeology a nd the problem s of correlating the two 
types of evidence are always going to be there in a period 
of time when written sources exi st. In the fi eld of Norse 
archaeology it is of primary importance that practitioners 
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of the one discipline are speaking to the scholars of the 
other, and that all are aware of the potentia l and 
limitations of the two types of source evidence, and of the 
need to combine them both with circumspection. It is 
hoped that the Biggings research project has succeeded in 
doing just that , and if it has. it is because of the ready 
co-operation and involvement of many archaeological 
friends and colleagues in Britain and Scandinavia. The 
final responsibility for the conclusions drawn from the 
excavated ev idence which they analysed remains my own. 

POST-EXCAVATION RESEARCH PROGRAMME 

Despite the comparatively sma ll s ize of the area 
excavated (467.5 sq m) and the lack of deep stratigraphy a 
large amount of material was recovered which has 
necessitated a great deal of post-excavation research . As 
is well-known, but not always appreciated by 
grant-giving bodies, this is a very expensive process. 
Throughout the period since the final season's excavat ion 
( 1990-1 997) Beverley Ballin Smith has recorded. filed 
and put on computer the total finds li st, analysed the 
excavation records and drawn up the matrix of different 
phases, written up the description of the site, all in 
consultation with myself who rem a ined in overa ll charge 
of the project. We have both overseen the organisation 
and co-ordination of spec ialist repons. Myown panicular 
concern for the interpretation and understanding of the 
wooden building and of wooden structures in general was 
much aided by a research visit to Bryggens Museum, 
Bergen, for the month of March, 1993, which was 
generously supponed by NA VF (Norges Allm enn
vitenskapelige ForskningsrAd). 

Of all the finds recovered it was the organic material, in 
particular wooden objects and text ile fragments which 
caused most concern from the point of view of 
con servation; after initial treatment on site , these were 
transferred as quickly as poss ible to the laboratories of the 
Nationa l Museums of Scotland, where they were treated 
with great professional care and anent ion by, in 
panicular. Jim Ta it and Thea Skinner. Much of the wood 
was then examined and identified by Camilla Dickson, 
Uni versity of Glasgow who has written the very 
important report on the botan ica l samples, and her 
profess ional treatment of this ev idence has prov ided 
recogniti on and understand ing of the many and various 
elements of this important environmenta l materiaF. The 
wooden objects them selves are reported on by Carol e 

2 The authors wou ld like to record their sadness that Camilla Dickson 
died before seeing the results of her work incorporated in the present 
publi cation. 

Morris who was involved in their excavation, and who 
has brought a wide-ranging know ledge of much other 
comparative wooden material from medieval sites 
throughout the British Is les. The textiles recovered in the 
first years' excavation were examined by Helen Bennett 
while on the staff of the Nat ional Museum of Scotland, 
and the later samples by Penelope Walton (form erly of 
the York Archaeo logical Trust) who has incorporated 
Helen Bennett 's initial work in her final textile repon, 
along with the fibres analysis by Harry Ryder. It has been 
one of the most exciting post-excavation research 
fmdings to have these scraps of wool and fibre identifi ed 
and fined into the nonh European evidence by the 
foremost specialists in this field. In addition to the 
excavated environmental material Graeme Whittington 
has contributed the pollen analys is from samples taken 
on the s ite and from the Loch of Biggings below the s ite. 
The small collection of insect mate rial has been reponed 
on by Paul Buckland who brings hi s unri va ll ed 
knowl edge of Icelandic farm environments to bear on 
this material. The even smaller bone collection has been 
reported on by archaeo-osteologist Catherine Sm ith . 

The more durable finds have also been examined and 
reponed on by foremo st authorities. In thi s category can 
be included the hom, which survived the anaerobic 
conditions at the Biggings much better than bone, and 
which was examined by Sonja O ' Connor of the York 
Archaeological Trust. The steatite assemblage. which is 
so important a com ponent of a Norse site, was first 
examined by Sim on Buttler, who was a Site Supervisor 
during the 1982 excavation season, (and also hilll se lf 
excavated a steatite quarry! at Clibberswick, Unst). The 
final catalogue and report was written by Andrea Smith, 
Historic Scotland. The bakestone fragments were 
examined and sp~cifically compared with Norwegian 
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material by Birthe Weber, Oldsaksamlingen, Un ivers ity 
of Os lo. The who le pottery collection has proved to be 
one of the richest parts of our total finds assern blage and 
has needed carefu l examinat ion by many different 
ceramics experts because of its very diverse nature. Th e 
local coarse ware (as well as the c laypipes) have been 
looked at by Beverley Ballin Smith: g lazed medieval 
fragments and modem pot by Robert Will : stoneware by 
John Hirst and Hans-Georg Stephan: post-med ieval 
redwares by Lynn Blackmore. Museum of London . Extra 
advice was g iven by Charles Murray, Aberdeen 
Museum s. Finally the slone assemblage has been 
examined and reported on by Beverley Ballin Smith. Dr 
Anthony Newton and Dr Andy Dugmore, Dept of 
Geography. University of Edinburgh (pumice). Dr Denis 
Pringle, Historic Scotland (voussoir), and Professor 
A lexander Fenton. Institute of Ethnology. National 
Museums of Scotland (rhyolite pebbles). The rew metal 

objects were examined by Dr Donal Bateson, Hunlerian 
Museum. University of Glasgow. 

The number of specialist reports give some indication of 
the varied nature of the finds assemblage, and he lps to 
explain why the final report took so long to comp lete. 
The authors are aware thai their assimilation of all the 
evidence from the excavat ion is merely a pre liminary. but 
it is hoped that this presentation of the ev idence will 
provide source material for future discuss ion and analysis 
of The Biggings as a Norse settlement site with a 
continuing history into recent centuries . The variety of 
the assemb lage from this one site g ives us further 
knowledge orthe richness orthe archaeological potential 
for our understanding of the Norse and later periods of 
Shetland ' s history. It is hoped that it will ronn a major 
contribution to present understandin g and appreciation of 
Shetland's cultural past. 

THE STRUCTURE OF THE VOLUME 

The vo lume begins by outlining the natural setting for 
Papa Stoor. its location in Shetland and the environ
mental fac tors and features wh ich dictate its nature as 
much today as in the past. C hapters 2-4 give the detailed 
historical background to the project. in tum the hi storical 
place of Shetland, Papa Stour 's part in that history and 
the nature of the events described in the document of 
1299. The results of the excavations at the Biggings are 
described in Chapter 5 and the details of the environ
mental and artefactual ev idence recovered are given in 

Chapters 6 and 7. A review of the building sequence 
revealed by the excavations and its relationship to the 
hi storical record (Chapter 8 ) is followed by a final 
discussion of the s ite in Chapter 9. 

The detailed speciali st catalogues and analysis can be 
consulted in the archive (lodged with the National 
Monuments Record. Edinburgh). At the time o f going to 
press the find s material was awaiting recommendation 
for disposal by the Treasure Trove Advisory Panel. 
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THE NATURAL SETTING 

Barbara E Crawford & Beverley Ballin Smith 
with RMM Crawford & John WAllen 

1,1 LOCATION AND DESCRIPTION 

The island of Papa Stour lies at the western edge of the 
Shetland archipelago, the most northerly island group in 
the British Is les, lying mainly between 60' and 61 ' north 
(illus I; 2), The island occupies a rather peripheral place 
in the archipelago: lying off the west side, and on ly a 
short sail from the peninsula of Sandness, it is nonethe-
less separated from the Main land of Shetland by the 
strong, tidal currents of the Sound of Papa which make 
contact hazardous and dependent on certain suitab le 
conditions (illus I ), Not so di stinctly separate as Foula 

• 

illus I 
'The mosl beautiful Of lhc lesser Sche\tand isles' (Rev G Low \ 774 ) 

(and nothing like as dramatically dominant on the sky line 
(col illus I)), Papa Stour can very eas ily be considered an 
insignificant part of Shetland's history and maritime 
environment. But in days gone by. when sea travel was 
the nonnal. preferred, and far more exped itious mean s of 
moving around the islands, and when the fert ility of the 
land was the prime factor in establishing va lue and 
significance of estates, Papa Stouf had many advantages 
as a res idence for the politically and socially dominant. 
Once the Shetland islands had become an important link 

Looking 10 Papa Stour from Sandness I lill across the S(lund of Papa: the cultivatable land lies spn:ad around the shel te red hay of Il ousa Voc 
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in the Viking maritime network then Papa Stour's 
location down the west coast of Shetland made it a very 
useful control point on the route be(ween Norway and (he 
Orkneys (Crawford 1984a, 40) (ililis 6 below). 

The island is approximate ly 4.4km (E-W) by 3.5km 
(N-S) (illus 3). The coastline is dissected by four large 
bays: Hamna Voe, Housa Voe, West Voe and Cu lla Voe. 
producing sandy beaches and nalUral shallow inlets. 

THl:JSLANI)'SGEOLOGY . J 

Numerous small offshore islands and stacks are to be 
seen surrounding the island, and caves are numerous. In 
the centre of Papa Stour are two large freshwater lakes. 
Dutch Loch and Gorda Water and many smaller ones. 
The Biggings is situated in the centre of the eastern, 
cultivated half of the is land. between 10 and 20 metres 
above sea level and within half a ki lometre of both Housa 
Voe and Kirk Sand. 

1.2 THE ISLAND'S GEOLOGY 

Papa Stour is of volcanic origin and the underlying rock 
is composed of basalt lavas (illus 3). Outcrops of this 
dark grey rock can be seen along the nonh shore of Housa 
Voe, at Scarv i Taing (on the shore below Bragasetter 
(Bragaster)), at the Koam on the west shore of Hamna 
Voe, at Aesha Bight and Culla Voe. In places there are 
beds of sandstone or tuff(compacted volcanic fragment s) 
between separate basalt nows (Myku ra & Phemister 
1976). 

Above the basalt are two layers of rhyolite, an orange-red 
volcanic rock, which is seen in the sea-cliffs (Mykura 
1976,53). The total thickness can reach 9001 (300 / ). In 
places the rhyolite rests directly on the basalt. in others. as 
at the north-west shore of Housa Voe, there is a thick 
layer of sandstone and tuff separating the two. The basalt 
and rhyolite are of Old Red San dstone age, roughly 400 
mill ion years old. 

Wind-blown sand of post-glacial origin covers an area of 
about three-quarters of a square mile in south-east Papa 
Stour but it is probably less than 3m (10') thick. The 
present cu lti vated area corresponds closely to this 
fonnalion . In particular, the Hill Dyke lies approximately 
along the line separating the sand region from the boulder 
c lay area (cover illus). 

Much of the rest of the is land is covered by boulder c lay 
now largely denuded of its former covering of turf. This 
is the region to the west of the Hill Dyke and to the north 

of HOllsa Voe, although the boulder clay is broken by 
extensive areas of underlying rock . The VCI)' broken 
ground between Culla Voe and Hamna Voe appears to be 
a glacial moraine, possibly a lenninal moraine of a 
glacier sweeping north-west over Western Shetland. 
Mykura suggests this glacial moraine bell , which extends 
c 1.5 km across the is land is probably the best example in 
Shetland (Mykura 1976, 106). 

The Melby Fault runs across the tip of Sandness. passing 
through Melby Village and presumably across St. 
Magnus Bay to the nonh Mainland, where it separated 
the Esha Ness volcanic rocks (similar to Papa Stour's) 
from the rest of Mainland. The rocks on the other s ide of 
the fault are quite different from the rocks of Papa Stour. 
Along the nonh coast of the Walls peninsula are a range 
of metamorphic rocks. and to the south of these are 
sandstones. On ly small areas of igneous rock occur in 
these formation s. Because the Scandinavian ice-sheet 
flowed roughly west across Shetland veering north-west 
over Papa StOLU, erratic stones and boulders of these 
formation s are common on the island. 

Due to these circum stances, a wide range of vulcan ie, 
metamorphic and sedimentary stones can be found on 
Papa Stour, and also on the nearby pans of Mainland. 
Except for steatite , an d the schist of the quems. a ll the 
stones found at the Biggings could have been found on 
Papa Stall< itself. Steatite and schist outcrop on Shetland 
and it is not necessary to look for a more di stant source. 

L3 THE SHETLAND CLIMATE 

Th e cl imate which Shetland ex periences is hyper-oceanic 
affected by the North Atlantic Drift which in winter 
allows for a wanner mean sea temperature than is 
expected for this latitude. \)/inters are mild and wet and 
summers are cool. often with freq uent precipitation in the 
f0n11 armist, fog and rain, with sno\\' and frost occurring 
on SO and 30-50 days respectively, during the winter 

months. but probably fewer on Papa Stour. Relative 
humidity at 80-85% is the highest in the British Is les for 
average monthly tigures. Ln addition Shetland has mean 
monthly temperatures or 3.3C in February and 11.9C in 
July and August , and mean annual rainfall of 1028 mm 
(Berry & Johnston 1980, 2 1-6). Al so of imponance are 
gales which occllr approx imately 58 days of the year and 
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achieving extremely high wind speeds coming mainly 
from the south in winter and from a northerly direction in 
the summer. Total sunshine hours per month vary 
between I 0 in December and 193 in May. 

illus 3 
Location and geological map of Papa Stour 
(Based on Mykura & Phcmisla 1976). 

o 
The climate is an important aspect of the sett lement 
hi story of Papa Stour. affecting positioning. a lignment 
and height of structures, the need for protection of 
buildings, the viability of agricu lture. the range of crops 
grown and animal species bred. 
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1.4 SOILS OF PAPA STOUR 

Papa Stour is given a unique identity among the islands of 
the Shctland archipelago by the massive Hill Dyke which 
runs N·S across th e island dividing it into t\\·o very 
contrasting halves. Thc unusual fertility of soil in the 
eastern half of the island is based upon underl ying 
sandstone and basalt rock overlain by a deposit of 
wind-blown sand 2.19' km in extent (Mykura & 
Phemister 1976, 158, 177; illus 3). Such geological 
conditions combine to give good arable·growing so il in 
Papa and other parts of the West Mainland (Walls and 
Sandness) which are va luable for settlement. 
Long-established farming practices have also contributed 
to a deep top-soil formation making the present-day soil 
in certain locations in Papa up 10 C G.8m deep and very 
homogeneous (Davidson & Simpson 1994, 68). The 
remarkable nature of the soil on the island is commented 
on by an early traveller in the I 790s: 'the soil, which is 

- • 

ill us ~ 

loamy, with a mixture of clay and sand chiefly, is 
excellent, and capable of the highest degree of cultivation 
that its latitude can admit: or rather might be ameliorated 
as to vie, in its productions, with places removed five 
degrees to the southward of it ' (CS, 299). This fertility 
underlies much of the history of Papa Stour, explaining 
its long historical record going back to 1299 when it 
fonns the subject of Shetland's first written document 
(4,1 below). It also explains why this and so many of the 
later records are to do with disputes over the lands and 
income from the island (Crawford I 984a, 54-6). The Rev 
George Low' s admiring comment. made on his visit to 
the island in 1774, that Housa Yoe was ' surrounded on 
all sides with fine Com-fie lds, this being the 1110st 
beautiful of the lesser Schet land is les' ( 1879, 123). is 
praise indeed from the minister of the fertile parish of 
Birsay in Orkncy: but he is outdone by the contemporary 

-

View frolll tile Biggi ngs, Papa Stour.]ooking across the Sound of Papa to Sandness. 
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visi tor quoted abovt: who rhapsodi ses: 'The com and 
grass grounds are truly beautiful, and open a wide field 
for contemplation. Nature has indeed been very 
bountiful', adding however, 'but art parsimonious in this 
delightful spot' (CS. 302). The Statistical Account 
mention s the rich crops of bear (primitive barley), oats 
and potatoes produced all the island (Sinclair ed, 
1797/ 1978, 519) 

The fertility of soil is restricted to the eastern quarter of 
the iSland, around Housa Voe and Kirk Sand, ex tending 
to Northhou sc and East Biggings (illus 4, 8) with a small 
area of sandstone deposit also al the southern end 
com pri sing the land of Bragaster. This holding \\as, 
significantly, the cause of the quarrel between Thorvald. 
the royal bailiff and Ragnhild in 1299 (sec -1,4 below). 
The rest of the island consists of much harder and more 
intractable underlying rocks such as basalts. dolerites 
and rhyolites, on which the houses of Midseller and 
Seller. and the 19th-century school are built (O ' Dell 
1939,3 8). 

To the west of the massive turf and stone Hill Dyke lies 
what is now a virtual desert (illus 5: col illus 3), although 
remains of Neolithic and Bronze Age sett lement in the 
west reveal a story of what was once a more productive 
is/and now denuded of irs covering layer of turf. Jr seem s 
that at the end of the Bronze Age/beginning of the Iron 
Age the western part of the island was largely abandoned. 
The soil and turf which once overlay this western part of 

il lus 5 
A -\ Irtual de~crt' the 
scal ped gral.lIlg land u ut s1de 
the Hill Dyke , with the 
remW/lS of the lepers' hu lS 
(sec 3 .... 2) mlhe foreground 

the island has been entirely used lip by 'tlaying' or 
removing for use as fuel and ani mal bedding. in 1793 it 
was noted that 'peats are of an inferior sort, as there is 
scarcely an appearance of moss observable throughout 
the is land. Hence ... the lamentable prospect that this fine 
island will. in a short time, be pee lied to the very channe l. 
for a scanl) firing ' (es. 302). Thi s did indeed result in 
the total exhaustion of available peat and a crisis in the 
island' s histo!) in tht: mid 19th century from rhe threat of 
depopulation. on Iy averted by the burdensome 
arrangement of digging and transporting peats from parts 
of the West Mainland and the island of Papa Linle in 
Swarbacks Minn (Fenton 1978.223). The balTenness of 
the land to the west of the Hil l Dyke contrasting with the 
fertility of the settled land lO the east is a monument to 
man' s industry, as well as hi s devastating impact on the 
environm ent. It is also an indication of the pressure of 
population on the natural resources of this island 
throughout its histo!), 

The anthropogenic soils of Papa Stou r and other places 
in Scotland are a( present the subject of analysis 
(Davidson & S impson 1994: Carter & Davidson 1998). 
This work is relevant to our understanding of the 
processes and the methods invo lved in creat ing plaggen 
so il s in margin areas and especially on Papa Stour. Here 
the east end of the island, which is now the most fertile, 
has been managed since ear liest lil11es to create a deep 
soil with the application of transponed turf. composted 
seaweed and midden material. 
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1.5 PAPA STOUR'S VEGETATION 

The natural vegetation of Papa Stour as it now exists, 
illustrates more vividly than anywhere else in the British 
Isles the floristic impoverishment brought about by 
prolonged human settlement in a hyper-oceanic 
environment. There were already indications before the 
arrival of man that the natural woody vegetation of 
Shet land was beginning to be replaced in part by the 
growth of bogs (Bennet e/ al [992). However. with the 
arrival of Neolithic man tree cover was rapidly reduced 
and replaced by peat bogs that are such a characteristic 
feature of Shetland today. Papa Stour, however. has lost 
even this last refuge for the native flora due to the 
'flaying' of the entire area that lies outside the Hill 
Dyke. Thus, this remote (in modern thinking) yet over
exploited island has the unenviable reputation of having 
fewer species of flowering plants than any other 
comparable area in the British Isles. Even hardy oceanic 
species such as the yellow flag iris (iris pseudacorus) 
and the normally widespread hare ' s tail cotton grass 
(Eriophorum vagill(S(um) ilre absent from the island 
(Scott & Palmer 1987). Neverthe less, the monotony of 
the remaining flora is relieved by some species that still 
survive in small pockets in now undisturbed and 
abandoned areas. The wet pools and loch sides of Papa 
Stour provide one of the few Shetland strongho lds for 
the lesser marshwort (Apium inundatum) and the tiny 
and inconspicuous allseed (Radiala linaides) nestles in 
hollows in the remaining heaths. The wet sedge pasture 
adjoining Kirk Sand is the on ly location on the West 
Mainland of Shet land for the curved sedge (Carex 
maritima). 

One aspect of the edaphic impoverishment of so much of 
the is land is that the populations of native species which 
have managed to survive the unrelenting grazing. 
cropping and flaying are distinctive for their diminutive 
size. The minuscule plants of heather (Cailllna vulgaris) 
have a creeping form that hugs the ground. The 
populations of sea plantain (Plantago maritima) found 
frequently in its dwarf hairy form in the western part of 
the island often grows as rosettes that are no more than 
15mm in diameter. The lesser spearwort (Ranunculus 

flammula) is also found in its prostrate dwarf fom 
fringing the pools in the barren areas outside the Hill 
Dyke. 

The present plant cover is not the vegetation that would 
have met the eyes of the first human settlers 4000 years or 
more ago when a woody scrubland would have covered 
all but the most exposed parts of Shet land . This can still 
be seen in remnants of scrubland 011 a few small islands 
on lochs and in gulli es that are inaccessible to sheep in a 

number of places on the Shetland mainland (Spence 
[979). Within 300 years of man's arrival the landscape 
wou ld have presented the same treeless expanse that we 
are familiar with throughout Shetland today. At the time 
of the Norse senlement Papa Stour wou ld still have had 
considerable reserves of peat underneath a covering of 
maritime sedge heath that would have probably provided 
grazing both in summer and winter. The remains of 
hearths and ovens and the quantity of burnt peat found 
during the excavation at the Biggings provides dramatic 
visual evidence of the extensive use of this fuel source 
during the Norse and post-medieval periods. The present 
acute impoverishment of the natural vegetation is a result 
of exhaustion of the turf cover on the western part of the 
island due to over-popu lation that built up with the 
development of commercial herring fishing in the 18th 
and [9th centuries (3.4 below). [n the 1970s there were 
sti ll a few remnants of turf that were being cut (col illus 5) 
although it was barely sufficient even for the needs of one 
household. 

The hyper-oceanic conditions of the Northern [s les, and 
Papa Stour in partiCUlar, need special mention when 
di scussing the problem of maintaining soil fertility, 
espec ially when population growth increases the pressure 
on arable land. In oceanic environments. long wet 
winters with little frost accelerate nutrient removal 
through soil leaching. The arrival of agriculture into an 
oceanic environment with the removal of trees and scrub, 
constant ploughing, burning, draining and other 
disturbances serve to aggravate this process. Various 
techniques wou ld have been available on Papa Stour to 
overcome [he steady depletion of soil nutrients. such as 
seaweed manuring and turf cutting. Seaweed can 
increase nitrogen input but does litt le to remedy 
phosphorus deficiencies. Turf cutting and the creation of 
'p\aggen soi ls' to restore soil fertility was used in many 
areas in the Northern Isles (Davidson & Simpson [994) 
with the consequences that are visible today in Papa 
Stour in the complete impoveri shment of the land outside 
the Hill Dyke. Papa Stour with its hyper-oceanic 
environment and rain-leached soil , together with a long 
history of settlement and over-population (in relation to 
the extent of arable land) is therefore an extreme example 
of the loss of both biodiversity and productivity that has 
taken place in so many of the oceanic P3J1S of Scotland. 
What is so evident in so much of Papa Stour is just one 
example of the deve lopment of the 'wet desert ' syndrome 
that has been used in the past (Darling & Boyd 1964) to 
describe the current state of many pans of the Western 
and Northern [s les. 
The most dominant natural environment in Shetland is 
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1.6 THE NATURAL FAUNA OF PAPA STOUR 

The most dominant natural environm ent in Shetland is 
the sea, and the waters around Papa Stour yie ld a wide 
range of fi sh species. Th is includes cod. haddock. 
herring, ling, mackerel. saithe. skate, sprats. whiting, and 
formerly halibut; either from surface or deeper waters. In 
additi on there are whales (the Minke. Killer an d Pilot ). 
dolphins and porpoises. and seals ·the Common and Grey 
Seal, both of which breed on the is land. From th e coastal 
environments come shellfish: mainly lobsters, crabs and 
scailops. with limpets, whe lks, cockl e and possibly 
musse l. Seaweed is al so abundant and is often washed up 
onto beaches during storms. The sea environment is onc 
of the richest in Shetland and would have been a very 
important natura) resource to the inhabilants of Papa 
Stour from prehistory. 

Land mammal s are particularly li mi ted on Shetland and 
many have been introduced in hi storical times such as the 
Brown and Blue Hare and the Stoat , the latter in the early 

17th century (Berry & 10hnston 1980. 129) . Indigenous 
mammalian species include the otter and poss ibly Field 
and House mice. Domestic cattle, sheep/goats and pig 
were most likely bought to the islands in the Neolithic 
period and ponies during the Iron Age. 

Birds are an im ponant component of the natural 
env ironm ent of Shetland with over 60 breeding spec ies. 
C liff nesting sea birds sllch as the auks, the ' Tystie' or 
Black Guillemot and the 'Tammy Norie ' or Pullin, Solan 
geese or Gannets and the ' Dunte r' or Eider, wou ld have 
been some of the most important species to the 
inhabi tan ts of Papa Stour. In addit ion there are bi rds, 
either indigenous or seasonal. which make use of a 
variety of other habi tats such as arable land , o ld stone 
buil dings and dykes. moorland. and loch s. Many of these 
would have fanned an integral part of man 's d iet , or an 
exploitable resource from the prehi storic period to the 
19th century. 
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THE HISTORICAL SETTING 
SHETLAND FROM THE PRE-VIKING TO THE MODERN PERIOD 

Barbara E Crawford 

2.1 THE PRE-VIKING SCENE 

Shetland is the most northerly island group of the British 
Is les (at 59-61 0 N) and much further away from the 
mainl and of Britain than. for instance. the Hebridean 
arch i- pe lago . Nonetheless its cultural contacts in the 
prehistoric period were apparently all deri ved from 
mainstream developm ents in north Brita in (Fojut 1993.9, 
43 , 56). When the Vikings arr ived they came to a long
settled group of is lands with much ev idence of 
prehistoric man in the landscape, evidence which is still 
dramati ca lly vis ible today. Although Shetland had been 
the last recipi ent of prehistoric cultura l impulses there is 
no evidence that its distance from mainland Britain had 
resulted in any anenuation of (he fonn of any particular 
culture, its location be ing no di sadvantage when trave l by 
sea still prevailed. Archaeological features give the 
impress ion of vigorous and highly organised prehisto ric 
societi es, with the same soci al achievements- and 
probl ems, if we regard the brochs as ev iden ce of soc ieti es 
in a state of tension. 

By the 8th centu ry. at the time whcn the Vikings took 
over these is lands on their vent ures ac ross the North Sea, 
native society in Shet land had become a part o f the 
Christi an world of Dark Age Europe. The Iron Age 
popul ation must have received news of the new religion, 
and probably accepted its message, for the archaeo logical 
evidence suggests that there were we ll-established groups 
of Ce ltic clerics in diffe rent locations in the is lands. 
There are some rem arkable surviva ls of these ecc les
iastical es tab li shm ents, such as the carved stones which 
convey so vividly the image of hooded mon ks with their 
sta ffand book satche l. conta ini ng the ho ly writ ings whi ch 
they brought north with them (Lamb 1995. 10. 12). 

Symbols of literacy such as ogam stones and the Latin 
inscription on the St Ninian ' s Is le sword scabbard chape 
te ll us very clearly that Shetland had been brought within 
the literate Christian society of early medieval Europe 
(Wainwright 1962, 96-9; Okasha 1996, 30). 

It may indeed have been the case that these c lerics from 
Ireland and Scotland moved to these is lands because of 
their abundance of offshore refuges, inaccess ible 
headlands and remote rock stacks, which provided the 
wild retreats sought out by them for their solitude. 
Moreover Shetland itself was not the ultimate destination 
with such suitable geographical environments, and these 
intrepid monks of the Celtic church moved on in their 
peregrinalio to is lands furth er nonh, so that Shetland was 
even in this period acting as a useful staging post en route 
to the eremitical world of the north Atlantic. It has been 
suggested that these monks were blazing a trail which the 
Vikings later foll owed, perhaps because they heard about 
the un populated is lands further north from returning 
monks (Smyth 1984. 17 1). Shetland about the year 800 
was then not a remote or uninhabited archipe lago but a 
centre of Christian act ivity of di fferent typts: act ive 
miss ionising monastic communities on fertil e is lands (like 
Papa Stour) or at locations on the mainland (such as 
Papil ), and solitary groups of contemplative anchorites on 
uncultivated islands or inaccessible rock stacks. The 
secular population is less easy to define, as their 
settlements and buria l places have rarely been found 
(Fojut 1993 , 58, 67). There were certainly some wealthy 
and cultivated chiefta ins li ke the owners of the St Nin ian' s 
Is le treasure. uniq ue masterpieces of Picti sh s ilve l"Work 
(Smal l <'I al 1973 ; Youngs 1989, 108- 112). 

2.2 THE VIKING AGE 

When the islands were overrun by Vikings, a new order 
was estab lished in the North Sea! Atlantic zone and 
Shetland became centra l to this new ' Viking ' world (illus 

6). Invaders from Scandinavia would have considered the 
Shetland Islands most desirable for their own particular 
needs and requirements, just as the inhabitants in the 
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previous prehistoric period wou ld have valued them 
according to their own pecu liar circumstances. In the 
Vi king world Shetland -s importance was strategic, provid
ing a first staging post on the route from west Nonvay to 
the rich and wealthy hunting grounds of Celtic Britain . 

The significant change of name for this group of islands 
from G: lnse Cat" to ON -Hjaltl and ' (o r variants) is 
rather remarkable. This ON name is we ll ·documented 
and the sound change from ' hj' to 'sh' which occurred in 
the Middle Ages is quite explicable (Fenton 1973 , 
unpaginated : Andersen 1984, 23), The difficu lt ies of 
interpre ting island names is we ll known, and the actual 
etymology of Hjaltland is obscure, a lthough the tendency 
to associate it with ON hjatt ~ ' hilt of a sword ' is strong 
(Stewart 1987, I), It has been argued however that the 

I This is the name apparently given to the Shetland Islands in lhe I IIh 
century although it comes from a late medieval and not very 
trustwort hy source (£5, i. 536). 

first e lement was derived from the Celti c name 'Cat' 
(Lockwood 1980, 33-4), Our historica l information is 
imprec ise as to when the fi rst raids started to influence 
this group of is lands, a lthough the form of the name 
given to thi s group of islands by the Vikings (ending in 
' land ') may perhaps indicate a date earl ier than that 
trad it iona lly g iven to the start of the Viking Age (ibid, 
20), From a geographical point of view one wou ld expect 
Shet land to become known to inquis itive Norweg ians 
with boats as soon as they started to venture much 
beyond their own coastal waterways, for these is lands 
cou ld be reached from the Norwegian west coast in 24 
hours in good weather (Leirfall 1976, 13). 

This brings us to the difficult question as to when such 
COntacts may have been first initiated . It is a difficult 



question because we are rel iant on wrinen sources which 
emanated from literate societies much further south and 
west (Anglo-Saxon Eng land and Celt ic Ireland) whose 
monks were only interested in recording violent anacks 
by raiders, particularly on churches. Archaeological 
evidence has only recent ly been re-studied with an open 
mind which suggests that it might indicate contact across 
the North Sea of a different kind and much earlier in the 
8th century (M yrhe 1993: Carver 1995: Weber 1994). 
None of this ev idence has however come from Shetland, 
but that is because no really early Viking senlcment sites 
have yet been excavated' . If we stick within historical 
parameters for present purposes it can be said that raiding 
was under way around the shores of the British Isles in 
the last decades of the 8th century and the perpetrators 
were from the west coast of NOf'\vay. That these raiders 
were us ing the islands to the north of the British mainland 
as useful bases from which to launch the ir anacks would 
seem indi sputable; the Shetland Islands were a lways vita l 
ports of call on the sailing route from Norway to Britain 
(Crawford 1987, 13). At some point they 1V0uid be used 
for over-wintering to obviate the need to sail back and 
forth across the North Sea. Throughout the 9th century 
the process of raiding continued and warrior bases in the 
islands were secured, certai nly in the Hebrides and most 
probably in Orkney and Shetland also. This must have 
been the period when tension with the native population 
increased as competit ion for the control of land and 
re sources heightened. Pagan graves of immigrant men, 
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women and children have been dated to this century, 
albeit none of them very close ly datable in time. Warrior 
graves in Shet land have not been recorded; although the 
axe found in the churchyard at Whiteness is a fine 
example of a Viking weapon which may be from a pagan 
grave depos ited in a Christian burial ground (such as is 
known e lsewhere in Scandinavian Scotland : Crawford 
1987, 163, fi g 3 1; 1995, 1111 4). Otherw ise two pagan 
Viking women' s graves have been found in Unst (Grieg 
1940, 103-5) . 

Looking northward (as will be done in this report on 
several occasions) it is not easy to find any close correl-
ation with Norse senlement in the Faeroes. The traditional 
date from the literary sources suggesting a landnam in 
Faeroe in the fi rst half of the 9th century is not confirmed 
by positive dates from the few archaeological excavations 
of house sites (Arge 1993, 468). 11 can be assumed that the 
initial raiding phase of Viking activity would not see much 
interest in the Faeroes. which lie north-west of the main 
sai ling route to the British Isles. Only once senlement in 
Ice land became a feature of the north Atlantic scene (in the 
late 9th century) would the Faeroes fill a useful ro le as 
islands en route between the homeland and Iceland and 
between the British Isles and Iceland. They provided 
empty land which was desirable for colonists in search of 
new homes. These were not islands like Shetland and 
Orkney which the Vikings as explo iters of western 
civilisation would find desirable or useful. 

2.2.1 NORSE SETTLEMENT 

Usefulness and desirabi li ty from the geographica l 
point-of-v iew was combined with the accessibility of 
wealth- in the foml of portable objects which adorned the 
religious cen tres of the Celtic church. This is one of the 
areas of Viking activity whic h has been argued over by 
hi storians and archaeologists: but how ever the objects 
were acquired (which is what th e arguments have focused 
on) they were certainly desired for their inrrins ic va lue, as 
well probably as for the ir art istic merit. Bits and pieces of 
Celt ic re ligious ornament are found in Viking graves in 
both Scandinavia and the British Isles (Youngs (ed) 1989. 
no 62 per ex). 

The many surviving remains of eccles iastical shrines 
from St Ninian 's Isle give positive indication of the 
importance of the Celtic rel igious establishmclH on th is 
island when the Vikings arrived in Shetland. But it was 
not the only one. 1l1C remarkable corpus of stone 
sculpture from other places such as Brcssay and Papi! 

2 The rr.:cc ntl y-launehed programme of excavat ions in Unst led by 
archaeologists from th e Nati ona l Museum in Copcnh;lgcn in 

also give clear evidence of thriving Chri st ian 
communities, and evidence which may perhaps be 
interpreted as indicating some survival of the nati ve 
popU lation. its cu lture and beliefs into the Norse period 
(Crawford 1987, 169-7 1). The surprising deanh of pagan 
graves from Shet land may a lso point in the direction of 
early assimilat ion of Christian beliefs by the incoming 
Vikings, a poss ible contrast to the s ituation in Orkney 
and the Hebrides. The Papay names of islands suggest a 
to leration of the priests or monks of the Celtic church on 
certa in islands throughout Scandinav ian Scotland (3.1 
be low). 

How do such conclusions affect one' s interpretation of 
the impact of Viking senlement in Shetland? Other 
sources of ev idence such as place-nam es and archaeo logy 
do not provide much positive material on which to make 
clear statemen ts about any fonn of nat ive survival. The 
totali ty of Shetl and names would seem to be entirely of 

assoc iation wi th the Shetland Ame nity Trust has already produced 
promising possibi liti es of earl y sites. 
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Norse origin, and attempts to prove the survival of 
pre· Norse Celtic names have not been very convincing 
(Jakobsen 1936, 175-206). Those few which do appear to 
have their origin in a Celtic language could have been 
added to the place· nomenclature at a later date when 
contacts between Shetland and Scotland were strong. 
What archaeology (particularly at Jarl shof) does prove, of 
course, is the Vikings' predilection for senli ng close to 

the houses- and brochs-{)f the previous native popul· 
alion. This continuity of settlement pattern no doubt 
explains to some extent why pre· Norse houses have been 
absent from the archaeological record. It is not easy to 

tind s ites available for excavation dating from the 
immediate pre-Norse period. Thest: circumstances really 
give us no evidence to make any firm statements about 
the nature of the immediate impact of the Norse 
settlement. In the long teml it was a colonia l situation in 
which Norse language and power dominated, but we may 
suspect that there was some survival of the native 
population. elements of whose culture (and certainly of 
whose religious beliefs) may have been adoptt:d and 
absorbed by the incoming population. 

Turning 10 Norse settlement archaeology, the focus 
inevitably rests on Jarlshof. one of the most famous 
Viking sites in the whole of the Scandinavian world (illus 
15b below). It provides the classic picture of what 
archaeologists think of as typical of Norse sertlel11ent : a 
coasta l site. close to good famling land. bowed· walled 
long-houses of varying types and positions showing how 
the original 'Iand·taker· (ON /andnclmsmaor) had 
founded a successfu l fam ily unit which thrived and 
expanded over the following centuries (Hami lton 1956: 
Small 1982,248-9). How typical it is will only be ,no\\'n 
when a good many more sites have been excavated. At 
the moment the dating of the initial settlement at Jarlshof 
seems to be under review. but it is probably of thl: mid 
9th-century period (Historic Scotland guidebook). 11' 50. it 
te lls of colonists from Scandinavia settling in their new 
home \vithout an) evidence of adaptat ion of their 
life·style or of violence in acquiring their flew lands. 
Conclus ions that might be drawn about the peaceful 
nature of Viking settlement in Shetland from thi s panial 
picture would nOl. however. be valid. In considering A 
Rrogger' s picture of lordless. leaderless peasants 

colon ising the Northern Isles, FT Wainwright countered 
the simplistic conclusions that might be drawn from the 
absence o f weapons found at Jarlshof with hi s class ic 
statement that 'Warriors do not leave their swords 
casually in barns and byres. nor do they throw them on 
midden s ' (1962. 152). So the son of residence wh ich 
settlers build for themselves does not tell us everyth ing 
about their lifestyles. The same could no doubt be said 
for the broch-builders- and indeed there is nowadays talk 
of the brochs being 'symbols of status for their owners' 
rather than useful defensive structu res by the end of the 
broch-building period (Fojut & Pringle 1993, 27). 

Hypotheses can certainly be made about the societies in 
the islands from the evidence of their fortified or 
non·fortified residences, but as far as the Vikings are 
concerned. theories of peaceful communities are unlikely 
to tell the whole story of their lifest)-le. 

!'he few other excavated Norse sires in Shetland do not 
add anything to our understanding of what happened 
when the lirst Vikings sculed on the is lands. for as yet 
they have not revealed evidence of 9th·century activity. 
Underhoull in Unst. Sandwick in Unst. as well as the 
Riggings, are selliement sites dating from a later period 
(Small 1964-6. 1968: Bigelow 1985). It is not enough to 
s imply extrapolate from e.\ cavarion s in Orkney or other 
parts of Scandinavian Scotland to illuminate the situation 
in Shetland. for as has been argued. the settl ement hislOl) 
of the more southerly group of is lands may be entirely 
different from what happened in Shetland itself(Bigelow 
1992, 14). lndeed. the circumstances uncovered at 
Jarlshof are not necessarily going to lell us about what 
happened in Uns!. at the other end of the Shetland 
archipelago. Every is land. every voe. would have had its 
own separate Vik ing settlement story. and each one has 
to be looked at in the context of its own particular social 
and economic circum stances. As far as Unst is 
concerned. and Fellar. the exploiuuion of the rich local 
deposits of steatite (soapstone) wo uld provide 
opponuni lies for \\ ealth from an export trade (Ritchie 
1974, 7 1-3; Moffat & !Suttler 19&6). This very useful 
economic resource' is, of course. available at the much 
berter·known Catpund s ite in Dunrossness. which has 
been seen to be an underlying explanation for the wealth 
of the Jarishof scillement (Ham ilton 1956). 

2.3 PART OF THE ORKNEY POLITICAL STRUCTURE: EARLS AND BISHOP 

In the next phase of history we are able to trace the 
development of some political structures. when Shetland 
was linked with the earldom based in Orkney to the 
south, thus becom ing part of the most powerful lordship 
in the wider Norse world. Towards the end of the 9th 

century, one dominant family secured its hold Over the 
Orkney is lands. and established its power base in that 
fenile archipelago. The story of the ea rl s of Orkney 
enshrined in the saga of the earls (Orkneyinga Saga) tells 
LI S that it was remembered later how the earldom came 
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into being, although we may suspect that too large a role 
in the event was awarded to the king of Norway, Harald 
Finehair (Crawford 1987.53). This would stem from the 
later understanding that no earls could hold land and 
power without having first received a grant from the king. 
Reality was probably otherwi se and the earls of More 
were warrior overlords with as much inlluence as King 
Harald 's dynasty. This was particularly so in the colonial 
sett lements where the Mere family were well establi shed 
(Rolf in Normandy and Hrollaug in Iceland were believed 
to have been members of the same dynasty). The 
13th-century saga account blandly lumps Shetland in 
with Orkney as part of the king's grant to Rognvald of 
More who then passed them over to hi s brother Sigurd 
who thus became the first earl of Orkney. There seems 
little doubt that Shetland would indeed have been 
claimed as part of their lordship by mobile earls whose 
origins were in Norway and who would have regarded 
Shetland as a very important maritime base to have 
within their sphere of control for journeys to and from the 
home country. 

We cannot know for sure how the process of settlement 
in Shetland proceeded. whether by individual boatloads 
offamily units , or whether under the direction of the lirst 
earls: unlike Orkney. where one can assume eventual 
overall control by the earls who would have seized the 
best land for their own estates. The earls may have been 
satisfied to allow those who had won control on their own 
behalf in Shetland to keep hold of their gains. Possibly 
they allowed native farmers-in more inland areas, or on 
smaller islands- to remain in possession of some of their 
lands so long as they submitted to the earl' s authority and 
acted to protect hi s interests in the northern islands of the 
earldom . As already mentioned. the Norse settlement 
may have been slightly different in character in Shetland 
from that in Orkney wi th greater assim ilat ion of 
pre-Norse cu lture, particularly in the area of religiolls 
belief. There is no doubt however that Shetland form ed 
an integral part of the earldom and was included in the 
divi sions of the earldom between rival claimants which 
are first recorded in the Orkneyinga Saga following the 
death of Earl Sigurd the Stout in 1014 (Crawford 1983. 
66 and see B Smith 1988,2 1-4 1. for a full discussion of 
Shetland's place in these div isions)'. 

With the important division of the earldom \vhich 
occurred during the tim e of Earls Paul and Erl end 
Thorfinsson we can trace the allocation of Shetland to thl' 

) The morc peripheral role pla~ed hy Shetland in th e economic 
network ortlle earl dom is cxempl ifi ed hy the contrast in the numbers 
of si lver hoards found in Shetl and. compared with Orkney_ Onl y two 
are known (and there is even doubt as to whether the re cord refers to 
one or two hoards) dating from the late I Dth and mid 11 th centuries. 
Perhaps significantl y th ese are both from the southern end of 

Erlend line; this earl 's marriage to an Icelandic woman 
may we ll have helped to forge important links between 
Shetland and the other Scandinavian senlements in the 
north At lant ic (8.2.3 below). In the 12th century Shetland 
seems to have played an important role in the growth of 
the cu lt of St Magnus and the winning of power by hi s 
nephew Rognvald Kali Kolsson (Crawford 1984c. 70-4). 
By this date the earl s who held Shetland must certa inly 
have had their own estates in these is lands. and it is like ly 
that Papa Stour would have been one of those earldom 
estates. Sporadic ev idence can be pulled together which 
points to Earl Magnus ' connections with north-west 
Shetland, particularly the name of St Magnus' Bay 
(earlier St Magnus Fjord) which li es between Sandness 
and Eshaness, contro lled on the south side by Papa Stour. 
It is quite possible that it was the island known to the 
German and Dutch lishennen as 'St Magnus ' Island' , 
which would be a strong indi cation that the church had 
been dedicated to the saint-earl , and that he had perhaps 
resided in Papa Stour in the period when he helped to 
maintain order in Shetland along with hi s cousin Hakon 
(ibid). During this period they burned to death in his 
house at Burrafirth' a 'man of rank ' ca lled Thorbjorn 
(as. 1938,206: Munch 1875. 170). Unfortunately the 
ded ication of the medieval church on Papa Stour has 
been forgotten. although there are several dedications to 
Magnus throughout Shetland (more in total than in 
Orkney). 

By the mid 12th century therefore we begin to get some 
positive pieces of reliable infonnation about the activities 
of the earl s in Shetland and the names of some individual 
Shetland ch ieftai ns and ord inary people. The remarkable 
detai ls of the miracle-working powers of the recently
martyred Earl Magnus are strongly focll sed on Shet-
landers, giving us some very unusual details about the 
li festyle and incidents occurring in the lives of the 
ordinary farme rs-particularly in the nort h of Shetland 
(Crawford 1984c. 70-2). The evidence from the Miracle 
Book can be interpreted as indicating that the cult of the 
saint may have been deliberately developed by the farm er 
Bergfinn Skatisson and his family who poss ibly lived in 
the north Mainland of Shetland. where there is a number 
of church dedications to Magnus. All this was clearly 
politically inspired by Magnus' nephew Rognvald who 
was claiming his unc le ' s lands and rights (ibid. 75-9). 
nle important place that the murdered earl had in the 
affecti ons of the Shetlanders is lik e ly to re late to the 
period of time that he spent in the islands and th e close 

Shetl and. from un cCLln omically Imponant area and the nearest 
local io n 10 Orkney (G raham-Campbell 1995. no 1 J and 16 ). 

4 Perhaps West Burrafinh on the west coast opposite Papa Stour. where 
the island ferry leaves from today. 
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connection that the descendants of Erlend had with 
Shetland, which fonned part of their earldom divis ion. It 
is not straining the evidence too much to suggest that the 
centre of their Shetland estates may have been the fertile 
island of Papa Stour: and if the location of the later
recorded 'Saint Magnus' Is land ' could be f1nnly assigned 
to Papa Stour one could be even more certa in about the 
matter. 

In this period when the links between Norway and the 
Northern Is les were close. Shet land 's place as a 
stopping-off point on the sa iling route is c learly seen in 
many incidents in the saga narrative: the story of Bishop 
William 's promise to a llow the translation of Magnus ' 
holy rel ics if he got a favourab le wind to allow him to 
sing Mass back home in his episcopal seat is located in 
Shetland where the bishop was stonn -bound on his way 
back from Norway to Orkney late in autumn (as. chap 
57). The creation of the archiepiscopal see of Trondheim 
in I 152/3 was a very important development for the tying 
of the bishopric of Orkney into the Norwegian 
ecc les iastical network, and. as in the story mentioned 
above. this meant that clerical personnel from the 
bishopric would even more frequently usc Shetland when 
travell ing between the is lands and the administrative 

cent re of the ecclesiastical province of which they were a 
part . The payment made by Shetlanders called 'Sunniva 
meal' to the altar ofSt Sunniva in Bergen (which is said. 
c 1327. to have been paid . from old times' DN, vii . 120) 
shows how closely bound by religious devoti on to the 
Nonvegian church and northern sa ints' cults these 
is lands were). 

The same period conversely sees the earls of Orkn ey 
becoming more c losely linked with Scot land: Earl 
Harald Maddadson. whose father was earl of Atholl , 
dominated the second half of the 12th century in the 
north. He ranged widely all overthe northern wor ld and 
was as familiar with the court of the Scottish king as 
with the Nor\vegian (as indeed were many of the earlier 
earls ). We know for sure that Earl Harald considered 
Shetland to be an importan t part of his dominions from 
the fact that in one of the few charter pieces of source 
evidence associated with him he styles himself ·earl of 
Orkney. Shetland and Caithness' (Scune Liber. no 58: 
DN, ii, 2; Lawrie 1905, 257). This charter mu st date 
from pre-I 195 as in that year Earl Harald was deprived 
of the northern part of hi s ear ldom and the position of 
Shetland in relationship to the earldom was pernlanentl)' 
changed. 

2.4 A 'SKATTLAND' OF THE KINGDOM OF NORWAY 

The 12th century saw the curbing of ari stocrat ic power in 
many parts of feudal Europe as a resu lt of the growing 
authority of medieval kings. part of which process was 
the establi shing of their authority throughout a 
territoria lised area which they strove to tum into a 
nat ional unit. The Northern Is les and the earldom of 
Orkney did not fit easily into any national structure, but it 
is highly interesting to see the kings of both Scotland and 
Norway gradually succeeding in eroding the power or the 

earl. the fomlc r through extension of royal author ity in 
Cait hness and the laner through confiscation of Shetland 
(for Cai thn ess see Crawford 1994). How did the king of 
Norway manage to achieve thi s extension of his authority 
over this group of is lands lying far out from the 
Norwegian west coast? Partly through mistakes made by 
the earl: partly through the king 's own fOnllidable 
authority built up through a process of military domination 
of the elements opposed 10 him within the kingdom . 

2.4.1 SEVERANCE FROM THE EARLDOM OF ORKNEY 

The king concerned was Sverre Sigurdsson who fought 
his way to power from an outside position and whose 
success was resented by the supporters of the defeated 
Magnus Erlingsson. There were several attempts to oust 
SvelTe once he had establi shed his rule over the whole 
kingdom , and Earl Hara ld Maddadson was foo lish 
enough to lend support to one of these attempts, which 
was mounted from the islands (Crawford 1983 ,33 ). The 

5 There is latc medieval evidence that a payment was also made to 
Trondheim Cathedral from Shetfand called SI Ofafs /Old (fJaac 
1895.58) 

main mover in the plot was Olaf ' Earls-kin ' who had 
'great possess ions ' in Shet land where he took the young 
claimant to the Norwegian throne Sigurd. son of Magnus 
Erlingsson (Sephton 1899 trans The Saga of King Sverrir, 
146-7). When they vis ited Farl Hara ld in Orkney ' The 
Earl supported the boy' s cause heartily and gave him a 
good long-ship, for King Magnus (Sigurd's father) had 
becn an excellent frie nd of Earl Harald ' (ibid). A large 



band from Orkney and Shetland gathered and sai led for 
Norway-they were known as the Eyjarskeggjar or 
'Island-Beardies', and they were eventually defeated 
disastrously at the batt le of Floruvoe. outside Bergen, in 
1194. 

Naturally enough, Sverre considered Earl Harald to be a 
prime mover in this threat to his authority 'and had it 
much in mind to send a force west to the Orkneys to 
requite the men of Orkney their treason ' (Sephton 1899 
trans The Saga of King Sverrir, 155) which he was 
perfectly capable of doing. The earl , advised by Bishop 
Bjarne of Orkney, forestall ed such retribution and went 
with the bishop and all the chiefmen of the earldom in the 
summer of 1195 to defend himself before Sverre and 
submit to the king' s pleasure. The ternlS imposed tell us 
something about the income from the islands and the 
king 's detennination to tie them into his royal 
administrative structure and to get some of the wealth 
which had formerly been the earl's into the royal coffers. 
The conditions of peace were written down as well as a 
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li st of 'all the estates and possessions in the Orkneys and 
Shet land which had fallen to the king' s treasury, the 
property of those who perished at Floruvoe' (ibid, 156). 
Wou ld that this ' scrol l' st ill survived ' A limit of three 
years was fixed in which the kinsmen of the dead might 
ransom the lands, and after that they were to become part 
of the royal Treasury. The earl him se lf was deprived of 
Shet land (which Sverre took under hi s own control for 
tax and tributes) and he was set over the Orkneys again 
on certain res trictive conditions. Here is a very good 
example of just how kings were determined to cut back 
the power of independent ear ls, to tum their position into 
something more approximating to a royal official, and to 
get their own hands on the earls' wealth from ancestral 
lands and long-establ ished family rights. To put such 
sweeping decisions into permanent effect was not easy 
hOlVever, and the history of the earldom of Orkney 
thereafter is punctuated by clashes between earls and 
royal officials who were attempting to put their royal 
masters' will into practice, in the teeth of the earls' 
opposition. 

2.4.2 ESTABLISHMENT OF ADMINISTRATIVE STRUCTURES 

As far as Shetland was concerned however, the results of 
this dramatic series of events were long-lasting and 
significant. Shetland did not form part of the earldom of 
Orkney again until long after the pledging of the islands 
to Scotland', and its detachment from the ear ldom meant 
that it developed along individual lines and was much 
more closely bound into the home country of Norway 
(Crawford 1969, 157). From an administrat ive point
of-v iew it was governed by a royal official, called 
'sysselman' (ON sysse/madr). later known as 'foud' (ON 
fORed, a teml which came into use in NOf\vay in the 
13005 for a royal representative, usually associated with 
royal castles) who seems to have been of high status. He 
would have collected in taxes, rents and judicial dues for 
sending to the royal treasury at Bergen or disposing of 
according to arrangements made with the king. Skatt (ON 
skallr ~ tax) was paid by all landowners or tenants 
throughout Norway to the king, originally converted from 
the /eidangr or naval obligat ion laid on a ll coastal 
districts . In Shetland it was later paid in the proportion of 
two-thirds woollen cloth or 'wadmel' (ON v"dma!) to 
one-th ird butter! oW. The rents would have come from 

6 Although Earl Harald' s sons are said to havc been se t llver Orkncy 
and Shet land in 12 10 in Boglunga Saga this cannot have been a 
long- lasting situation . The OrkneY;flga Saga clearly says that the 
earl s never held it again after IIY5 (Crawford 1971 . 155). The 
Si nclai r cari s ce rtainly exercised some authority in Shetland during 
their period but it has hee n argued (C rawford 1967-8, 157) that this 
did not mean Shetland wa<; formally united with the earldom again 
(although thai is how the situation has been interpreted) . 

those royal estates confiscated by King Sverre and not 
redeemed by the families of men killed at Floruvoe. 
Redemption terms were usually very hard and there is 
unlikely to have been sufficient spare cash about . or 
indeed goods which could be commuted to cash, to easily 
redeem these lands within three years . These estates, 
known as ' kingslands ·. would initially have formed a 
lucrative bas is of power in Shetland. although over the 
next few centuries passing into the possession of roya l 
administrators. as was the case with Papa Stour (3. 1 
below). Some 'kings lands' are still traceable in the first 
rental of Shet land c 1500 although by then a very small 
proportion of all recorded taxable land (MS transcription 
by B Smith). 

What evidence we have about the position of Shetland 
within the Norwegian kingdom in the centuries following 
the events of 1195 shows that c lose connections were 
maintained between Shetland and the royal house . The 
13th and first halfofthe 14th centuries was the period of 
Norway's greatest power as an independent kingdom of 
some accoull! in the northern world. The kings made sure 

7 The date at which skat! \\a5 imposed on the NOf\\egian colonies in 
the west is not eas il y estahl ished. It is certain that the earls developed 
their own system o f tribute assessment, based on the land divisi ons 
of o unceland and penn) land. which arc found in Orkney and 
Shetland (as well as the Western Isles). After 11 95 the kings of 
Norway establi shed a claim to some of these ducs in Orkney and to 
all of them in Shet land . 
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rharlhey kepr rheir remorer possess ions within their fiscal 
network and this is when rhe tenn 'skatt land ' becomes 
current. Thi s was the tenn for an oUllying dominion of 
the Norwegian crown whic h paid its tax or 'skatt' to the 
royal treasury; Jamtland on the Swedish border, along 
with the is lands in the north At lan tic (skalliand, in KL 
Blom 1972). They are li sted in HisfVria Norvegiae, under 
the heading de tributariis insulis ('t he tributa!), is lands') 
as Orkney, Shet land, Faeroe and Iceland. The first 
recorded 'sysse lm an' in Shetland was probably the 
individua l ca lled Gregori lls Kikr 'from Shetl and' who 
accompanied Earl John of Orkney to a Counci l meeting 
at Bergen in 1223 (Hakon 's saga, 77) 

When there were divisions of th e kingdom among 
different members of the royal family in the 13th and 
14th centuries the skattlands were included, as for 
instance in 12 17 when Earl Sku Ie was gran ted one third 
of the skattlands along with one thi rd of Norway. It is not 
always clear how the skattlands were divided on such 
occasions. although we know that Duke Hakon 
Magnusson held Shetland and Faeroe as part of his 
prince ly appanage from 1273 to 1299 along with most of 
eastern Non-vay. During thi s period it would be logical 
for these two groups of islands to be brought closer 

together and there is one interesting piece of evidence of 
a possible admin istrative link between them , The 
Seyoabraevio (a document amending regulations 
concern ing sheep-rearing which Duke Hakon issued for 
the Faeroes in 1298) is said in the introduction to the 
document to have been taken to those is lands by the 
bishop of Kirkjubour and S igurd. the lawman of 
Shetland, who was presumably acting in some offic ial 
capacity (Jakobsen 1907. no I: NGL I R, ii i, 33-9). This 
may have been because of his experience with the lav·/s 
concerning sheep-reari ng in Shetland, and it does not 
seem likely that the two groups of is lands were sharing 
the same lawman as Munch once argued (Munch 
1852-63 , iv(ii ), 276; Matras 1968, 91). Nonet heless the 
circumstan ces of ducal contro l over both groups o f 
islands clearly did mean that closer administ rative link s 
were estab li shed duri ng that peri od. 

After he acceded to the throne in 1299 Hakon directed in 
hi s will that rents from his estates in Shetland and Faeroe 
should be reserved for the building of the Apostles Kirk 
in Bergen (DN. rv. no 128). In the mid 14th century King 
Magnus Eriksson reserved for his own use Shetland. 
Faeroe and Iceland when he handed some lands and 
rights over to his sons (Stonll 1888.404). 

2.4.3 SOCIAL, CULTURAL AND ECCLESIASTICAL LINKS NORTHWARDS 

These few fac ts about the ciose control which the 
Norwegian dynasty exerci sed over Shetland do give us 
the important political background to the social situation 
in the islands from the end of the 12th centu!)' through to 
c 1400. Moreover the documented link wi th Faeroe (c ited 
above) must also have had social repe rcussions: some 
c lose links are demonstrated in the few documents which 
have survi ved. 

One remarkable se ries of documents, resulting from the 
depos iti on of ev idence which was recorded in Shet land 
and Faeroe at the very beginning of the 15th centu ry 
(although relating to a s ituation some decades earl ie r), 
concerns the possessions and dowry of Gudrun 
Sigurdsdatter, whose father was Sigurd ' the Shet lander 
(DN, i, 589-92: Orkney Recs, XIII ; Young 1979, 155-60). 
She is remembered in Faeroese tradition as the ' lady of 
Husavik ' in Sandoy, Faeroe, who was marr ied to the 
Faeroese Ambjom Gudle iksson (Manson 1978, 14: 
Macgregor 1984, 12- 13): but she was also an owner of 
wealthy estates in Norway and Shet land which must have 
been inherited from her father (some of them as dowry). 
The testim ony about Gudrun 's possessions, lands, and 

Ii The translation foll owed is that by Michael Barnes in Young ( 1979 ) 
wh ich differs in seve ral respects from the translations in Orkney Recs 

income from property were heard in di fferent parts of th e 
Faeroes and Shet land between August 1403 and 
November 1405. The cause of the dispute is in some way 
con nected wi th the cla ims of a Shetland woman. 
Ragnhild Havardsdotti r, to the property of G udrun in 
Husavik (a lthough it is never explained how she had 
rights to thi s property).The list of Gudrun ' s possessions 
gives a vivid impression of the sumptuousness of 
Clothing and offumishings enjoyed by some members of 
society at this time in the North Sea is lands. It was 
recorded on swom oath that G udrun 's head-dress was 
va lued at 13 or l-l ore, and her ful l dress suit was 
bedecked with shie lds: she had a great s ilver buckle and a 
small one of s ilver-gilt or of gold; a rosary of silver 
beads. three finger-rings of gold and some silver bowl s. 
She possessed six beds with pillows, eiderdowns and 
some exceedingly va luab le curta ins afred and green s ilk ; 
fWO sets of househol d furni shings one of which is said to 
be fo r the main room and the other for the . sea-room , 
Bas ins and bathing-tubs. cauld rons, gob lets. cans. plates. 
pots and many other vesse ls are li sted8 , 

Another document of similar date is concerned with the 



purchase of a ship in Norway by the sysselman in 
Faeroe, Greip Ivarsson , who pledged possession s in 
Faeroe and Shetland until he had rece ived enough 
money and packs o f wadmel from Faeroe to pay for the 
ship which he was buying (DN, XI. no 559). Even at a 
tim e when- as will be discussed below-p lague had hit 
these northern societies very hard there was apparently 
still much to-ing and fro-ing between the is lands of the 
north Atlantic and the home country of Norway in the 
conduct of bus iness and in the establishment of marita l 
and social links. Entries in the Icelandic Annals bear 
witness to Shetland's place in thi s maritim e world, even 
though most of th em are concerned with shipwreck or 
difficulties of travel in the harsh clim atic conditions. In 
1333 the 'Maria suden ' was lost near Shet land with all 
hands: in the 1380s men and chi ldren from another 
wreck were washed up on the Faeroes and Shetland 
(Storm 1888,348, 414). In 1357 Andrew Gis lasson. Jon 
Guttormsson and Arna Thordarsson went to Shetland 
and stayed there for the winter, as in 1411 it is recorded 
that Bj6rn bondi Einarsson had spent the previous 
winter in Shetland (probably storm-stayed) (ibid. 357, 
290). In 1363 a Faeroese ship came sa fely from Shetland 
to Iceland carrying Bishop Arni of the Faeroes (ibid, 
290, 360). In 1337 five Scotsmen carne into the 
Eastfjords of Iceland in a little ship which had left 
Bergen for Shetland after Easter. There had been fifteen 
men aboard but ten had died and the others had survived 
by kneading dough with sea water for sustenance (ibid, 
221 J. Unfortunately journeys safe ly accomplished do 
not merit the sam e sort of interest! 

Eccles iastica[ [inks of a cultural kind must have ex isted at 
this time, and the cult of the martyred Ear[ Magnus 
spread throughout the north At[antic, as of course did the 
cult of the ho ly king of Norway, Olaf Hara[dsson. Faith in 
these local ho ly warriors created a nonh Atlantic 
community linked by hope of assistance, as the miracles 
recorded in Magnus ' name clearly tell us. From these we 
have evidence of ordinary people trave[ling from Ice [and, 
and Faeroe, as well as from Shetland, to th e shrine at 
Kirkwall in the hope of cures (OS, chap 57). From 
another saga source a miracle is recorded as having been 
performed for an Ice[ander at the Church ofSt Magnus in 
the Faeroes (Cormack 1994 , 120). Thi s was the cathedral 
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of the Faeroese diocese at Kirkjubour. which was 
dedicated to Magnus, and he was co-patron offive parish 
churches in Ice[and, the majority of them in the southern 
diocese of Ska[ho lt (ibid, 12 1). There still survives the 
remarkable carved shrine located on the outside of the 
east gab le wall of the Cathedral at Kirkjubour (which was 
built in the 14th century. but never fini shed) and where 
relics of the saint were contained- as they still arc. A relic 
was obtained by the cathedral of Ska[holt in [ce [and in 
1298 (ibid, 119). For such relics to have been g iven by 
the ecclesiastical authorities in Orkney to the ir 
neighbouring bi shoprics in the north te lls of close 
ecclesiastical connections which are poorly documented 
otherwise. 

According to the miracle book of St Thor[ak, the holy 
bishop of the diocese ofSka[holt in Ice [and, there was an 
attempt to institute a regular offering of meal (probab[y 
oatmeal) from Shet land to the [ce[andic saint. This was 
urged by a Shetland lawman cal[ed Havard who at the 
beginning of the 13th century attempted to ge t each 
farmer to make a gift of meal to the saint 's shrine in 
Iceland, and it was said to have been sent that summer 
(1209) and for a long time afterwards (Thor[aksson 1979, 
65). But this cult cannot have been firmly rooted in 
Shetland, from the apparent absence of church 
dedications to Thor[ak. 

In the 13th century the world of the north Atlantic was 
linked together by cultural and economic interests. 
Indeed, when Norn'ay was bound up with its own internal 
political struggles there was nothing to prevent useful 
trading contacts being maintained between Orkney and 
Shetland and the nonhem communities of Faeroe, 
Ice [and, and possibly even Green[and. The troubl es in 
Norway would ac t as a deterrent to trading with th e home 
country and probably led to Ice [andic merchants 
preferring to impon their necessities from the is land 
groups to the south (ibid, 70). The growth of a strong, 
unified monarchy in the mid-13th century, which strove 
to draw Ice[and under its political control is likely to have 
disrupted this economic network, and condition s were 
imposed on trading in and out of Ice[and by the treaty of 
1263, when Ice [and became part of Noregsveldel ('the 
Norweg ian world'). 

2.5 CHANGES IN THE LATER MIDDLE AGES 

From the mid 14th century onwards we can pe rceive big 
changes taking place in Shetland 's s ituation , which 
reflect the tu rbu lent scene on the w ider European 
canvas. It is easy to attribute these to the economic 
mi sfortune s of the late r middle ages resulting from the 
effects of the Black Death , but as far as Scandinavia is 
concerned these effects cannot be over-estimated. All 

historian s are agreed that th e demographic effects of 
plague o n a soc iety living in some respects at the limits 
of human exis tence must have been di sastrous. There 
was no surplu s population to fill the gaps [en by a 
pandemic whi ch probably removed nearly hal f of 
soc iety, as there was in more lowland areas of Europe. 
We have no deta ils of the impact of the 1349-1350 
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vis ilalion on Shelland, Ihere being only one brief enlry 
in Ihe Icelandic Fiala-annals record ing Ihat il came 10 
Shelland. Orkney. the Sudre)s (Hebrides) and Faeroe 
(Storm 1888. 404). 

The lon g-Ienn pol itical results must certain I) have been 
s ignificant, for th e kin gs of Norway were drawn to th e 
richer lands of southern Scand inavia, and became linked 

wit h Ihe royal hou se of Denmark by marriage . This led 
eventually 10 Ihe forma l union of Ihe Ihree crowns at 
Kalmar in 1397. Inevitably Norwa) and the skattlands 
were administered by Danis h o ffi cia ls and the rea lity 
of power was vested in the few familie s with large 
feudal grants of land who came to dominate events in 
the north . 

2.5.1 ECONOMIC LINKS WITH THE HANSA AND ECCLESIASTICAL CHANGES 

Al ongs ide this opening-up o f Norway to soulhern 
influences went the increas in gly-dom inant pos ition of 
the Hanseatic League in the economic sphere . German 
merchants had had a kama,. estab lished in Bergen since 
the late 13th century. but they were restricted in their 
attempts to trade wi th Shetland and the other skattlands 
by be in g forbidden to sail further north or west 
(Friedland 1983. 87) . That is not 10 say that such 
voyages did not lake place, and it is likely that Ihere 
were direct trade connections between Hanseatic 
merchants and Shetland before the first hi storical 
evi dence of any such vis its, which is from 141 5 (ibid, 
88). The closesl lin ks seem to have been wit h the north 
Ge ml an pen of Lubeck. but the trade was meant to be 
directed through the fi sh staple of Bergen. This 
economi c network was of the greatest importance to 
Shet land throughout the 15th and 16th centuries. The 
links with Northern Europe extended wider from the 
late 15th century when Dutch merchants were a lso given 
the privi lege of vis iting Shetland and Ice land (ibid. 89) . 
A Iready by 1540 the presence of Dutch fi shermen in the 
waters off north Scot land. and near Orkney and 
Shetland, was causing tension with Scott ish fi shing 
boats (Kranenburg 1983.99). The North Sea world in 
th is period was driven by its own internal dynamic s, and 
the direct link w ith Scand inavia was not necessarily the 
most important element any longer. 

The ev ident vacuum in po litical authority following on 

the collapse of the independent Norwegian ki ngdom in 
the second half of the 14th century left Shetland open to 
Scottish po\\er-seekers, among the first of whom were 
churchmen. The dearth of native Norwegian clerical 
personnel in the wake of the plague ep idemi cs 
encouraged Scots to seek appointment to the higher 
positions of the Church in the Northern Isles . Scott ish 
bi shops were fol 10\\ ed by Scoltish archdeacons. the most 
important ch urch officials in Orkney and Shet land: 
William de Wood. William de Buchan and Walter de 
Buchan. archdeacons of Shetland in the 13 70s and 1380s. 
are c learly Scots (Watt 1969. 26 1). The tensions caused 
by appointments of Scots in a deeply conservative 
society are brought out in a remarkable document dating 
from 1369 in which Ihe Norwegian 'governor' of Orkney 
and Shetland and the bishop of Orkney and Shetland 
came to an agreement to appoi nt 'good native men of the 
Orkneys and Shetland ' and' the most powerful men in 
the Orkneys and Shet land' to a ll counc ils 'as regards the 
king. the church. and the people, according to the laws 
and custom of the country ' and in the bishop's service 
(Orkne\" Recs. 17: DN. i. 404). This agreemenl documents 
the c lash between the old system of NOf\\legian ovcr
lordship. represented by Hakon Jonsson. the heir 10 Lord 
Thorvald and his heiress Fru Herdi s (3.1 below) and the 
newer forces of Scott ish power led in the absence of an 
earl by the bishop. The li st of those men before whom the 
agreement was sworn inc luded, significantly. a John 
Si nclai r. 

2.5.2 ARRIVAL OF THE SINCLAI RS 

The second halfofthe 14th centu ry also saw a vacuum as 
far as the earldom of Orkney was concerned. Due 10 the 
death of Earl Mali se in the middle of the century leaving 
fi ve heiresses, a period of turbulence ensued lasting 26 
years, during which the husbands and sons of Ihe 
heiresses foughl it out among them selves for cont ro l of 
the earldom lands and ri ghts. Two of the grandsons of the 
last earl were Scots, and the eventual success of the 
Sincla ir c laimant saw the arrival of a new and powerful 

Scottish dynasty in the north (Crawford 1971: 1983. 
36-7). In 1379 Earl Henry Sinclair had to promise King 
Hakon VI in the chart er issued at his Installation that he 
would not al ienate (or sell) any lands or is lands of the 
earldom away from the king, and in the same year he 
issued a charter at St Andrews announcing to those who 
might be interested that he was unable 10 do so. Although 
such a promi se would not concern Shetl and, which was 
not part of the ear ldom (and did not become so under Ihe 



Sinclairs either' ) there is no doubt that the Sinclair clan 
considered Shetland to be a part of their fiefdom in the 
north. Ear l Henry probably set out deliberately to 
incorporate Shetland within his earldom ' in fact , ifnot in 
law ' , 

In the process of doing so he embarked on a bitter feud 
with his cousin . Malise Sperra, who had c laimed the 
earldom a lso. This was probably against the author ity of 
the king of Norway - a s ituation which may be reflected 
in the Zeno letters lO - forthe likelihood is that Malise was 
the royal ' foud' in Shet land (Crawford 1983, 38). As a 
rival with royal authority, and with a claim to the earldom 
(which had only been granted to Earl Henry on the 
condition of good service) Malise was a dangerous 
impedim ent to the complete establi shment of Sinc lair 
authority in the Northern Is les. It is not surprising, 
therefore, that (reminiscent of former events in saga 
times) the two came to blows in order to clear the ground 
for the complete establ ishment of power by one 
individual. The dramatic c limax to the struggle took 
place in Shetland. and according to tradition was fought 
out at Tingwall, the site of the main lawthing assembly of 
the islands, although the entry under the year 1390 in the 
Icelandic Annals says only 'Ma li se Sperra s lain in 
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Shetland with seven others by the earl of Orkney' (Storm 
1888, 367). 

Thereafter the Sinc la irs' route to dominating Shetland 
was open, and it is like ly that their first possess ions 
were the estates of Mali se Sperra in Shet land which 
reverted to his cousin, Earl Henry, becau se Mali se 
him self had no he irs (Crawford 1983, 38). A charte r 
drawn up in Kirkwall in the next year refers to Sinclair 
family lands in Orkney and Shet land and is witnessed by 
Shetland notables as well as Scottish followers of the 
Sinclairs (Orkney Recs. XII) This gives us direct 
evidence of Sinc lair control in Shet land which opened 
the way to the arriva l of Scottish personnel , the process 
leading rapidly to the situation where Sinclair family 
and friends were granted royal lands and rights in 
Shetland in the ear ly part of the 15th century. To what 
extent this led to a ' Scottici sation' of Shetland society is 
unclear; these in comers would have to work inside the 
established local system, and the fact that they were 
granted royal lands and rights suggests that they were 
acceptab le to the Dana-Norwegian kings. The latter of 
course were too far away to be much concerned with the 
method by which their remote is land possess ions were 
governed. 

2.6 SHETLAND UNDER THE SCOTTISH CROWN 

In the changing international world of the late middle 
ages, the survival of a situat ion which had come about in 
the quite different early medieval age (when Norway' s 
marit ime communications gave her kings a technical 
edge over more territoriali sed kingdom s) was bound to 
end onc way or another. The growth in power and 
authority of the Ste wart kings ofScOlland meant that they 
would aspire to bring under their authority all the is land 
groups lying around the coasts of the ir kingdom. This had 
been achieved in the case of the Western Is les (or 

Suoreyar ~ 'Southern Is les' to the Norwegians) through 
the failure of the Norwegian kings to maintain personal 
contact, and in the case of King Hakon Hakansson' s 
expedition of 1263 his personal failure to make an 
effective military impress ion . In the case of the Northern 
Isles it was achieved by aggress ive diplomacy on the 
part of Jam es 11 and 111 and their counci ll ors. who played 
upon C hristian I of Dellmark and Norway's Il eed for a 
prestigious marriage for hi s daughter , and his 
impecuniosity (Crawford 1969: 1983 , 40). 

2.6.1 THE PLEDGING AND ITS EFFECTS 

The pledging of Orkney in the 1468 marriage treaty for 
th e dowry of 50.000 florin s of the Rh ine which Christian 

'l Alt hough Earl He nry promised in hi s Ins tallat ion docum ent to 
protect O rkne y and Shctland in the ease of an} invasion Ihi s is the 
only ment ion of She ll and in thm doc ument. an d does not suggest that 
Ihe earl had powers in Shetland as part of his earldom grant (sec 
arguments in Crawford 1983,36-7). 

10 These are very di ffI cult tex i S conce rni ng Ihe service of IwO 
Venetians with a nobleman who has been identified with Earl Henry 
Sinclair o f O rkney, They are later copies of Icllcrs tellin g abo ut the ir 
act iv ilY w ith the prin ce 'Z icmni ' , their cam pa igns in Shetl and and 

was unable to corn e up with is extraordinary e nough : the 
addit ion o f Sh e ll an d in 1469 fo r th e rema ining 10 .000 

the Fae roe Isl and s and their voyages to the New \I...'or ld across thc 
Atlantic . As fa r as Shetland is w ll cerned there is nothing tan g ible 
thai call be acquired from th is narrat ive exee pl the gene ral 
impress ion thaI Earl I k nry was at enmit y with the king of Norway. 
his overl ord, thro ugh allempts 10 conquer Shetland (s ec trans lat ion 
by RH Major. The J'oyages of the I'ent:!/WI Brothers Xlcolo alld 
Amomo 'Lena, Hakill yt Society, ser i, vol I, 1873) , For recen! crit ical 
review.s o f the co ntroversy see Cuthbert.son 1996; also lecture by B 
Smith entitl ed ' Wh y he didn ' t go' at the Orkney Sympos ium on th e 
S inclai r voyages in Sept 1997 . 
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norins which he had agreed to collect together - of which 
he seems to have been able to find only 2.000 florin s -
marks an ignob le end to Shetland 's place in the former 
Non \legian maritime empire . What \Vas probably 
intended to be only a temporary change in nat ional status 
turned out to be permanent by default. and Orkney and 
Shetland were politically part of the kingdom of Scotland 
thereafter. Whereas the Western Is les had been in any 
case cultu rally part of the Gaelic world of the multi
ethnic Scottish kingdom prior to 1263. the Northern Is les
certainly Shetland - were in every respect Norse socie ties 
still. despite the arrival of Scottish ecc lesiastical personne l 
and the Sinclair family. a lready mentioned. Links with the 
Scandinavian homeland were not eas ily severed. 

However. the political change meant that changes in the 
tradi tional Shetland social structure follo\ved. For the 
first time since 1195 Orkney and Shetland were 
combined together and administered together (Crawford 
1983.47). Shetland's nature as a disti nct archipe lago. and 
the different administrative sct-up, \\as hO\\cver 
recognised in its des ignation as the ' lordship of Shet land ' 
from 1472 onwards. The 1472 annexation of the earldom 
of Orkney and 'The Lordship of Shetland' is the first time 
thal Shetland is g iven that title and it signifies the 
separate nature that it had. distinct from the earldom of 
Orkney to the south. The Scots ob \·iousl~ saw Shetl and as 
a discrete administrati ve unit , and in documents there
after there is reference to ' the lordships of Orkney and 
Shetland '. Income was kept separate and for the first time 
the financial value of these islands appears in royal record; 
annual income ITom Orkney amounted to £9750 and from 
Shet land £4210 in the 1540s (A nderson 1996. 178). 

Grants made by the kings of Scots. of leases first. then 
feu-grants, then a re-creation of the earldom created new 
c ircumstances. The impignoration (pledging) of the 
is lands resulted in an influx of Scotti sh profess ional 111 en, 
adm ini strators and lawyers (H Sm it h 1984.29: B Smith 
1990. 29) strengthening the ecclesiastical changes of 
personnel a hundred years previous ly. Indeed the church 
continued to be 'the main in strument of Scott ish 
im migration' (Dona ldson 1983. IO) .There were a lso 
incomers into the landowning c lasses, with the Sinclairs 
in the van, followed by other Scottish families who saw 
opportunities of different kinds openin g up in a society 
whi ch lacked any strong pol itical authority c lose at hand. 

The tumlOil which fo llowed on the resign ation of the 
ancient earldom of Orkney in 1470 probably had less 
effect as far as Shetland \\'3S concerned, because there 
\\cre no earldom lands and rights in Shetland. 

Some stability was restored to th ese is land communities 
once the gran dson of the last earl. Lord Henry Si nclair. 
acquired a grant of the tacks of the earldom and lordship 
in the 1480s. He seems to have been content to a llow an 
uncle 10 have full conlrol in Shetland and this period is 
il l um inated by the remarkable career of the bastard son of 
the last Sinc lair earl. Sir David S inc lair of SUlllburgh. 
who built up a power base in Shetland based on the 
fa mily lands \vhich he gathered into his own hands. and 
on his own terr itorial acquisitions, as well as on grants of 
authority from both King Hans of Denmark-Norway and 
James III of Scotland (Crawford 1978.5: 1985b. 248). 
Il is career shows very clearly how the old links with 
Norway were maintained. but also how the links with 
Scotland \\ere becoming just as important-and indeed 
\\eighed l11or~ hea\il~ \\irh Sir David. \\ho had to decide 
whi ch of his two lords, the king of Denmark-Nonvay or 
the king of Scotland was going to have prior claim on his 
lo~a ll) (Crawford 1978.7-8 ). The histol") oflhe struggles 
over his estates ancr hi s death indicates the sort of 
di srupti on caused by the demise of powerful individual s. 
panicularl~ when. like Sir David. thc~ left no heirs . 
There was intemt:cine fighting among the various 
descendan ts of the last Sinclair earl (Crawford 1985b, 
247-9) although most of the bitterness seem s to have 
focused on Orkney (Anderson 1996, 180) 

Naturall~ the change from politica l domination by 
Norway to that of the kingdom to the south, Scotland. 
(with the attendant disruption in many spheres of 
political and soc ial life) was not ach ieved eas il ) . The 
rr~ei ng or the old soc ial structures allowed the 
dom ination by certain fami lies. most of them descended 
from the last Sinclair earl. with the cro\\ 11 struggl ing to 
asscn cont rol. through its appo intees. sometimes more 
successtlilly than othas (A nderson 1996, 178). rhe rule 
of the Stewart ear ls from the mid 16th to the early 17th 
centuries s(!w some political stability in the is lands. 
although that period was punctuated by several 
upheaval s, not least the investigation into the Complaints 
o f the Commons and inhabitants of Shetland by Regent 
Monon in 157 7. 

2.6.2 THE MAINTENANCE OF OLD LINKS 

It is well·known that for some decades, indeed 
centuries, afte r the transfe r to Scotland Shet landers 
continued to look to Bergen for se ttling of their legal 
matters . Documents concerning land transactions 
continued to be written in Dano-Norwegian. A decision 

made by the lawman of Shetland in 1532 was confirmed 
by the Norwegian king' s court in Bergen in 1538 
(Robberstad 1983. 54). and judgements made in 
Shetland continued to be made according to the 
G ulathi ng law and Magnus Lagaboter's amendment s up 



until the abo li tion of the laws of Orkney and Shet land by 
the Scottish Privy Council in 16 11 ". Th is act made no 
difference to the continued practising of Norse customs 
of udal inheritance and land-ownership , although feudal 
tenures did increasing ly appear from the times of the 
Stewart earls. Th e maintenance of old social links and 
the continuation of a common legal inheritance is 
witnessed by the career of Guttonn Ni lsson, a 
Norwegian nobleman of the early 16th century who was 
marr ied to an Iceland ic heiress and lived in Iceland for 
some years, after which he was lawman of Bergen and 
the Gu lathing, and as suc h attended a local judicial 
meet ing at Melby (in Sandness on th e Shetland 
Mainland) in 15 1 I (Robberstad 1983 , 56). 

There wefe moreover powerful elements in the Nonvcgian 
landed classes wh ich reacted with dissat isfaction to the 
new situation which they understood to be against their 
own interests. In 1485. the Scon ish Exchequer Rolls 
record an exemption on the Shet land account because of 
spoliat ion and plundering in the islands by 'the lords of 
Nonvay and their agents' (dominos NoroweKi~ el 
commissarios earllndem: ER, ix, 306), This group 
continues to feature in th e history of Shetland for the next 
two hundred years, although never again in this violent 
fashion, At this point in time they were powerful 
Dano-Norwegian landowners who held lands in Shetland 
add itiona l to their west coast Norwegian estates, and the 
largest holding of Shetland lands was in herited from 
Thorvald Thoresson and hi s daughter fru Herdi s (see 
3.2. 1 be low). The incident of 1485 mentioned above may 
retlect a reaction to the arrival in the north of Lord Henry 
Sinclair in 1480, who succeeded to the 'conquest' lands 
acquired by his grandfather, the last earl. and who also 
succeeded in acquir ing a sub-tack or lease from the 
bi shop of Orkney ofthc royal rights and lands throughout 
Orkney and Shetland soon afte r (Crawford 1985b. 242: 
Thomson 1996, ix), Sir David Sinclai r' s rule in the 
islands probably calmed Norwegian fcars about their 
legal and tenurial rights in Shet land, for he was 
essentially the proponent of the status quo. Remarkably 
enough the continued possession of Shetland lands by 
landowners nonnally resident to Norway, and 
increasingly Denmark , was tolerated by the Scottish 
crown, Because of their status and connections they were 
able to retain their Shctland lands and what's marc, to 
g(lin acknowledgemcnt of their rights from the political 
authorities in Scotland (B Smit h 1990,30), As renti ers 
thcy were primarily illlerested in seeing annual returns 
from these lands, but the> had to engage the serviccs of 
incoming Scots to run thl.:ir estates for them and to n:lurn 

I \ From the 1 560s {here is evidence of one of Ihe first Shelland 
lawsuits to be heard before {he Co uf! of Sess ion in Edinburgh (Smi th 
1996,97), in which Henr~ Sinclair of Strom was pursuing. 011 behalf 
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the rents to them in Norway. Thi s continued con nection 
may well have been important in forging links between 
Norway and Sconish incomers, some of whom (like the 
Mowats) then moved into the highest eche lons of 
Dano-Norwegian society (Crawford 1984a. 53-4 and see 
3.2.2 below). The 'heritable tacks of the Shetland lands 
eventually turned into direct ownersh ip by the 
Scotto-Shetland lessees as the Scandinavian famili es' 
interest dwindled (H Smith 1984.32: B Smith 1990.34: 
see 3.2.1 . below). 

Commercia l and social connections were maintained 
between Shetland and western Norway for many 
centuries after 1469. and unti l the 1680s Shetlanders 
looked to Bergen as a source of livelihood and 
employment. Many names appear in documentary 
sources of this period. as residents and tradesmen in 
Bergen (often recogn ised by the surname ' Hje lt'). There 
is evidence that the governors of Bergenhus drew on 
Shetland and Faeroe for young men and women to be in 
service in the castle workforce in the first half of the t 6th 
centu!), (Daae 1895. 43-4). maybe maintaining 
long-established arrangements, Is landers traded toll-free 
with Norway unti l 1580 (Helle 1988, 26), but trade 
between ShetlandJOrkney and western Norway 
continued thereafter based on the development of the 
Norwegian timber indust!), (H Smith 1984. 35). This 
focused on requirements of different categories of wood 
products. including as far as Shetland was concerned 
'stockstove houses and prefabricated boats (8.3. 1 below). 
Four-oared and six-oared boats of the 'Ose lver' type were 
exported in large numbers 10 Shetland throughout the 
16th and 17th centuries. which would be used for the cod 
and ling fishing (Helle 1988. 17). German merchants 
were also still active in Shetland and this period has been 
seen as a 'Golden Age ' with flourishing int~r

connections around the North Sea. from which Shetland 
clearly benefited (B Smith 1990,32). 

Onc of Shet land's fonner staple products. homespu n 
woollen cloth (,wad mel ' ) which must have brought 
wealth to the islands. was no longer being produced in 
great quantity by the end of this period. This is suggested 
by the decline ill ·wadmel ' exports, which was probably 
linked to the fact that it had ceased to be the most 
important item in rent and skatt payments c 1640, and 
was replacl.:d b: mane> cquivaknts thereafter (H Smith 
I C)8~ , .3 7). Woollen cloth \vas produced still for domcst ic 
usc but probably declined in qU(ltity, and \vould appear to 
hay\;, been rl.:placcd as an export itl.'lll by woollen (knitted) 
stOCKings, 

of a Shet land woman, a Scottish incomcr who had cOlllrol of the 
Noss eSla!Cs of one of the 'lords of Norway' , 
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2.6.3 THE BREAKING OF OLD LINKS 

As in the 14th century it was the Church which acted as 
the most powerful and effective agent of Sconicisation in 
the century after the impignoration. Although nothing 
was said about the situation regarding the bishopric of 
Orkney in the political arrangements of 1468-1470, only 
two years later ( 1472) it was included in the papal bull . 
(a long with the diocese of the Is les or Sodor), which 
erected the bishopric of St Andrews into the metropolitan 
see of the kingdom of Scotland (Dowden 1910. 12). It is 
not at all clear that this was royal policy, or whether it 

simply happened by decis ion of the clerics concerned 
(Thomson 1987. 125): in any case such technical 
administrative changes had little immediate effect on the 
s ituation in Shet land. The confusion which reigned is 
very evident from the disputes which followed regardin g 
the right of presentation to the archdeaconry of Shetland. 
and the grant of church income to S ir David Sinclair by 
both Scottish and Norwegian kings (Crawford 1978.3: 
Thomson 1996. wiii). 

The medieval C hurch was itself just beginning to undergo 
the upheaval s which led up to the Refornlation. affecting 
both Scot land and Scandinavia deeply. The Sconish fonm 
of presbyterianism was introduced 10 the Northern Is les, 
although wi thout the violence that attended its imposition 
further south l :. The refonned mini sters of the kirk \\'ho 
were installed throughoul the islands and who used 
Scols-English speech in public worship (much of which 
consisted of preaching) mu st have been the most effective 
agents of change, through which the who le population 
was subjected to a most thorough process of assim ilation 
to Sconish culture. These ministers of course married and 
es tablished dynasties whose names are still common in 
the islands (Donaldson 1967,77). It has been eSlimated 
that by 1600 most people in Shetland understood SCOIS. 
and the displacement of Norse (or Nom as the variant of 
the Scand inavian tongue is known) was beginning (ibid). 

However there was possibly linle change in the structure 
of society and social ordering unlil after (he period of 
Stewart ear ldom rule. Robert and Patrick did little to 
effect any great change by design: they were more 
concerned to use the exis ting system to their own 

advanlage. The antagoni sm 10 their rule . or the rule of 
their deputies was mainly aroused by the misuse of a 
syslem which was a lien to Ihem and which they had linle 
respect for. Patrick' s re putation as the destroyer of the 
law-book of Shetland is probably unfounded (A nderson 
1992. 12). It di sappeared in the afiennalh of hi s downfall 
and the Sconish Privy Council ' s abolil ion of the Norse 
laws of Orkney and Shetland in 1611. This was the big 
break wilh the past alongside which went a changing 
soc ial structure as a result of the increased feudal tenures 

from the Stewart period . The introduction of a 
primogeniture system of inheritance of these es tates led 
to Ihe rapid growth of larger blocks of landholding and 
increasing disparity between r ich and poor. The older 
udal families started to fill the position of a subjected 
tenantry (Donaldson 1967.77). 

By 1700 most familie s working the land had become 
tenants of the Jarger landowning families with ScoTtish 
ancestry, and [he political changes which took place at 
this lime. (the formal Union of Ihe Scott ish and English 
parliaments) meant that Shetland was tied into a Briti sh 
economic and po litical sys tem which functioned at an 
even remoter level than previously (Schei 1988, 47). 
Political deci s ion s made from the point of view of a 
government in London. whether controlling the import of 
salt, or embarking on war with the Dutch. had a very 
important, and usually unfonunate. spin-off for the 
people in the most northerly islands of the Briti sh Is les. 
Some developments, such as the need for kelp in the later 
18th century. as well as the need for manpower in the 
Royal Navy from the middle of the century did help to 

provide a mean s of li velihood for the islanders. even if 
not always a welcome one. This involvement in Britis h 
enterpri ses would bring money and materials from 
markets in the United Kingdom . Blit there were still the 
old trad it ional supplies coming in from Norway (H Smith 
1984. 78-9) and Ihe illega l trade of smuggling conti nued 
to provide a few luxury goods from other areas of 
Northern Eu rope. Always. Shetland had a wider role to 
play Ihan merely as a northern appendage of the British 
Is les. because of her pos ition in the centre of rich fi shin g 
grounds. 

2.7 THE IMPORTANCE OF FISHING 

The most important of Shetland 's exports in Ihe 
post-medieval period was always the abundant fi sh 

12 These ci rcums tances meanl thaI customs o f the medieval church 
survived longer in Shetland than anywhere else in Scot land, and the 
use oflhe sign of the cross did not di sappear in the mid 16th ce ntury 

caught in the waters around the islands. It may be that this 
important economic resource had already in the late Norse 

(Donaldson 1967. 73)-a fact relevant 10 the disco\'er~ in an earl~ 
modern phase of a wooden lid with a cross on it as de scribed in 
secti on 7.2 below. 



period fonned a significant export from the islands, and 
this is an aspect of Norse soc iety which the discovery of 
large quantities offish bones in archaeological excavations 
in the Northern Isles has recently opened up (Bigelow 
1985, 1992; Barrett 1997). It was this natural wealth which 
certainly attracted the Gennan merchants to the islands 
rrom the 15th century onwards (Fried land 1983): then after 
1500 the Dutch fishing neet in search of herring came 
north, reaching its peak of importance in the 17th century 
(Kranenburg 1983, 100). There were also Scots and 
English fishing boats on a smaller scale. Until 1700 fishin!,; 
for commercial purposes by Shetlanders themselves seems 
to have been pursued no further than five or ten miles 
offshore, in the ' fourem ' (four-oared) boats (H Smith 
1984,46). 

With the expansion of the ' far haar (deep sea) fishing in 
the 18th century, which necessitated the development of 
the 'sixern ' (six-oared boat), the growth of fishing stations 
nearest to the more distant fishing grounds became a very 
marked feature, where the catch could be brought in for 
curing and drying. This was a very labour-intensive 
operation and the fishing stations anracted seasonal labour 
from internal areas (H Sm ith 1984.51. 54).The growth of 
about twenty legally-defined trade points in the peripheral 
coastal areas mark the important distribution and 
rent-collecting centres. and Papa Stour features as one on 
all maps of trading harbours in this period (ihid. fig II ). 
Such organisational operations could only be conducted by 
powerful and wealthy merchant-lairds and the whole 
social structure of the islands revolved around the 
operation of this fishin!,; system . Papa Stour thus came 
eventually into the possession of the powerful Gifford and 
Nicholson mercantile families in the early 18th centu ry 
(d iscussed further in 3.4,\ below). A complex 
interweaving of landownership with commercial necessity 
meant that the lairds contracted with their tenants for the 
supply of fish and in return supplied boats, lines and gear 
as well as food and drink supplies for lise at sea (ibid, 56). 
Rental arrangements were also involved, and in return for 
rents paid in butter, increasingly fish oil, and money, the 
landlord was obliged to supply housing and often stock 
and seed com on credit. By the end of the 18th century 
rents were increasingly being paid in fish, tenants were 
bound to purchase their necessities at the merchant lairds' 
store and a truck system was in the making (Irvine & 
Morrison 1987.48-50). 

The species of fish in volved in this intensive activity was 
primarily ling and cod, with small quantities of herring 
salted in barrels, and the production of fish oil. From the 
middle of the 18th century the Greenland whale fishing 
becomes another aspect of the Shetland fishing saga 

IJ The apt title given to the book of reminiscences of tife in the island 
during her lime as school teacher, by Stella Shepherd {1971. t994) . 
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(although the killing of whales stranded in the voes and 
bays of the islands must a lways have been one of the 
benefits of nature in these latitudes). The taking of large 
numbers of men away from the home fishing to the 
northern Arctic waters was not always appreciated by the 
fi shing lairds who complained of a shonage of labour. 
The popu lation of Shetland in general maintained a static 
level until the development of inoculation against 
smallpox in the last decades of the 18th century when it 
started to rise steeply: nor was there any great emigration 
to the colonies at this time. 

The 19th century saw the development of the herring 
fishing by large joint-stock compan ies like Hay and 
Ogilvie who in 1839 had a curing station on Papa Stour. 
although developments in fi sh ing from then on tended to 
congregate away from the west coast clustering more 
patticularly in the south Mainland and on Unst (H Sm ith 
1984, figs 25 and 27). The rise of Lerwick as a centre of 
trade, particularly for the eastern side of Shetland, meant 
that peripheral western areas were not well-placed to 
benefit from the increased business for traders and the 
market for rural products. The fisheries continued to 
flourish until the late 19th century although merchant 
companies replaced the landowners as the controllers of 
the fishing industry with whom the fishennen were 
bound to trade. The truck system gradually broke down 
after the enqu iries of the Truck Commiss ion in 1872 
(ibid, 155). By this date the population figures were 
beginning to decline from the period of the growth of 
population to its highest level when the pressure of 
people upon resources had led to hardship in many parts 
of Shet land. This had been exacerbated by some 
Clearances by landowners on certain estates, although 
plan s to depopulate Papa Stour came to nothing. 

The avai labili ty of fish and the attraction thi s had for 
fishermen of many nations; the different kinds offish and 
the different methods of catching this food from the sea: 
the st imulus thus presented to middle-class entrepreneurs 
who explo ited this resource for supplying the growing 
markets of the south: all these factors make the modern 
history of Shetland quite distinctive and different from 
any other part of the Briti sh Isles. It brought outlying 
areas into the mainstream of economic development, and 
it created a society that was in touch with the wider 
world. The one unchanging geographical element lying 
behind all of Shetland' s hi story was. of course, thL sea. 
which has exposed it throughout hi story to the wide 
influences com ing in from '1.\' the airts' . And an island 
off-shore from another group of islands, such as Papa 
Stour. was even more exposed and dominated by this 
elemelll, surrounded by it - ' I ike a malllie the sea' 13 . 
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PAPA STOUR IN HISTORY 

Barbara E Crawford 

3.1 SETTLEMENT HISTORY 

The fonner presence of man is visible everywhere on 
Papa StoUT. Prehi storic homesteads and enclosures lie 
uncovered across the landscape west of the Hill D)ke, 
show ing that far more of the island was under some sort 
of cu lti vation at a time of better climatic circumstances. 
Tumuli, burned mounds. a cremation cemetef). and a 
cham bered cairn on Round Hill provide monumemal 

archaeological eviden ce of prehi storic populations all 
overthe island (RC A H MS 1946. no 1690-1696. 1707). A 
possible broch (Muckle Heogan ) indicates Iron Age 
populations. as does the ' Erd House' (earth-house). 
recorded on older maps at Northouse, now com plete ly 
eroded a\\'a,' (ibid, 1689. 1703), 

3.1.1 THE 'PAPAR' 

Coming to the centuries before the Norse senlernent of 
Sherland we would expecl to recognise some rraces of the 
Pictish population which left its mark in many other parts 
of these islands (2. 1 above), The ' papar '. after whom the 
is land lVas called by the Norse ' Papay' (ON pupar-oy ~ 
'the is land ofth~ priests/fathers'). an~ not too well defined 
by historians or archaeologists. Indeed, the 'papar' were 
rather mysterious figures even to the more recent 
descendants of the Norse senlers. as far as can be gleaned 
from a History of Norway (/listoriu A(lITegiae) written c 
1200. The author of this history, who knew something 
about the settlement of the Orkney Islands from local 
tradition (recorded nowhere else) divides the indig.enous 
population of the islands into two 'races' (nalivnes), the 
Peli (Piets) and the Papae (lathers) (Munch 1850: Storn] 
1880: Crawford 1987. 166). Knowledge of the former had 
been reduced to the level of folk-myth by the time the 
History was written down; knowledge of the latter retained 
some very interes ting ins ights. In the first place the 'papar' 
were remembered as being quite distinct from the Picts: 
and indeed to have been a clerical casle from their robes, 
although they were not recogn ised as Chri stians (as they 
were by the Vikings in Iceland) ). These priests ofrhe Celtic 
Chu rch made a deep impression on the arriv ing 
Norsemen-as they did also in Iceland. where stories 

I They were said h) he associated \\lIh Judalsm and thought 10 have 
the Lr Origin in Africa - a s tatement p(rhllps indIcating some 
awareness of Ihe Jrj.~h Chllrch'~' eremi li C11l elemenl originally 
derm;d from the desert tradition s o f the earl~ fathers. 

survived of the 'papar' \\ ho were found there when tht' 
settlement of the North Atlanric got under wa)" in the lale 
9th century (one century or more after the sen lcment of the 
Northern Isles) (Book of Selliements). The survival of 
independent traditions about the priests of the Celt ic 
Church from places far apart in the nonh Atlantic is 
testi mony to the lasting impact made on the Norsemen by 
these miss ionaries and hennits orlhe Irish Church. 

rhe His/uri" .\'on·egiae also mentions that a certain island 
was cal led Papay after them ; in fact there art' three is lands 
whose naJllt's record some association with the 'papar' in 
Shetland Gnd t\\O in Orkne, (Papa Westra) and Papa 
Stronsay) along with many Papils and several Pabbays in 
the Hebrides (Lamb 1995. map 2,3)'. The largest of the 
Sherland is lands is Papa SCOur (the second element 
deriving rrom ON slorr = great, although the adjective is 
not always attached to it in medieval references; Crawford 
1984a. 43), The reason why these particular is lands and 
other places were associated with the 'papar' is never 
e-xplained, but this surviving loponymic element must 
indicate known senlemcnts of Ce ltic priests. They cannot 
all have been coml11unit ies of (he sort who sought out 
far-off is land retreats, a<; in the Faeroes or Iceland, for lives 
of contemplat ion and so litude. or remote roek stacks such 

: ', here is 1I1::.{.J a Pape~ Island u ffthecoast llfso uth-east Iceland. \\hc rc 
archaeologICal Il1vestigatLOns revealt.=d nothing which could he 
convincingl y linked with any Celtic st:lllcmcnt (Eldja m 1989). 



, 
/ 

;/ '1'" 
-~-"'"="-<,"-

I 

L 
,o ~ , .. w 

Sur , ,:)" ,,.! in f8it! 

illus 7 

SETTLE ME NT H IS TOR Y . ~5 

Eastern part of Papa Stour from the 1881 Ordnance Survey 6 inch map (surveyed 1878), 
with enlarged in se t of the Bigg ings. (Reproducedfrom Ihe Ordnance Survey map wilh the 
permISSIOn of the COlli roller of fler A1ajesf}"s SID/ lOner)" Office. ':0 Crown copyrIg ht) . 
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as are known throughout the Nonhem Isles (Lamb 1995, 
17)3 The Papay islands are mostly ve,) fenile and only 
just offshore from well-sen led centres of population (ibid, 
15-1 7; Crawford 1984a, 43 ), so that the communities 
li vi ng in them wou ld have been in touch with the secular 
world, Their island gave them the physical detachment 

J The commanding rock-stack at the entrance to J-fousa Voe on Papa 
Stour. called Maiden Stack, or Fraua Stack, has the remai ns of stone 
walling surviving on it. This has been associated with 11 later 

from that world, and provided a separateness which they 
clearly desired to have and ' ... ·hich was necessary for Ihe 
fulfilment of their religious vocation. One has only to 
think of Columba's settlement on fertile lana, an island off 
the larger island of Mull to un derstand how 
communities dedicated to perpetuating 

subsequent 
Columba' s 

monastic establishme nt rat her than early Ce lt ic hermits (Lamb 
1975-6, 149: Crawford J984a, 43). 
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mission and coenabitic life-style may have sought similar 
sma ll islands ly ing off larger islands for their religious 
base. where missionary teaching work wou ld be 
undertaken by them . 

Apan from the name there is nothing else to indicate the 
fonn er ex istence of a Ce ltic religious establ ishment on 
Papa Stour, or any association with one. No carved 
monument from thi s period survives. although a large 
and curious stone in the churchyard was recorded by the 
mini ster in 1797 (Sincla ir ed, 179711978,533-4). No 
early Chri stian church si te has been ident ified. although 
the chapel site at Sneeans might. on invest igation. prove 
to have had pre-Norse orig ins (il lus 7). If there was such a 
Celtic relig ious establi shment we have to assume that 
later Norse settlement of an intensive nature has 
obliterated any traces of its existence. It would be 
ditlicult in any case to know exactly what to look for. 
Very little of the early church structures have been fou nd 
on lona. where so much else has survived from the period 
of the dynamic and flourishing Columban commun ity 
(Ritchie 1997, 37-43). On ly the survival of the name 
itse lf, or rather the naming of the isl and after the 'papae 
whom the Norsemen came into contact with on their 
arrival, gives us the strong hint that their presence was a 
sign ificant factor in the Norsemen's naming process. Not 
only did the laller recognise the dominant presence of the 
priests they may also have allowed them to remain in 
possession. or at least in residence, for suffic iently long 
for their associat ion to be a remembered fact worth 
naming the island after. 

The process of settlement by incoming Vikings and 

their re lationship with the native res idents of the 
Nonhern Is les are factors which have fomled the basis 
of much d ispute and the matter is sti ll a very uncertain 
chapter in the hi story of the Viking impact on Scotland 
(2.2.1 be low: Crawford 1987. 146-8). The question is 
nOL however. too relevant to our consideration of the 
background to the excavations at the Biggings, where 
evidence for any pre~Norse settlement was not found in 
the archaeo logical record. It is. however. relevan t to the 
his tory of Norse settlement in the island and to the date 
of that settlement. If we believe that the ' papae may 
have been allowed to continue in possession of the 
is land for a sign ificant period thi s would mean that Papa 
Stour was not one of the earliest 'foci' for Norse 
settlement in Shetland. Given what has a lready been 
said about the usefu lness of this island on the sa iling 
route bctween NOf\vay and the Orkneys this would be 
rather surprising. It is hardly possib le to prove it one 
way or the other by looking at the place-names to see if 
any early sen lement naming process can be traced . The 
evidence for this has been discussed before: and the 
danger pointed out of following Marwick 's vi ew that 
absence o f b)'·r. h()/s laOr. and !ifGoir elements on Papay 
islands might indicate a period of tokrance on the pan 
of the Vi kings towards such C hri stian Cel ti c 
establi shm ents (Crawford 1984a. 46). Th e present 
corpus of farm~narne elemt'nts cannot be relied upon to 
provide us with a comprehen sive record of all previous 
names given in such islands.J. Moreover resea rchers are 
much war ier nowadays of filting certain nam e e lements 
into a fixed chronology or of be lie ving that the process 
of se ttlement can be tracked from a particular cen tu ry or 
half century (Thomson 1995. 47-9). 

3.1.2 NORSE SETTLEMENT 

As far as early Viking settlement goes. archaeological s ites 
have proved e lusive ill Shetland. as elsewhere in 
'Scandinavian Scotland' . Neither JarlshoC nor Underhou ll 
are consi dered today to da te from the earliest /andmlm 
phase of Viking settlement. Nor has the Biggings yielded 
up any structural evidence of houses dating earl ier than the 
II th century. a lthough there are traces of earlier phases 
(5.5 below). We can say that it was indeed the 'central area 
of settlement in the Middle Ages' (Crawford 1984a. 45: 
also see Fenton 1978, 77), but this may have been a 
re- Iocated sett lem ent si te. The name' Biggings' itsel f on ly 
tells us that it was the most populous centre of island 
sett lement in the late medieval and early modern period. 

~ The farm -name Estabustcr (Y=lIb6lstai'Jr = outermost farm) is 
recorded in the 17th century (see later) and is thought to indicate a 
fa rm settled fairl y early in the process o f No rsc sc ttlcmcnt (Crawford 
19~7 . I to). 

A more probable location fo r the house si te of th~ earliest 
Norse colonisers wou ld have been closer to the sea. and 
the exce llent beaching fac ilities at Kirk Sand. Indeed the 
'nous!' si te called Skipi Goo (,Ship clef!' ) on the south 
side of Kirk Sand is a good indicator of where ships cou ld 
be dravt'O up: Kirk Sand remained the usual launching site 
for the is land's boats until the pier lVas built on Housa 
Voe. There are strong loca l traditions of an early chapel 
s ite in the same loca lity as mentioned (at Sneeans). and a 
possibly significant bi-r name has surv ived in the name of 
the neighbouring beach (which is recorded variously as 
Thistl eaby/Tuss leby/Tisse lby Sand)' (il lus 7). Changing 
geographical ci rcum stan ces of an adverse kind could 

~ The only o bvious mcaning is ·thi:.tlc-farm· \\hi ch does not <;uggest a 
VCr} pre stigious seulcrnen t si tc ThiS would appear ho\\ evcr to be 
o ne of the 'Sand of 1 ... lby· names ci tcd by Thomson ( 1987. 27) as 
vestigial traccs of early scnlcmcnt unit s. 
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dlu~ 9 
A vic\\ of Bragaster (ON Breka Saefrel. the rentalm come f W Ill \\hKh \\a~ under dispute in 1~99 

easi ly explain a move away to a new settlement s ite a few 
hundred yards inland from such an exposed si tuation. in 
the centuries following initia l colonisation. 

The Biggings location remained the central settlement of 
the is land right up to modem times. Its e levated s ituation. 
between the 10m and 20m contour lines, g ives the houses 
there a commanding position between the two bays : 
HOllsa Voe to the north and Kirk Sand to the south (illus 
8). Th is location is on the fau lt line between the 
sandstone and rhyolite rock f0l111ation 5, at the head of the 
hOl11efields of the Biggings fann which lie on an 
east- facin g slope running dO\\n to th e meado\\ land at 
Loch of Biggings and up the west-facing s lope towards 
East Biggin gs ( Hlus 8) . The church lies about 100m to the 
south towards Kirk Sand. Thi s was an excellent s ituation 

and characteristic in several respects of the Orkney 'bu' 
fann s. the largest and richest fann s ill the islands which 
mostly forn1ed the 'bordland' es tates of the earls 
(Crawford 1985a, 134-5). All the other crofts north and 
west of the Biggings have names which indicate a 
satellite relationship with the Biggings. names ending in 
ON sell', garar, bakki. These are typical of the 
'umbesells' or 'llllsets' found arollnd the Orkney 'bu' 
fann s and establi shed to fonll a pool of labour for the 
earldom ~ state. but not typical of Shetl and settlement at 
all. Bragas ter (Brekasetter or Bragasetter) at the southern 
end of the is land (illus 9 ) is a farnl \\ hich ma~ hO\\ t: \ cr 
have been in a different re lationship from the other 
'setter' ranns. from infonnation revea led by the 1299 
document (see beIO\\- chapter 4). 

3.1.3 PLACE-NAME EVIDENCE 

Our only ev idence for the development of se ttl ement on 
the is land is that orthe present place-names and ones no 
longer in use but which have survived in the written 
record. Changes have taken place in the nomenclature 
over the centuries, due to the inc reasing population, 
with the divi s ion of original fam1S and the creation of 
new unit s. In the first place th e name' Biggings' is not 
an original name but one which was applied to a 
populous core of se ttlement in the centre of the 
township. It probably had its origin in ON byggd (~ 
neighbourhood/community) which was assimilated to 

the Scots 'bigging' (= building). An intermediate stage 
of this word' s development is Bigtoull , and thi s form is 
recorded on Papa Stour in lhe 17th century (C rawford 
1985a. 136). An older la) er of name appears only in a 
17th-century written record as 'Estabuster' (ON 
y=li-66/5Iaor ~ outennost fann: Stewart 1987, 57), 
which must have Jain at the furthe st point away from the 
Biggings within the cultivated area. The existence of 
such a name indicates expansion of the original 
sett lem ent and bdlsraor generics suggest sub-divi s ion 
(Crawford 1987, 110). It would seem most likely th at 



·Estabuster ' was es tabli shed somewhere out on the 
eastern headland tl • 

That was by no means the end of the subdi vis ion 
process . Parent fanns were themse lves divided 
freq uently because of Ih e odal melhod of inherilance 
and partible di vis ion among co-heirs . These new 
holdings took the hus names which are found so 
frequ enlly in O rkney and Shel land loday and Ihe Ihree 
main farming unils on Pa pa SlOur ca lled North-hou se, 
Up-house and Soulher-house appear in Ihe writlen 
record . Some division of Ihis kind had occ urred be fore 
1299 as a fann uni l is re ferred 10 as Uphouse ( lIppi i 
husi) in that doc ument . Late r rental evidence sho\\ls that 
Ihese house divis ions were large holdings as Ihey are 
each assessed al 72 marks, making th e lotal originally 
2 16 marks, which is an unusually large and wealthy 
farm by Shetland standards. To begin with these house 
divis ions would be located c lose to each other. But 
Northouse lies across Hou sa Voe from Ih e Biggings: it 
became a very im portant fann in the early modem 
period and the seal of lhe Mowal family in Ihe late 171h 
or ear ly 18th centu ry. When and why it was moved so 
far away from the Biggings is not at all c lear, although in 
genera l the 'house' divis ions did move further apart 
over the centuries (as discussed when the s ite of 
Uphouse is examined: see below 3.5). As already 
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suggesled il may have replaced, or merged with Ihe 
ESlabusler divi s ion . Soulherhouse IOday is the southerly 
division of the Biggings township and must always have 
been so. Uph ouse was certa inl y at the core of the 
Biggi ngs township from its rem embered location , and 
seems to have been the most important element at the 
lim e of lh e 1299 arguments over Ihe laxable sial us oflhe 
lands of Papa Stour. 

A post-medieval record shows that there was a farm 
call ed Eldus (ON eldr-hlls ~ fire house), and the re was 
even a sub-d ivision called Uth asco ll (ON uli-skali? ~ 
outer ha ll ) Although these are not recorded until the 
17th century they are likely 10 have been o ld by then. 
Where were they? Then there is the problem of the ruin 
called Turvalscord between Northouse and Forw ick, 
which later tradit ion ass um ed was the res idence of 
Thorva ld Thoresson (4.3.2 below) How do these names 
tit into the pattern of settlement on th is intensely-settled 
is land? We will probably never know. The whole 
history of Papa Stour demonstrates that there have been 
such great changes from \he days when the Norsemen 
took it over until the days when we probed the story of 
their selilement at the Biggings, that a full and comp lete 
unders tanding of its earliest landholding divis ions will 
never be achieved . 

3.1.4 NORWEGIAN PERIOD: AN ADMINISTRATIVE CENTRE 

However, the transmi ss ion of the is land to its main 
property-holders is well-known 1T0m the Norse per iod, 
and this links Papa Stour to the story of the most powerful 
in Shet land ' s his tory right up to modem times. The 
s ituation and the fertility of the island were very good 
reasons for it being in the possess ion of the Illost mobi le 
and the most dominant (as al ready po inted out: see 
chapter I above), The first landowners who resided at the 
Biggings at the time when the evidence of a house s ite is 
archaeo logically proven are unrecorded. There are some 
pieces of tradition associating the is land with the heir to 
the throne of Norway, and wi th the ladies- in-waiting to 
Ihe Maid of Norway' , wh ich clearly derive 1T0m the 
known or remembered lin ks which the is land had wi th the 
crown of Norway. 

B~ ro re those li nks existed - in th e 13t h centul), - it is n OI 

imposs ible, and in many respects it woul d appear 
probable, that the is land had been a possession of the 
ea rl dom famil y, al the ti me when Shet land was an 

6 Perhaps where Northhouse is today. The name Estabuster is onl y 
reco rded in 16 13. and the first recorded date o f Nonhhouse is 1624/5 
(Reg IJler oj Testame flls in Grant 1904. :;9. 77 ). 

integra l pa rt of th e O rkney earldom (late 9th century 
-1195). C learly the ear ls must have he ld possess ions in 
Shet land and , as argued above (2.3 ), there are factors 
po inting towards a c lose associat ion with St Magnus 
and the Erl end li ne , wh ich he ld Ih e northern is les of 
Orkney. and Shet land. From the known fac t that Papa 
Stour bcc,lllle the property of the crown of Norway one 
might conc lude that therefore it had previous ly been a 
possession of the earls which was forfeited by Earl 
Hara ld Maddadsson, after the submiss ion of this earl for 
his involvement in th e ri s ing again st King Sverre in 
11 93 (see 2.4 above). Perhaps it had been one of the 
'great possessions ' in Shetland of O laf ' Earls-kin' who 
led the rebe llion" There is littl e doubt that many of the 
earldom estates \\'ould have be~n granted OLlt to 
mem be rs of the earldom fam ily. In suc h circu mstances 
the sub-divi s ion of the is land into the component farms 
of Uphouse, Northousc and Sou lh erhouse is under
standable. whereas if it had remained in the hands of the 
earl s sll ch a developm ent is unlikely, as the main 

7 These were known by local historian. Miss Christina Jamieson. 
earlier thi s century (sec report in The Sherland S ews of25. 10.3-L and 
letter in The .% erland l"Imes of 10.6 .77 ). 
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' bordland ' farms which the earls maintained for their 
own provis ion remained undivided 8• Certainly all Olaf 
'Earls-kin's ' property would have been forfeited in 
1195 as he was the main proteclOr of Sverri 's rival for 
the throne, Sigurd Magnusson . 

Probably by this means Papa Stour became a possession 
of the Norwegian crown in 1195 ; we only know that in 
1299 it was held by the royal prince Hakon Magnusson 
(who inherited the throne from his brother later in that 
same yea r) . In the docum ent of 1299 the royal farm is 
called herlilgaboenum or ' ducal fa rm stead' (4.1 below: 
Craw ford 1985a, 130), and the young prince held the 
title of , duke ' at that tim e. It is not known if Hakon ever 
vis ited Shetland, e ither as duke or as king, but if he had 
then this would have been one of his farm s, where he 
would have resided. In 1299 hi s srsse/man (bailiff, 
official). Thorvald Thoresson, was certain ly res iding 
there whil e on his c ircu it round the islands co llecti ng in 
duca l rents and taxes: it was these which caused the 
trouble with one of the residents of the island (-1,4 
below). Hakon had been granted Shetland as part of his 
'appanage', or princely fief, which he held along with 
the tit le of hertog. Thorvald appears to have been the 
main figure of autilOrity in Shetland (during both 
Hakon's dukedom and his reign as king of Norway): 
indeed he was called 'Torvald of Shetland ' already ten 
years prior to the events of 1299, when he was named as 
an ambassador of King Erik Magnusson to attend the 
court of Edward I of England (Thorvald's role in 
Shet land' s hi story is examined more fu lly in section 
4.3. 1). 

What is particularly relevant to the hi story of Papa SlOur 
is that this powerful individual must have made the island 
his main base of power, for decades later he is called 'lord 
of Papay' (dominus de Papay: ON, vii , 134), Here is the 
most significant evidence for the importance of this 
island in the administration of Shetland under the 
Norwegian kings; it was the main residence of the royal 
official, who would have held it as a len (fief) and who 
then acq uired full possess ion (see further analysis of this 
situation in section 4A.3). Thorva ld's second marriage 
brought him into a close family connection with an 
illegitimate daughter of Hakon V. wh ich connection 
would ensure him of privi leges and the acknowledged 

8 In 1984 (p 47) the author suggested the existen ce of these names 
meant that the island must have been held by odal tenu re. and was not 
earldom land . However when earldom estates were given tn members 
o f the earldom family it seems likely that they \\ould be divided 
among children and soon turn into ada 1 tenures. 

9 Herdi s made two presti gious marriages. one to Svein Sigu rdsson. the 
treasurer of NorwaY,the second to Bjarnc Erl ingsso n. and from these 
marr iage s she wo uld have acquired the right to be called ' Fru ' (lady) 

right to retain roya l grants of land. His son Thorvald did 
nol apparent ly have any heirs so fhal his daughter Herdis 
became his mai n heiress: she is known to have inherited 
1l1Orvald 's estates and in 1355 she was residing on Papa 
Stour when she was engaged in one of her many land 
transactions (ON, i , 340), 

In the latter ha lf of the 14 th centu ry the world of Duke 
Hakon and Herra Thorvald and Fru Herdi s passed away 
for ever. As mentioned a lready (2.S.1 above) the 
vacuum in Norwegian political life caused by the drastic 
fall in population resulting from the plague epidemi cs 
provided an opportuni ty for Scott ish clerics to move 
into the Northern Isles, wit h servants, friends and 
fo ll owers. The decimation of the Norwegian nobility 
res ulted in the accretion of more and more land in the 
hands of the few survivors. and th e vas t es tates of 
Herdis Thorvaldsdatter passed to her cousins John and 
Sigurd Hafthorsson, who also owned the Giske estates 
in More". No evidence surv ives of th eir ac tivity in 
Shetland although Hakon Jon sson. son of the former. 
was probab ly the roya l of~cial in Shetland (and in 
Ork ney during the minority orthe earl). He can be seen 
having been embro il ed in vio lent opposition to the 
bishop of Orkney in 1369 (OA'. i. 404 : Orkney Recs, 
VI II). and it is likely that he resided on Papa Stout when 
carrying out his duties as 'Sysselman' . 

This fam ily certainly acted to protect its interests in 1386 
when a letter from the king's Council in Bergen 
in structed the inhabitants of its Shetland estates to pay 
the ir rents to the umbodlimen (representatives) of the 
Hafthorssons and not to Mali se Sperra. a claimant of the 
earldom family who also had Shetland t:states from his 
fathers side (ON. i. 50 I ) '0. Malise had apparent ly 
claimed Fru I-I erdis ' lands and put his own Ilmhodsmen in 
to collect landskyld (rents), The judgement of the 
f)rottseter (Governor) went against him on that occasion 
but a few years later he appears ro have been given a 
grant ofsol1l~ authority in Shetland at the time of Erik of 
Pomerania' s accession to the Norwegian throne 
(C rawford 1983. 39)", 

This was not the last time that rival claimants \\ould 
attempt to collect their rents from Papa Stour. Nor was it 
the first time that disputes over the payment of rents from 

{Mullch 1842-63. v, (il, 389) . But no surviving child ren are recorded 
fro m either marriagc . 

I" The term ombos/and\\as re corded hy Jakobsen In Papa Sto ur ( 1936 . 
Ill ) \\ hich he interprets as 'crown property, national property ' (ON 
IImhoo = 'full powers. adminislrall on ' ). 

I I It may be worth noting that Fr u Ilcrdis appears to have attempted to 
nequeath her lands to the Church for the foundati on of a C istercian 
monastery ( DS , vii . 267) . but thi s ncver happened 
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the is land are recorded. The potential for quarrels and the 
violent tactics used by the strong·armed to acquire what 
they claimed to be their rights is an aspect of the is land 's 

history which must reflect the va lue to be gained from 
possession of it l :! . 

3.2 SCOTTISH PERIOD: NORWEGIAN OWNERS AND SCOTTISH LESSEES 

The anoma lous s ituation in wh ich three large estates in 
Shetland continued to belong to Norwegian landowners 
long after the Northern Is les had been pledged to the 
Scott ish crown has already been referred to (2.5 above). 
All these fanns were in origi n the lands of Fru Herdis 
Thorvaldsdatter which remained in the possession of the 
Giske family throughout the 14th and most of the 15th 
centuries. During this period members of the family were 
foremo st in the affa irs of the Nonvcgian government, 
particularly Sigurd Jonsson, Drollseler of Norway in the 
mid 15th century, at a time when there were rec urrent 
crises over the inheritance of the joint Dano-Nonvegian 
crown. He was left as the virtual ruler of Nonvay and its 
remaining colonies, but we have no ev idence as to how 

he adm ini stered the fam ily's Shet land estates. As far as 
Papa Stour is concerned one document has survived from 
this period, the sa le of a small amount of land in the 
is land to Guttornl and William S igurdsson by ' Henrik 
Soos!' in 1452 (DN, ii , 747: Orkney Rees. ii, 48), which 
indicates that some commercial activ ity was go ing on 
(3.3.2 below). Sigurd Jonsson 's son, Hans Sigurdsson, 
died in 1465 without any heirs and it was not until 1490 
(after Shetland had been pledged to Scotland) that the 
fraught problem of his huge inheritance throughout 
Norway was finall y resolved. when the properry was 
divided among the Romer. Tre Roser and Rosenkranz 
fami lies, three of the most powerful Dano·Norwegian 
kindreds of the time (DN. ii , no 426). 

3.2.1 THE 'LORDS OF NORROWAY' 

The way in wh ich the Shetl and estates were apportioned 
among the three families is very interest ing. Each family 
had an island whic h seems to have functioned as its estate 
centre and to which other scattered estates on the 
Mainland of Shet land, or in the other islands were 
attached. The first-named in I 490- Vaila (Walls parish}
went to Alf Knutsson of the Tre Roser family which 
seems to have inhe rited the most important Nonvegian 
properties, Sudrhei lll and Giske. The second was . Pap,,),' 
which went to One Matsson Romer, a pO\\'erful official 
in western Norway. The third was Noss, itself a small 
is land lying off the larger is land of Bressay, which was 
inherited by two sisters and controlled by the husband of 
one of them, Arald Kane, eventually passing to the 
Dani sh Rosenkrantz family (illus 10). In a s imilar 
arrangement the is land of Giske in Romsdal fjord 
fu nctioned as the cent re of the Tre Roser family 's rich 
Nonvegian estate, to which scattered lands on the 
mainland were atl ached for administrat ive purposes. 
These subordinate estates were known as 'goods' (ie 
'Giskegods') meaning propat) rather than moveable 
goods, and the same usage became current in Shetland 

1: From Ihl: earl ies t n: nla ls ofS IH,:lland (c 1500 and 1628) we "now 
that Papa paid 85 wadll1r.:l "t- 8 meils bUlIcr/o il - 144 p= I last (l f skat 
(lax ). 171h century so urces show 1hal 12 lasts of rent wen: due from 
the island. These two impositions together added up 10 a vCI) 

valuable return and show how fertile the island was. The author 
(BEC) is gratefu l to Brian Smith for information and exp lanation of 

thereafter: so that the standard phrase used in the central 
Scott ish records when referring to these Shet land estates 
is ' Papa and Papaguids ' or 'Vaila and Vailaguids 
(Crawford 1984a, 53). 

The list of estates pass ing with Papa Stom to Otte 
Matsson starts with the phrase med sif/1 sielu'ede, a c lear 
reference to the important ' seal-wai th ' or right to hunt 
sea ls, most spec ifica lly, in the case of Papa Stour, on the 
Vee Skerries (Smith 1995. 105) (illus 10)" . There is then 
listed the lands of Weathersta and Busta in Busta Voe 
(which were large townships) as well as all iorder in 
A/uwedes Oiling and iurdene i lale: ie lands in North· 
maven and Ye ll , which are not specified. and it is not 
easy to be certain of thei r extent. In total th is was a 
va luable holding of discrete estates in north-west 
Shetland which wou ld have been eas ily administered by 
a representative of the Remer famil y who cou ld have 
made annual visitations to collect rents. 

In this period of confu sion after the pledging ()fSh~tland 
!O the Scotl ish crown, Lord Henry Sinclai r seems in 

Ih~ re ntal sou rcl.'~ . 

I I rhis term \\<1S misundl.'rSlOod byth~ <llIthor in 1984 (C rawford,:13) . 
and it is intl.' resting to note that the ON term lI'ede = ·waith· is Ihe 
origin of the Ilame 'Vee ' Skerries. which must have been vcry 
valuab le breeding grounds for seals. 
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illus 10 
Map of Shetland showing the three island centres (Papa Sto UT, Noss and Vai la) of lhe lands of the 'Lords of Norway ', with some of 
the estates appended to Papa Stour. 
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general to have been content to leave hi s uncle, Sir David 
Sinclair of Sum burgh. in charge of the fami ly's lands and 
rights in Shetland. and in 1488 David was the 'foud' or 
Shet land. probab ly appo in ted by the Scott ish administ
ration (Crawford 1977.97). However he managed to hold 
office under both kings ofNof"\vay and of Scotland during 
th e following years, and in 149617 \\:as appointed 
governor of Bergenhus (the admi ni strative centre of 
western Norway). In such a position he would have been 
able to mainta in the traditional status quo and keep up th e 
close links between NOf"\vay and Shet land: he was 
succeeded as govemor by Otte Matsson (holder of Papa 

and Papaguids). who also had every reason to keep 
Shet land within the Bergenhus area of authority. Th ese 
two were both in vo lved in the preliminaries to a ri si ng 
against the rule of King Hans of Denmark- Norway led b) 

Knut Alvsson (of the Tre Roser fa mily and the holder of 
the Vaila divis ion of the Shetland propenyl. but Otte 
Mat sson backed off from full rebellion and in 1501 \\ as 
adv isi ng the people of Voss to stand fin1l in their support 
of the king, alth ough Dav id Sinclair appears to have 
transferred hi s alleg iance more permanently to Knut 
Alvsson's party (Crawford 1977. 98-9. and for Sir 
David's role in these events Crawford 1978, 6-8 ). 

3 .2.2 FRU INGE R AND H E R H E IRS 

After this period of stirr ing events and powerful roya l 
officials the inheritance of the Romer dynasty went 
through difficult tim es. Otte Matsson 's daughter and 
heiress. Fru Inger of Austral, was, as a widow from 1529. 
one of the most important personalities in the Norwegian 
ari stocracy, and she was fully embroi led in fighti ng the 
archbishop of Trondheim in the period of violence 
leading up to the Reformation. A Ithough later 
represented as a patriot ( in Ibsen's play) nght ing for 
Nonvay's interests she seems to have been also deeply 
concerned in furthering her own interests, as well as those 
of her nve daughters. Together with one of her 
sons-in-law , the famous Vincent Lunge, she claimed th e 
right to all the Giske estates from 1524; she tried to ge t 
possession of the Losna and Evje estates a few years later 
by some right of inheritance, and in 1539 she ra ised a 
claim to the Me ley estates in Helgeland . In 153 1 the 
nunnery of Rein kloster, near Austrat was taken over by 
her and she received a life gran t of it in 154 1 (Koht 1923). 
All this acti vity can have left her with little leisure 10 vis it 
her Shetland estates. bu t it does indicate exceptional 
abi li ty to manage her property and suggests that she 
wou ld have made sure of all rents and income due to her 
from ' Papa and Papaguids'. Later evidence indicates that 
she appoi nted a Shetlander of Scott ish descent, Wi lliam 
Tulloch. to manage the estates for her. 

Big changes came on her death ill 1555 when her propert) 
was div ided betwecn her five daughters. al l of whol11 
were married to Dani sh noblemen (Daae 1875,224-365). 
The abili ty of sllch di stant aristocratic Inndowllcrs to 
manage portions of property in islands which b: the mid 
16th ccntuf)! were becom ing more firmly under the 
control and authority of the Sconi sh crown was 
personally impossible. Understandably. the 'Iords of 

]J Andrew was appointed ·tutor and gydcr· to Williarll ·s son John. 
Ursul a·s brother, in 1558 wh ich indicates that he was too young to 
take on the lease. 

Norraway' appointed representatives who were resident 
in Shetland. most of whom were of incoming famil ies 
and therefore perhaps more mobi le -and certainly more 
ambitious to establish their landed statu s- than the native 
Shetlanders. In the case of Papa Stour. the first Scotti sh 
family which acted for these absent lai rds \\'as Tulloch. 
very probab ly descended fro m those Tullochs who had 
fo ll owed the bishops Thomas and William Tull och north 
to Orkney in the previous century (Ballantyne 1994. 
25 -6). The main Tulloch strongho ld in Shetland was in 
Northl11 aven, where Andrew Tulloch was 'foud ' in 1539. 
Th is may explain why William Tulloch acq uired a lease 
of th e lands of ' Papa and Papagui ds· from Fru Inger 
around 1543. as som e of these estates were in 
Northrnaven and therefore conveniently close to the 
Tu ll ochs. On Wi ll iam' s death prior to 1558 his daughter 
Essila.'Ursu la (probably ON As1aug) was his hei ress and 
there seems to have been an agreement that the kase 
would pass to her and her husband, Andrew Mowat of 
Hugoland in Northmaven 1.

1
• 

This was in the period aftt..' r thL! death of Fru Inger t 1555) 
when there was probably some uncertainty among the 
fiv e heiresses and the ir husbands as to contin uation of 
previous adm inistrati ve arrangements. Ct..'na inly there is 
some ev idence that Robert Cheyne, who later had a lease 
of ' Vaila and Vaila guids', had comt' to an agrcement 
with th e Norwegian propri etors over the Papa property. 
on which he acted to eject Andrew !'v1O\\at and Ursu la 
Tulloch from the island and ovel1uI11 their right to 
assulll~ continued control of the in<':ollll' of 'Papa and 
Papaguius· . Th~ evid ence It'lf thi s COl1lc~ from letters 
\\r iucn by Queen Maf)' to Jens Sp lit as the chief 
proprietor (proprielario primoriu) and to the Norwegian 
authorit ies on behalf of Andrew Mowat and Ursula 
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Tulloch in September 1566 (RPC xiv, 260- 1). These refer 
both to Ursu la and Andrew 's rights of possession (per Ie 
er heredes fUos ex vereris locationis prescripto) and to 
Robert Cheyne 's negotiations, which had enabled him to 
eject Ursu la and Andrew with the proprietors' sanction 
(titulo vestro) The document s make it clear ( in a very 

tortuous Latin) that there had been anempts to tum 
people off their lands, causing a very infiamed situation 
in the is land. and it is requested that the accustomed 
renders (m ercede solita) be retained and that the fanners 
should not have to pay any increase in the annllal rent 
(ullnue mercede), 

3,2,3 MOWAT CONTROL 

Queen Mary's letters must have had the des ired effecl. for 
a few years later Ursula and Andrew acquired the 
necessary confirmation of their rights in the lands of 
'Papa and Papaguids' from the four proprietors, some of 
whom by this date were grandsons of Fru Inger. The 
confirmations were granted at different times between 
1570 and 1576 by the four different proprietors at their 
properties in Norway. and one imagines Andrew Mowat 
travelling round these various places in order to persuade 
the heirs of Fru Inger separately to grant him and hi s wife 
the right to ho ld the different parcels of land, on payment 
of 'certane yearly maill and dewitie '. These arrangements 
were (hen confirmed in the Scottish COU lts 'as they had 
been in James V' s time ' (RSS vii , no 982), and a grant 
was a lso acqu ired under the Great Seal in the same year 
ensuring the Mowats' liml legal right of the lands of 
'Papa and Papa gu ids' accord ing to Scottish law (RMS iv, 
2672). There are records of other disputes over the lands 
of the 'Iords ofNorroway'. and it is remarkable how the 

Wdiwill I lIliLJe!! 
II I .... h\·:> 

Scottish crown acted to ensure that peace \\'as ma intained 
in circumstances where the owners of these es tates were 
subjects of another king (Smith 1990,30). 

One of the privileges granted to Andrew Mowat in 1577 
was the right to 'build a house and fort ress upon the said 
lands of Papa ' and there is no doubt that the Mowats did 
at some time build them selves a residence at Northouse: 
Hibbert in the ea rly 19th century describes the gateway of 
an old mansion of the Mowats and their coat of arms 
which could sli II be seen there ( 1822, 55 I )(illus 12). But 
the Mowats do not appear to have taken up residence at 
Northouse in the 16th century, or indeed in the first half 
of the seventeenth . Andrew Mowat him se lf was drawn 
into the Norwegian socia l scene (perhaps through his 
relationship with the 'Iords of Norroway'). acqu iring 
lands III Hardanger and making two Norwegian 
marriages lS

, The first was to a daughter of Axel 
Gyntersberg of Mel in K vinnherad and the second to Elsie 
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t S The whole ci rcumstan ces surrounding Andrew Mowat 's Norwegian 
marriages arc deal! wi th at length in RPCxiv (A ddenda). cxi i. 
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Trondsdatter Rustung. daughter of Admi ral Ch ristopher 
Rustung~thus founding the powerful family which 
eventua lly estab li shed the Rosendal barony (Espe land 
192 1. 16: Crawford 1984a. 54) ( ill us II). In the 1590s 
Andrew appears to be residing at Gjersvik. his wife 's 
estate in west Norway (Ba llanty ne & Smith 1994, no 184, 
256), and hi s place of residence in Shetland was usually 
Ollaberry, Northmaven, and never in Papa Stollr as far as 
the documents reveal (col illlls 4). 

TIle number and variety of documents which have 
survived show the wide range of administrat ive and 
economic activit ies which Andrew Mowat was involved 
in (in NOI\\lay and Shetland) right up to 1609. when he 
must have been a good age. In 1591 he claimt!d that the 
king of Denmark, whom he ca ll s his ' soverain lord', had 
written letters to Elizabeth I of England on hi s behalf 
becau se of pirat ical attacks on his ships and his house at 
Ollaberry (Ballantyne & Smith 1994, no 184). In 1609 he 
and his son and hei r, John, drew up a contract with Mr 
James Pitcaime, the minister of Northmaven. in which 

illus 12 
The heraldic stone formerl y 
at Northousc showing the 
Mowat coat of arm s (lion 
rampant on a shiel d) with the 
mono MON TE ALTO above 
(= Mont Haut = Mowat) . 

they disponed to the minister all the rents and duties of 
their lands in Shetland ' togictder with th e lordis of 
Noroways landi s presentlie in tha ir possessioun ' for him 
to redeem and recover certain lands which were wadset 
and apparently in danger of not be ing recovered 
(Ballantyne & Smith 1994. no 482). A certain income 
(' Iandsettertoun ') ITom Papa Stour, as well as ' the 
fi schings in Veaskerie' were omitted from this and kept 
by Andrew. It is notabl e that the requirement for the 
paying of the debts and dues to the 'Iords of Norroway' 
was sti pulated as having to take priori ty. 

Andrew' s son and heir by Ursul a Tulloch, John, was 
marr ied to Christian Stewart. illegit imate daugh ter of Earl 
Roben of Orkney. which is an indication of the status of 
the Mowats in the islands at this time. After his father" s 
death John took over ' the heri tab le tacks from gent lemen 
of Norway', which he must have recovered from Mr. 
James Pitcaime. So long as John was ali ve relations 
between him and his brothers. James Mowat of Ure and 
Gilbert, minister of Deiting, seem to have been peaceable. 
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3.2.4 'BANGSTERI E AND OPPRESSION' 

Mr Gilben Mowat \\'as hm\cver an ambitious and greedy 
minister of thl' Church. I-Ie succeeded to the living or 
NOl1hmavcn on the death or Jaln..::s Pitcaiml'. acting. as the 
latter·s e.\l'CtHor appearing indeed to ha\t' been a 
beneficia,) in the latters "ill (dated 16111 to the extent of 
being left ·the si lver wark· (Bal lantyne & Smith 1994. no 
)41). A dt!caol.,.' or so lat t!r he had succeeded in obtaining 
what rna) well have been all Andre\\ and John Mo\\at 's 
lands in Northma\en. plus the t\\ehe 'Iasts' ufthe lands of 
Papa Stour (in the parish of Sandness). \\ ith the pertinents 
(in the parish of Northmavcll) ie 'Papa guids', for the sum 
of 5262 merks. 8 shillings Scots 'due to him' (OSS xii_ 
47-8). Clearly the trouble which had caused Andrew and 
John to dispone all their rents and duties to James Pircaime 
in 1609 had not been rc:,olved and Mr Gilbert \\as 
becoming the legal possessor of the Papa lands of the 
. lords of Nurnl\\'£Iy' due to hi" brother"s default. 

I he extent of the trouble \\hich rad:eLi \l0J1hllla\en a::, i.I 

result of the enmity between Mr Gilbert and Ninian Ne\ cn, 
supported b) James MO\\at ofUre, can b~ read in the full 
account orthe case bet\\een thclll brought before the Priv~ 
Council in 162~ (RPC ,i\. Addonda 7\)-78\ Papa Stom 
\\as not appan.;ntl~ a manerof(ontention at tha! time, but ~ 
fe\\ ~ ears later 'he central Scottish records 1'1.,.'\ cal e\ idence 
or Mr Gilbert's violent activities on the island. Again it 
was a woman's legal si tuation which lay behind the 
attempts b) the strong-anned to gain the advantage of 
disputed rights to the incomes due, In the J 560s it had been 
over Ursula Tulloch's rights as her father's designated 
heiress: in 1631 it was over Christian StCWal1's rights as the 
\\ idow of the fanner holder of the lands, and her anempllO 
collect life-rcnt duties from the tenants. The Complailll 
\\hich she pre'leilled in person 10 the Pri\~ CllUJ1cil in 163-1 
gives a vi\ id aCCOLlIll of the a~:..aulls she had sulTered at 'he 
hands of Gilbert Mov,at and his accomplices as she 
attempted to collect her rents from the islanJ. and again at 
her o\\n lands of OllabeIT~. Further \illienee \\J~ 

ptTpetrale'd against the tenants of the' PapJ guids' lands 
which probably means tho~e in Northlllaven - in an 
attempt to ge t possession or the 'dewteis and maills 
thairof (RPC' 2 ser. V, 210-1 ). It is vel') interesting to note 
that Christian and her brother-in-la\\ James Mowat of Ure 
attempted to get infomlatioll about these eH'nts to NOI\\a~ 
and wrote leiters to 'some burgomaisters in NOI\\a) to 
advertise thc heretours of the said lands of Papa there of 
the said Mr Gilbert his cariagc aganis tht' said Christiane-. 
Il owever Mr Ciilbert heard of this and managed to get one 

of his Su ppoJ1crs who \\as tnl\elling in the same ship 10 

steal the Ictters from the pouch of her messenger when he 
was sleeping 3.nd bring lhern back to him. The residual 
rights of the' lords of Norro\\ a~ . \\ ere simpl: ignored b~ 
Mr Gilbert and his son James who. as stated in a document 
written later in the 1630s, 'have intruded themse lves in the 
lands calbj Papastoure and silldrie uther lands pertaining 
to the Lords of Norrow3: and keipis themselves in 
possesion thairofbe bangsterie (violence) and oppression' 
(SA. SCI] 65 3 p.II). This document "as written b) an 
oppos ing Sinclair faction but the ev idence already 
discussed would suggest that it is not exaggerating the 
extent of the Mowats' aggressive tactics: it moreover 
claims that thc~ tried to eject the udallers from their lands 
'upon the prete\1 that ther r:ghts ar not t:onfonne to the 
lawes of Scotland" and yet attempted themselves 10 

protect their rossession of lands by udal law and custom . 
r\ idence about Mr Gilbert's beha\ iour as a 'cruell 
oppressollr' \\ ho made ' unjust purchase of poore men -s 
lands' had been fu ll~ publicised in the case before tht' 
Privy COLincil in 1624 (Rf'C xiv. Addenda). So when 
Christian Sll'waJ1 complained to the Priv) Council in 
163-\ that h..:r hrother-in-IJ\\ had pe\\arded her husband'~ 
~indnes~ to\\ards him '\\ ith manie unnaturall and lIn
de\\ tifull outrages, intolerable in a person of his proi(-)s
ion' her statement would havc occasioned no surprise. 

In circumstances such as this the 'Lords of Norro\\ a~' 

would be ab le to achieve little, although the document 
cited abO\ c does indicate that they were attem pting to 
raise a casc against the MO\\,at faction. Nothing more is 
heard of it and nothing mort' is heard or the Lords of 
l\' or\\'a~ 's rights mer ' Papa and Papaguids' rhe 
I\ol\\eg.ian estates based on Vaila passed into the hands 
of the resident tenants in a similarly irregular way (Smith 
1990, 34). According to Gifford writing in the !lext 
centur: the lands were still known as 'Noroway land~': 
hi s sanguine comment that 'the: \\erL' at last purchased 
from thelll (the Danish landO\\ ners) by ~e\eral gent lemen 
in Zetland· (\ 786.38) is hardly borne out by the evidence 
respecting Papa Stom_ The tenuous Norwegian links 
were broken, with linle respect for establ ished rights and 
the Papa Stour tenants must ha\ e regretted the exchange 
of absentee landlords for \ ioknt and aggressive intruders 
\\ ho kept them selves in possession 'by bangsterie and 
oppression'_ The effects which thi s change had on the 
island cOlllmul1ir: will bL' L' .\amined in the fo llowing 
section. 

3.3 SEVENTEENT H-CENTURY EVENTS: ' INDWELLERS' AND 'INCOMMERS' 

Turning from absentee landlords and thL'ir represent
cHives to the ' indwellers' 011 Papa Stour the story should 

start \\ ith the remarkable evidence about Ragnhild 
Simullsdatter and her confrontation with Thorvald 
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Thoresson as told in the 1299 document (which will be 
discussed below chapter 4). Then a long period ensues 
when nothing can be g leaned of intemal affairs on the 
is land, violent or peaceful. Fru Herdis must have come 
and gone: Hakon Jonsson, as heir of the Ilafthorssons, 
and with administrative authority in Shctland must havc 
come and gone. Fru Inger and her heirs probab ly never 
camc. What happened to the former royal t:1nn at th e 
Biggings? Tenants lived there, and (as indicated) the 
process of sub-d ivision , which was already well
advanced by 1299, (when the 'uppi i husi' - LJphouse -
division is named), must have developed further in the 
following centuries. 

The first li st of 'indwellers' dates from 1577 and is 
contained in the famou s Complaint of the Shetlanders 
against the rule of Lawrcnce Bruce of Cu ltmalindie 
(Ba lfour 1859,30), The fourteen names listed from Papa 
must be those of the main householders and tenants on 
the is land in Andrew Mowat' s time as lessee of the heirs 

of Fru Inger. Eleven of the names are patronym ics 
indicating establi shed families of ' native' stock who 
followed the traditional custom of naming sons and 
daughters after th eir father. Th ere are only th rcc 
surnames as such : 'Zoungar' (Younger? ), 'Bowhollse' 
(which is likely to indicate a dwe ller at one of the ' housc' 
divi s ions at the Biggings ) and 'Bo1l' (maybe Bell) . There 
are no certain Scotti sh names at all. which contrasts with 
al l the other li sts of townships in this 1577 Complain t. It 
is also somewhat indicative of Papa SlDur's changed 
place in the Shet land world that the c lerk described it as a 
' pendicle ' of Walls ' The island on the Viking sea route 
between Orkn ey and Norway has become an o tT-shore 
appendage to th e Mainland pari sh of Walls, None of th e 
ot her stirring events described in the Compl aint in volved 
the community 011 Papa except for a reference to the 
' haiti nichtbouris ' of Papay being in attendance at the 
Court at Sandness where Harie Bruce pursued Nicho laus 
lohnsoun for commenting on hi s acquisitiveness (ibid. 
71 ) 

3.3,1 COURT BOOK EVIDENCE FROM THE EARLY 17TH CENTURY 

One of the tenants, Olaw/Olav Chri stoph erson, was a 
person of note who, a long with his \\·ife. C hri stian 
Lum sdail l, figures in the steadily increas ing written 
sources which have survived from th e latc 16th century 
onwards. In th e 1580s he appears as a defendant in cases 
invo lving the right to teinds from the vicarage of Watl s, 
and rents and du ti es from th e Lord of Norw <l:- ' s lands of 
Vaila (Ballantyne & Smith 1994, nos 82, 109). Hi s 
poss ible brother, Jam es C hri stoph erson (Ilamed in the 
1577 Complaint), was al so summoned in th e Court of 
Sess ion by Hugh Sinclair of Brough as tenant and 
occup ie r of s ix marks of land in Nether Sound . 
Wci sdale. but seemS to have remained in possession of 
the land and its profit s for the next 16 years (ihid. no 83. 
177, 355 ), In 1601 Olav was cited in a decreet of the 
Court of Session, along with Andrew Mowat of 
Hugoland and others. for having violently evicted 
Thomas Cheyne of Ure from the town and lands of 
Norbi e in Sandness (ihid, no 328). 

However. the Christophersons \\'ere goi ng to be faced 
with aggression themse lves, apparen tly arou sed by those 
of Scottish nam e and descent within their own island. 
The firs t ind ications arc in a document or 16U~ in which 
Andn:w Mowat's son and heir. John , wadsettcd land in 
Enis fi!1h in Northm aven to 'his good friend' Magnu s 
Cog ill. for the sum of 100 old silver dollar, (ihid, 110 

110 Th l ~ waS the in itial process b} \\ hic h the acclised had \" ckar his name 
b~ bringing two 'oath-hel pers' 10 court to support his d:III111 hat he \\as 
innocl;n[ (5CC Donaldson 19:'4.6 -7) 

342). In the next ) car the Court Book of Shetland has 
some very interesting entries from the proceedings of the 
Court of Wall s, Ailhsting and Sandsti ng held at Twat on 
1st July, and ofthc Lawthing Court held at Scalloway on 
18th July, which were brought by O lav Christopherson 
against Magnus Cogill and by Magnus Cogill aga inst 
Olav Christopherson (Donal dson 1954, 77-8, 9]) , 

Clearly Magnus Cogi ll (always ci ted ill the Court Book 
as 'in Papa Stour ') had by this date moved into the is land 
and taken possession of a tenancy presumably granted to 
him by John Mowat. his 'good fri end' , 

Th e other lawsuits arising out of incidcnt s on the is land 
m this time included a \ ariet) o factioll~ offai rl) typical 
genre: a case of wounding at th e Dutch booth and' fri e 
co upsta(free trading place) of Papay: a case oftheft of 
' white dry sheep's puddings wi th twa birskettis (brisket) 
of an seheipe' from a skt'o which Margret Matchcs
dochter confessed 10: a case of acc usation of the theft or 
a sheep by Magnus Ola\\son 'said to be cassin over hi s 
dyk'. which he had to clear him selfof"ith the ' larycl1 t 
<lithc' It> : and the ratificati on of the ·rolds dUlIlc' 
(judgement made h:- Iht' local kgal officer) ahout 
putting nose-rings in the s\\ inc on Papa so that no harm 
\\a.'l done to grassland or crops (Donaldson 195-1-. 77-S) . 
Then comes an IHlu :-o ual case in \\ hieh objects had bel' ll 
tah.cn from Magllu :-:, Cogi]]" s house. one of which. n 
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'skole' (ON skal ~ bowl), had ended up in Olav 
Christopherson's house. O lav and hi s wife said that they 
had purchased it from Mareolln Boneni sdochter 'and 
that thay knew naway is the skole to apertaine to the said 
Magnu s Cogill ' whereupon Mareoun had to c lear 
herself and Olav and his wife were absolved and were to 
have no reproof for the accusation. We can only 
speculate as to what had been going on, but the 
immediate impress ion is that the incom ers to the is land 
had not received a very waml welcome, and that 
Magnus Cogill had tried to pin the theft on the most 
important family of resident tenants. Furthermore he 
made a complaint at the same Court against Olav 
C hristopherson about the payment of teind sheaves from 
land which pertained to Magnus as tacksman to 
Malcolm Sinclair of Quendale, and judgement was 
given that Olav was to come to agreement about the 
payment within one month . The battleground was 
clearly set. 

From the July court record it is evident that the matter of 
damage being done by swine was very pertinent to the 
tense s ituation on the is land, for the 'actioun of rcfting 
and reduetioun persewit be Olaw Papa and Cristane 
Lumisdale his spous, ... anent the herding and keiping of 
the swyne of Papa ' was specifi cally against Magnus 
Cogi ll '7. Nonetheless the court decreed that all swine 
were to be controlled from mid- lent until the harves t 
lVas brought in, and if any failure to adhere to this 
occurred the anima ls were to be marked for 'his 
lordschipis use' (Earl Patrick). By the next year matters 
had reached such a pass that 'be resoun that Olaw Papa 
hes gi ffin hi s ayth that he dredis him bodelie hanne' it 
was ordained that Magnus Cogill had to ' find cautioun 
of laborous (lalVburrous) to the said OlalVe that he salbe 
hermeles and skaythles of him in his bodye and guidis 
and all that he may lat ' (") (Donaldson 1954, 120). At 
the same court Magnus Cogill was tried and fined for 
having ' dung' (struck) a servant woman of S innie 
Unergardis who was look ing after th e com . 

This evidence all suggests that Magnus Cogill had 
arrived in Papa Stour as an incomer and had conducted 
him se lf in a manner which was cons idered to be a threat 
by the rest of the community and much resented by 
them . Which tenancy had he been given by John 
Mowat " By the date of the Court Book of 1615-29 he 
was apparently residing at Gardie . for ' Man s Cogill in 
Papa Stour ' who is on assize in 1616 must be identical 
with 'Mans Cogi ll in Gairdie ' who is on assize in 161 7 

17 Olav Chri stopherso n appears in the assizes so metimes with the 
name 'Olaw Papa ' . 

and thereafter (Dona ldson 1991 , 28, 56, 70, 7 1). In 
1624 , Gi lbert Cogi ll (earlier ' of Ga irdie' when on an 
assize) was recogni sed as heir to his deceased father 
Magnus Cogill (ibid. 109). Gilbert Cogi ll of Gar die was 
one of those ci ted by Christian Stewart in 1634 as 
having attacked her when she was co llecting he r rents in 
Papa in 163 1 and' verie barbarously trod and tramped 
upon her with thair feet and thereafter violent lie re ft 
from her servants the dewties quhilks they had receaved 
from her tennent s' (see 3,2.4 above). At that point he 
was very obv iously 'i n cahoots' with the overbearing 
minister of Nort h maven Mr G ilbert Mowat, who, as has 

been seen , took over all his brother John 's lands in 
1624, and assumed ownership of the ' lords of 
Norroway's' lands along with hi s son James. 

We know from the Register of Testaments that Olav 
Christopherson died before 161 3, when hi s widow, 
Christian Lumsdaill /Lumsdain. is recorded as res iding 
in Northouse (Grant (ed) 1904, 59). A few years later 
she was acting on her own account in pursuing a claim 
for payment fo r herr ing and o il wh ich had been bought 
from her by Andrew Um phra of Berrie se ven years 
previously (Donaldson 1991, 26). The next year she was 
also pursuing a merchant of Fraserburgh for the price of 
a length of cloth ('a web of 8 e ll s long') (ibid, 48-9). 
Here is supcrb evidence for a woman engaging in the 
trad ing of what we can assumc is locally-produced 
cloth and fish com modities IS. The activities of other 
women on Papa Stour recorded in the Court Book are 
more predictable: Garthero Jhoni sdochter s landering 
Bessie Boy about her 'kim milk' which she accused her 
of spoilin g with witchcraft , but as she was al so reputed 
as being suspect of witchcraft hersel f. this accusation 
was not proven (Donaldson 1954 . 122): William 
Hougoland was accused of having lived for 20 years in a 
li fe of fornication with Marcoun Hucheon sdochter 
(ib id,20). 

The general impress ion from thi s rare gl impse of island 
life in the early 17th century is one of some lawlessnes s 
among the is land dwellers them selves: 'A ne gre it 
stowth (theft) of fische , fle sche and uther sort of gere 
stollin continewallie out of the se lleris and skeois 
(s tore-houses for drying meat and fi sh) of Papa ' of 
which fiv e men were accused. and failed to acquit 
themselves with the 'Iarycht aith ' or the 'saxte r aith' . 
None of those named can be li nk ed up with the tenant 
families who arc mentioned in th e other sources . Is this 
a poor underc lass already in ex istence on the is land ? 

18 In 1628 Helen Bruce. relict o f Andrew Cogi l1. is al so recorded as 
being invo lved in transacti ons with a 11arnburg merchant n:siding in 
Papa Stour, Peter Freder ickson (S RO CC 17/5/2) . 
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3.3.2 FARMS AND FISHING 

From this period the names of the majority of the 
settlements are first recorded, but it is known from the 
evidence of the 1299 document that Uphouse and 
Bragasetter had been in ex istence for a long time, The 
survival of a kaup-bre/or ' deed of purchase' from 1452 
also shows that land was assessed in 'burnt marks'IQ, The 
places of residence of the deceased li sted in Ihe early 
17th-century testaments includes the main faml divisions 
of Up house, Sutherhouse and Nonhouse as we ll as Eldus 
and Bigtoun (probably the Biggings) . We find Setter, 
Midsetter and ESlabusler a lso (see di scussion of lhe latter 
3.1.3 above), while strangely Bragasler does nol appear 
in any of the sources at this period . Gardie, the residence 
of those first recorded Scottish incomers, the eogill s, 
acquires its importance at this time from these tenants, 
and may possibly have been a recent establishment 
located as it was at the periphery of Ihe cultivated area 
within the dyke. It was physically separale from the 
arable core. near the nonhem boundary dyke from which 
il took its name (illus 8 above). 

By this date, there were of course other sources of income 
and livelihood than the tilling of the so il. The growth of 
trade with Gennan merchants (2.7 above) is refl ecled in 
Ihe sale of one and a half marks of land in 1452 
(mentioned above 3.2) by a fo reign trader called Henrik 
Soost. He is very probably to be identified with a Henrik 
Sozst who bought a house and building land in Bergen in 
the 1440s which was being sold in 1463 (DN, iii , 628: 
DN, x, 138). The nam e Soost indi cates Gemlan origin, 
probably from Soest in Westphalia (a Hansealic town on 
the Rhiner~o . One assumes that Henrik Soost's links with 
Papa Stour stemmed from his position as a trader. Can 
one speculate that the small piece of land which he had 
held (an d which he was se lling to two men who seem to 
have been indwellers in Ihe island) would have been in 
some way connected with his trading requ irements? Or 
had he come by it in the course of payment for default of 
debts0 This appears to be the fi rst piece of evidence for a 
foreign merchant actually in Shetland, a lbe il one who 
was also res ident in Bergen21 , and it is very interesting 
that this early evidence for the possess ion of land by a 
Gemlan trader relates to Papa Stour, 

1'1 rhe name 0 1 one of lhe h llld l llg~ In the Island (tJll agarth ) appears in 
Ihl s document as f/oillgardh \~l1ich sugge:.b Ihat ils o ri g in \\as 
d~rived from ON hola = a hole , or low wet gruund (S tewart 1987, 
97-8) rather than ·Olli' s garth ' as 1akobse n proposed (1936.152) , A 
' hurnt mark ' was a unit o f va illation for land , as~esse d acco rding to 
refin ed siln:r, 

20 The author (BEe) is gratefu l to Lauran laorians of Tilburg, 
Netherlands and Dr Tom Schmidt. De pt o f Navndo rskn ing, 
University o f Os lo, for help in track ing down the identit y of Henrik 
SODS!. 

Once evidence does become more abundant it is c lear 
that the island continued to be a favo urite place of resort 
of Gennan merchants. In a list of the principal havens in 
Shetland for Bremen merchants drawn up by Olav 
Sinclair of Havera in 1563 ' Papposun!' and 'Sunte 
Mangens Eiland' are two of the eight named (Enlholt & 
Beutin 1937,58)22 By the beginning of the nex l century 
there were sufficient German merchants residing on the 
island to be referred 10 as ·the Duchemen of Papa' (H 
Smith 1984, 14). The names of two Hamburg merchants 
are known: Peter Frederickson and Symone Harratstay
who was ordered 10 leave Nonhmaven and move 10 Papa 
with his ship and goods because of the presence of a 
merchant already establi shed in Gluss (Donaldson 1954. 
17). The ' Dutch booth ' and ' frie coupsta ' (trading pl ace) 
are referred to. The Court book g ives admirable 
infonnation about the ro le of such a merchant who was to 
come yearly to hi s ass igned pon ' well furni shed with 
gold, silver. meal, beir (beer0), hooks, lines, hemp (for 
ncts), shoes, iron , cloth of a ll kinds with a ll other son of 
wares for furni shing the whole parish' (ibid) and the 
gentlemen and commons of the pari sh were 'st rait lie 
bundin and obi is!' to bring in and sell their 'who le fish, 
butter, oi I and other wares yearly .. and 10 no other 
merchants or strangers resorting within the said bo unds', 
This gives us the context in which manufactured goods 
from Gennany-such as SlOneware and the red pottery 
wares from the Rhineland- easily found their way into the 
houses of the residents on Ihe is land (see 7.3.2 and 7.3.3 
be low). AI this point the mcrchants were dealing directly 
with the tenants, although as the 17th century progressed 
the problems with weights and measures and the 
depreciat ion of the currency appear to have made thi s 
direct trade less customary: landowners were becoming 
the midd lemen, and doubtless making their own profit 
from this siluation (H Smith 1984, 17). By the early 181h 
century political changes which saw the introducti on of 
new· customs dues spe ll ed the end of Gennan interest in 
the Shelland fi shing and the development of changed 
economic circumstances (Irvine & Morrison 1987,46). 

The reason for the early interest of merchants in Papa 
Siour would naturally arise from the is land' s situation near 

~I At thi s date IlaJl:.a mcrchanh \\ere not suppmed to trade directly \\ IIh 
Shetland, but a.~ noted by Friedl and j1983. 8(j) 'Ihey made contacts 
secretl y with Sht:llanders in and through Bergen·. and the ev idence 
suggests that \ !emik SOOS\ was a wdl -established resident in Bergen. 

2~ It \\ould hI.' unlike ly that huth refe rred 10 ancho rage s in Papa. hut 
Brian Smith ~ugges ts Ihat ·P<l pposllnt' co uld have been a harbour o n 
the Mainland side of the Sound such as Sandn ess, where {Jerman 
mcrchants did sometimes Sl ay. In wh ich case there wo uld be no 
dilTicu lty about identifying SI Magnus' Is land as Papa Stour (see 2.3 
above) , 
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good fishing grounds and giving eas) access to them . The 
inshore fishing which was pursued in this period produced 
mostly ling. skate, some saithe and 'kei l1ing' (large cod). 
As can be seen frolll the activity of Christian Lumsdaill 
(see 3.3. 1 above) herring was also caught and would be 
salted. The oil she sold was deri ved from fi sh livers. and 
there is evidence that this became an imponant commodity 
in the 16th and 17th centuries as a lubricant and for 
lighting purposes (H Smith 1984. 37). But the most 
important fish produced and sold was the dried ling or cod 
which was split open and wind or sun-dried on the stony 
beaches ('ayres') of the islands, and which p:-ovided an 
increasingly imponant occupation for the ind\\el1ers or 
rural communities like Papa Stour which were convt;!l1-
iently located for the landing of catches from the a11-
embracing sea. From this peri od comes the first evidence 
for the o:istence of Hamnavoe, a senlement with little 
cultivable land, and way outside the Hill Dyke. but located 
at the safest anchorage in Papa Stour and probably 
established more for commercial reasons than agricultural 
ones. Although \er: little direct e\idence ~uni\es of the 
organisation of the fi shing activit) in the 17th centul) it 
can be assumed ,hal Ihe main hllldowner on the is land 
eventuall~ took chm'gc: and that perhap~ Illeant the 
Mo\\ ats, successors dt! jacro to the 'lords of Norro\\ <I: . 
and established at Nonhouse, whose . office houses. strand 
and ayn,'s' are referred 10 in 17 16, 

A full list of the Mowals' tenants on the is land and the 
names of their holdings dating from 1671 provides us with 
an update o f rhe sClllement pic/ li re. Th is is included in a 
tack by contract between George Mowat of H amnavoe, the 
factor appointed b) the late Magnus \t10\\at of Balquholl:
'and tht.: hail I indwellcres. tenants and pOSSeS sou res of th t.: 
illand of papa Stollr' having power to set tacks (leases) of 
land and collect dues according to the J1lcrk assessment 
ass igned (SA Nicolson paper~). All the fann di\isions are 

listed. as we know them st ill today. (except for Northouse 
and Gard iel but wi th the additional intrusive Scots name 
of 'C noack Hall" (Knock Hall). which was the largest 
individual holding of 12 merks and seemingly part of 
Bragaster (next on the list). The tenant there was called 
Gi lbel1 Hay11. The largest divisions were Uphouse at 49 
mks. divided among 10 tenants and Sutherhousc (36 mks) 
divided among eight tenants. Faml s which have not been 
recorded before are Hurdiback (23 mks) divided among 
six tenants and Everigarth (16 mks) divided among three 
tenants and Nonh Ban kis (4 mks) with two tenants. 
Hamnavoe (3 mks) had only one tenant. It is very' 
interesting to note that one of the \\ itnesses is a James 
'Cowgle in Gerdie, te ll ing us very clearly that this family 
were still closely connected with the Mowats and not 
apparently paying an) rent for Gardie. 

The sumames are made up of 13 difTerent patronym ics of 
19 tenants (one a \volllan) and 13 Scots names of 20 
tenants (I-I a) , Cheyne, Richane, Sm)lh. Sinclair. Glean. 
Strachan. Do\\ell. CO). Sutherland. Gall. Fraser. YulI ). 
The big changes in the 100 years s ince the previous list of 
tenants in the J577 Complaint are the proportion of Scots 
names (nO\\ exactl~ half) and the evident increase in 
populatioll ~~. Thin)-seven tenants (\\hich do not include 
Northouse or Gardie) compare with 14. although we have 
no idea in either case \vhat the total numbers of inhabitants 
there must have been , It seems vef) likely that some of the 
holding~-perhaps Hurdiback and Everigarth and certainly 
North Banks- have come into existence in the intervening 
period. It was presurJlubly the growth of the fishing which 
had stimulated thi s increase in the populat ion. and the last 
of these three tenancies (North Banks) was outside the hill 
dyke and established as a fi shing tenancy. wi th its two 
tenants havi ng only three merklands and one merkland 
each ~~. Ci rcum stances on the island were changing 
drasticall). and the:- \\ ere going to change even more. 

3.3.3 TilE DECLINE OF THE MOWATS 

Through some complicated family dealings a branch of 
the Mowat family from the Mainland of Scotland had 
moved north and taken o\cr the Mo\\at empire in 
Shetland:/>. This \\3S in fact tht.: family \dlich held the 
origi n(l/ Mowat seat al Balquholly in Ban ffsh ire and also 
had lands near Fresw ick in Ca ithness. Magnus Mowat of 
Balquholly. referred to in the 1671 document. led the 
move north but it \\as his brother George of Hamna\ oe 

:3 Prohahl~ the same a~ a .... en ltor ofUlI"ford of~tdh~ 

24 [I ha<; heen analysl.:d from the earl y [7t h-century Court Book thaI 
SCOIS names f(\Tmed JUS I under one quane r of the total nallle~ 

recorded from Ihe northern Isles ol'1hdland IDonald ~ \ \I1 1983. 13) 

(who was named as the factor in the same doc um ent ) 
who married Margaret Mowat of Ollaberry. grand
daughter of Mr Gilbert Mowat. and who really 
established him se lf in the Nort hmaven lands, including 
[he lcnanred lands of Papa Stour. 

Thi s branch of the Mowats certainly made Northouse 
their r~'i;dence and ma) have built the man sion referred 

:~ [I \I:.L' I.:al led a 'CO<l IIl:r mOTTl' (a cotler ' ~ hol ding) In 171 0 

26 SOlllt: of the complexilies are dis cussed in 'The No rt h House ' hy 
D Baptlt: (Vt' lf Sherlallder. 192. 1994.30-1 ). 
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to later by Hibbe rt (1822, 551 )". The Mowat annorial 
stone (illus 12), which was still at Northouse until 
recen tly, was probably put up about this time". The three 
sons of George and Margaret Mowat were all involved 
with ge tting possess ion of different lands in Papa Stour c 
1700 and there we re disputes about the different holdings 
(SA Reid Tait Coli ) partic ularly as to whether Hurdiback, 
Everigarth and O llagarth were tied to Gardie. The three 
lasts of Northouse, three lasts of Southerhouse and three 
lasts of Uphouse remained in the hands of the eldest son, 
Patrick Mowat2'}. 

The arrival of thi s newer Mowat line coincided with a 
period of much difficulty both socially and economically. 
A reference ITom 1681 to George Mowat's 'depauperat 
tenants' in Papa StourJO comes from a well-known time of 
famine at the end of the 17th century. The decay in trade 
meant that the German merchants had gone for ever, and 

the old commercial pattern was changing. Many estates 
came under severe financial pressure and unless the 
landlords could adapt and enter into more long-distance 
trade they were unlikely to survive. Patrick Mowat fell on 
hard times and, following on the disputes over the 
different holdings in Papa Stour mentioned above, we find 
him giving John Scott of the merchant family of Scotts hall 
a heritable bond over the whole of Papa ( 1714), which 
Scon immediately passed on to Arthur Nicolson of 
Bu lyester. In the next year Patrick Mowat was wadsetting 
the ' whole lIIand of Papa Stour' (224 merks of udal land) 
to Arthur N icolson for £13,000 Scots. An instrument of 
possess ion, dated 6th February 1716 at Northouse, 
describes how the keys of the 'principal manor dwellings 
new and old and office houses thereto belonging' were 
handed over to Arthur Nicolson (SA Nicolson papers: see 
li st of documents in Fenton 1978,75-6). Nico lson had full 
control at the latest by 1724. 

3.4 EIGHTEENTH-CENTURY MERCANTILISM AND 19TH-CENTURY 
' IMPROVEMENT' 

3.4.1 THE MERCHANT-LAIRDS: GIFFORDS AND NICOLSONS 

This situation did not last for very long however, and a 
divis ion of the lands of Papa Stour took place whi ch has 
lasted in law right up to the present day. Thomas Gifford 
of Busta acquired the 12 marks of Bragaster, 12 marks of 
Midsetter, 18 marks of Hurdiback. 12 mark s of Setter. 12 
marks of Everigarth and s ix marks of Ollagarth , granted 
to him in bond by George Mowat of Stennes in 1735 for 
debt of £2,220 Scots whi ch was never paid off n That 
amounted to 72 marks, one th ird of the lands or the is land . 
The remaini ng two thirds comprised the three big 
di vis ions of Upperhouse. Southerhouse and Northouse 
which. along with Gardi e. were retai ned by the Nicolson 
fam ily. These two familie s were c lose ly involved through 
commerc ial connect ions. 

The reason for the interest of these powerful 
merchant- lairds (of whom Gifford has been described as 
the 'outstanding examp le': H Sm ith 1984) was of course 
the excellent location of Papa Stour with respect to the 
growth of the ' haaf fi shing, and the s ize of the island 's 
populat ion whi t: h was available to engage ill the fi shin g 
operation and the on -shore curing processes. Sligh tly 
later in the century William Hay, the fo under of the 

~7 TIH; n: is a refere nce to the ' manor dwellin gs nc\\ and ol d· in lilt: 
17 16 dowment o f wadset (SA Nico lson I'apers). 

~8 :--JO\\ 111 the posscssion ofr-.·trs A Mowat. Sand wi ck . 

29 A last was a block ofland, containing a variahle number of marks. which 

merchant business Hay & Co. was also based on the 
is land as Gifford ' s tacksman . The large-scale operation 
of these comm ercial fi shing ventures by ambitious 
entrepreneurs resulted in a further deterioration of the 
standard of li ving of the islanders. Their labour was 
necessary in the semi-industrial processes involved in the 
ex porting of this va luab le commodity, and they became 
ensnared in the semi-servile condition s in which they 
were locked by the fi shing tenures. Some fairly sharp 
comments were made in 1793 by the observer 'CS' about 
th e detrimental effects of a soc ia l structure which 
all owed so many of the islanders to be totall y bound up 
with the exploitation of the ling fi shing, so that seventy 
boats' crews were employed in thal activity. ' Hence, too, 
the introduction and sale of great quantities of spirits, tea, 
snuff and other merchandise, corrupts the morals of the 
people, wastes their substance, and leads them to 
d iss ipation o f a lmost every kind' (CS 30 I). At least 
some of them seem ab le to have afforded th ese 
comm od ities, which was possibly not th e case e lse
\vh ere in Shetland, and which is thought to be one of th e 
reaso ns for the decline of smuggling towards th e end of 
the century (H Smith 1984, 104) . 

in Para (as elst:wht:n: in Shetland originall y) r aid 144 pennies in rent 

30 Cited from th e Gardie House Papers. with permiss ion ofMr J Scot t. 
Gardie Iiousc. Bn:ssay. 

31 Info rmat ion fro m SA kindl y supplied by Mr John Ballantyne. 
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3.4.2 SOCIAL PROBLEMS 

There was another aspect of life in the island which was 
commented on at this time: a prevalent disease. thought to 
be leprosy (although sometimes called scurvy or elephant
iasis). which lingered on in these remoter parts of nonh 
Europe long after the Middle Ages (Richards 1977, xvi)"
It was thought to have borne some re lation to the diet 
which consisted primarily in summer offish and milk (the 
fish not being properly cooked) (Sinclair 179711978,521). 
In 1738 a surgeon and apothecary. Mr Andrew Fisken. 
gave a full account of cases of the disease on Papa Stour 
and also described the banishing of the sufferers to solitary 
little huts 'built on purpose for them at a distance ITom all 
houses' where they had to remain without being in 
communication with their famili es, and to whom 'the 
necessaries of life were furnished .. . brought to their hut, 
which they take in when the person who brought it has 
ret ired to the windward of their house at some distance' 
(SRO. G02531143113116). The existence of this leper 
co lony is corroborated by the Kirk Session Records. which 
suggests that amicted people may have be~n sent to Papa 
from other pans of Shet land, for Collections for their 
support were taken up throughout Shetland . The Sess ion 
Clerk on Papa attended the lepers from 1727 until 17-12 
when the Session recorded that ' By God' s good 
Providence the Lepers were all dead' (Jamieson & Reid 
Tait 1937, xiv). A day of public thanksgiving was 
appointed and the remainder of the leper fund was given to 
the Session Clerk. He however requested that the money 
be devoted to the repa iring and re-hanging or the Kirk bell. 
which had been gifted to the church on Papa fornl erly by a 
Hamburg merchant who had lived on the is land. It took 18 
years for that to happen and in the meanwhile the church 
had fa llen down and had to be re-bui lt . The extraordinary 
story of the lepers of Papa Stour is one s ide of life on the 
island in thc 18th century which deserves better study. The 
lepers ' spring. from where they had their source of water. 
and the sites of their huts, collapsed in on them where they 
died, can still be seen outside the I-lill Dyke (illus 5 above). 
The minister deplored their dreadful circum stances ' shut 
Ollt from society, sequestered from their friends, what a 
joyless life they must have dragged outO Humanity at the 
reco llection of thi s, drops a tear' (Sinclair 1797/ 1978. 521). 

A better-known story ofa 'social probl em' is that of the 
. Prisoner of Papa Stour', the Hon Edwin Lindsay 
( 1786-1865) who was sent to the island by his family 
because, it is said. of his refusal to fight a duel (Manson 
1933, 177 ; Flinn 1989. 165). I-Ie was cenain ly mentally 
unstable and subject to bouts of vio lence. al though he 
was kept by the family of Hendersons of Gardie. factors 

J2 II is interesting to nOle Ihal in the Middle Ages two lepers fro m 
Shetland arc reto rded as having gone to the shrine o f St Magnus in 
Kirkwall in Ihe early years o f the saint' s cult, and re cei ved a cure for 
their afflicti on (OS, chap 57: Palsson & Edwards, 96) . 

to the Nicol sons, for 20 years without any recorded 
incident. until hi s release was engineered through a 
vis iting miss ionary in J 835 . Correspondence between 
Edw in Lindsay and the Hende rson family cont inued for 
many years after hi s release (ibid. 175). 

A hhough there was usually enough grain grown on Papa 
Stour for there to be a surplus to expon to other pans of 
Shetland in times of famine, the relentless cultivation of 
these fenile arable lands must have staned to have 
detrimental effects. panicularly after the population 
increase which occurred in the last decades of the r 8th 
century once the outbreaks of small pox were cunailed. 
The 240 inhabitants recorded in 1774 had ri sen to 285 by 
1792 (S inclair 1797/ 1978, 525). There were contemporary 
comments on the mismanagement of fanns 'and a greed 
fo r fishers' : so that there was continual rotation of bere 
[barley] , oats and potatoes. with no land being allowed to 
lie fallow ('CS ' 1793). The hold ings were parcelled out in 
such subdivi sions as to make proper use of them difficult 
and unproductive, and runrig agriculture enabled more 
tenants to be accommodated than the land cou ld bear. This 
was the pattern throughout Shetland (Knox 1985.17). Not 
until the mid 19th century, as a result of the failure orthe 
herring fi shing and the collapse of the merchant house of 
I-Iay and Ogilvie, did the landowners start to look to their 
estates again as an alternative source of income, thought 
about the regularisation of holdings, and ·reappraised the 
land' (ibid. 18-19). 

Belonging, as Papa Stour now did, to two of the most 
imponant land-owning fami lies in Shetland - Gifford of 
Busta and Nicolson (of Fetlar by this date) - it also came 
in for extensive improvement and rat ional isation of the 
traditional method of agriculture. Being, as it was. of such 
natural fenility that it had been intensive ly fann ed since 
time immem orial. many problems arose during this 
process. Some of these were due to the ancient divis ions of 
landownership and to the deeply traditional methods of 
cultivation which are not easi ly understood by us today. 
Indeed they were not fully understood by e ither of the 
landowners and the account of the problems which arose 
during the process of div is ion reveal s much about the 
complexities of the s ituat ion in Papa as well as of the 
attempts to understand itJ3 . In 1846 pennission was 
granted by the Lords of Sess ion for the perambulation of 
the whole island, the establishment of boundaries and 
values and carrying out of divis ions. The surveyor, Thomas 
Irvine of Midbrake, Yell. was appointed and carried out his 
survey of the island during June and July 1846. 

B Detailed no tes o f the process were fo rtunatel y taken by A Fenton 
before the papers "ere deSlro~ed b ) the soli c it ors holding them 
(sec Fenton 1978,7 1-88) 
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His survey provides full infonnation about the quality of 
the land at that time. and also about the nature of the way 
in which it was cultivated, while the map of runrig which 
he produced g ives a vivid impression of the complexity of 
the cultivation pancm (see map of 1846 in Endpapers). 
TIle number of arable patches anached to each fann are 
li sted and the average value of the patches given. The best 
land was that lying on the east-fac ing slope at the 
Biggings, all of which was valued at \ 5s. but Bragaster 
was not far behind with an average value of 135 3d. and. 
rather surprisingly. Gard ie, Everigarth and Hurdiback 
were given the same average value (Fenton 1978. 76-7). 
-nle arable patches were measured for their areal extent 
and naturally the largest acreage was at the Biggings (16 
acres) with the next largest at Nort house ( 13) and 9.5 acres 
at Bragaster (ibid, 84-5). Stock-carrying capacity was also 
considered and Nicolson's 144 mks assessed as being able 
to pasture 432 head of canle and Gifford's 72 mks 288 
head. It seems doubtful whether there was ever that 
number of cattle being reared on the island taking into 
account what was said about the lack of hay by the visitor 
'CS' in 1793. Rather surpris ingly, considering the fact that 
Nicolson he ld two thirds of the island. and including the 
best fann s in the island- Biggings and Northouse
Gifford 's lands were generally considered more valuable 
(ibid, 82). Was this due to the fact that the densely-settled 
comm unities at Biggings and Northouse had exhausted the 
fertility of the soi l? It a lso appears that some grass land had 
been turned into arable in the previous forty years, which 
would probably have advantaged Gifford's holdings to a 
greater extent than N icolsons. 

It may be thi s long-established historical situation which 
underlay the problem s over the conclusion of the division 
of the lands. Did Papa Stour cons ist of on ly one 
township, or did the farms each constitute separate 
townships? Arthur Nicolson c laim ed (he former, no 
doubt because he held the core of the arable lands and 
because the Biggings was undoubtedly the central 
sen lement of the island. He presumab ly regarded a ll the 
other holdings, peripheral to the Biggings, as satellite 
communities, in the way that they probably were when 
established (see 3.1.2 above) . Gifford. who held a ll these 
smaller famls, claimed on the contrary that they were 
separate town ships, and that these ' respective town ships' 
each had their own number of merklands which meant 

,1.1 I ht:rt: is als\) anotht:r \ Cf) s~t:tr.:h) map of Papa Stour \\ hir.:h has 
bet:11 identified (by Brian Smith ) a!'i heing by Irvinl: , which is said in a 
Note appended to it to he prt:lIy inaccurate in its 's uperfi cial 
ll1ea~urement ' (S RO RHP 91-1-2) . It docs sho\\ the location of Ihe 
main senlemeni units and the ir ro ughl y-delineated arable lands, and 
in particular !'ihows the larges t selllcmcnt at the Biggings (although 

that they were 'exc lusive arable fanns' and not subject to 
division. There was not therefore so much runrig land in 
the island as Nicolson believed (ibid. 72, 74. 78). The 
sticking point appeared to be whether the division was to 
be done according to merklands or according to 
valuation. The block that this caused to the conclusion of 
the proc"ss went on through the 1850s, until the final 
decision of the Commi ssioners was that division would 
be by possession as Gifford wished. a lthough after an 
appeal there was some adjustment. The case finally 
ended in 1857. 

It is very interesting to see that once again this island had 
been at the centre of some very expensive and 
contentious litigat ion. Indeed, the point of contention 
was perhaps not so very different from the underlying 
problem in 1299; were the outlying sett lements, separate 
from the Biggings, to be regarded as separate for 
assessment purposes or integral with the core arable 
fann? In this one respect nothing much appears to have 
changed in five and a half centuries. 

For present purposes there was one very important result 
of the mid-19th-century process; Thomas Irvine's map of 
the island and its pattern of run-rig divisions provides us 
with the first cartographic evidence surviving (SRO: 
RHP83385/6) (see endpapers). This depicts the situation 
in the island before the process of dividing the run-rig 
lands had been achieved. and it shows the alignment of 
the o lder houses in the Uphouse yard before their 
destruction and the re-alignment of the newer tenants ' 
housing. This is exceedingly valuable from the 
point-of-view of understanding the morphological 
situation underlying the area excavated. Particularly 
significant is the c lear depiction on Irvine ' s map of these 
houses lying on a NW-SE alignment which corresponds 
10 the ear liest excavated house alignment, and which had 
probably reverted back to it after a change in the 
intervening centuries (8.3 below). There are two long 
rows of houses lying parallel to each other (probably 
corresponding to the remembered houses called 'Porrie'; 
3.5 below) with a shorter house to the south (perhaps the 
'Gerl' before be ing re-built). The bui lding at right angles 
may be the 'Byres' (illus 13). Thi s is all very different 
from the exist ing pattern, although the lay-out of 
Southerhouse app~ars much as it is todayJ.l . 

no nam\.' l~ attadlcd to it !). rhe lay-o llt there indicales IWO 
co nj oining yards, perhaps repn:!'ienling th e IWO units Suutherhou!'il: 
and Uphollse . but rather different from the representation o f the 
Southerhou:.e buildings as shown on the 1846 run-rig map. The 
squares within these yards presumably represe nt the alignment of the 
houses, which is also NW-SE 
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The ex isting pattern is th ere by the t ime of the li rst OS 
map (surveyed 1878) (illus 7 above), and ev idently in the 
intervening period there had been a rad ica l trans
formation of the Nonh Biggi ngs lay-out (t h is name 
replaces Uphouse at th is time). The two NW-SE a li gned 
rows of houses had been complete ly removed, and 
excavation revealed the thorough nature of th is 
des tructi on process. No wall s of these houses were left 
stand ing. T here is no written record of this process, 
which must have been carried out by Sir Arthur N icolson, 
perh aps as a result of the outbreak of typhoi d in 186 1 
whi ch kill ed a good number of people. There is a memory 
of the destruction of the o lder houses, and the carry ing 
away of slOne fo r the new houses at Upper Biggings (pers 
comm G orge Peterson). A li st of rents due from tenants 
in 1884 g ives th e names of seven tenants at the Biggings, 
a lthough un fo rtunate ly not the names of the indi v idual 
houses (Fenton 1978, 169-70) . 

Th e house built at this ti me on the east edge of the o lde r 
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houses and aligned across them was the Gerl , to be such 
an important feature in our excavations, and which must 
have taken the name of an o lder dwe lling. It was built on 
top of the east end of the d ismantl ed houses for John 
Umphray/Humphray who is named in the renta l li st o f 
1884, and whose widow li ved on at the Gorl until she 
died in 19 18. after whi ch the house stood empty and was 
event ua lly un roofed (pers comm George Peterson). Th ere 
was a drast ic reduction in the who le popUlation of the 
is land in the second ha lf of the 19th century, when many 
famili es le ft fo r the Mainland of Shetland o r furth er 
afi e ld. O ne of the main reasons for thi s was the problem 
of fuel and the lack of any available peat on the is land 
itself. The whole circumstances at the Biggings had by 
then complete ly changed w ith a comm uni ty of 25-30 
fa mil ies red uced to seven houses, eventually dwindling 
to two or three. It was thi s s ituation, however, whi ch 
made the s ites of the orig inal mediaeva l houses ava ilable 
for excavation. 

3.5 THE BIGGINGS: NAMES AND BUILDINGS 

(illus 13) 

Th e use of names has been a very im portant face t o f the 
inter-di sc iplinary nature of the present study. From the 
names incorporated in the 1299 document (chapter 4 
be low) to the remembered names at the Biggings their 
va lue has been recognised , as we ll as the problems in 
in terpret ing them . Most of these names have the ir orig in 
in the O ld Norse language, a nd were therefore applied at 
a time when that language, or the Shetland dialect of 
Nom, was spoken in the is land . It is not possib le to be 
sure fo r how long this situation continued, and there are 
uncertaint ies about the length of the surv ival of the Nom 
language in the who le of Shet land (Rendboe 1984). 
Cons ideri ng Papa 's periphera l pos ition off the west side 
of Shetland it might be thought that there 1V0u id have 
been linle influence coming in, but then, as e lJ borated 
above, it was an is land much sought out by merchants; 
and would have had constant contact w ith Scots traders 
as we ll as Scott ic ised landowners. In the crucial pe riod of 
the 16th and 17th centur ies, however, th e res idents in the 
is land were probably fairly stat ic and apart fro m the 
Cogills there is no evidence of many es tabl ished Scottish 
t~lInilies until the list of 1671. 

There is no doubt that the names of the three main fa nn 
divis ions of Uphouse, Southerhouse and Northollse must 
have been coined in the Norwegian period , and probably 

3~ All the information on whi ch th is map has bl'c n based \\ as provided 
b~ l'vlr George Peterson of Bragas ter. 

befo re I 195 (as discussed above 3.1.3). The first two 
rema ined as the core of the Biggings se ttl ement , and the 
derivation of that name from ON Byggdin has also been 
explained . How and when Notthouse moved 10 its 
present pos ition is still not understood but th is im portant 
di vis ion became the possession of incomers, and was 
c losely tied to Gardie. The use of O ld Norse ' bu ' for a 
large and wea lthy farm lurks in som e o f the nomenclature 
assoc iated wi th people an d places at the Biggings : the 
surnames of -Bo\vhouse' and 'Sui' given to a few 
indwellers in the is land in the 16th and 17th centur ies 
would appear to include tha t e lement. The fie ld name 'da 
Bugges lirt' c lose to Southerh ouse at the Biggings 
includes the ON compou nd bllgardr (bu ~ ' farm ' . garor 
~ 'e nc l osure ') + slelll' ~ 'nat p iece of land ' (Craw ford 
1985a, 13 7; Jakobsen 1936,32). 

If we look at the house-namt:s in the yard of the Uphouse 
di vis ion at the l3iggings ( illus 13)3', it can be seen that the 
l1 allle Uphollse it se lf (Ophlls) li es at the western edge of 
the yard . This was \\'here Ih ~ Charily school was located 
iJllilc 18th c~nlury (Jamieson &: Reid Tait 1937.29) and 
a dwelling-house in the 19th (v isible on Irvine' s map). 
But it is not the o riginal site of the Uphouse of the 1299 
document , nor of the res idence of the sllccess ive tenants 
of Up house. as was proved by excavation. The name had 
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moved as the expans ion of the population necessitated 
the building of more and more houses at the Biggings. 
This genera l process was understood by the Orkney 
hi storian JS C louston who explained: ' In course of time, 
they (viz crofts with ' house' names) always came to be 
rebuilt further apart, and it is only where ... early sites are 
remembered that one di scovers their ancient proximity' 
( 19 19-20, 39). Uphouse must orig inally have been more 
centra l. Many other names of the divided Uphouse farm 
ex isted; some of them have survived in the later hi storical 
records, such as Eldus and Uthascoll (see 3,3,2 above) 
names which suggest that they originated in the late 
Norse period. but their location has been forgott en. Those 
that are remembered a re 'da Porrie', two hOll ses which 
appear to have lain somewhere over the excavated site 36 . 

It seems possible that the origi n of this name might lie in 
ON btlr . 'store-room ' and the name of one of the three 
buildings of which med ieval Norse farm s were composed 
(s lofa, eldhlls and blir). That there was such a fann-nam e 
in Papa Stoor is suggested from the fact that one of the 
rig-names on the island was recorded by Jakobsen (1936, 
13 1) as ' de Bursdelds' (ON blirs-deildir, the part of a 
field relating in some way to the bllr, or belonging to the 
farm called Bur). This name may perhaps bc applied to 
one of the excavated buildings, as also Eldus (ON 
eld-hus , ' fire-house). These excavated buildings lie in the 
yard at the Biggings in the area where the 'Porrie'is 
remembered as having been. 

The remaining names in the Uphouse yard are a 
fascinating mixture: ' da Byres' is pure Scots and 
self-explanatory as indicating where the housing for the 
anima ls had always been: ·Nordafl or· (- northem 
cow-stall) is pure O ld Norse and indicating something 
simi lar: ' da Sweerie Haa' has remained a tease, and was 
perh aps always someth ing of the sort . for a lthough it was 
the residence of the Sheriff Officer in the later decades of 
the 19th century, the name has a ring of irony, probab ly 
signifying a re luctan ce to work (Sc. sweerie). Finally we 
come to 'da Gorl', built, as sai d above, in the 1860s and 

36 The meaning of which was thought at fir st to be connected with ON 
borg (C rawford 198~a. 138). As however no trace of any fo rt ification 
suggested by the name was discovered in the excavations. an 
ex planation has to be looked for else\\here 

37 Another closely-s imilar name in other locati ons. Gorhul, is 
suggested as deriving from gygjar-h611. which Jakobsen translates as 
't roll-hllr (1936.139) . 

found to have been located right on top of the east end of 
the medieval building which wi ll bc interpreted as being 
the slofa of the Norse faml (see 8,3 below). Thanks to its 
positioning this house had preserved the wooden 
structures underneath better than an)'\vhere e lse in the 
yard where the houses had been torn down . It was 
probably uti li sing the east end of the destroyed buildings 
wi th the deliberate intention of providing a sol id 
fou ndation for its walls. It is very unlike ly that ·Ger! ' was 
a new name in the 1870s for it must be derived from 
some O ld Norse e lemcnts, and Jakobsen's ana lys is of the 
apparently si milar name of Gorhool-Gorhul (Fede land. 
North Roe) derives it from ON garo-holl " . He translates 
this as ' farm-mound ' in Place-Nallles (Jakobsen 1936, 
44) and ' dyke-knoll ' in Old Shell and Dialecl and 
Place-Names ( 1897, 105)38. Whether one should read any 
significance into the use of gard here , or whether the 
meaning was more mundanely connected wi th a 'dyke' 
or divi s ion boundal)' of some sort. is not easy to decide . 

From these names carne the guidance as 10 exactl) 
whereabouts at the Biggings excavation wou ld be most 
likely to produce the site of the ducal slolu recorded in 
1299 as being associated \'o·ith the farnl uppi i Inlsi 
(Uphouse). Despite the man) changes that have taken 
place in this locality over the 700 years since the events 
recorded in that doclIment, the remembered names 
provided a rough indication as to the right location. The) 
retain hint s about the buildings and their signifi cance 
which were taken vel)' seriously. Understanding such 
names and the implicati ons of their meanings is not an 
easy process and it requires wide experience of both the 
nomenclature of the Norwegian home land and the 
particular development of naming \\' ith in Shetland. 
Fortunate ly the place-names of Shetl and have received 
the attention of some dedicated place-name scholars . In 
conj uncti on with local knowledge 1'l , this has been an area 
which has provided valuable input into the research 
project. and which the resul ts of excavation visi bly 
helped to con finn . 

38 1n 1985 (Crawford, 138) the author suggested that the second element 
could derive from ON holl- ·hall". ~aid to be used on ly of earls· and 
kings' halt s (Cleasb)-Vigfuss ion) \\hich still remains a possibility 
although Jakobsen does not consider 11 in connection \\ Ith Go rhool. 

39 Generously prov ided by Mr George Peterson, as in n.34. who has 
himself written a book on the CoC/slal Place- .Vames oj Papa SrOllr 
( 1993) 
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THE EVENTS OF 1299 

Barbara E Crawford 

4.1 THE DOCUMENT 

Texts are what history is made of. So the survival of the 
first extant document to have been written in Shet land is a 
surv ival of some s ignificance. Documents are very 
vulnerable to the ravages of time. and although parchment 
is quite tough and long-lasting when held in good 
conditions, it can very easily submit to the predations of 
venn in, the effects of damp, and above all the carelessness 
of man. Once a document has no particular relevance to a 
contemporary situation it can get lost, be discarded or 
simply destroyed. Indeed documents are a lso vulnerable to 
the depredations of a family 's enemies: as William, the last 
ear l of Orkney explained in his letter to King Eric of 
Norway when presenting his claim to the earldom in 1446: 

' divers charteris , evidentis, instrumentis , campt 
bukis, and otheri s divers kindis of probationis war 
consumit be fyre, tint (lost) and alianat in the tyme of 
hostilite. and ofweris (wars) of unfreindfu ll innimiis, 
throw laik and wanting of ane hows or mansiolln 
.. quhare s iclyke forsaidi s mycht bene surlie in dew 

place kepi!' (Bannatyne Mise iii . 69). 

There are also some notable instances in Shetland ' s 
hi story where documents have been destroyed in time of 
peace through carelessness and deliberate acts of 
vandalism (Ballantyne & Smith 1994, xvii-xviii) . 
However. governments usually take good care to see that 
the collections of documents on which they base their 
authority arc preserved in secure archives or Record 
Offices. In the process of their keeping a record of 
governmental activity much was also included which had 
no direct bearing on the following generations of rulers , 
but which related only to one moment in time in the 
history of a dynasty. Such is the case with the 1299 
document from Shetland wh ich was sent back to the 
royal duke who held Shetland as part of his ducal estate. 
but who later that same year himself succeeded to the 
throne of Norway. The letter from the lawthing of 
Shetland therefore passed into the central archives of the 
kingdom, and has there remained l , 

4.1.1 HISTORICAL ASSESSMENT 

As a document drawn up by the lawthingmen of Shet land 
th is letter addressed to Duke Hakon Magnusson is an 
official production and it conforms to the standards of 
governmental records of the time, It is wrinen on 
parchment in a neat profess ional court hand. in Old 
Norse: the form of the leiter accords to the usual 
convent ions, and is authenticated with the seal s of seven 
members of Ihe Lawthing (i llus 14). II is very certainly 
not the first such document to have been written in 
Shetland. We can be quile sure thaI educaled clerks 
would have been in attendance at the legal assemblies in 
the is lands Ihroughout the 131h centu ry and probably the 
12th century too, to record decisions and draw up any 

1 II is now included in Ihe Arnamagnaean Coll ection in the Nalional 
Library, Copenhagen (AM 100.3 ). When Norway was united with 
Denmark in Ih e late 14th cent ury. mllch record material passed to th e 
cen tral government arch ive s in Copenhagen . The O N text is printed 

necessary legal documents fo r protagonists who had 
brought cases or who required proof of land transactions. 
The legal assemblies of the Vikings pre-dated their 
conversion to Christianity, but churchmen made anempts 
to take over the procedure of these assemblies 
immediately following on the es tabli shment of a Church 
in the north . As at Tingwall. where the main Lawthing 
assembly for Shetland met. churches were bu ilt in the 
close neighbourhood of the legal assemblies. and 
increasingly served as the cou rthouse for Lawthing 
meetings (col illus 7). In 1307 proceedings were held in 
TingwalJ church when judgement was given in another 
case in which Lord Thorvald was involved (4.3 below). 

in D/\-' J, no 89; Orknq·Sherland Recs vii , 38 (with Englis h 
translation which is also included in Orkney Recs xxviii): Hodncbo 
1960. no 66 (wi th modern Norwegian translatio n) 
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iIlus 14 
Front (above) and reverse (below) of the document addressed to Du ke HAkon Magnusson drawn up by the lawth ingmen of Shet land . record ing 
the events whi ch had taken place on Papa Stour at Easte r 1299. whe n Ragnhi ld Sim un sdatter had accused Thorvald Thoresson of be tra~ ing the 
duke in connection with his ren t and inco me from the island (Arnamagnaean Inst it ute, Copenhagen). 



The record of events wh ich forms the subject of the 1299 
document is a price less piece of evidence for the stale of 
society in Shetland at the peak of the Norwegian period. 
when Shetland was c losely connected with the kingdom of 
Norway, and was considered to be a skan land. or colon ial 
territory directly under the crown and without any 
intennediate ' feudal ' overlord. It is a remarkable record 
not only of the administration and the workings of the legal 
system but also of (he situation prevailing in the is land of 
Papa Stour, even includ ing the arguments of those 
involved in the events recorded. The ex tent to which the 
d ifferent scenes of the dramat ic encounters are described is 
highly unusual in medieval records of this period. This 
may be a particular fealUre of the workings of the 
Scandinavian legal system : it is certainly a feature of the 
way the events were recorded, with direct speech being 
quoted. It is med ieva l record at its best and most au thentic. 

People and events in Shet land had been the subject of 
record before 1299. Historians of the Northern Is les are 
fortu nate to have the unique Orkneyinga Saga as a sou rce 
of knowledge about the history of these Scandinavian
settled archipe lagos from the foundin g of the earldom in 
the late 9th centuT)' to just before 1200. w·hen it was wrinen 

I lIE DUC lJ M ENT . .\'1 

down in Iceland (2.2 above). Shetland is mentioned in the 
Orkneyinga Saga infrequent ly. but nonethe less some 
useful infonnation is incl\lded. Sagas are a unique kind of 
medieval record wh ich historians rightly treat ve ry warily. 
Because they were usually written down long after th~ 
events described, and because they were wrinen as a foml 
of entel1a inment they cannot be used as proof positive that 
such an event happened. or happened in the way describ~d . 

Nonetheless they provide all those interested in the histoT)1 
of the Northem Is les with a wonderful recreation of life in 
the is lands. most ly at the level of the earldom family and 
its fo llowing. during the 10th to the 12th cent uries. When 
this source dries up c 1200 a period of historical darkness 
ensues in Shetland. illuminated very fitfu lly by evidence 
from outwith the islands. With the letter of 1299 the 
historica l record resumes, in a fonn which perhaps 
provides more certa in infonnation about real events, and 
knowl edge of a different kind from that provided by the 
saga - about the tax collector, the woman who stood up to 
officia ldom and about events on an island which has no t 
been in the light of history before. It is time that we tum ed 
to see exactly what that document tell s us abOlIl the island 
of Para Stour and Norse Shetland at the VCI) ' end of the 
13th cemury. 

4.1.2 THE TEXT IN TRANSLATION 

To All those Men who see o r hear thi s letter a ll the lawthingmen send God 's and their own greeting 
from Shetland! ' 

So may it be known to you th at in the year when 1299 winters had passed si nce the birth of our Lord 
Jes lI s Christ, Lord (herra) Thorva ld Thoresson caused to bear witness before us at the lawthing those words 
wh ich Ragnh ild S imunsdatter had spoken . Ivar. husbandman (bond;) of Aith and Harald of BUlTafirth bore 
witness that they were present in the living-room (sudc/) of the ducal fa rmstead in Papay on the Monday in 
Pass ion Week when Ragn hild began to speak thus: ·· l3ragi ster (Breka .welr) was not rented with the skat land 
(skaljarou) Uphouse (uppi i hlisi) and the Duke should take full rent even though Bragi ster was not rented with 
if·. But Thorvald said: ··So many good men (=councillors) have taken th is in hand such as Thorkell of Ness. 
Lord Erik, Sigurd the archdeacon, Lord Eindrid. and many other competent men who had my lord duke's 
com mi ssion as to how much rent they were to take for him in Papay before me". Ragnhild answered: ·· 1 was not 
very bothered about the daft Eindr id w hen he came running here from Non\'ay and didn ·t know how to get 
him se lf a welcome, but you all who knew have betray~d the duke·'. 

But Swein the pr iest and Ha lfdan of Brouster testified tha t they were present on the ll10ming after on 
the Tuesday out in the homefield of the aforesaid homestead when Ragnhild spoke thus to Lord Thorvald: ··You 
must not be my Judas though you are the duke 's" and these \\'ords Lord Thorvald had attested hy all those \vho 
were present. 

It is also proven (Pr(4(c) that there had nc\er been higher prices ill all Papa) than tho~e \\hich had 
always been curn:nt of old: a mark of retincd g,otd for f.:ullivated land from every penny land. But in rent one and a 
halfmcills (modir) from every relined mark and there are then two said dUl' from ever:- pennyland' . 

Now as Lord Thorvald and those others whom she spoke to wish to deny this lawfully before the duke 
himse lf SO we g ive this letter of investigation (rann::aks brej) to our honourable lord duke abollt the aforesaid 

:: The tex t has been divided into paragraphs hy [he aulllllf (13EC) to 
make Ihe sel\~!.! easier 10 understand. She is very grateful 10 Paul 
13ibi re for hi s help in providing thi s new trans lati on. 

1 Thi s lmportanlillformation anoul land price~ In Papay appears 10 be 
Ihe official statt:ment (ON damr) of the lawlhing on Ihe mailer. and 
thus the information required in such a feller of enquiry for tht.: 
cleaTIng of Thoryal (h name 
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matters: and as we have no La\\'thing seal these of our company set their own seals to thi s letter for true \\ itnt!ss. 
Lord Erik Ungi. Gregory Benedictsson. Ivar Sperr. Magnus Hognasson. Erlend Geirmundarsson. Gunni of 
Ne ip. Erlend a/feilr. 

Despite the a rchaic nature of thi s document and the 
obscurities of the matter in dispute, it te ll s li S very 
c learly that a powerful indi vid ual , Lord Thorvald 
Thoresson. has been accused of financial improprieties 
regarding the coll ection of rents from Papa Stou r. and 
that he was very concerned to c lear hi s name of the 
accusation 4

• He is the initiator of the enquiry: he called 
the witnesses to give evidence of both incidents when he 
was the subject of Ragnhild 's libellous charges, and he 
is sa id to wish to deny the accusation by having the letter 
of in vestigation drawn up. in which was included the 
offic ial statement regarding land prices and rental rates 
in Papa. The process of rannsakning was speci fi ca lly 
emp loyed to establ ish the truth when the grounds of an 
accusation were unclear (KL sub rannsakning). It was 
partic ularly used in th e case of roya l official s and 
members of the king' s followin g (hiro) before they were 
indi cted at the king' s uwn cuurt: and it is certain that 
Thorvald would have been a member of the following of 
King Erik Magnusson at thi s tim e because of hi s title of 
H erra, 

Another rather significant feature is that the seal tags by 
which the seals were attached to the document had been 
cut up from a leller which had been sent to Thorvald by 
Abbot Erik of Mun keliv Monastery in Bergen ( Hodnebo 
1960, no 66: Crawford 1992.75). Tantalising fragments 
of the tex t can be deci phered : fortunate ly the address can 
be read so it is c lear that thi s had been a le tter of 
Thorvald' s which perhaps te lls us something about the 
control which he had over the preparation of the 1299 
letter of enquiry. for it may have even been written by his 
own secretary/cle rk . Although there is no evidence on the 
1299 document itse lf as to exactly when in that year it 
was written it is ass umed to have been drawn up at the 
summer meeting of the annual Lawthing assembly in 
Shet land. which met at Tingwall, probably in Mayor 
June, Cenainl y it is said that the w itnesses repeated the 
altercation at the Lawthing. rhi s must have been some 
weeks after the events reported, which took place just 
hefore Easter. At that time Lord TIlOrvald was in Papa 
with a fo ll owing of several es tab lished farmers from 
differen t places in the West Mainland. rheir presence in 
the island Illust have been fo r some official purpose. 

4.2 THE CONTEXT OF THE DOCUMENT 

Lying behind the accusation, and behind Lord 
Thorvald's ev ident desire to c lear hi s name, is the 
authority of Duke Hakon, in the Ii v ing·room (slO}el) of 
whose farm on Papa one of the meetings took place, 
Ragn hild 's emotional stand was on the duke's rights to 
certai n incomes from the island, about which there had 
been a succession of men acting on the du ke' s behalf(as 
his umbothsmen} to try and sort the matter out. The 
lawth ingmen sent the letter to 'our hon ourable lord 
duke ' (vars \'irdulegs herra herlOgans) . Who was thi s 
powerful ligure? As a lready mcntioned (2.4.1 and 3.1.4 
above) Hakon, second son of Magnus the Lawmender. 
was given the fore ign title of 'hertog' in 1273 at a very 
youn g age by his father, and he held it through hi s 
bro ther Erik' s rei gn from 1280-1299. w hen Hak on 
himself succeeded to the throne. The area controlled by 
him as duke (his 'appanage') was about one third of the 
Norwegian kingdom. bu t it consisted of three parts: i) 
Os loherad and Uppland in the east of Norway ii) 
Egdafylke and Rygjafy lke in the south-west and iii) the 
skattland is lands Shetland and Faeroe . This fragmented 
holding may have been intended to preve nt a dangerous 

4 Thi s may also be because of the connotations o f betrayal in the 
accusations . The ON word svik whi ch was used by Ragnhil d ac tually 
has the imputati on of treachery. Moreover the use of the name 

split in the kingdom between two blocs of territory 
(Blom 1972. 40). Obviously these se parate provinces 
had to be admini ste red on Hakon' s behalf by official s , 
while he seems to ha ve spen t most of hi s tim e in the 
eastern third. However, this is not to say that the other 
parts were therefore less tightly governed by him. 

From 1284 Hakon was of an age to have control over his 
own possess ions and the evidence sugge sts that he was 
an energetic and efficient adminis trator of h is 
'appanage'. He exercised hi s authority widely, he 
appointed his own officia ls. he kep t all hi s incomes 
from his different sections and he even minted his own 
co ins. Throughout his dukedom and hi s later rule as 
king he showed particular in terest in legal a ffairs. He 
issued lega l amendments (rl!ttarbOfer) fo r hi s eastern 
Norwegian lands and for the Faeroe Is lands. In his law 
amendment for Hedemark and Toten he made the 
specific statement' We sha ll in no way tolerate that 
people 's ri ghts are trampled on because of bribes. 
fri endship, g ifts or other un seemly things' (Sigurdsson 
1995. 161). Thi s attack on corruption ill local 

' Judas' al so indicates betrayal of his lord for money -a partl cularJ) 
re\ i1ed aspect of Judas ' betrayal 111 the Middle Age s (KL sub Judas ). 



administration was in reaction to the power of royal 
officia ls which had burgeoned during the min orities of 
Hakon and Erik after the death of the ir father. As the 
kings' a uthority had become estab lished over an 
undivided kingdom of Norway in the mid 13th century 
the problems of ruling such a large territorial entity 
came to th e fore. The kings found it difficult to contro l 
self-wi ll ed and corrupt sheriffs (sysselmel1). Such men 
were part of a 'service aristocracy' who found it easy to 
win economic and political power at the expense of 
crown and people (Helle 1974, 266). When he became 
king Hakon took direct measures to abo li sh aristocratic 
titles and Cllt down on dangerous preten sions 011 the pan 
of this new class of ambitious official. 

Although we have no evidence of Hakon's actual 
administration of Shetland we can see from th e 
documents of thi s period wh ich have survived, some 
elements of the situation out lined above. First of a ll is 
the overpowering presence of Lord Thorvald. member 
of the king 's hiro and ducal ( later royal ) representative 
(.I),sselmal1) in his native Shetland. Both in the 1299 
document and in a later record of 1307 concerning 
complex negot iations over a fine owed by Bjorg of 
Cullievoe (DN, I, no 109: RN iii , no 393; Crawford 
1992,76). Thorvald is defending his pos ition as officia l. 
In the first case he is accused of embezzling the duke 's 
income from what was probably the main roya l estate in 
Shet land ; in the second it is c lear that the Lawthing 
cons iders him to have acted harshly in the prosecution 
of royal interests (and probably to his own personal 
gain) (ibid, 81-3). But, as a lready noted, Thorvald is 
very concerned to clear hi s name with the letter of 
enquiry which was drawn up for him , in 1299, and thi s 
fits with what is known from other ev idence of Duke 
Hakon's rule that he was concerned to control the 
overbearing activities of hi s local officials, and 
determined to protect 'peop le's rights '. The concern 
shown by R£lgn hild for the ducal inc ome from Papa is a 
rather surprising manifestation of loyalty to the distant 
royal landowner, which is also expressed in her 
acc usation s of Thorvald and others betraying their lord. 
It is very difficult to know what constructs can be made 
out of this start ling evidence: it indicates a very 
remarkable av.'areness on the part of an islander of th e 
acceptable norms of behaviour in relation to a distant 
overlord. It may be that Munch was right when he 
suggested long ago that she was perhaps the ducal 
'hollsekeeper" in charge of the royal faml and had 
therefore a part icular loyalty to Hakoll . and concern for 
hi s rights. She may also of course have had a particular 
hatred for the powerful local o fficial and was 
determined to bring his nam e into disrepute to repay him 
for some prejudicial behaviour towards her. But neither 
did she have any respect for powerful umbothsmen like 
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Lord Ei ndrid whom she describes as ' mad ' (oerl/II/) 
(translated above as ·daft'). who had come from 
Norway and evidently made him se lf unacceptable to th e 
is landers. 

The authority of Duke Hakon , and the concern of a ll 
in volved to act respectfully as regards his overall 
contro l of matters comes over very strong ly in thi s 
document. Hi s association with Papa Stour is a lso 
imprinted on the island' s farm ownersh ip from the 
record of the first meeting ofRagnhild with Thorvald in 
the ' living-room of the ducal farmstead' (i slOjillli a 
hertogahoenum). Here is unequivocal evidence that th~ 
main farm on the is land belonged to the duke, becau se it 
was royal estate, and that farm was probably Uphouse 
(uppi i hl/si) mentioned later in the document. In fact it 
wou ld seem highly like ly that the who le is land belonged 
to the crown, as wou ld surely have been the case if it had 
been earldom estate earlier (3, 1.4 above). Unfortunately 
we have no ev idence that Duke Hakon ever vis ited 
Shetland, let a lone whether he ever stayed at hi s 
residence on Papa. The paucity of the sources about thi s 
period do not make it certain that he did not , but on the 
other hand hi s main arena of act ivity \\'as certainly in 
south-east Norway, and his main external focus as duke 
and king was the regulating of relat ions with the north 
German trading cities. The anomalous s ituation 
whereby he did not control the area of western NOf\vay 
around Bergen , which was the normal adm inistrative 
centre to which the North ern Is les were tied, would have 
made it less straightforward for him, as duke, to have 
maintained any personal connect ion with Shet land and 
Faeroe. The days when the kings were free to sail over 
the North Sea to visit their skattlands and exerc ise some 
personal influence in the is lands were over. Influence 
was now maintained by royal officials. the umbodsm enn 
and the handgangen menn, and as mentioned already 
thi s creation of a 'service aristocracy' operating 111 

di stan t localities presented problem s for the kings. 

From later evidence we certain ly know that the royal 
official him se lf. Thorvald Thoresson. was ca ll ed 
dominus de Papay, and mllst have resided o n the island 
which wou ld have been hi s main base of operations in 
Shetland . He was certain ly there in 1299 with a retinue 
of local men from the west s ide of Shetland. and with 
Swe in the pri est (perhaps the parish priest ). Although he 
Illay have been doing hi s rounds as .\ysselman to collect 
Duke Hakon ' s rent s and the skatt due from Papa. it is 
tempting to suggest that the is land was at thi s time the 
main centre of royal admini stration in Shetland. or that 
it soon becam e so. The process by which Papa passed 
into the possess ion of the most powerful individual in 
Shetland, and what this tell s us of its importance has 
already been discu ssed in section 3,1.4 above. 



4.3 T H E PE OPLE 

4.3.1 LO RD THORVALD 

I-laving looked at the broader context of the situation in 
which the distant administration orlhe NOr\veg ian Duke 
Hakon regulated and controlled e\'ents in Shetland. we 
can !Urn to the individuals who were the main actors on 
the scene in Papa in 1299. Thorvald Thoresson is the first 
Shctlander abouT whom \\e have any appreciable alllount 
or evidence. Even so it is very uncertain as to who hi s 
father Thore was. and we can only assume from 
circumstantial evidence that he was born into the 
wealthier class of landowner rather than that he gained 
his status as a member of the ' service aristocracy' , We 
can be fairl) certai n however that Thorvald's main landed 
bast.: was in Shetland. and that Ill.' \\a5 a native Shctlander. 
The remarbblc fact that he ca lled himself 'of Shetland' 
in several docu ments. from as earl) as 1289 to at least 
1.330. is vel) striking. No one el se in Shetland's histor; 
has ever been known by that tille , which rrobably tells us 
something about Thor\'ald" s position of po\\er in the 
is lands and about his pride in thm position! 

A Irrady in the reign of Erik Magnu sson. rhor\ aid ,\ as a 
knight. and tht.:refore had joined the ro)al hiro and done 
homage to the king. In 1289 he was named as an envoy of 
King Erik' s for an embassy "hieh was to go to England 
to negotiate for the marriage of Erik's daughter. 
Margaret, the heiress to the Scottish throne, to Prince 
Edward. son of Edward I of England (DS. '\i'\(i), no 328. 
331 ). There is no funhcr evidence to sho'\ that he did in 
fact join the embassy or that he was in any other way 
involved ill the complex negotiations over Margaret' s 
marriage. St)- led 'of Shetland' at that time suggests that 
he was alread) appointed offici al (.\ys.\e/mall) in the 
islands. presumably by the )oung Duke Hakon and 
presumabl) because he was alread) firl11l~ established in 
Shet land through birth and famil) connection. There are 
two other records of h is invol vement in evcnts of nat jonal 
importance, one in I ~95 when he assisted in negotiations 
with Denmark. and the otha much latcr. in Hakon' s 
reign, when he witnessed a peace treaty (Crawford 1992, 
75 ). This dOl-'S not suggest that he was of first-rank 
importance in the go\ernment of the kingdom. BUI thi s is 
hardly surprising when the direction of Norway's foreign 
policy was changing at thi s time awa) from the I3r itish 
Isles towards Denmark and the Hallie . The close relation s 
with Scotland, and the negotiations with England, in 
which the royal official from Shetland would be well 
placed to assist. had ended. Oslo and the rest of 
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Scandinavia were a very long way away from Shetland 
and Thorvald' s serv ices were clearly not often required. 
There is other e\ idcnce to indicate that he had close links 
wi lh western Norway: the le tter from Abbot Erik in 
Bergen. which was cut up to make the seal tags for the 
I ~99 document (-'. 1. 2 abO\ e), \\ as addressed to . h is 
dearest friend Lord Thorvald (ae/skeleggom I'in sinu(m) 
herra Porua/d) and at a later date Thorvald acted as a 
witness for Munkeliv Kloster in Berg~n in a lawsuit over 
land (RN iii. no 350 ). 

Il is first rnarriag~ indicates close ties \\ it h western 
Non\a) . rhe evidence for this first marriage has be~n 
discussed by the author be rare (Crawrord 1984.5 1: 1992. 
13·-0. and it is prohlematical. The document concerned 
ma) shO\\ that Thon·ald \\as married to an heiress from 
south·wl'st Nor.vay. but it is vet)' difficult to interpret. 
All that can be said i~ that he may have been 1ll3ITied and 
had int~rcsts in K \ inesdal in Rygjat) Ike. HO\l,iewr as far 
as his marriage to the mother of Herdis is concerned there 
i.., no douhl. .A. lata deposition from Herdis makes it clear 
that her mother \\ as Ragndid, daughter of Jon Ivarsson 
Raud, and thus that Thorva ld had married into a very 
powerful baronial family based in eastern Norway. After 
1302 when his brother-in· law married the illegitimate 
daughter of King Hakon, Thorvald was brought into a 
close family relationship with the royal family. This 
would have made his social position secu re and from 
which he may well have benefited from the point-of 
·view of his own position within Shetland. Even ifhe had 
not been given grants of cro\\ n land before he \\ ould ver: 
likel) r~ceive them alier 1301. 

Our prc~l-'111 conc~rn with Lord Thonald is. hO\\c\·er. as 
.\yue/mun of Shetland: and there is one further document 
\,",hich rrovides a brilliant vignette of him in hi s ro le as 
royal ofricia~ acting in a legal capacit~, and \\hich sends 
out a clear message about his modus operandi ' . Thi s 
concerns another woman. Bjorg, hl(.~Iraeyia (= house
holder·, in the sense that she owned her own property) in 
Cullie\oe (Yell). \\ho was in lrouble with Thorva ld over 
payment or a ti ne (the reason for its im posit ion is never 
exp lained . but the fine was a large one). As royal official. 
Thonald had negotiated \\ ith Bjorg over her offence. and 
whether she wished to have the Lawth ingj udge her case 
of whether she wished 10 come to terms (Saella:t) wit h 
him. Thi s was probabl) a perfectly legal method or 



dealing with her situati on but it laid the way open for 
official manipulation of the accused 's circum stances. In 
this instance Bjorg had been unab le to pay the 
acknowledged fin e agreed with Thorvald - twice-and was 
about to forfe it some land as a result . She must hiJ VC 

finall y taken her case to the lawm en and then complained 
to the Lawthing. The judgement was an impan ial one: 
she had to forfeit the land because of the fai lure to pay 
part ort he fine. but she was a llowed to pay the remainder 
in butter rather than in cash. 

Several important features stand out in thi s case. One is 
the pos ition of power which a sysselman possessed in this 
situation where he cou ld manipulate the legal 
arrangements to his own-or hi s royal mastcr's
advantage. One wonders how much of the fin e would 
have stayed in Thorvald's hands while be ing passed on to 
the royal treasury, or indeed whether the forfeit ed land 
would have become crown estate or whether it \\'ould 
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have remained in the sysse lm an's hands (Crawford 1994, 
83). Despite the growth of the power of these offic ials. it 
cannot however be said in this instance that the authority 
of the local legal structure had been entirely by-passed. 
Mistress Bjorg must have appealed to the lawman and 
complained to Ih ~ Lawthing with the ex pectation that she 
would receive a fa ir hearing. Th e written judgement was 
sent 10 the royal archi ves. Both this and the 1299 cases 
show the judicial structure in Shet land to be active 011 its 
own account. which tits in with the most recent 
assessment of the fl ourishing statt' of comm unal 
organ isation in Norway in general in this period (1m sen 
1990: 1994). They show quite remarkably that the 
powerfu l roya l official was submitting to normal 
processes of legal procedure. What we do not know is 
whether these cases were ex ceptions, although we can 
hardly believe that they are the only cases in which Lord 
Thorvald intertered in th e fi scal and j ud icial processes of 
Shetland (Crawford 1992.85). 

4.3.2 ISLAND TRADITION 

From a totally different- and non-historical- source we 
have some remarkable ev idence which can plausibly be 
used to suppoJ1 the impression given by th ese IwO 
documents of Lord Thorvald's dominant and over
bearing influence in Shetland. That is how he is 
remembered in Papa Stour. Early vis itors 10 the island 
recorded oral tradition recounted to them about ' Lord 
Tirvil'. Indeed there is st ill a li ving tradition among th e 
islanders of the rapacious activi ties of thi s character. who 
is supposed to be comm emorated in pl ace-nalllt's 
incorporating the name 'Tirval ' on the is land and in 
north-west Shetland . Although historians are wary of 
using ora l tradition which has usually been eJ11bellish~d 
\vith details fabri cated in the process oft ransmissioJ1, th~ 
ci rcum stances in wh ich fo lk rnemoT)' of a powerful 
character from the past has been remcmbered on th t: 
island is quite extraordinary in Scotland (in general ) and 
in the Northern Isles (in partic ular). Folk tales are not 
usually of much relevance for historical circumstances, 
and any individuals who arc named in the stories are 
either too we ll-known for any significance to be att ach~d 
to their remembrance- such as King Harald Finehair. 
remem bered as the Harald of Haroldswick in Un~ t 

(Nicho lson 1981, 17): or an: Illt!rely names li"c' tht' 
r\of\\cgian princess Katrina in I·oula. HO\\~\'er with the 
legends about ' Lord T t'rvi I' on Papa Stour we can bL' 
reasonably sure that thi s re lates to the historical Il erra 
Thorvn ld , duminus dl! papay who left a strong impress ion 
on thL' is landers orhis life and deeds. 

6 A Norwegian visi tor in the latc 19th I.;l.;ntury n!c(mkd that he hl.;aro 
there had been a ·famous Thingstcau ' on Papa (Cra\\ fn rd 1984 . -t 9 ) 

TIle llloSt tenacious tradition was about the duel \vhich 
' Lord Tirvir fou ght and the s ite of wh ich \Vas pointed out 
10 the Rev George Low in 1774 where he ' observcd the 
marks of a circu lar enc losure ' near the middl e of the 
culti vated part of the island( 1879. 123). This is likely 10 
have been the circle of stones which is st ill partl y vi sible 
at the head of Ii ou sa Voe (col illus 7) and which may be 
the remains of a Norse judicial site ({if)mliring): certain Iy 
the assoc iation with a due lling encounter in the legend 
would appear to be sign ificant (C raw ford 1984a. --l8 Y', 
Thorvald 's quarTel was assoc iated wi th his daughter's 
marriage (or ralher liaison) for she was abducted from a 
secun: repository \\ here she had been plac~d b~ her father 
on the lOp of Fruast ack, no\\ a detached st'a stack at {he 
en trance to J-Iousa Voe, but possibly onc~ jo ined to the 
island. The sto ry as to ld by Irv ine or Midbrake in hi s 
notebook (SA. Irvine of Midbrake Papers) and whi ch 
\I,.'as recounted 10 hi m by his aun t. is one of th e earliest 
accounts' : 

Tht.'re is a rock called ··Fruaslock" near the 
island of Papa Stur. \~ hich \\ as in elder time the ~celle 
ora romantic adventure. TURVAL OF TURVALS
CO RD in that Is land had a beaut iful daughter she 
nilS belo\·t'd b) the I.aird of Fula. but her t~lIht'r 

refused hi s consent to their union: he rejected the 
al liance or FLila. TU RVA LSCORD had to go to 

Orkney [Q attcnd the Earl. but to Secure his daughter 
he built a hou:)e on the rock for hl'r 10 live in till his 

7 Al so rn~ntioned h~ R~\ Georg~ Low. and b~ a vi snOT. ? Fothergill in 
t806 
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return. The access to it was extremely difficult , fro m 
the steepness of the cliff. Vet lovers are never 
deterred: keen and wyly are they. FULA descovered 
where the maiden dwelt in darkness. and she willingly 
departed with him . When her fath er came home he 
found the Bower of the rock empty. hi s lovely Morna 
had nown with the Vouth of the misty Isle who bore 
her with joy to his steep blue shores. The grey walls of 
the lonely dwelling st ill remain. The aged re late its 
talc to the young. 
The story is believed 10 he trlle. 

Local tradition" tells that Thorvald murdered hi s 
daughter's husband at Norby, across the Sound of Papa in 
Sandness. Hibbert. in the early 19th century, adds that he 
'resisted all the attempts that were made to bring him to 
trial for the act, living by depredations in the count ry' 

(1822, 564n). All sources mention that he was drowned 
on one of his marauding expeditions. a long with e leven 
of his sons, on a reef o ff Mavis Grind. st ill ca lled 
'Terwil' s Baa' <I. 

There are many stock motifs in these tales. Nonethe less 
the strength of the tradition about Thorvald's 
involvement in j udicial due lling and his aggressive and 
quarrelsome relations with his nei ghbours tell us of the 
reputation that he left behind him , and which leave us in 
little doubt about his dominant and lengthy role in 
Shetland's history. What is remarkable is the fact that we 
do have the historical ev idence to g ive some suppOrt to 
this tradition . Such a conjunction of myth and fact is 
highly unusual and this evidence has never been full y 
appreciated before this present research inves ti gation 
into the history of Papa Sto ur. 

4.3.3 RAGNHILD AND BJORG 

Ragnhild and Bjorg can have been under no illusion as {Q 

the power and nature of the man whom--each in her 
different way- they so bravely tackled. More than 
anything else these legal records provide un ique 
documentary evidence abou t the situation of women in 
co lonial Norse soc iety, an aspect which very rarely 
emerges from the historical record, although well
illustrated in the sagas. Much has been \Vri11en about the 
position of women in the Viking Age (Jesc h 1991: 
Jochens 1996) because there is much CO read in the sagas, 
Of all aspects ofYiking soc iety which may be slanted by 
the ci rcum stances of the saga writer's own age, the 
position of women is however most susceptible to bias 
and subject to stereotypical att itudes (Crawford 1987, 
2 18: 13 & P Sawyer 1994, 189-90). Nonethe less the 
general im press ion to be ga ined from the sagas is that 
women lived in circumstances \\Ihich gave them freedom 
which was exceptional in European te rm s. One might 
wonder to what extent this social situation was still 
surviving, some two centuries after the Viking Age, and 
long after the adop tion of C hristian mores and beliefs 
which brought Norse socie ties into c lose conjunction 
w ith the rest of medieval Europe. If the evidence of these 
two Shetland documents can be used with confidence, as 
prov iding a not abnomlal picture of ci rcumstances in the 
islands, then it would appear as if women had retained a 
freedom which is rather startling in comparison wi th the 
rest of medieval Europe, 

8 As r~counled still by Mr George 1'o.:teTson of 13ragaster. 

Q 'Tcrwil ' being the modern Shetland form o f the name Thorvald The 
headland west of Mavi s Grind is known as 'Thnrvald's I-lead' . The 
association of hi s name with natural feature s at thi s most important 

The fact that the two earl iest (and onl)) legal records of the 
functioning or the legal sys tem in Shetland. before the 
islands passed to Scotland, show women acting on their 
own behal fbe fore the law suggests that it was not unusual. 
Othcr.vise the coincidencl.' of such a survival would be 
beyond stat istical probability. In Bjorg's case she was 
herself considered responsible for the fine to the Crown, 
she negotiated with the royal official over its payment and 
she finally lodged a complaint against him and appealed to 
[he public court- and appeared in it- for redress over what 
she considered to be harsh treatment (Crawford 1984b, 
85). There is no way of knowing whether she was married 
or widowed, although we knovi from hl.'r title of Illisfreyia 
thai she had economic independence as a householder, 
even though the evidence also suggests thai she had great 
difficulties raising the read) money to pay the fine. 

Ragnhild is more of an enigma. We have no certain 
inform ation or hint as to what her position in island 
society was. although it can be assumed from her 
kno\',dedge and involvement that she was resident on 
Papa Stour, and probably a tenant (possibly indeed the 
ducal tenant o f Up house). She is not accorded the titl e of 
hli~freyia and cannot have been of any high soc ial 
standing. Her fury with Thorvald and his associates and 
her di sregard for a ll the powerful umbothsmenn who had 
been in the is land recently is quite c learly the resu lt of a 
simmering grievance which had been festering for some 

I~thmus 15 signlitcant It \\as .1[ thi s po int that boats \\ere dragged 
aCf()~S between Busta Voe and St ~ I agnus 8a} unlit recent Innes in 
order to avoid the dangerous waters round the north of the Shetland 
Mainland . For someone sailing between Papa SIOUT and NOTway it 
wou ld be a cUSlomar} route to lake 



time. In some way Ragnhild was personally involved in 
the matter of the deception of the duke, and when she 
calls Thorvald ' Judas ' she implies that he was about to 
betray her as well as his roya l lord: 'you must not be my 
Judas' (jJU skalll ecki vera minn iudas) she cries. Here is a 
dramatic situation which is reminiscent of some saga 
scenes when vengeful women berate their menfolk. It is 
exceedingly rare to find such documentary examples of 
medieval women appearing in a public forum and playing 
such a dramatic role. The occas ion when she raises the 
question of the rental assessment of Bragas ter must have 
been a hearing or some offic ial meeting which was taking 
place in the slojo of the ducal farm, and which was 
attended by two fanners from the west Mainland of 
Shetland. The confrontation the next morning when she 
warns the sysselman of his treach erous behavi our and 
which was witnessed by two other individuals may have 
been a chance encounter, as it took place Oul in the 
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homefield of the ducal fann (UI i Iuninu). Whatever 
Ragnhild' s status was her accusat ions were treated very 
seriously and Thorvald was detennined to clear hi s nam e 
of financial impropriety-or worse- which of itse lf is a 
significant indication ofthe value ofa woman 's word and 
therefore of her posit ion in Norse society. 

It is probably possible to conclude from the evidence here 
presented that the part played by these two women does 
sugges t a legal freedom which reflects the independent 
standing of their sex in Shetland c 1300. These 
circumstances may not however have lasted for very 
long, as the decline in the economic situation which was 
to occur in the second half of the 14th century resulted in 
a changed social situation and a possible corresponding 
general decline in the status of women throughout the 
north. although a few certain ly maintained their wealth 
and soc ial position. 

4.4 THE DISPUTE 

The 1299 document opens a window onto the whole 
complex world of medieval Norwegian land assessments 
and the skat and rental incomes levied on the bas is of 
such assessments . It gives brief references to an old 
system, which , as far as Shetland was concerned, was 

soon to be out of date, and to more recent assessments 
which had been introduced over the whole of Norway. It 
fonn s the basis of our understand ing of Shet land's 
medieval economic organisation of land and revenue 
based on the va lue of land lO , 

4.4.1 RAGNHILD'S COMPLAINT 

Ragnhild's expressed complaint was about the way that 
the rent of one of the fanns , Bragaster, was being 
co ll ected by Thorvald and she says that it was not rented 
with the ducal farn1 Up house, which had the sta tus of a 
'skat land ' (skal jorou). It is likely that Bragaster had 
fonnerly been attached to. or had been economically part 
of this ducal farm , which was a lready assessed for skat, 
and that it had recently become an independently
assessed unit for renta l purposes (illus 8 and 9 above). In 
some way she believes that the Duke is not getting 'full 
rent ' (julia leigo) from Uphouse because of th is new 
situation--or because of Thorvald's manipulation of this 
situat ion . Perhaps he had withheld some rent from the 
Uphouse account in the be lief that it included Bragaster 
as we ll , and that he was enlitled to retain Bragaster' s rent. 

The trouble lying behind this s ituation may have ari sen 
out of a re-assessment of arab le land , and it appears that 
such a re-assessment was undertaken in NOf'\'Yay in the 

10 The au th or ' s (BEC) undemanding of these systems owes mu ch to 

Br ian Smith 's researches into Shetland 's rental s and assessments, 
which he has unfailingly shared with her over the years . Any 

early 14th century based on the rental value o f land 
(Smith nd I ), As an integral part of Duke Hakon 's 
'appanage ', Shetland woul d also be inc luded in any 
attempt to bring rental values of land more in line with 
current exploitation of landed resources, and the 1299 
document suggests that such a deve lopment had already 
taken place or was in the process of being implemented at 
that time. But the situation in Shetland was ent irely 
different from Norway because Shetland had been part of 
the earldom of Orkney until 1195. So there was a 
sophisticated sys tem of land assessment based on 
ouncelands and pennylands a lready in existence in the 
Northern Isles by that date and probably as far as the 
ounce land was concerned long before that date (see 
chapter 2 note 7 above). Indeed we ha ve the statement at 
the end of the 1299 document which sets out the offi c ial 
fi scal situati on in Papa Stour as it then stood, referring to 
pen nylands and wh ich a lso tells us that there had been a 
valuation of the pennylands in terms of gold and silver 

inade quacies in her understandin g of th is ev idence are due to her 
own shortcomin gs (and th e co mplexi ties of the rental material!) . 
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marks (Smith nd I. IS). This had taken place presumabl) 
before 1195 (when Shetland was taken away from 
Orkney) as marks are also known in Orknc) in the Middle 
Ages. These complexities resulted from the high degree 
of organisation which we know the earls had 
implemented in their lands from late Vil.-ing times -an 
organisation \\ihich was updated from time 10 time as the 
econOIll ic need arose. 

It would not be surprising thcrdore if Shetland's tax and 
rental structures did not tit easil) into the s)s tt:m 
established in th e home country of Norway. When 
Shetland was brought into Iht: 'appanage' created for 
Duke H1kon Magnusson in 1273 ic \\as probabl) adap{eJ 
to the fiscal structures in the rest of the ducal territor;.. 
This process would take a more focused development 
\\ihen II Akon came of age in 1284 and soon began to rule 
his territories wi th energ) and evident interest in 
administrative and legal organisation, It must ha\e been 
in the years following 1284 that the numhers of 'good 
men' \\ho would have been advisers or coullsellors Ilf/he 
)oung duke (referrt:d to in the 1~99 document) \\at: 

given a commission to deal \\ ith the rroblem of the 
duke's rent in Papa Stour. 

This is incidental information in the document \\ hich 
givt!s a rare glilllr~e of th(' imohel11t:nt of the ducal 
advisers in the afhlirs of the island, powerful men of the 
duke' s followi ng who came to Shetland in order to son 
out the problems arising out of the implementation of 
new fiscal assessment structures in their lord's distant 
territories. They probably had 10 visi t other areas, but we 
only know of their visit to Papa Stour and of Ragnhilcl"s 
scorn for one of them- the -daff Eindrid . \\ 'hal had 
happened to [he hapless Eindrid is left to the imagination, 
and we cannot be sure who he was but (rom his title of 
Herro one would expect him to appear in nther govern
mental record material. Eindrid Simunsso l1 is promincnt 
in western NorwuJ a few )ears later, as treasurer and 
lawman in Bergen (I-lelle 1972, 449) if he is to be 
identified with "I krra Eindrid' then clearl) he \\as not a~ 
'daft" as Ragnhild says! Of the remaining 'good men' it is 
not surprising to find Sigurd, archdeacon of Shetland, and 
thus the most impOl1ant ecclesiastical official in the 
islands: nor would it be surprising if the "Herra Erik' 

were the abbot or Munkeliv monastery In Bergen. The 
laner was in fact called 'Herra Erik ' a few years 
previoLls]) when acting \\;ilh archdeacon Sigurd in a land 
transaction (DN, xii, 16), He was prominent in the royal 
councils in the last decades of the 13th century and died 
in 1299 I Helle 1972. 589). It was a letter of this abbot to 
'his dear friend Lord Thorvald' which was cut up and 
used for the seal tags of the 1299 document. The fi rst 
'good man' listed, Thorkell of Ness, is otherwi se 
unre(.'(m.kd. 

The final statemen t about land prices and rent on the island 
must have emanated from the depositions of people 
concerned \\/10 \\ae able (0 'prove' (pro/a:::) CO che 
lawthingmen as to the facts of the maner. First it was 
stated that "there had never been higher prices l l in all Papa 
than those which had always been current of old: a mark of 
retined gold for cultivated land from every penn) land' . 
Here is the ev idence that the pennylands had been revalued 
in terms of marks and moreover to the staggeringly high 
assessment of a mark of refined (burnt) gold for every 
pel1n~ land: th;s is an e,ceptional use of the mark of gold as 
a measurement of land, \\'hich is not klH)\\ n in No]'\\ J) 

(I\L sub C.juldverderillg) , The implication is lhat this was a 
vel} ancient assessment but it has been suggested that such 
a re\ aluation ma) have taken place in the II JOs in 
connection \\ ith the earls' need for fund s for the building 
of St Magnus Cathedral (Smith nd 1.8) ". 

Then comes the statement about rent: that one and a half 
meills were due from every refined mark, 'and there are 
then two said due from every pennyland '. The mark here 
is a silver mark (eight of which were equivalent to a gold 
marl.-) and it had to produce one and a half Illeills 
(containers of corn) , This set the required amount from a 
pennyland (x eight) of twelve meills which equalled two 
'saId'. The imp li cation is that Iht: income from the mark 
is set and from that it can be \\ orl.-ed out \\ hat the 
pennyland had to ray. It \\as evident I) the \\a)' the 
assessment allected the pennyland which was under 
di spute. As Bragaster was a pennyland division (Smith 
nd I, I J) \\ e can understand ht)\\ [he assessment of its rent 
according to a different mark unit would upset Ragnhild, 
and no doubt plenty of others who were similarly 
suspicious of the new system and of th ose who operated il. 

4.4.2 THE WITNESSES 

Seven la\l/ching-Oien sealed the /299 documenc. about 
whom very little is known. They were all obviously 

II The O;-,J \\ord \:erlJullmlif mean:. the purcha:.c or .,ale pfiCe ano It 

was sct annually by the Lawtlllng 111 Iceland ano therefore probabl} 
simllarl) In Shet land 

S/ler/anders o(some standing in their COIllIII uni£), one of 
whom, Lord Erik Ungi, has the title of Herra which 

12 The aulhor's o\\n anal)sl:' o f the penn~lant1 assessmcnl has 
sugge~tet1 that il ilia) have been 11ltrodl1ced by the carls laler in Ihe 
121h cerllury, in connection \\jlh Ihe levying of reIer' s pence, out 
\\a:. oa.,eu on earlier land dl\l.,illn., (Crindord 1994, !37·~6) 



indicates that he was a member of the royal hird (like 
Thorvald himself). Two of them also appear in the 1307 
document as iagretlamenn who made up the jury for 
Bjorg of Cullievoe's case. The fact that they had seals 
suggests an awareness of personal and family status 
which is rather surprising for most of them had no title 
or indeed farm-name - attached to their own name, which 
might suggest that they were ordinary peasant farmers of 
no great pretensions. Personal seals had been adopted in 
Norway in the 13th century by the nobility with some 
enthusiasm , but it is also clear that it was considered 
normal if not mandatory for fanners who were involved 
in communal public life to also have their own seal in the 
14th century (lmsen 1990, 94). Shetland clearly followed 
the same norms-and indeed seems to be well up to date 
with the practice in the late 13th century. Remarkably the 
1307 document suggests that all 12 of the iagretlamenn 
had their own seals. In Norway a large number of the 
non-heraldic seals belong to iagretlamenn (KL sub 
bondesegl); who certainly seem to be counted as farmers 
(bonder). But the distinction between the upper strata of 
this class (storbonder) and the lower orders of the 
nobil ity (smiladel) is not very clear. 

The seals that have survived on the 1299 document show 
fairly simple devices (illus 14a): that of Erik Ungi is a 
sword erect between two roses, slipped issuing from the 
hilt, with a beaded border; Gunni of Neip ' s a rose of six 
petals in a beaded circle; Erlend alfeitr' s a ship with a 
nag fTom the mast. From the 1307 document we have 
Erlend Geirmundarson's: a dagger erect between two 
stars of eight points in chief(Orknry Recs, 385). Theyare 
essentially non-heraldic, but nonetheless interesting for 
that (Clouston 1930, 33). 
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What is also interesting is the fact-stated in the 1299 
document- that these men seal the documents because the 
Lawthing itselfhas no seal. This is hardly surprising at that 
date, for the provincial legal assembly of Norway (the 
Gulathinglag) had been granted its communal seal only a 
couple of decades previously, and the Frostathinglag by 
King Erik in the 1280s. The next legal districts to receive 
their own seals were lemtland, on the Swedish fTontier, 
and Orkney; it was probably royal policy to grant such 
seals to peripheral areas, in a deliberate attempt to boost 
royal authority by including the royal Norwegian lion in 
both sealsD These communal seals are highly distinctive, 
and a particularly notable feature of Scandinavian society 
where the Lawthings played such an important role in the 
life of the community. When Duke Hiikon ruled as king he 
was responsible for granting seals to some of the smaller 
Lawthing districts, and he may have been the king 
responsible for granting Orkney theirs. Did he grant one to 
Shetland too? Not by 1307, forthe court document of that 
year was also sealed by the members of the court-although 
there is no mention of the absence ofa LaWlhing seal then. 
One cannot help but feel that the specific reference to the 
lack of a seal in 1299 may have been a deliberate anempt 
to draw this to the anent ion of Duke Hiikon. All we know 
is that Shetland had a 'common seal ' at some time in the 
Norwegian period and that it went on being used after the 
pledging of the islands to Scotland; but when it was 
granted is not known, nor, unfortunately, is there any 
surviving representation of the seal itself. This is due to the 
tOlallack of surviving records from the Lawthing after the 
documents of 1299 and 1307. The medieval seals of 
Faeroe and Iceland have survived, as well as the remark
able example of Orkney's 'common seal' but alas, not 
Shetland' s. 

4.4.3 THE OUTCOME 

As will be now quite clear, the 1299 document is an 
exceptional survival in many respects. So exceptional 
that there is nothing else which gives us any hint about 
the result of the sending of the ' letter of enquiry' to 
Duke HAkon. Of course he became king later that same 
year, and his attention thereafter would be focused on 
national policies, so that the peripheral parts of his 
kingdom in the west would becom e of less interest. The 
situati on in Shetland wo uld have reverted to what it had 
been before the creation of the dukedom , and contact 
with th e royal administration based in Oslo would be 
minimal. In such circumstances the powerful sysselman 
would rule his district with little interference. and we 
can guess that Lord Thorvald survived the rumpus with 

13 Crawford 1979. 22. An article on 'The Orkney Ann s' was written 
by the aUfhor (BEC) in The Orcadian on July 13, 1978. 

impunity and with his power unaffected and hi s 
reputation hardly tarnished. We can certainly tell from 
the 1307 document that he was still acting as royal 
official in Shetland dealing with fines to the Crown. As 
discussed earlier, he continued to be invol ved in some 
of the more important state occasions, and in 1312 he 
was drawn into the royal circle through marriage 
connections. The evidence fTom the papal document of 
1330. that he was called dominus de Papay, gives us all 
the information that we need to draw conclusions about 
the continued pos ition which he held in Papa Stour, and 
undoubtedly in Shetland. The marriages arranged for hi s 
son Thorvald and his daughter Herdis with members of 
the most powerful Norwegian families arc corrobor-
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at ive evidence fo r the es tablished position that he had 
ga ined for him se lf in Ihe kingdom . The papal 
dispensation for the marriage of hi s SOil Thorva ld and 
Aesa Hakonsdatter says that Ihe marriage was for the 
'sett li ng of family feuds ', thus hinting at some 
quarrelsome relationship in the upper levels of 
Norwegian society w hi ch Thorvald then moved in. 

By thi s date the sort of posilion which Thorva ld had 
attained would automatica ll y mean that the individual 
had a landed power base, and that powe r base was more 
like ly to be roya l estate g ranted to him as a lendirman 
than family ada I land . As wilh most olher European 
kingdoms the Norwegian crown lands were constantly 
used for rewarding close members of the king 's hird 
(fo llowing). Royal officials had always resided on royal 
manors, bUI as the office of sysselman tended to become 
hereditary (in the firsl half of the 141h century) so the 
roya l granl ofland to Ihe individua l would be passed on to 
the son and then very rapidly become regarded as family 
property. The len was supposed to be a grant for the 
lifeti me of the king only, and disposition rights rested on 

whether the land was crown ada I or nol (KL sub 
Krongodset): thi s princip le appears in some of the 
Norwegian laws but it does not appear that it was as 
str ictly adhered to in Norway as in the ot her Scand inavian 
kingdoms. General 'feudal is ing' tendencies appear in 
Norway in the 141h century which was a lime of 
increasing difficu lty for the crown when it became 
embroiled in the politics of the rest of Scandinavia. 
HAkon V' s reign appears to be something ofa watershed 
and there was in fact a lawsuit over hi s grant of 
Borgesysse l to hi s son-in-law and the Havtoressons 
(eventua lly they were the heirs of Herdis 
Thorvaldsdatter; see 3.1.4 above). After Ihe king 's death. 
when the crown \\'as in the hands of his legitimate 
daughter and her Swed ish husband the process by which 
royal grants of land remained in the possess ion of the 
beneficiary and his family must have become the nonn. 
This was how Papa Stour passed into the hands of 
TIlOrvald' s daughter, ev idently in Ihe absence of any 
male heirs (who all perished wilh Thorvald in a 
shipwreck offThorvald's Head. according to the tradition 
ciled above) . 

4.5 THE STOFA 

In one final respect the 1299 document provides us wilh a 
unique piece of evidence : for the ex istence of a bui ld ing 
ca lled slo/a at the duke's farm on Papa Stour, in which 
Ihe first encounter bel ween Thorvald and Ragnhild took 

place. It was this reference which led to the excavation on 
the island in the hope of locating the ducal farm and 
maybe even this particular bui lding. 

4.5.1 DEFINITION OF THE TERM STOFA 

What was a sto/a? In this particular circumstance it was 
evidently a specific room or bui lding on the duke 's farm 
where meelings took place. The word has usually been 
translated into English as 'liv ing-room' wh ich does not 
rea lly convey the s ign ificance of the teml . It was 
introduced in to Northern Europe in the early middl e ages 
fo r a part icu lar type of building or room which was 
deve loped or added 10 fa rm s as dwelling-houses changed 
from the older hall-houses". Philo logical studies show 
that Ihe tenn spread north from south Gemlany wilh the 
meaning of ' winte r living-room', and the orig in of the 
word itself is connected with the method of construction 
ofa closed limber building made of notched logs (Hahnel 
1975, quoted in Stok lund 1997, III). 

Thi s introduction of a new term and a new method of 

1-1 A fuller di scussion of th is interest ing development in Scandinavian 
archilecture can be found ill Crawford J985a, 1996. 

buil ding construction is thought to indicate a new 'room 
ideal ' (Slok lund 1997, 126) and although the 
log-tim bored slO/a spread Ihroughoul Ihose parts of north 
Europe where an abundance of pin e fores t provided the 
best timber, it is also found in less wooded areas, where it 
might be incorporated as a unit into a building 
construcled in d ifferent ways. The undivided longhouse 
appears 10 have been partitioned into smaller dwell ing 
spaces as the Vi king age waned: d ifferent buildings were 
developed at the same time for the various functions 
carried on in the fanning community. This probabl y 
reflect s some sort of change in social attitudes and a 
move towards greater privacy. The term sw/a appears in 
the documentary sources for one of these room s, whi ch 
seems to have been the ' bes t' room in the house, as 
opposed 10 Ihe main dwel ling area where the cooking and 
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storage room 
living room In n g o ng 
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with large hearth 
entrance 
fireplace. pit 
fireplace. slOnc 
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illus 15 
Norse long-house examples 
a) at Oma in Time. • per lod l 

0...'\ perTod II 

~ peflod ll l 

+ post· hole 

m n e a rth 

9~_-+-~ ~O II 
Rogal and (from Myhre 
1980, fig 185, based on 
Petersen 1933, p.L111 ); 

o om 

food-preparation was carried on. This was the skrili (~ 

'hall'), later known as the e/dhlls (~ ' fire-house ' ). In the 
lists of bui ldings which appear in medieval sources there 
is a lso the bur ('store-room ') (see discuss ion of names at 
the Biggings in section 3.5 above). 

It has been argued by Myhre (1980, 384) that these names 
can be applied to the different elements of the older 
longhouses which were subdivided even in the earlier 
Iron Age (illus 15). But we do not know what the 
different sub-divisions of the longhouse were called 
before the documentary sources exist. although the 
central hall area certainly seems to have been known as 
skdli. Functionally it was succeeded by the sfOia, which, 

b) Jarl shof. Shetland (afler 
Hamilton 1956, fig 52) . 

as a general living-room, would have provided for a 
multitude of activities (it has been described as the 'dai ly 
activity quarter': Urbanczyk 1992, 95). By the time of the 
Icelandic sagas of the 13th century. the sloia appears to 
have been used as the principal room of the fann for 
living and eating, as wel l as being the room where the 
women's weaving activities were mostly carried out. It 
may also have served for a sleeping room on occasions, 
although the side-benches in the o lder hall (skG/i) 
probably functioned as beds for the majority of purposes. 
In Orkneyinga Saga (chap 55) there is a reference to the 
-l ittle stofa ' (litluslofa) where the women are said to have 
been sew ing a shirt for Earl Harald in the early part of the 
12th century. 

4.5.2 THE NATURE OF THE 1299 BUILDING 

Examples of excavated sloia buildings from Norway and 
other parts of the North Atlant ic (section 8.3.1 below) 
demonstrate the sort of build ing wh ich wou ld be 
expected from the use of the term sloia to describe the 

building where Thorvald and Ragnhild met in 1299. The 
exact method of construction was not always the same, 
although the type of building the term represents , and the 
interior lay-out, were of a standard arrangement. A 
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a) Sketch ofa ' [aftcd ' 
buildlllg showing ho\\ the 
notched logs filled together 
at the corners. and how the 
roof· beams sloHed into the 
gable \\a[Js (dra\\n b) Bo 
Gje rsaa in Stoklund J 996, 
fig 106): 
b) sketch of the corner of a 
's tavc ' ·built stru cture 
showing how the up right 
wall planks cou ld be slotted 
into thc horizontal sill · beam 
an d into Ihe corner post 
(after Christie 1974, fig 4) 



moderately-sized wooden structure, of e ither ' Iafted'" 
(log) or 'stave ' (plank) construction (illus 16 a & b) with 
wooden interior furnishings, it wou ld certainly have 
nalTow wall benches and, by the late 13th century, 
perhaps a comer hearth . Its entrance would be in one 
gable. and might be an internal doorway opening out of 
the older longhouse 10 which it was integrally attached, or 
it might be an outside entrance. If it was a separate 
bui lding of ' Iafted' construction there might have been an 
ante-room covering the gable doorway with a side 
entrance leading into the ante-room (illus 124 below). 

1<; T his term is derived from the Norwegian a lafte = '\0 notch logs 
logether at the corner ' as used in Crawford 1996, 139, 
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Situated as Shetland is between Norway and the north 
Atlantic is lands it should not be expected that exact 
copies of the known excavated examples of thi s type of 
building would be found . It would be remarkab le 
enough if any traces of these features cou ld be 
recogni sed in circumstances where there was long 
cont inu ity of se ttl ement on the Biggings s ite. First ofa ll , 
of course, the most like ly location of Duke H~kon' s 

farm had to be establ ished on the is land before 
excavation could begin , 
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PAPA STOUR: THE EXCAVATIONS AT THE BIGGINGS 

5.1 INTRODUCTION: DECIDING THE LOCATION OF THE EXCAVATION 

Barbara E Crawford 

Having decided on the grounds outlined above (3.5) that 
the likelihood was that the main farm on the island had 
been at the Biggings (wh ich wou ld therefore have been 
the location of the hertllgaboenlllll of the 1299 
document), the next step was to assess the situation on 
the ground. Preliminary work indicated the most likely 

area for excavation as lying within the walled yard at 
North Biggings. It was c lear from the earlies t OS map 
(i llu > 7 above) and from the RAF aerial photographs 
( illu5 17) that part of this yard had not been cultivated in 
the recent past. and the crofter, Mr Alec SCali, 
confirmed that the southern half of the yard had never 

illus 17 
Aerial vie'"" of the eastern part 
of Papa Stour, dated May 
1946. (RAF Collection 
RC AHMS Crown lopynghl) 
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ilIus 18 
View of the Biggings from the cast. The scaffolding tower sho ws the location of the excavation si te . 

been cultivated because of the remains of the dwellings 
destroyed in the 19th century and the amount of stone 
and rubble still underneath the ground. This was the area 
(e 2960m' in extent) between the remembered s ite of 
Ophus (Uphouse), at the western edge, and the aband
oned crofthouse of the Gorl at the eastern edge (illus 18; 
19). Such an area was rather large when there were few 
guides as to the best place to stan looking for medieval 
structures. We were a little misled by the remembered 
site of Ophus-useful though that knowledge was as to 
the significance of the area in general. It became clear 
that the 13th-century ' Uppi i husi' had not been on the 
same site as that croft which had the name Ophus in the 
19th century (see discussion of this name in section 3.5 
and illu s 13). 

Thi s original central location of the North Biggings 
community had been abandoned when the old houses 
were torn down and th e dwelling-houses re-aligned in 
the middle of the 19th century (see sect ion 3.4.3). In one 
way of Course this was fortunate as it provided the 
opportunity for excavation at the core of the early 
settlement. In all other respects it made the situation 
exceedingly difficult: the destruction had been so 
thorough that reconstruction of the building lay-out at 

the west end of the site by archaeological analysis has 
been rendered vinually imposs ible. Only through the 
circumstances by which the Gorl house was built over 
the eastern part of the site were earlier level s there 
preserved to a degree which had left an undisturbed 
archaeological record of the Norse period . 

Despite the extreme difficulties of excavating in an area 
of former dense sett lement, it nonethel ess provided 
useful lessons for our understanding of the history of 
Norse and later sett lement in Shetland , valid since the 
focus of archaeological attention had hitheno been on 
the abandoned coastal sites, such as Jarl shof, 
Underhouli , Sandwick and Kebister. For paraliel 
circum stances in wh ich Norse houses have been 
excavated in the centre ofexisting rural communities it 
is necessary to look to sites sllch as Tjom uvik in the 
Faroe Islands. Such places, which have continued to be 
success ful sett lements up to the present day, give us a 
quite different picture of settlement development in the 
North Atlantic island communities. These may not 
always be the same sites as those of the earliest Viking 
settlers (as discussed in connection with Papa Stour 
3.1.2 above). 
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5.2 A SUMMARY OF THE EXCAVATION CAMPAIGNS 

5.2.1 FIRST SEASON 1977 

Nine trenches (A-I) were opened in the first year (i llus 
19). These were located on the southern side of the yard 
between Ophus and the G0rl, with two external trenches 
opened on th e South Biggings side of the road (F and G) 
while D was placed next to one of the fonner croft 
houses further north (Sweerie Haa). This was an 
ambitious excavation programme but it showed quite 
clearly where we should be concentrating our efforts. 
Trench E started to produce late medieval pottery and 
soapstone fragment s as well as many other interesting 
slOne implements (Crawford 1978,29). SlOne structures 
of quite a different kind of construction from the 
19th-century houses indicated a house site of some 
interest , while the presence of pieces of birch bark in 
thick deposits of peaty soi l (illus 44 below) were 
recognised as the destroyed remain s of roofing material 
by Christopher Harr is, site superv isor, who had 
experience of excavation in Bergen and Trondhcim. 
Birch bark is used in traditional methods of roof 
construction in Norway, but had never been noted in 
excavations of Norse houses in the Northern Isles 
before. This part of the yard was where the former 
dwelling-house of Da Porrie had stood (illus 13 above) 
and it proved to be central 10 the whole North Biggings 
settlement. It pointed us to the best location for focu s ing 
the next stage of the excavation campaign. 

5.2.2 SECOND SEASON 1978 

A further trench (J) was opened c lose to the ruined croft 
buil ding, the G0rl. and K was opened up j ust west of E 
and H. This confirmed that the area round the Gml was 
where there had been least destruction. including the 
important fact that the bui lding of the G0rl had 
preserved medieval layers underneath and around its 
walls. Structures uncovered showed that a Norse house 
lay at right angles to and partl y under this abandoned 
croft house (i llus 20). A preliminary examination of the 
south end of the interior of the G0rl (trench L) showed 
that the large, well·built long wall on the south side of 
the Norse house (JI 3! Wall 'A') continued underneath 
the G0r l. Thi s wa ll raised expectations that we were 
beginning to ex pose a ty pica l longhouse of late Norse 
date. although as yet there was no concl usive dating 
evidence. The Interi m Repon mentions the possibility of 
a stoia building (Craw ford 1979). 

Another important aspect of the Biggings 
excavation- the evidence of cooking and the size and 
var iety of hearths- was being revealed for the first time 
in Trench H. This trench was a nightmare , as it consisted 

almost totall y of the debris from the 19th-cent ury 
destructi on o f th e dwe lling-houses, but it did at least 
conta in remarkably rich evidence o f a hu ge hearth!oven 
complex (Hi 19) and of pits at the very lowest levels, the 
first hearth and pits to be encountered. Steatite bakin g 
griddles, qu erns and nat baking or grain-drying slabs all 
gave indication of the abundant use of cereal foods 
made from grain grown on this ferti le is land. Coarse 
hand-made pottery was also being found in abundance. 
Above all we were beginning to appreciate the signif
icant preservation of organic material from fragment s of 
textile, including th e foot of a woven stocking, (SF 
1657, illus 11 3). A wide variety of hearths and accom
panying food process ing, cooking and serving equip
ment were found. 

5.2.3 THIRD SEASON 1979 

This was the final season of the preliminary excavation 
campaign as the main funding bodies had promised 
support for three seasons only (see Acknowledgements). 
The main focus of the trench extensions in 1979 was the 
attempt to expose the whole of the Norse long-house. It 
con finned the complex nature of the archaeological 
picture and the extreme importance of the conditions of 
preservation. Apan from cross wall J22. few walls were 
found, but the discovery of a wooden noor led to the 
eventual realisation that we had a wooden house on our 
hands. The floor was a most exciting di scovery and 
completely unexpected in the context of Norse arch
aeology in Scotland. The reason for the unusual state of 
preservation was the peaty nature of the fill over the whole 
site which had been compressed into an anaerobic layer 
and thus preserved organic materials. Conversely, these 
ac id conditions meant that bone and metal had not 
surv ived at all. 

The best preserved section of flooring was found 
immediately outside the west wa ll of the Gor! and could 
be traced running right underneath the wall of the later 
croft house (illus 20). The width of the fioor defined the 
width of the Norse house. which the absence of wa lls 
fa iled to do. Its length at thi s stage cou ld not be 
detennined. Although the condition of the \\'ood was 
very poor- it had been so compressed that it had become a 
so lid peaty mass-it was possible to record and photo
graph it. The discovery of the wooden floor con timl cd 
that we had a very unusual and probably high-status 
bui lding. and the use of the tenll stoja to describe it was 
felt thereafter to be just ified. Some background research 
into the nature and des ign of Nordic wooden buildings 
was going to be a necessary prerequisite to funh er 
excavation! 
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illus 20 
The Biggings : composi te plan of features o f Phases I -5 with main structural elements and location of pHS: inset shows excavat ion o f 
st ructure s ly ing beneath the walt s of the Gor!: from N. 

5.2.4 FOURTH SEASON 1982 

The remains of the wooden building having been 
securely covered (wi th polythene stones and turves) the 
following three years were spent in planning and rais ing 
the funds to return to excavate further. We returned with 
a better-informed research strategy for interpreting 
wooden structures. It was not possible to raise the floor. 
because of the degraded nature of the wood: the 
intervening period had made little difference in thi s 
respect. All excavation effort was focused at the eastern 
edge of the site around and in the Gorl. with the intention 
of completing the excavation of the stoia and under
standing the a rchaeological sequence there before 
returning to the western half of the site where conditi ons 
were so much more di sturbed. Level s below the wooden 
floor in Trench J were excavated to natural rock. Trench 
L inside the Gerl was ex tended and excavated to ' natural ' 
sand, and although only fragmen ts of the wooden floor 
had survived in this area it was possible to confirm that it 

had run the whole length of the stoia bui lding. Other 
feat ures of wooden buildings were fo und such as the 
eart hen bench a long the south wall (see 8.3 below). 

The absence of any other stone walls. or of foundation s 
for them. confirmed the likelihood that the building had 
been complete ly constructed of wood, (a realisation slow 
to develop: the Interim Report for 1982 still expresses 
surprise at not findin g the stone remain s of the northern 
long wa ll to the house). 

Hearths have a lready been mentioned as an important 
fealUre : those from the slo/a in Trenches J and L were of 
different type Irom those in K and H, and the total 
provides a remarkable series of most types of Norse 
hearth. A stone-lined rectangular central hearth, a 
wall-hearth, a comer-hearth comparab le to those found in 
the urban excavations in Bergen and Oslo. and-the 
earJiest- a stone-lined hearth-pit which is not easily 
paralleled at a ll. The central hearths of the stoia were 



located directly underneath the west wall of the Gorl , so 
that they could be only panially excavated in this 
renewed campaign. This extremely difficult situation, of 
having to interpret a building which was being excavated 
ins ide and around the standing walls of the Gorl , forced 
upon us the conclusion that it would never be possible to 
fully understand this complex s ite until the Gorl had been 
demolished 

Pottery and soapstone formed the bulk of the finds from 
this season's work, but also wooden artefacts and textile 
fragments, none of which provided closely dateable 
evidence. The first radiocarbon dating est imation s were 
therefore made from wooden fragments and from 
carbonised material in pits (5.5 below). When calibrated 
they only provided a very wide date range which did, 
nonetheless, help to confirm our initial dating of the 
houses from the material finds assemblage. 

5.2.5. FIFTH SEASON 1987 

This year saw the deliberate removal of the impediment 
presented by the walls of the Gorl , with Mr Alec Scott' s 
agreement. Two-thirds of the building, which layover the 
Norse stoia, was dismantled. The remaining third, the 
southern gable of the Gerl, was retained as a visual 
reminder of the total building history at the Biggings (i1lus 
144 below). The strips which had lain underneath the 
Gorl's nonh, east and west walls were excavated and had 
consequently to be fitted into the stratigraphy of trenches J, 
Land P. Another section of the wooden noor was 
uncovered. Unfortunately, the temporary bench mark for 
the s ite , which had been located on the wall plate of the 
NW corner of the Gorl, disappeared due to the demolition : 
this necessitated the fixing of another on paving R906. 
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During this season Dr Graeme Whittington of the 
Depanment of Geography, University of St Andrews 
began the implem entation of a palaeoenvironmental 
research programme on the stoIa site and below the s ite 
at the Loch of Biggings (6.2 below). The circumstances 
of excavating in the middle of a settled crafting 
community, with very restricted access to an adequate 
water supply meant that it was not possible to s ieve the 
excavated spoil to retrieve microscopic faunal and flora 
remains. However, one of the most important features of 
the excavation was the conditions for survival of 
macroscopic bioarchaeological material such as wood 
and textile. More textile fragments were recovered thi s 
season and a waterlogged pit in Trench J/L (JL5S) 
produced more wood, including the exceptional find of a 
ropemaker' s ' top ' (7.5.2). 

5,2.6 SIXTH SEASON 1990 

The purpose of this final small-scale excavation was to 
complete the examination of the fire-pit (1105), to strip 
down the baulk between trenches E and J and to open an 
exploratory trench (S) north of the Norse house 
excavation in order to assess whether the byre of the 
Norse fann may have lain in that vicinity. Nothing of 
early date was found in Trench S (5.4 below). Trench EIJ 
confirmed the significance of this central part of the site 
and a remarkable pit was excavated which produced two 
finds of important Paffrath ware and birch bark which 
was used for radiocarbon dating (table I below) but the 
trench was not completed. Beverley Ballin Smith joined 
the excavation team as Site supervisor and continued to 
be involved in the post-excavation analysis of the whole 
s ite. 

5.3 LAYOUT OF THE TRENCHES 

Beverley Ballin S mith 

In 1977 nine trenches were laid out either side of the main 
surfaced road across the is land, seven (A. B, C, D, E. H 
and I) to the west of the track and two (F and G) to its east 
(i1lus 18). 

In July 1978 on ly trenches E and H \\'ere continued. \\lith 
the addition ornew areas J and K which linked them and 
L (inside the Gorl walls) which extended the opened area. 
In July and August 1979 work on these fourtrenches (but 
not Trench L) continued and Trench M to the south was 
opened . 

Concluding work on trenches J and L was carried out in 
July and August 1982. A new area P was opened which 
extended Trench J nonhwards. 

In May 1987 the nonhern end of the Garl was 
demolished, enablin g Trench JL to be opened up in JUly. 
It lay between J and L. PL extended Trench L 
nonhwards, R extended it to the east as Trench R L. 

In June 1990 a final two-week season completed the 
stratigraphy in Trench JL ; a baulk , Trench EJ was opened 
in the unexcavated corner between trenches E and J and a 
new trench, S, was dug. 

In total 467.50m' were excavated in approximate ly 100 
days . 

Trenches A, B, C, D, F, G, I, M and S revealed limited 
stratigraphy and although they covered 226.25m ' in total, 
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they do not affect the archaeological record of the main 
area. These trenches are described first (5.4) below. and 
contribute little to the environmental or cultural 
background of the fannstead. 

Trenches E. EJ. H. J. JL. K. L. P. PL and R encompassed 

a total of 241.15111 : covering the core of the sett lement. 
They are treated as a single main area divided into eastern 
and western sides and their excavation results are 
described in turn (eastern 5.5 and western 5.6 below). 
Location of features and small find distribution are 
attributed to individual trenches within the main area. 

5.4 DESCRIPTION OF THE OUTLYING T RENCHES: A, B, C, D, F, G, I, M, S 

Bel'c rl c\, Ballin Smith 

TRENCH A - 1977 

The first trench of the Biggings excavation was situated 
midway between the Gorl and the possible site of 
Ophus . The original trench was 10m x -till. later 
extended to the south another 4m x 3m. In all, the trench 
covered 52m' and was aligned E/W. Above the bedrock 
(A 10) was a loose gravel layer (1\8. 9) on which was 
built a wall (A Ila) aligned NW 'SE constructed of large 
stones. The wall was c 2m long. Associated \vith il to the 
south and north was a hard packed layer of charcoal, 
clay, rubble and some burning (A6. 7). On top was 
constructed a neH' wall (A II b) \\'ith an adjoining area of 
paving (AI2). The new wall was aligned NE SW and 
jo ined the carlier wall at its east end to form possibly the 
comer ofa structure. li s large facing stones had an infill 
of smaller stone. but only its foundations were seen. To 
its immediate east was an area of paving (A 12) 
constructed of la rge flags set into the c lay and gravel of 
the earlier stratigraphy. 

Across th!.: trench. over the remains of the wall and paving. 
developed a layer of sandy soil and charcoal (A4. 5) which 
continued to develop (A2, 3) with the addition of stone. 
Within this layer overlying the earl iest wall. aligned 
NE/SW was a rough wall of single stones. c 3.5m long. 
thOUght on excavation to be the remains of a boundary 
wall. The trench was finally covered with soil and turf. 

Finds from the trench included modem tile and glazed 
ceramics. an unglazed sherd. pieces of clay pipe. glass. 
fragments of animal bone. metal (probably iron) and 
fragment s of wood and charcoal, which were nol retained. 

TRENCH B - 1977 

This trench was open cd over the supposed site oflhe croft 
of Oph us. It was al igned N/S and measured 4111 x 10m 
(4001'). The stratigraphy as in Trench A was shall ow. On 
top of the bedrock was a natural or semi -natural subsoil 
of red sandy soil (B I I). which in part was quite dry (B5). 
On the sand two features were constructed. In the north of 
the trench was part ofa wall (B2b). possib ly the end ofa 
building 2.5m wide, and in the south was another 
fragmentary wall with much stone (B I I). Between and 

around these features were light brown sand (B3. 7.9). 
dark so il with charcoal (B4. 6, 8) and a patch of peat with 
c lay and burning (BIO). These features were covered 
II ith brown sandy soil (B2). followed b) topsoil and turf. 

Finds included brick. modem ceramic. stone, clay pipe 
fragments. g lass. animal bone, wood. seaweed and iron. 

TRENCH C - 1977 

l3etween trenches A and B was situated Trench C, 5111 x 
4111 (20m'). On top ofa spread of gravel were the remain s 
of a :houndary \I,/all (C2) aligned NW1SE. It was Jargel.\ 
excavated as a 5.5m x 1.0mlayer of mixed stones. This 
lay immediately below the topsoil and turf. 

Finds were few and mostly modern glazed ceramic 
fragments. a piece of clay pipe. glass. animal bone. iron. 
a metal bunon and stone. 

TRENCH 0 - 1977 

This trench was located immed iately {Q the west of 
Swcerie Haa in the nonh of the area investigated. Its 
measurements were 4m x 3m (12m1 ) . It s stratigraphy 
above bedrock was limited to a stoney area (03). with an 
adjoining area of peat and charcoal (02). On top were 
some stones. and these lay below the topso il and turf. 

Finds are not recorded from this trench. 

TRENCH F - 1977 

This trench lay east of the main road through the 
Biggings. With in sight of the Garl and close to a 
remembered house si te known as Husiefield . It measured 
2m x 10m (20m' ) and was aligned N/S. Under the topsoil 
and turf were two stone walls, possibly part of a sheep 
pen . Between the walls were stones (F2.4). and to the 
south was a sandy soi l (F3). A clay and charcoal deposit 
(F6) was found in the north . Be low these depos its on top 
orthe bedrock was a red sandy soil (F5). 

Finds included modem ceramic. clay pipe fragments and 
glass. 
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illus 2 1 
Recorded remains in outl}ing trenches 

T RENCH G - 1977 

Thi s trench lay to the south of Trench F in the yard behind 
the South Biggings houses. outs ide the main area of 
in vestigation . It was a square area of 6m x 6m (3 6m2) 
and contained no structures. Above the bedrock (G6) was 
a layer of sand with some charcoal (G5). Red-brown soi l 
(G4) lay on top, which in turn was covered by dark so il 
with charcoal (G3) and then mixed soil and stones (G2). 
Above lhis, just below the topsoil and turf were some 
tumbled stones. 

Finds rrorn the trench includt:d modern china, glass. 
animal bone. wood and stone. 

TRENCH I - tn7 

This trench lay to the cast of tile Gor! . between the latter 
and the main road. It measured c brn x 4m (20m 2). On top 
of naillra l sand in the north of the Irench was a layer of 
sand with charcoal (110). Above thi s were patches of 
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brown clav (16) and sandy soi l (18. 9. II ). In the SW 
corner was a light clay so il (1 5. 7) \vilh an upper deposit 
of disturbed material incl uding slone (13, 4). Along the 
north edge of the trench was a sandy loam (11 2). These 
three areas were partly covered by a di scontinuous layer 
of paving. Other areas were covered by red sand (I S). 

In the middle of the trench was orange sand ( 11 3). black 
soi l (114) and a deposit of pebbles (12). wh ich poss ibly 
also underlay the paving. Along (h~ west edge of the 
tren ch was an alignmen t of large and small stones, -tm 
long, poss ibly a wall with a fac e to the east. Almost at 
right angles to this in the NE comer of the trench was 
another wall (17) c 3m long and c 2m wide. Thi s was built 
of rounded beach stones. The feat ures were on ly shall ow 
and lay immed iate ly under the topsoil and turf. 

Finds illcluded modern ceramic. an imal bone. metal and 
pieces of steatite. 
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illus 22 
The drains in Trench M: scal es in 0.1 m intervals; from W 

TRENCH M -1979 (illus 22) 
--------- - -------

Located in the angle fomled by the join ofrrenches E and 
K, this trench rechnically completed rhe area opened up 
around the medieval farmstead. Trench M was aligned 
E/W and measured 6.5m x 2.5m (16.25m' ). Its 
stratigraphy was fai rl y shallow and it contained linle that 
was relevant to the trenches north and east of it. Above 
the natural or sem i-natural red sand (M4) were tips of 
burnt ash (MS) which were not fully excavated. On top of 
them was a mixed hard layer of black clay. sand and 
stones (MS, 6). 

Cut into these deposits were two drains; not necessarily 
contemporary: one to the east (M9) and one to the west 
(M I 0). The east drain was aligned E/W. was curved and 
measured c 4.5m in length. If was capped with large 
stones at its west end, but its east end was more 
disorganised, Beneath the capping stones the sides of the 
drain were only partly stone lined, at either end. It 
measured c O.2m wide and was probably about the same 
in depth. An eastwards continuation of the drain was not 
found in the adjoining Trench E. 

A linle over a metre west of the east drain was the second 
drain (M 10). This was o riginally revealed as a curve of 
large flat stones, late r seen to be the disturbed capping to 
a drain. The drain curved from the NE towards the west. 
and was lined with stone in its base and along its sides. It 
measured 3.0m in length and O.2-0.3m wide. A 
continuation of this feature into Trench K to the north 
was not found. S tratigraphically above the drains and 

filling them was a peaty layer (M7). This was capped by 
hard clay (M3), described as a surface which included 
some flat stones, possibly paving. Above the latter, but 
immediately below the turf and topsoil was a mixed layer 
of c lay and gravel (M2). No other features were fo und in 
the french . 

Finds were plentiful. From the fi ll of the drains came 
brick, mortar. 17th-century continental redwares, clay 
pipe, animal bone, shell. wood and bark, an iron knife 
blade, some steatite and other stone artefacts. The same 
type of poneI)' was also found in the context (MS, 6) the 
drains were cut into. The (Opsoi! contained similar finds 
to the drain fills. 

TRENCH S - 1990 

NE of Trench H, a final area was opened in the last 
season of excavation. The trench measured 2m x 5m 
( 10m'). Above the bedrock (55) revealed in (he southern 
part of the trench was sand (S4). Cut into the bedrock 
were the remaining fragments of two drains. one close to 
the southern edge of the trench (S9) and one at the east 
side (S8, II ). The former was aligned NWfSE and 
measured 1.6m long, c 0.3m wide and was c 0.2m deep. 
The drain had originally been lined with stones along its 

sides. bur this was now discontinuous. Stones (52) found 
under the topsoil may have also contained a capping to 
the drain. 

The second drain or soak away (S8, I I) lay in the centre of 
the trench close to the east. It was approximately 1m 
long, orientated NNEfSSW, with s ides lined with stone, 
one being an architectural piece (see the report on the 
voussoir 7.4.4 below). The feature was O.3m wide and 
only c O. I m deep, with small pebbles fornling a basal 
layer within it. It may never have had a capping. and 
therefore may have functioned as a soak away rather than 
a drain. Any continuation of the feature towards the NE 
was nol explored. Coveri ng the drainJsoakaway was a 
later Jayer of hard packed rubble and small stones (S6) 
found in the centre of the trench. 

In the north of the trench was a small area of rough 
paving (S7) which was covered by Illore stones in a sand 
matrix (S3 , I 0). Stratigraphically above all the contexts 
described was a rough boundary wall (S I a), two stones 
wide, which lay in the centre of the trench aligned 
NEfSW. The wall was c 2.2m long and c OAm wide. It 
lay immediate ly be low the topsoil and turf. 

Finds were sparse but included a fragment of 
17th-century North Gemlan ponery. modem ceramic. a 
piece of clay pipe, a coin, one fragment of steat ite , a stone 
fishing weight and a voussoir. 
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5.5 STRATIGRAPHY OF THE MAIN SITE: THE EAST END 
(TRENCHES J, JL, L, PL, P & R) 

Beverley Ballin Smith 

5.5.1 PHASE 1 - EARLIEST ACTIVITY: PITS AND STONE ALIGNMENT 

(illus 23) 

Features representing the earliest activities on the east 
side of the site are seven scoops or pits. These were both 
shallow and deep features dug into the sandy subsoi I and 
rhyolite bedrock (J36, JL96, 97; PLlS5, 191, 193, 197). 
They all lay under the Phase 2 building. It is not known 
whether these features were dug from the immediate 
pre-floor levels of the Phase 2 building. before the sand 
overlying the bedrock was disturbed and partly removed, 
or whether they are of a much earl ier date. 

DESCRIPTION OF FEATURES 

PIT J110 

The most southerly feature was a pit (J II 0) with a vertical stone slab 
partly projecting into the Phase 2 floor , The slab fonned one s ide of a 
sub-circular feature , O.4m dcep. The pit meas ured c 0.55 m x 0.45m and 
had a centre fill of black greasy material with an outer ring of 
orange-ye llow ash. Stones were noted at the base of the pit and a piece 
of textile (S F 1624) and two pieces of very fine dark pottery (now lost) 
were found in its fill . 

PITS PUS" JI06, J117 , J116 

North of J I \0 were four further pits which fomled an uneven arc . The 
easternmost was an irregular vcn.ical-sided pit (PL 184), 0 .6- \.05m x 
0.4·0. 7m x 0.3m as seen , although it was not fu ll y excavated . To the NW 
lay a smaller pit (J106). This was a rounded feature , 0,6m x 0.3401 x 
0.25m and was filled with black 'material' contain ing heather. seaweed 
and pim: charcoal. West of J 106 lay another pit (J I 17}'. initially seen as a 
c ircul ar feature with a black sti cky fill. it had 11 layer of charcoal as its 
base . To the immediate west lay an irregularly rounded pit (J 11 6) (ili us 
23a). 0,45 m x 0.45m x 0.5m. with a fill consi sllng of charcoal and one 
large stone 

PITS JI20 AND J119 

On \he north side, lay the fiMllwo features in this area. One, a pit (J 120). 
was the largest of thi s group and measured c 1.201 x 1,0m x 0.34m as 
revealed. Large stones lay around its soulhern edge. tipped into its centre. 
Its north side was not recorded but it lay below lhe Phase 2 wall hearth 
(J lOS). and separated from it by dirty sand and s il l. One metre \0 the wcs\ 
wa~ pit (J 11 9), which was only partly excavated . It was straight-sided and 
filled with heather and peal charcoal and black and grey cinders Jl10llkd 
with natural brown sand _ Its It:ngth was a .8m and hreadth 0.6rn 

J PITNo l 

Two metres 10 the SW of lhe lath:r was J Pit No I (illus 20), This was an 
irregular pit dug almost to bedrock, which measured c 1.2m x 0,7m x 
0.2-0Am. It was seen to have a charcoal edge with a parallel one of 
yellow day lying c O.3m to the interior. The centre fill was of bl ack 
organic material (J85 , 89), which contained some wood and seaweed 
(6.3 below). 

STONE ALIGNMENT 

At the east end of the site wa.'i a NE/SW alignment of paired rhyolite 
stones (1.42. PL205) (illus 23b ). The stones were large and four pairs 
were found set on edge and dug into the sandy subsoil ; a fifth pair rna) 
have bee n disturbed duri ng later phases and were see n as two separate 
stones at the end of the alig.nment. In total, the stone alignm ent 
measured 3.0m in length and c 0,25 m in width . Individual stones 
measured c O.3m in length . The stones may have fanned the sockets for 
a boundary wall composed o f upright stones, of which onl y the 
foundations survived. 

PHASE I, DATING AND FINDS 

This phase is difficult to date with any accuracy because of the paucity 
of stratigraphy and the lack of dateable finds. However, a radiocarbon 
date (GU -1629) (table I ) was obtained from peat charcoal in a pit 
(J 11 9) at the east end of thc site whi ch produced a date of cal AD 
597-820. However. the charcoal obtained from this sample dates the 
peat and not the actual useagc of the pit. 

Artefacts from this end of the s ite al so came from pits . Fragments of 
textile (SF 1624} came from pit J\ 10 , and l~ filling (PU61 ) of 
another. produced a strand o f sp un wool SF 1629. Ilowever. ne ither of 
these samples can themselves be indcpendently dated. they are s impl~' 
·carly·. and therefore do not aid in establ ishing a start or end date for 
this pha.>,c . Pit J 110 predates Ihe earliest building (the 12th-century 
Phase 2 dYflgJQ 5.5.2 bel ow). and pit PLJ61 is also likely to be earlier. 
Altho ugh these pits are stratigraphically in the lowest phase of the s ite 
it is conceivab le that they arc not all of the sanle dale . As they all 
predate the dyngja t5.~.2 below ) the y must therefore be earl ier than 
cAD 11 00. 

The activities of Phase I. from the radioc arbon date. suggest a 
pre-Viking occupation, but Ihere is no further ev idence \0 confiml this . 
It is suggested th at the dating o f thi s phase should lie prior to AD 1 100 
(pri or 10 the beginning of Phase 2). 

5.5.2 PHASE 2 - THE FIRST WOODEN BUILDING, THE DYNGJA 

(illus 24) 

The Phase 2 bui lding was large ly destroyed by the succeedi ng phasc and 
later activiti es whi ch dug down to bedrock. Irrespective of th is. 
sufficient evidence survived to suggest a substantial , sunken, wcll 
planned and presumed large ly wooden building_ The lack of structural 

posthol es suggest that th is bu ilding was constructed of horizontal 
timbers. The buil ding was ultimatel y characterised as a dyngja , a 
bath·hollsc or weaving room (sec below 8.2.1). 
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Pl an of Phase I in the cast of the si te : fir st features fou nd on the site : pits. J 106 . J I 10.11 16. JlI 7. J I 19. J 120 and P1.I84 : and stone ali gnment. 
L42 and PL205 . Insets lOP: pit J 11 6 (with slone), wit h th e bottom of 17. the privy. at the lOP of the picture ; from NE: bo ttom: stone se ttin gs 
JA2 and PL205; scales in O. lm interval s: from NE. 



SYMBO [>S used on plans 

ash 

charcoal 

cia\' 

r----1 demarkation of a sect ion 

disturbances 

gravel 

hadlUres 

r I r I loam 

outllrle of features 

peal 

sand 

stakeho[es 

stones 

stones at an angle 

stones on edge 

wood 

DESCRIPTION OF FEATURES 

EVIDENCE OF GROUND SVR1;ACE PREPARATION 

initially the site \\as prepared by the lowering of the central part. This 
was achieved hy pushing the sandy subsoi l [u the sides. to the NW and 
S I·: Bedrock W,L<; not e.xposed in the (.;(.;ntral area indicating that 
approximatel) 0.3 -0 .4m o f subso il (192) remained as a !cvdlcd surface 
to take the fl oor urthe building. By pushing back the subsoil to the sides 
a bank (P2. J97, JU I-33, 94, Ll9) (later used as a bench in Phase 3), 
0.3-0.4m high , was created running along the sides of where the 
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proposed building was to be sited. It is assumed that these banks were 
raised above the surrounding ground level. but the loweri ng of surfaces 
to the north in later periods and the general rise in ground level to the 
south (by Phase 3 rebuilding ) masked the profile of the prepared ground 
prior to building construction . The ends of the building showed only the 
lowered surface and no equivalent bank 

BUILDING CONSTRUCTION 

The building was orientated NW/SE and had internal measurements of 
c 5.4m x 4.401 (the latter measurement is belween the bmlks). It covered 
an area of 23. 76m 2 (255 .8ft2) internall y. 

The lack of any stone foundations suggests that the building was 
entire ly wooden. The lo mlation of the banks, enahled them to take the 
wall timbers which were raised above the floor of the building. The 
lowest timber was horizontally laid as postholes were not found on or 
within the bank (see 8.2 and 8.3 below for further discussion of the 
construction of this and the Phase 3 buildi ngs). 

From the later evidence of the Phase 3 bui lding. whose dOOlv/ay was 
placed in the NW gable-end wall . it is suggested that the entrance may 
have been similarly located in this Phase 2 building. It would have been 
about 0.8 01 in width. Evidence of three, possihl y lour, postholes OT 

small pits (0. 12-O.24m diameter) (A. B, and J 114) was found. at either 
side beyond the ends oflhe banks. There was in addition ten stakeholes. 
four to the immediate NE of the doorway and s ix to the SW (il1us 24 
inset). The posthole/pit (J 114). 0.14m x 0.12m. to\\ ards the north end of 
the gable-{'nd wall was not fully e.xcavated bUI provided carbonised 
material for a C I4 date (930± 65){G U 1602). The stakeholes were small 
(20-40mm in diameter) and containcd only earth-floor material. It is 
possible that Ihey provide evidence for the use of an upright [0001 (see 
8.2,1 ). close to the gable wall. 

The SE gable-end wall may have lain directly over the alignment of 
stones (L42 . PL205) described in Phase 1. but there was no stmctural 
evidence for it in th is phase . Onl y the sides and the floor deposits 
suggest where the SE gable-end wal l was situated . 

Later disturbances at, and beyond . the NW gable-cnd have largely 
destroyed evidencc of further featu res here. Only Ihe partial extension 
of the building's earthen 1100T beyond the line of stakeholes suggest that 
the Pha~e 2 house ma) originally have been longer or the gable \\ all 
replaced. 

INTERNAL FEATURES 

Lying almost centrally III the building was the fire-p it (Jl05 ) ( illus 25 
and col il1us II ). This wa<; an almost square 0.5-0 .6m stone-lined box 
appro.ximatcl y 0.5m deep. It was co nst ructed from the bedrock to the 
fl oor-level with both horizontal and venical slahs. Initially a large 
sub-circular construction trench 01.85) c 1.401 in diameter was 
excavated through the remaining subsoil and into the bedrock . After the 
fire-p it had been built the construction trench was filled in with rubble 
and grey sand . Paving (J I II), fonning the floor and thc edging to the 
top of the fire-p it, survi vcd especiall y well to the NE and cast. The 
paving was probably replaced during the life of the lire-pit as the stones 
of both were extremely cracked and reddened wilh heat. 

To the south of the fire-rit. and separated from it hy a vertical slah. was 
another pi! (J95b). again dug to bedrock. Although redug and reused in 
Phase 3. it \\ as orig inal ttl the Phase 2 building . { m excavation it \\ as 
lound tll he rectangular L im x 0.8m and O.-l-0.5 m Jcep. Thi ~ feature 
had little structure to it, being simply dug through the subslIil . It 
probahl y functioned ,L~ 11 soakaway. ,L~ it did in Ptl<L<;c 3. and wa<; partl y 
covered by large paving stones (J I 07) and filled \\ ith organi c matcrial 

The Il oor of the bu ilding was o f earth and largc irregular paving 
(J 107.111). The latter survived best in fron t of the SW gable wall . On 
the nonh side o f the building, O.2-0.-lm in front o f the bank (P2a). lying 
on subsoil and covering a Phase I pit (J 120). was a rectangular wall 
heanh (J 108) l illu s 26). It jutted into the room from the wall-bank but 
was separated from it by a packing of small stones. The hearth was 
composed of basal slabs surrounded by a kerbing of two long stones at 
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illus 24 
Pl an and pro fi le o f Phase 2 in the east oflhe site : Ooor of the sunken structure. th e dyngja. with fi re- pit J I 05 , heart h J I 08, sump J95b, posthole 
PLl 78. an d noor J 107 with stakeho!es. Inse t shows the st<lkcho lcs (marked with me tal pegs) at the west end o f the Phase 2 structure: from S. 



illus 26 
Detail o f wall-hearth J 108; scal es in O. lm intervals; from SW. 
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;lIus 25 
The fire -p it J I OS showing its 
construction ; sump J95 to the 
right. and ashes of the floor 
with stake holes at the top of the 
picture ; scales in 0 . 1 m and 
O.Sm intervals : from NW. 

each side. It measured 1. 1 m x 0 .8m. Its cUf\'ed front was also kerbed. as 
a single surviving stone ind icated. 

The lack of small stakeholes for wooden supports, in front of the s ide 
wall s during this phase suggests that benches did not exist. 

USE OF THE BUILDING 

The fire-pit was fill ed with yellow ash and had a capping of bright red 
ash and charcoal (Jl09. 112 : Ji.AS. 79, 80). The intense burning o f its 
slabs and surrounding paving suggests thaI its use wac; extensive (i llus 
25 and col illus II). To the east of the fire ·pit lay a series of ash ;md 
charcoal layers lying wit hin a badl y buml seuing of stone and clay- a 
hearth (J 118; JL67. 105, 109). The stone of th is hearth was completely 
burnt th rough as were two or three lower hearth ba~es . The lowest 
hearth o f the series was not cleared o f its contents before the slab of the 
next was placed on lOp and sct in clay. The middle hearth was Slightl y 
smaller than the upper and lower ones which measured O.6m x O.8m. 
The hearth complex was no more than 0.5-0. 14m high and wa~ 
interprcted as being contemporary with the usc of the fire-pit. 

Ash and charcoal (JL90, 91. 93) spreads c 60mm deep, derived fro m 
this hearth and presumabl y the fire-pit. were found to the so uth and 
north . interleaving and lying on lOp of the subsoil. Surviving in the 
ashes were 14 stakeholes (JLl02-107, 110-117), lyin g mainly to the 
south of the hearth and fire-pit complex . They ranged from 20-40rnm 
diameter <U1d from 25-120mm deep . The remains of charcoal within the 
Slakeholcs suggesl lhm in some the slakC had burnt I!I Slt/l (JLl 02-1 O.'i, 
11 2. I 13). and in others that the Slake had been pulled oul and the hole 
filled \\ ith ash (JJ.ll.t-11 7) . clay OLI 06) or sand OLI 07. 11 0, 11 0). 

It wou ld seem certain that some slake holes ULl02 -107. 112. 113) wae 
connected to the hearth , and one (JLl02) al so to th e fire-pit , but the 
southern-most group (J LI IO. III . 114-117). lay cl oser to a larger 
fealllre- a circular pit OLIOS ). This latter feature was 02-0.24m in 
diameter and c 70mm deep. Thi s lay adjacent to the pavi ng (J I 07) al ong 
the south wall and contained mostly charcoal with a thin intervening 
sand and clay layer. It was cut into the ashes over the fl oor. 
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iJlu s 27 
The tloor of the eastern Phase 2 building wilh pavin g, Ihe 
un ex cavated fire-pit and wall-hearth . The diagonal \\all (J12) 111 the 
cenlre o f the pi c ture is o f Phase 3 dale ()Iher fea!lIre~ are from Phas e 
4 and Phase :I, scales 111 0 1m IIlten ab: from S 

The nonh hearth (Ji 08) contamed hard-packed red ash (J 101 I and some 
textile fragment s SF 1623 & 1633, bUI although Ihere was eVidence of 
burning around it. then.: was not the spread of ,l~ h seen in the central 
com plex 

The floor (Jl 07, 111 ) ( illll~ 27) of the buildll1g \\as probably no more than 
0.8m deep, bUI was mixed in composition, from a hlack silt nonh of the 
fire-pit. 10 a prcdominwH ~llty-clay and ash resting directly on the subsoil 
The !loor accumulated through use. and 111 parts \\a~ hard packed. The 
fl oor depos its \\ere largcl} confined to Ihe nonh and \\eSI of the fire-pit. 
,Uld as two lobes which extended beyond Ihe NW gable;;nd wall. 
Disturbanccs due to the digging of later pits and the shal lowness of the 
strat igraph~ dn nOI aid 1Illerprclatlon of the end of the fl oor 111 Ihls area. 
No teatures sur. ived to suggest the building cont1l1ued \\est\qlTds 

The cast end of" Ihe building was hadly disturhed and did not reveal a 
..::ominuation of the occ upation depll !"> it!"> from Ihl' central area. The 
complete lack ofan~ destrucllon la~ers at the end o f this phase IIldicate 
that th is blllldlllg wa~ replaced and nllt kft in an abandoned slate . 

PHASE 2, DATING AND SMALL FINDS 

Artefacts to und III the dyng}a are largely undatabk. hUI a steatite vessel 
handle (SF 51l 1. is thoughl to be of 1 Oth-/J I th-century date There arc 
onl~ t\\O other pieces of ~ Ieatite froTll Ihi s building both of \\ hlch do not 
a id lIS dating rragmenb of!leece ,md te \ti1es ~ ugges t that some textile 
pTOCCSSlIlg and \\ orklllg Illok place here. and the~e arc not IIlcornpatibk 
with a date Irorn Ihe 12th century (sec 7,6 below) 

1 here are three radioc arhon dates (tahle 1) 
rhe first «(jlJ-1 603) i!"> frum \\ oud charcoa l tlhe spec ies \\a5 nOI 
idemified) fo und on Ihe earthen floor (J I07) of the d)'fI.'Ua. \\hich 
produced a dale of cal A I) 10 17-125h 

,\ ~econd uall' (GlJ -1 602 1 IS from th..: lill of a Plt' posthole (J11 4 1 
possi bl y a~sociated \vi[h [he construction of the bUIlding. II cuntaineu 
carbonised heather and peal is dated to cal AD 1008-1247 

i"hese dates afC 111 cl ose agreemenl. but do nOl gnc a specific date tor 
the construc tion of tile hu ilding. A third radiocarbon date (G U-1604) is 
again from wood of unidentified spe cies . It CllillC from the internal 
earthen bank 1J971 on the south s ide of the dYIIKJu. and is dated 10 cal 
/\D 66 5-lN~ Th is datt' 1\ anomalulI!"> ,md ma~ represent a plcce of old 
timber used mlhe hUlldmg 

Years AD 550 500 650 700 750 aDO 350 ClOD 950 1000 1050 11 00 1150 1200 1250 ;JOO 

Gu 1629 Ph I J1 19 

Gu 1604 Ph 2 J97 

Gu 1603 Ph 2 J107 " . 

Gu 1602 Ph 2 J11 4 

Gu 1775 Ph 3 J91 

Gu 3050 Ph 3-4 EJ 13 
1 s~ma 

2 sigma 

Tahle I 
Radi ocarbon datcs from the IJlggin gs . 
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5.5.3 PHASE 2-3 - PIT CONSTRUCTION AND USE 

Three pits (i llus 2 1) can be asc ri bed to the intervening 
period, between the abandonmen t of the Phase 2 bui lding 
and the con struction of that of Phase 3. 

DESCRIPTION OF FEATURES 

The largt.:s t pit (PI .192) lay at th t.: SE co rner of the c.xcavated area and 
was lUlassociated with any struct urt.:s. Although onl y half excavated 
(by scct ioning) it \\as seen to be a large curved or sub-rectangular 
feature. c 2.6m in width. [t wa.<; cut into the natural subsoil and had 
three diffe rent fil[ings. Thc lowest (PI . 196) was of ycl low sand. the 
middle (PL95) was of burnt mate rial and yell ow sand, arld the upper 
fill lPl.! 94) was yellowlbrown silt . It was 0.25-0,3 Im deep. 

Approximately 0.5111 east of the NE corner o rth t.: Phase 2 building \\:b 
a small oval pH (PLl78 ) filled \\ith dark loam (PLl79), It was aligned 
NE/SW and meas ured O.34m x 0.12-0.25m. Its depth is unrecorded 

A pit (JL9X). was lound to disturb the inll.: rior of the building. !Is 
overall shape and dimenSions art.: III doubt ll<; it was disturbed in th e 
latter half of Phase 3 b) tht.: digging of a larger pH 0L55) on top. As far 
,l~ can be lLseertained. thi s feature was less thml 0.501 in diameter and 
contain ed a lower fil l of dark-brown silty sand (lL83). Tht.: midd le fiJI 
01.82 ) wa~ of oran ge ash and sand . and the upper filt (JL81) was or sl!t 
and eharcoa!l y fl oor deposits. 

Ueyond the huilding to the west a sandy soil (J54/68) was noted which 
probabl y began to accum ulate during Pha<;es I and 2, Its further 
development \\as ternlinaled by Phase 3 activities . 

5.5.4 PHASE 3 - THE NEW WOODEN BUILDING, THE STOFA 

(illus 28) 

Phase 3 is defined by a rebu il d in g o f the Phase 2 wooden 
buil ding. The fonn of the earli er building was reta ined 
but with the addition of s ide benches and an external 
protective stone wall on the SW side. The new building 
was 4.8m in width (between its wa ll s) and c 6.4111 in 
length . At 30.72m' (330.67sq 11) the building was a lin\e 
larger than the Phase 2 structure. The building was 
ultimately defined as a slo/a (4.5. I above). 

DESCRIPTION OF FEATUR ES 

REBUILDING: WALLING AN D BENCHES 

The new wooden bu ilding was ..:onstructed in almost the same place as 
the Pha.',e 2 dwelling-house . The wooden \\ alls of the ne\\ structure 
were moved outwards sli ght ly so that the Phase 2 SW bank cou ld 
function as a bench. Again the lack of postholes suggest that horiLontal 
tim hers were laid directly 011 the ground su rface 

One re,btln for the replac~'lllell\ of the Phase 2 d)'lIgja with a new 
building was instability of the NE side walt and bank . A northwards dip 
in the bedrock beneath thi s wall may have caused slippage both 
i nternall~ and externally. and necessitated the fo nnation tl fa ne\\ bench 
(P2a) along this side . 

Evidence for thi s is seen b~ the fact that the NE si dt.: \\all and bench 
were brought ill\\ard~ c 0.5111 . thu s reduclI1g the noor \\ idth from 4.4m 
to 3.8m (internally l)Clween the henche~), The bench front \\ (l" partl) 
constructed in coarse masonry tJ 1221JL34/I'I .125) which provided extra 
support not only I!) Ihe bench hut presulll ahl~ to till' ~tabilit} of the NE 
~Ide \\JIl f-Io\\e \ er. there IS rH' c\ lde n~·e !I ft he \\all cun~tructl C1l1 J!a ng 
this :' Ilk . due \0 Imer disturbance:.. In C!lIltrasL the S \\" side \\ all was 
pushed outwards to provide <l hench some O.5m widl.: 

rhe l\\\" gable-end \\ a5 also constructed tHlthe same alignment but with 
the additi on of a substantial sill foundation (J22 ) composed of one to 
two co urses of laid stones, A cel1lral doorway was maintained in this 
\\ al!. marked by a large sill s ton~' OAm \ O,Sm placed Internal I) The 
en tire SL gablc ·end \\ as mi ssing. due to Jaler buil ding activity. bu t It is 
suggested that it '.vas moved outwards to the SE e lm. because of the 
extent or the timber tl ooring surviving from this phase. 

The S\\" wooden wall probably extended c 1.3m beyond the NW 

gahle-end , on a line of six horizontal fl at si ll stones (J21 ). to fonn one 
sid..: of a square pri\·y {iHus 2& inseq. Another side was fom\ed b} the 
gable -end Willi . while the remaining walls rested on single sill stones 
(J lOb). The doorway was in the NE wall close to the assumed entrance 
ttl the slo/a. The wall s of the priv) were of slavt.:-huilt timber 
construction and enclosed J large pit (J7 ). 

One of the most prom inent features or the Phase 3 building was a slone 
\~all (J13) (illus 28 ). which ran paraJlel and external 10 Ihe SW side 
wall. It su rvi ved 8.0m in length and e ll 0-1.4111 in width. It continued 
heyond the NW gable-end wal l 10 protect also the privy. The found
ations of Ihe wall were composed of rhyolite boulders up to 0.50m2, 

laid on the ground surface level with the top of the building' s internal 
bench and with the stone base (12 1) of the pri vy. 115 internal packing 
was of small stones and loose earth and its upper courses of flatter 
sandstone hloeks. 

Although di;, turhed at either end and panl ~ in the middle b) later 
activities, thi s substantial wall is interpreted as havlIlg extended be)ond 
the gable-ends of the ouild ing as a protective outer wall I()r the inner 
\\ ooden wall \lfthe SW side ofthc house (sec secti on 8.3.1 ) 

INTERNAL FEATURES 

CLA Y SURFACE 

Initial ly the interi or of the building was prepared by the deposition of a 
predominrult1y silty-clay surface (J4 5, 96. 99. 100. 102- 104) whi ch 
leve lled the remains of the pn!vious structure. The surface was very 
etlmpact ruld ~Uf\ i\ cd 30-1 OOmm in thickness. and abutted the benches 
a.s well as the ioundation stones (1f th~' NW gahle -c nd wall. It provided a 
I"i.Hmdation for all the internal features. and may have been used al so as 
noor surface close to the door. Its occurrence is less certam at the cast 
end of the hullding due tn later di~turhances , hut a sanJ~ !lWTl (JU g. 
Y)_40, 44 . -l 7 . L7:PL!7S.I7i)ma~ hea cOnl1nllJtlOn ()fl1.asma~ hl· 

patches of~alH\Y ash and dlarcoill 0L7. 74). 

S lO:-.lE SET! lNG 

I.) mg close to lhe doorway against the S\\: gab le-end wall and on top of 
lhe silty-day levell ing (J96.et c) was an irregular stone setting. 
origll1al\y poss ihl~ squarc . II '\[IS built of slab:. s\abil ized b~ smal k r 
:ittll1t:S set on cdge. \\ IIh t\\ U low upright stones lo nnin g its S W comcr 
The whole feat ure was rai sed c I OOmm above the level of the huilding· s 
wooden !l OOT (sec below). It was di sturbed at it s north end. as was the 
gabl e-end wall foundat ions (122) hy a later pit. and its relati onship to 
the NE bench is unknown. 
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ilIus 28a 
Close -up of the com er hearth 127 dug into the Phase 2 bank wi th the 
protective stone wall J 13 at the lO p of the picture ; scales in O. [m 
intcrvals : from NE. 
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Plan and profile o f Phase 3 in the eas t of the site : wooden Ooor of the stoia J90, shown wi th gable wall J22 and Slone feature J 122, privy J7 and 
protective wall J 13. North and south benches are shown together with ce ntral hearth , LJO. corner hearth J27, and sump J95 . In add ition, Phase 
4 pits. J Pit I and J Pit 4. aTC marked . Inset : the corner hearth . with the partly exposed wooden Iloor, thc gable wall with the threshold stonc. the 
privy J7 ( 0 the left , and the protec t ive stone wal l J 13 in th e foreground : scah: in O. I m intervals : from S. 



CORNER HEARTl-1 

In the SW comer of the building, south orthe doorway, a rectangular 
comer heanh (127) (illus 28 inset) was built on to the clay levelling 
(196). The hearth lay O. I-0.2m cast oflhe gable-cnd foundation stones 
and a similar distance from the SW bench. The placing of the hearth 
entailed the cUlling away of the Phase 2 bank at thi s point, and suggests 
the hCarlh was built immediately beforc the construction of the wooden 
floor and bench fronts . In the space between the heanh and walls, small 
stones were set on edge in clay. forming a screen to protect the wooden 
walls of the building. In total the hearth measured c I . 1m x 0.8m and 
was built of sub-rectangular stone blocks forming its kerbed sides, with 
larger flatter slabs as its base and was open to the NE 

SQAKAWAY 

The soak away (195a), which lay in the western half of the building and 
within I m of the comer hearth (J27) was maintained as an internal 
feature. It is assumed that it was recut or partly cleared out at the 
beginning of Phase 3. It was partly lined just below the floor level with 
timber (and stone), and capped on the fl oor by two or three removable 
stones The soakaway was square and measured 0.36m x 0.36m. 

WOODEN FLOOR 

The dominant feature of the building in Phase 3 was its woodcn fl oor 
(124.26. 28. 41. 44 . 50-53. 62. 67. 69. 80. 91. 121 : lL36. 37. 57. 58. 61 , 
68.76.101: L22 : PLl68-1 73. 182. 183.20 1.202.206-208.2 10.2 11 ) 
Ev ide nce of it surv ived to indicate that. apan from the comer heanh 
(27) and Ihe stone platform (J 121), the whole floor surlilce was initially 
covered in wood. and lay 0. 15-0.25m below the top of the benches and 
the bottom of me wall foundations. 

CONSTRUCTION 

The floor was supported onjoisls laid across the width of me building. 
They were c 80-l20mm wide and survived to a max imum length of 
1.5m. Some of the timber showed signs of reuse. possi bl y from the 
Phase 2 structure. The joists rested directly on the silty-clay Icvd ling 
(J96) at intervals of between OAm and O.Rm apart at the west end, and a 
more regu lar 0.6m at the east end. A total of nine Joists. possibly 10. 
were found. The easternmost (PL ! 73) \\·,b composed of at least three 
pieces of timber joined together to fom) a heavier piece of wood. The 
joists survived best al the west end of the building where the longest 
pieces were found, and al ong the NE long wal l where they survived 
0.4~0 . 6m in length . 

Floor boards comprising the wooden floor lay across the joistS at 
ri ghi -angles. al igned NW/SE. The poor pn:savation of the wood made 
the measuring of individual boards difficult. bul the best preserved were 
at [east 0. 14m wide, IO-20mm thick and lAm long. As with the joists, 
the boards survived best in the SW half of the building and at the NE 
end (dlus 29) . Apart from the laner, all boards were broken over the 
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illus 29 
Wooden fl oor of the stoIa partly 
revealed, with the comer heanh J27 
half excavated: no scales: from S 

joists wilh the accumulation of later maleriaL and were found resting in 
the gaps between. It was noted that one or two of the boards contained 
round or square peg-holes and others a cleat on their undersides. This 
suggests that the timber. or at leasl some of il was already old and was 
reused in thi s building. Some tool marks were al so noticed and from the 
surviving evidence it is likely that the boards met edge to edge. The 
g,reatest surviving com:entration of boards lay between the comer 
hearth (27) and the centre of the room. Here approxi mately 12 to 14 
planks were recorded on excavation. 

BENCHES 

The function of benches was important to this structure . Along with the 
construction of the wooden floor the fronts of the benches were encased 
in wooden planking. There is however, no evidence of wood survi ving 
In situ on top of the benches. Bench timber including pegs (JL6 1, 
PL168) was found al ong the NE side wall, approximately 4m in length, 
and a l.4m-length (L22) on the opposite wall. A number of peg holes 
and surviving pegs (L44, JL61) suggest Ihal the bench planking wa" 
held in place by upright pegs and posts hammered c 0.2-0.3m into the 
natural sand, which lay mainly behind the planking and kept it in 
position (illus 30). 

The wooden floor \\ as mostly of pine {Pinus syfl·esrris), bUI \\ ilh a li llie 
oak (Quercu.\· sp.). Thl: pcgs found in the planl.>ing and the boards were 
also OfSCOls pine (sections 6,3 and 7.5 below). 

FEATURES OF USE AND RENOVATION 

Subsidencc occurred over the Phase 2-3 pit (N8) which cui into the 
Phase 2 building. The wooden fl oor at this point was eitner replaced or 
overlain by live 10 six large flagstones 0 L5 3). Other iso lated patches of 
paving, (PLl74 ) at the ca..,t end of thl! building may have al~o been laid 
as a replacement to the wooden floor 

The centre of the building contai ned an extensive heap of ash (J L48) 
belonging to a hearth, which was depressed in the centn:: where It 
overlay the Phase 2 fire -pit. A cenlral hearth whi ch may have been an 
original femure within tlk· Phase 3 building \\<15 replaced \\hen burnt 
through. The e\ idenco.:: li)[ stone\\ \lrl.> within the ash \\a~ limited {(l 

severely burnt fragments (lL5I) indicati ng a Simple, un!.;erbed hearth 
base , unli ke the elaboratl: corner hearth (J27) . Small fragments of 
timber sun i\"ed under the ash tn indicate the poss ibility that il 
post-dated the wooden 1100r. A replacement hcarth (UO) \\as finall~ 
constructed 10 the east. It \\ as composed of a si ngle SIOlle slab with a 
low kerb of flat stones on its SW and NW sides . [t was badly cracked 
and burnl through, but mcasured c O. 7m x 0.7m Ash from it lay to the 
SE and on the existing ash mound OL48). 

During this phase of the building, part of the wooden fl oo r was capped 
with yellow clay (ilt us 31) which included some Slraw and stone (J60, 
82, 86). The clay was primaril y seen as an irregular semi-circular 
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feature measuring 2.0m x lAm x O. lm whieh covered the soakaway 
(J 95a). The laller had been levelled with clay and soil (J7:'i ) before 
capp ing. The clay patch preserved the S \V pan of the fl ooring of the 
building, but presum ably was depos lled to replace it, and/or seal the 
soakaway. Other com pact patches o f yellow clay and ash (JUS, 49, 
75) were found close to the southern bench front in the centre of th e 
building. 

[t may have been at this time that the privy (J73) was systematically 
fi lled in . It is assumed to have cOnlinucd in usc due to the acc umulation 
of ye llow, possibly organic. deposits (J7 ) within it. but \\as possibly 
now backfilled with a layt.: r of small pebbles, larger stones. and finally 
capped by a layer of grave l. 

It is uncertain how much o rthe buildtng was in lise at th is time, bUI the 
corne r hearth (]27 ) could have been retained, although evidence of 
fu rther domesti c occu pation was not found . It is assumed that with 

illus 30 
Co llapsed wooden ben ch 
fro nt (L22 ): scale in O. I m 
intervals : from NE. 

the filling in of Ihe s ump and privy Ih(" funct ion of the building 
chan ged . 

PHASE 3, DATING AND FINDS 

In Sllu artefactual dat ing e\ iden ce from th(" cast end of lhe sloja incl udes 
fragments of East Anglian 13 lh-1l 4th-century poner)" (SF 851 ) and 
l3engerode/Solling proto-stoneware (SF H89). AD 1250-1350. located 
j ust beneath the wooden floor. From Ihe surface of the fl oor were 
fragmen ts of Lower Saxony potter) (SF 896) dated to AD 1250-1400 . 
Fragments ofa cont inental pipkin and cooking pot (SF 895 ) were also 
found on the wooden Iloor of the stoja T hese sherds are thought to be 
oflate 16th-centur)' date (section 7.3.3) 

A radiocarbon dale (G U·1775 ) (table I ) from a sample of the wooden 
floor of Scots pine (J91 )' produced a date o f cal AD 999· 1214) 

il1us J I 
Later cia)" patch on the 
woode n floor , with the Phase 
2 bank clearly v is ible and 
cut illlo by the corner hearth 
J27 : scale in 0 I III interval s: 
from W. 
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5.5.5 PHASE 4 - LATER USE OF THE PHASE 3 STOFA 

In this phase, the wooden building underwent a change of 
use. Activities were noted to have occurred before its 
destruction. principally the digging of three pits in the 
hou se interior and one externa lly. From the evidence of 
burnt deposits (see 6.3 below) covering th e pits, the 
building's roof was sti ll intact or partly intact at this time . 

DESCRIPTION OF FEATURES 
---

PITS (iJius 21) 

A smal l pit (JLl OO ) was dug into the SE bench close 10 the \\all foot ing 
and towards the west end of Ihe build ing. It measured c 0.33m in 
diameter and was c O. l3m deep_ From its single fill (JUO) of dirty silt 
and small stones. the pit was presumably filled in soon after its 
excavation. 

To the north lay two larger irregular pits. both of which were partly or 
fully stone lined . One pit (JL55. 86) cuI through the floor. bench and 
bench front and measured 0_86m x 0.7m x 0.25+m. Its stone lining of 
beach boulders with steatite and stone we ights (loom weights) (JL89. 
99) was possibly set in clay wh ich kept the contents wet. Within the pit 
nine perforated stone weights were found. fi sh scal es and a wooden 
rapemaker's lOp (7.5.2: illus 104 and col illus 21). In addition was a 
significant number of pine pegs and artefacts as well as pieces of wood 
from several different species (6.3 and 7.5). The pit was al so filled with 
a mixture of sill. peat, charcoal.lOd sand (JL29, 50, 56, 59. 60.87,88. 
11 0 ). 

It is possible that this pit had a speci fic function as a latrine (see below) 
but was later used for the disposal of rubb ish. and finally covered with 
layers associated with the destruction of the slOfa OL27. 2&) 

The last pit (L35/38) within the building, and possibl y the latest dug. 
lay to the immediate east of the above . Again it was an irregular pit. 
found to have a stone lining (L33) possibly set in clay (L3-t/37). [t 
meas ured c 0.901 x 0.9m x 0.45 111 . Ahhough il cut through the floor 
level of the building it contained very little wood. It was fi lkd with a 
complex layering of charcoal. as h. sand and stones (L29). and was 
capped with clay (L24). 

During Ihe use of these pits. sand and sma ll pebbles (PI.IJ5/ 140Jl90) 
accu mulated over the woodell floor 10 a depth ore O.22m at the east end 
o( the building_ [ts ' natural· appearance may in part he explained hy 
deliberate dumping of disturbed subsoil (f(\m el sewhere lln the site 

Evidence from subseque nt events suggests that thc roof abovc the SE 
gable-end wall may no longer h'lve existed. At the west end of the 
bu ilding a thin covering of si lt and peat (87) deve loped over the !lOOT 

remains 

A final pit (J pit 2) in this period wa~ dug I III west of the pri\"~ , and 
therefore olltside the building. It wa .... a roughly circular pit c G.Sm in 
diameter and e 0.20-0.25m deep. dug into the subsoi l. It contained two 
compact peat and charcoal fills 084 .93) separated by sand (J9~ ) and 
capped hy small pebbles (43) . \.I·':est of the building and around the 
latter pit. a peaty soi l (44) deVel oped. 

DESTRUCTION OF THE BUILDING 

The last event to occur to the Phase 3 building was its partial 
destruction by fire . Burnt deposits wcre found al thc NW end and across 
Ihe centre of the building. although no burning was found althe SI ·:. 

The burning (J25 , 56. 6-t. 66. 90: J L 17-1 9, 20-26. 71, L20, 25. 28. 31 . 
36) was seen as a compl ex patchwork of interleavi ng deposits. This 
included compacted. monied ash and clay, peat black humic silt and 
charcoal . Included in the depos its wa, a quantity of wood, mosll y Scots 
pine . Thi s representcd the remains of its roof: with its birch-bark lining 
and its turf covering (sections 6.3 and 7.5 below) 

It is impos:; ible to be certain whether the occurrence of wooden 
artefacts represcnt belongi ngs stored in the roof when it was fired. or 
whether they lay on the abandoned !loo r of the building. but the furmer 
is possible . 

PHASE 4, DATING AND FINDS 

Dating ev idence for this phase is varied . Perforated stone weigh ts and a 
wooden ropemaker"s lOp (7.5.2: illlls 104 and col illus 21). together 
with a number of pine pegs and artefacts were found within pits of this 
period. It is during this phase thai continental red wares are fi rst noted. 
some from the west end of the site dated 10 AD 1-t50-1550/ l600. In the 
large pit JL55, dug into the di sused Pha<;e 3 slo/a. was a piece of English 
pollery (S F 812), of 14th-/ 15th-eentury date . The hum! roofing deposi ts 
of the slofa also contained a fragmen t of Coppengravef Duingen ware 
SF 848. of the same date. Although not a! present dated. the 
ropcmaker· s lOp will in future add funher infom1atiol1 on the pcrlllu of 
usc of this phase 

There arc no radiocarbon dates for thi s phase but the suggested dating is 
from c I-t OO to the early 16005. 

5.5.6 PHASE 4-5 - PIT CONSTRUCTION WITHIN THE STOFA AREA 

(illus 2 I) 

In between the end of Ph ase 4 and the construction of the 
next bu ilding in Phase 5 was a period of activ ity char
acter ised largely by the d igging of pits which disturbed 
the remains of the Phase 3 deposits. Hov.'evcr. it is not 
possi ble to define a con st ructional sequence for the pits as 
they were separate features. They are the refore described 
from west to east ac ross the s ite. 

DESCRIPTION OF FEATURES 

PIT 4 (fRENCH J) 

This feature was dug through the nonh end of the Phase J NW gable 

(22). thus disturbing the 1\'\'\ . corner ufthat building. It was filled wi th 
sand. lipped stones. peat (88) and patches of charcoal (P4 ). and 
possibly capped with a small patch of day (J30YS)_ The pit mea.~urcd 
2.0m x (J.l}-Um and lay c 0.1-0.2111 deeper than tile base of th~' ga ble 
wall . It \\a~ irregular in outline and II cut Pha"c ~ deposits [ts tinds 
included sl.'veral hones cmd objects of stemite . 

DISTURBANCE AND BURN ING OF PHASE 3 BUILDING 

On lap of Phase -t depOSits were found patches of w mpact yell ow cl a~. 
wood. buml slOnes. charcoal and peat lenses (J62. 74. 76, 81. L18 . 5. 6) . 
These contexts probably derived from the burning of the Phase 3 
building. but were di sturbed by trampl ing and the digging of pits_ Finds 
of Norwegian bakeslone fragments suggest poss ibl e disrurbance of the 
underlying deposits . 
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In the centre of the area, further pntches of bnght yellow silt-cia} and 
ash (JU2. 6) with peat. humic sand. charcoal (JU Ll5) and wood 
(JLlO), suggest thm the disturbance of the earlier building was 
widespread, al though none of these contexts art· recorded it.'> an)1hing 
other than shalla .... layers . 

PIT L26 

A pit (L26) was dug into the east half of the Phase 3 building Its sides 
were lined with yellow clay and stones (L41 ) and its bottom with cloth. A 
slone sel on edge divided the pit into two unequal parts: the north ponion 
was nOI fully excavated. It is suggested that the pll llleasured c 0.8 x 0.5m 
and was c 1m deep. Finds from this feature include wood. steatite and 
14th-/15Ih-ccnrur: poltery, which indicate that after use the pIt was left 
open for a time and used for ruhhlsh dumping. An upper fill (L40 ) 
consisted of a hard packed loam with ash, sand and stones . Finally. large 
stones (LJ9) were dumped on top and a peaty loam developed around 
them. 

LINEAR FEATURE PL1 62, 163 

A li near fealure (PU62, 163), al igned N-S, lay c 0.1 m beyond the end 
of the Phase 3 build ing in the NE . It was c 1.5m long, c O.2m wide and 
c 40mm deep . It contained a dark bro\\ n sandy fill \ PL I 64 . 165) \\ Ith a 
piece of amber and bone. The north end of this feat ure was cut b~ a 
shallow pit (PLl66). The pit was sub-rectangular, measured 0.42m x 
O.3m x O.oqm. and CUI the bank material of the Phasc 2 bu il d ing at 
almost its NL:: corner. Its fill (PLl67) was a sandy loam. This feature 
cou ld posslbl~ be the resull of rain dripping from the roof oflhe Phase 
3 building. 

LI NEAR SCOO P 

The final feature of this intermediate phase was described as a shall o\\ 
depression or linear seoop ~ Pi.lSI. 20 .. n It was cut away to the nonh 
,md was only sectioned. II lay SE of the Phase 3 bui ld ing and eontamed 
sandy si lt and ash fills (PLlS8, 159, 160. 188, 189, 203). Ove r these 
features developed sand with silt (PLI SO. 176. 180: R(17). silt (PLl44. 
146. 151 ) and loam (PLl42) 

5.5.7 PHASE 5 - BUILDING OF A NEW STONE ST RUCT URE 

(illus 32) 

This phase of the si te is characterised by a structure 
which was aligned NW/SE (as were the Phase 2 and 3 
build ings), but which was badly disturbed by more 
recent building activities. (ultimately interpreted as a 
dwelli ng-house. Sec below) 

DESCRIPTIO N OF FEATURES 

NEW WALLI NG AND PAVI NG 

A new wall 055 . JLl3,14. L45) was constructed paral lcl and 
immediately north of the Phase 3 protective stone wall tJ 13). Thi s laner 
wall may have pan I)' survived the destruction of the Phase 3 bu il ding 
and bee n robbed fo r iLS stone. The new wall lay on a thin laycr of peat 
and s ill (J83) which covered the previous acli\'ilies. The wall was c 7m 
long and c I m wide. and in the main was composed of large facing 
stone s. of rhyolile at liS east end ,md sandstone at it s west. \\ lIh a fill of 
smaller Slones . It survi ved two to three courscs high (illus 32 lOSe!) . 
Both ends of the wall were truncated: Ihe NW end \\as cuI away by later 
act ivit ies and the south end may have been refaccd by three large stones 
(R915 ) The latter may represent the original SE end of the \\ all and its 
tum 10 the NE. but this is uncertain 

A 1.5m-length of masonry (JIOb) surviving two courses high and on 
approximately the same al ignment as the wall. rnay have ocen a NW 
continuation of it. However thi s poss ibility was not full~ explored 
during the excavation. Other wall s belonging to this structure were not 
found during excavation , primarIly due to later levelling to the north and 
easl. 

Associated with the wall was an cxtcnsi\'e area of pa\ ing (J 17. 18. 19. 
20,57,58,59.65,71; JL7; L23 ) which measured c 5m x 401. lYing on. 
and interl eavi ng wi th peat. At its cast end the paving (L23) was two 
stones deep. with Ihe wall (J55) (described above) resting on the lower 
leve l. It is suggested that extensive levelling preceded the laying of this 
paving as a number of finds, includmg textiles of 12th-/ lJth-century 
date. were found withi n the peal. 

Conte mporary deposi ts associated with Ihe wall and pav ing were few . 
At the west end of the paving was a small depos ition of bone , sheiL 
ponery and glass . Within the wall (55) was a burnt deposit with shell , 
suggesting that the wall was tevelled or its orig inal fill contained 
rubbish. 

IIL:ARTH 

AI the easl end of the paving and constructed on it. was a rectangular 
hearth (LIS ) which measured 0.7m x 04111 (illus 32). The hearth stones 
\\ ere bad l) cracked bUI C(l ntamed yell(m-brown ash (1. 17). Another 
deposit of the sanlC type ll f ash \\as found on the puvmg beh\een Ihe 
heanh and the \\all (L45) tn the so uth Depos its at the east end of\he 
pavlllg were subsequently truncated by clearance and levelling prior 10 

Ihe constructIon of the Phase 6 crofthoust .. the Gorl . 

FU RT H E R AC nVITY 

ADDITIONAL WALLING AND PAVING 

Only at the west end of the wall and paving did evidence survive of 
further actl\ll) Another layer of pa\mg (flattened sandstone beach 
stones) (J II ) \\as laid on top of the old. fomling a close-set surface 
(iJJ us 33). Ai the same time a narrow willl (J 14). aligned NE/SW and 
~urviving 4111 in length Wit!> constructed at the NW end of the paving 
rhe wall \\ a~ nnly one stone \\ ide and \\hen excavated was (WO 10 Ihree 
courses high . It~ junction \\ Ith the slightly earlier \\all 0 55 ) was broken 
by the construction of the Phase 6 GIlri . There is. however. some 
evidence thaI thi s new wall (J 14) abu\led the earlier OS S) but al so lay 
parallel to II I'm ( 1 5m. 3.-; Illumed to the Sf--: 

IJRAINS 

External to the walls and paving were drains to both cast and west. In 
Ihe west a linear feature (PI I ) aligned NE/SW. sur. ived 3.5m in length , 
and was partly stone-Imed. Its S\V end may ha\e tenninated in a 
stone-lined pit or soak away (J 115). The drain was fi lled with grey cla~ 
(1)12) .. and two stonier patches of the same malerial (J 1\3) (O.6m x 
0.44m and 0.42 .'( 0.42m) , were found SE of the drain which suggests 
Ihal the dral1l may have been dcliberalc l~ filled in. 

ACTIVITY AT T H E EAST END OF THE SITE 

Evidence of activities at the cast end of the site are highly fragmented. 
hut two area~ of paving (PLl43 and R916. 918) are considered 10 

belong to this phase (illus 34). Both pa\ed areas were cuI by drains. The 
largest drain (PL I47, 154; R9 10, 912) was aligned EIW, was a little 
more than 3m long and was 'V ' -s haped (c O.4m deep). At its west end it 
was c 1.3m wide and may have term mated close to the paving and 
hearth (L23 and Ll5) described above. where a rounded feature. 
possibly a pit (L32), filled wilh irregular stones (L2h was found to be 
contemporary wi th the paving, and poss ibly part of the drain. The dra in 
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illus 32a 
Part of wall J55 lyin g in front o f the protective wall JI3 , with the Phase 3 gabl e wall 
and a capping of small pebbles to the privy: scale in O. I m intervals ; from N. 

illus 32 
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Plan of Phase 5 in the cast of the s ite: wall s of the structure , J 14, J lOa. J55 and R9 14 are shown with the hearth LIS and paving J II . 1\lso noted 
are drain s PLl 37, PLl47, PII and pit s J 11 5 and J Pit 3 
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illus 33 
Paving and \\alls o f Phase 
5, lying under Ihe Phase b 
Gorl. with some Phase 3 
kalUres \ L~ible. scale In 

0 .1 In intervals~ from N. 

illus 3 ~ 
Gable and paving o f Phase 
5. lyin g under the Phase (, 
Gorl : scale in 0] m 
IIlterva]s : from E 



width narrowed to c 0.5m at its east end, but its extent is unknown as it 
continued beyond the limits of the trench. It was partl y lined and capped 
with large stones (R907). At the west end the fill o f the feature consisted 
of sand (P1.152. 153). s ilt (PLI45 ) and stone and si ll (PLl5S . 1561. At 
its cast end the fill was more mi .'\cd and included rubble and carth 
(R90R. 909. 911). and peat (R91 3. 914) . 

NE of thi s feature was another drain (P L I 37, 139. [99.200) which had 
vertica l s ides and a fiat bottom. It was aligned NW/SE with a turn to 
the south . In total il meas ured c 7.5 01 long and c 0 .25 ·0301 widc . It 
\\as filled with dark silty loam (PLI36. 186. 198) \dll ch varied in 
colour bet ween grey (PLl 3S) an d yellow (PLlS7). [t was capped by 
large boulders (PLI 29, 132), up 10 two deep, wh ich were laid 
lenglhwise over the feature . The capping survived a lotal of 3m in 
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length in the middle secti on o f the drain . Over this drain deve loped a 
layer o f rubble (PLl41). s il! (PLl27. 128)' mixed peat, charcoal and 
,~h (PLl JJ. 134) 

PHASE 5, DATING AND FINDS 

There arc no rad iocarbon dates for this phase but a fragment of earl~' 
17th-ce nIUf)' White Slip Green Glaze (SF 832) was fo und on th is side of 
the site. Occurrences of Engli sh 14th-/15th-century pone~ and steatite 
~ugges t the di~t urbance and reworking o f earlier deposits 

The buildings in this phase were in use from the early/mid 1600s to the 
mid 18005. 

5.5.8 PHASE 6 - 19th-CENTURY FEATURES AND BUILDING OF THE CROFT-HOUSE, 
THEG0RL 

(illu s 35) 

The final evidence of activity on thi s part of the s ite is 

shown by the levelling and partial clearance of Phase 5 
features and the construction of the final dwelling-house 

on the s ite , the Gorl . 

DESCRIPTION OF FEATURES 
- - -

ACTIVITY PRIOR TO THE CONSTRUCTION Of THE G0RL 

Mixed soi l. with ash and peat (P2b. 6. 7. 8: J4. 6. 8. 9. 12.33; JL 2-6, 8. 
9: L 4. 16.2 1) devel oped across most or lhe area Only in the SE comer 
of the site was some substantial paving (PL 131 , 157; R905. 906. 9 1)) 
laid down . Some of this (R906) surv ived 2.75m in length. 0.75 m in 
wi dth and was aligned NNE/SSW. The paving was nol full y excavated 
as it wa<; Icrt as an intact leature for the future consolidat ion o f the sile . 
The paving was partl y I.;ovcred by a peat loam and cIa)' (PLln. 124: 
R904 ) which may possibl y have been levelling material deposited prior 
to Ihe fo undations of the linal dwell in g-house on the site. the Gar!, 
being laid (PLl 21. 123; R903). 

THEG0RL 

The (il.1r1 (R901 ) me,l~lIf1:d 9.5m x :'i .Om ex temall ) \\ith \\alls c 1.0m 
thick survivi ng to a he ight o f 2 .0m. The walls were or large facing 
stones with small stone imd so il infil !. The building wa~ aligned roughl y 
N/S (al ri ght-angles to Ihe alignmem orlhe earlier structu res on thi s part 
of the site ), and had entranceS to\\ards its S\\': comer and in the centre of 
its east wal l. 0.7m and 0.8m wide respectively. The laHer entrance 

(R902) was paved (probabl) part of R906) . The building conlained a 
central hearth (LJ) towards its south end. which originally was e lm 
square and composed of large flat stones laid on a peaty-earth fi oor 
(Ll4) . The !l OOT was later paved (L46) . 

CONTEMPORARY WALLING 

Onl y one other struct ure can be said to be roughl y contemporary with 
the Gor!. This wa,> part of a roughly built double-faced wall (J5) lying 
parallel 10 it. but c 2m to the NW. The wall was c O. 75m wide and LOrn 
long. but it is quite li kely Ihat it continued another 3.5 m to the SW (to 
abutt the remains oflhe Pha,e 3 protective wall (J13) ) to cut through 
Phase 5 ICatures. It ani} survived onc to two courses high 

PHASE 6: DATING AND FINDS 

The latest dwelli ng-house. the GorL was buill in the I R60s at right 
angles 10. and over the site ot: the Phase 3 stofa. It was abandoned in the 
1930s. The northern hal f wa<; taken down in 1987. Late 19th~/ear ly 
20th-century clay pipes (eg SF 868 ) and modem ceramics date this 
building. as wel l as the document ary evidcnce. 

In additi on, rlilds from earlia pe riods include the Lo\\er Sa'\on~ 
stonewares (S F 8~~) of 12:'0-1450 date. cllntlnental red\\ ar(;~ and the 
\\()oden lid (SF ~26) dated from the 16th centuf)' all wards (if nOi 
earlier). The occu rrence o f these pieces suggest Ihe continued 
di sturbance of earlier stratigraphy to almost the presen t day and the 
des truction of immediately pre- [860 level s. 

ThI S phase is dated from the mid 18005 to c 1930. 

5.5.9 PHASE 7 - MODE RN FEATURES 

The !loor of the Phase 6 Gml was covered with debris 
(L2. 12. 13) including monar and stone from the 

abandonment and des truction of the building. The Phase 
6 wall (1 5) was leve ll ed. res liiting in stoney debris (1 2. 

78 . 79) lying under the topsoil (J 1.3. P L J L6 L L I L 
R900) which finally covered the area . This phase 

contains a ll s tructures and anefac ts wh ich are post-1930 
in da le . 
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illus 35 
Plan o f Phase 6 in the east o f the site : the Gorl is shown with its external pa vi ng R906. doorway R902. hearth L3 and e .... ternal wall J5 
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5.6 STRATIGRAPHY OF THE WESTERN HALF OF THE MAIN SITE 
TRENCHES H, K, E AND EJ. 

Beverley Ballin Smith 

5.6.1 PHASE 2 - REMNANT STRUCTURES: A SIV\Ll AND POSSIBLE ELDHVS 

(illus 36) 

The combined structural remains from Trenches Hand E, 
together with their distribution of artefacts, can be 
interpreted as a skat; or hall. with the structural remains in 
Trench K as an accompanying e/dhus or cookhouse, 

DESCRIPTION OF FEATURES 

In the northern part of the site (Trench H), cut through the natural sand 
into the rhyolite bedrock (H 10: Hi6: II) was a linear !Cature (Hi 7, 15) c 
3.0m long and 0.15·0.2m wide. lying close to the NW edge of the trench 
and curving a\ its nortn end to the east It is closely associated with a 
firc·pit (Hi20) which lay 1.5m 10 the east. The linear feature (Hi7) was 
filled with soi l and stone fragmenl<; (HiI4 ), and was capped with a lid of 
four irregular flat stones and a fragment of rLltaT)' quem. Its NE end was 
indistinct as a later pit (H 16) cut through the feature. Its middle section , 
where the stone capping survived best. wa'i partly stone lined. but its 
south end was indistinct. It may have functioned as a drain or flue . The 
feature was however badly di sturbed during Phase 3-4 or 4. This 
structure was ultimatel y identified as a sktili or hall (8.2.2 below). 

A panial rock·cut fire·pit (Hi 20) lay to the cast and probably formed 
part of a contemporary cookinglhearth complex (illus 36 inset) . The 
cook.ing pit was irregularly round in shape , measured 0.45m x O.3&m 
internall y and was 0.2m·0.3m deep. liS sides were lined with 2·3 
courses of stone which were packed with clay, and a flat stone lay in 
the bottom. The pit was filled with burnt peat and wa~ covered with a 
mound of ye llow ash (H i 19). To the north of the cooking pit. the 
surrounding peat had been affected by the heat and had become more 
earthy in texture . The a.~h deposits of the pit were difficult to separate 
stratigraphicall y from the immed iate ly overlyi ng contexts which 
included an oven in a mound of ash (see Phase 3), although a sporadic 
intervening sand layer (I [i [&) was noticed . 

Cont!.!xts at thc cast side of this arca were not fully excavated down to the 
natura.l subsoil (E&O; Ej6, 8. 24. 27) . The earlIest recorded featun.:" at the 
eastern edge of the area were a hearth (EJ22) \\ith lower burnt deposits 
(EJ2J), and ash and peat (EJ22) on and around the hearth . The latter were 
seen as a slight ridge to one side of the hearth which mca->ured c 1.0m x 
1.25 m. A layer of paving (EJ20) partly overlay the hearth deposits in the 
cast and mea'iured 1.5m x 1.25m. None of these features werc fully 
revealed as they extended beyond the NE corner of the trench. 

In the SW (Trench K) the lowesl stratigraphy noticed was red sand 

(K36), with small stones. which overlay the bedrock . To the west and 
south a dark soi l (K 106) devel oped on top. 

On the sand, although not completely excavated, was a mound of ash 
(K 156). c 0.2m thick . It lay bet ween the centre and the southern edge 
of the trench. Its function and dating are uncertain , but it may 
represe nt the remains of a hearth contemporary with the cooking pit 
(Hi20) whi ch lay c 5nl to the NE. Towards the west edge of the ash a 
large pit (possi bl y another cooking pit) (K 155) was cut, C OAm in 
diameter and 0.2Sm·0.3m deep. It Wa'> edged by stones on its west 
side and had a stone set into its base . It contained a little seaweed with 
a mixture of stone, peat and ash. The feature was later cove red by 
irregular flat stones. It is unclear whether there were further 
contem porary pits or holes of the same size cut into the ash. although a 
small posth ole 0. 201 in diameter lay 0.6rn towards the east and south . 

A 40mnHhick layer of compact peat (K 12 1,138) later developed across 
the centre of the trench, suggesting an abandonment of the earlier features. 

PHASE 2, DATING AND FINDS 

Steatile fragments were found in the sktili and a fragment of Norwegian 
bakestone (SF 1527) (which makes its earliest dated appearance in 
Oslo. NorwaY,just at\er AD 1100) although 00\ ill situ, came from the 
disturbed drain/flue (Hi 14). There ar!.! in addition pieces of LO\~cr 
Saxony pottery (SF 809) dated AD 1250-1400 fo und in the same 
deposits of the drain/flue (H i 14). These arc, however, considered to be 
intrusive (see above ). It is conceivable that the pits (HI 61\9) which 
disturbed the drain/flue were cut during Phase 3-4 

There is no secure dating evidence frorn the structure in Trench EfEJ . 
Howevcr. a piece of Paffrath ware (AD 1050· 1200) (SF 14 .. 6). \\a~ 
found in the strati graph ) of the replacement bui lding in this trench III 

Phase 3. The same context al so produced a piece of birch bark whi ch 
gave a C 14 date of cal AD 785- 1052 (GtJ· ) 050) (table I) . The problem 
\~(th this dale and thc plcce o f Paffrath \\are is that they come from an 
insecure context: the date may be from material deriving from Phase I 
features and thi s Patfrath ware from the Phase 2 sktili structure. 

A con ical lead spind le·whorl (SF 460) of possible IOth-fI2th·century 
date was fo und in thc uppcmlOst contexl'i of the eldhus in Trench K. 

Rased on the available evidencc for this phase it is suggested that thc 
buildings were in use from as early as AD 1100 to the !.!arlyfmiddle 1200s 

5.6.2 PHASE 3 - FURTHER CONSTRUCTION: A NEW ELDHVS AND SKALI 

(iUus 37) 

Allhe north end oflhe site Ihe survival of tile stratigraphy 
was limited and sporadic, but a redesigning of the Phase 2 
hearth area was noted, In terpretation of the structures of 
this phase strengthened the suggested interpretation of an 
early sktili with accompanying eldhus in Phase 2. 

D ESCRIPTION OF FEATURES 

DEVELOPMENT OF THE COOKING AREA 

An enlargement of the Phase 2 cooking area (Hi20) now took place, and 
it is suggested that sand (HiI8 ) was used as a partial levelling layer. 
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illus 36 
Plan o f Phase 2 in the west o f the site : hearths KISS , Hi20 and EJ2 2 are shown with drain Iflue 11i7 and C!dgc of pit EJ28. Inset : the fire-p it 
lIi20 su rrounded by the drainlflue Hi) to the north and NW and by later pits }-Iii 6 to th e right oflhe picture: sca les ill O. I m imervals: from Sf.:. 
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illus 37 
Plan of Phase 3 in the west of the site : with hearth s E45 and K 100, show n together with paving K85, wall fragment E65. oven Hi13 . workin g 
area H17 , and pits Hil6 and H1 9 , Inse t: oven Hi13 fi lled with stones. surrounded by burnt ashes and capping to the flue/drain Hi7 ; scale in 
0. 1 III intervals. 
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deposi ted prior to the construction of a large rectangular oven (Hi 13) 

which measu red cO.5 m x 0.55m internally. This oven was built over and 
partl~ into the Phase 2 ash mound (Hi 19 ). It consisted of five large. vel) 
burnt stones (one measured 0.3m x 0.5m ). set In gre} cla~ (1111 7) which 
was also in part burnt to a red colour. and which fomled the north and 
west sides . and SW comer o r the feature . A layer of small highly burnt 
~ tones were found in the hottom of thl' oyen lying in a red-brown ash~ 
~1I1. The oven was open to the east anJ SE (il lus 37 inset) 

An arc of three large level stone slabs (1117) lay c 0.85m tll the east of 
the oven. and although cracked. may have delineatl'd the worl" ing area 
in front of it. Their linear arrangement does nOi howe\ er ~ uggest a 
separate hearth area although they ClIuld have heen used as parching 
stones (ON lus.m). The area surrounding the oven (Hil3) was c 3m in 
diameter and was burnt to a deep red colour (HI5) The illlenslIY of the 
burning affected the underlymg peat <Uld sand (I (18) to the cast. which 
lay on top of the bedrock 

The oven was filled with burnt clay and ash (Hi5 . Q) wh ich \\as spread 
over the surrounding burnt area (HI5) and became mixed with )"eIlO\\ 
clay and grey peat(H 15) to fo nn a large mound c 0.3-0 .4m high. Lumps 
of pure red clay were found interleaved with the ash in the imillediate 
yicln ity of the oven . as was charcoaL \\ hich al so la~ on top of the 
surro unding arc of stones ( II! 7). 

Overlyi ng the eastern deposits of the cooking area was a layo of loose 
peat (H 14). ash and bumt stones (H 13) The arc of stones (111 7) to the 
~ast of the o\"en may have been replae<:d during the life of the latter b~ 
further stone (1-Il3 ). Alternatively. these mixed depos its (1-113) ma~ 
represent an end of the oven as a useful feature. as further pieces of 
hroken quemstone wcre fo und on thl: \\est cdge ufthe ash mound and a 
complete quernstone behllld the 0\ en Another dump of ash. charcoal 
and yello\\ clay. lay to the so uth . duse to T rench K. probably also 
derived from the oven (IIi I J). 

To the east a hard-packed ~and~ deposit of ash and charcoal i E1 I Q) \1 a.-, 

noticed immediatel} underlying the lower redJened (burnt) cJ a)e~ 

deposits (E1 16) of a hearth (EJ 15; E45. 48 . 50. 52. 60. 70) which lay on 
top of the Phase 2 hearth . The hearth contained some humt stone 
fragments. ash and cla~. and a linle \\ ood (section6.J.J). 

Lyi ng 0.75m to the south of the hearth was another panly excavated 
ICaturc which may have heen a pit. gully or dmin (EJ28) As revealed it 
\\as l.Om in length. c 0.5 111 \\ide and c!a~ Imed III the north l\clther cnd 
I\as traced. although a large stone set at an angle in the ICature \\as 
noticed . The whole was later covered hy a layer of sandy ~oll (El 18 ). 
Thi s feature Illay have continued NW as deposib in the centre and east 
orthe area in thi s phase and Phase 4 ~ Iumped dOlH1I\ards The origin of 
the dip in deposits and the continuation of thl~ feature. mo!>t like I) a 
drain. were not pursued . It is uncertain when this fcatun: \\a~ 

constructed : it is probahle it originated during Phase 3. hut datin g 
el idence suggests it mi ght hal e originated at the end ofPhil~~' 2 

South of the heanh and over the drall1 (El28) was a thin Illl.'\ed depos lI 
ofash and yellow-brown clay (E42. EJI7l. possibly part ofa 1I0OT level 
associated With the heanh . Between the hearth ,md the ash and cla~ 1\ as 
a discontinuous spread o f hard-packed gra\ C"l (E49. EJ 12). \\ hich 
seemed to interleave with some of the hearth deposits. There may have 
been two gravel layers with an intervening one of peaty so il. O .... e r the 
hearth. ash and gravel developed a depos it of carbol1l!>l'd matenal 
(EJ I4 .26). 

Because of the dimculties in excavating at the east end of this area 
(depos its \\ere limited to the corner of the trench). it is imposs ible to sa~ 
\\hether there was a break be(\\een the Phase 2 stratlgraph~ and those 
conS idered to belong to Phase J 

The O\'en to the NW lin Trench II ) and the hearth to th~' SE (in Tren ch 
E). ma~ ha\e lain at either end uf the sanl!! huilding. the skLih or halJ 
\8.J.l hel m\ ) 

NEW CONSTRUCTION IN THE AREA OF THE PHASE 2 
EI..D H US 

Dark so il (Kl06) continued to develop in the SW pan of the west end of 
the area hut a thin s ilt lens (K 143) was nOllced over the Phase 2 ash 
rhe remodellmg o f the sknh to the north \\:l~ mirrored 10 the SW \\hcrc 
there \\as a contemporal)' construction of a new building. a replacement 
eldhus wit h a large hearth with kerbing (K 100) and adjoining. paving. A 
stone wall (E65). mu~t likely belonging to th is phase. \\as built in the 
SE and aligned NE/SW It fonned the SE IIlterior face o f the bui lding III 
I"rench K. although actual linh with the latter's strilllgraph) \H:n:: 
destroyed hy later disturbances. Only the walrs west face survived 
25m in length and 05m wide . ll~ excal'atcd . 

T he hearth (KI OO) wa!> rectangular and aligned NWJSl. Its kcrb mg I\(l\ 
composed of long narrow stones (0.46 x 0 16m) sct on edge. largel y 
su rv iving on three si dICS and o pen to the N\\'. although whether thi~ \\ a.-, 

Jue to deSign or later dlsturbance~ I ~ un~n(l\\11 The hearth measured 
19m x 1.3m and \\,l~ filled \Iith hard ash and charcoal (1\.1 00) The 
deposlls within the hl:arth were rcvealed as several layers 0. 1-0.15m 
thick. interleaving with charcoal lenses and probabl~ humt-through 
hearth ~ t tl ile s There ma~ also ha\e been one stakehole tU\lards the SF 
comer uf the hearth The ashe~ ~pread be~ond the hearth. especiall~ ttl 
its north. where it \\a.~ seen as a large low mound c I Qm x l.5m '\ 
o 15m II!> colour .... ar led from hri ght orange h) pale ~elI0\1 and it al\() 
Interlea\ ed \\ ith charcoal lense~ 

Partly surrounding the hearth (K I 00) in the SW was an area of paving 
(1\.85 , 119) cOlllposed of large flat stones measuring 3m x 4111 . In the east 
the pa\ ing had slumpeJ Into the underlying pl:at (K 121 . 138) because of 
disturbance due to Ihe IIlsertion of a later feature . At ka.-.tt\\o la)ers of 
paving stones were recorded in the south and several la)ers in the SE. 
\\ith peaticnscs between. A final rcsurfacingillay account for a singlc 
la~e r offragment30 pa\ Ing to the IIllIlledl3te north oflhe heanh (1\. 100) 
I\hieh o \erla~ the ,l~h mound (Ill us 38). 

PHASE 3, DATING AND FINDS 

rhe ea~tl:rn end (If thl" sAoh cOl1\allled NOT\\egl an bake~t{\lle fragllle l1l ~ 

(SF 145 1): pumice (S F 441 ). derived from an icelandiC voh.::'Ul le 
eruption MAD 1362. I\hich i~ \\mked into a \\horl or li ~hlllg noat and 
1\35 founJ Oeside the heanh. bee also PanT-ath \\are (SI' 1446) ·\1) 
1050-1200) and a Jatl:d piece ofh lrch bar~ All 780-I04(J. 111 Ph'l~e 2 
above). 

The eldh/l .\· produced /11 Situ fraglll~'llb of J 4th-centtl~ medieval applied 
decorated potter;. (SF 810). and ll1an~ steatite \ e~se1 fragments. 

In the light (lf the eVidence it is suggested that thiS pha>; l" oTig inated j u\t 
before AD 1250 and Ill'itcd until a little after AD 1400 

5.6.3 PHASE 3-4 - PIT CONSTRUCTION AND ABANDONMENT OF PHASE 3 SKALI 

The Phase 3 skdli Illay have been abandoned before a 
group of small irregular pits (H 16.19. Hi 16) all 
considered to be contemporary. were dug into the 
under lying stratigraphy or into bedrock . 

DESCRIPTION OF FEATURES 

One pit ( IIi 16) disturbed the Nl end of the Plm>;c 2 linear feature (lli7 ): 
Mother two pits (Hi 16) with dimensions of c 0.25m x OJ m lay \0 Ihe 
north. Further to the easl lay three IlIOTe pits (H 16. 19). These \\cre larger: 
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one (I-{ I 9) measurcd 0.8 x 0.9m ,md was dug 0.35m down into the 
bedrock. It was filled with burnt seaweed and some wood. Another pit 
(HI6) measured 0.85m x O.77m hut survived onl y O.12m deep and was 
filted with burnt seaweed and peat. A ll these features could be intrusive 
and could have bt:cn cut from as high as the beginning of Pha<;e 4. 

Prior to Phase 4 and the construction of a new dwelling-house on the 

illus 38 
Hearth K. 100 to the right o f 
the picture. surro unded by 
paving K85 . Wall E65 is 
visible abovc the hearth 
Trench E lies towards the to p 
o flhe pi cture and Tren ch H 
to Ihe left . Other visible 
features are of Phase 4 datc 
or later: scale in O. I m 
interval s: from W. 

site. there are a few othcr contexts which suggest abandonment o f the 
Phase 3 buildings and Icvelling of the area. There was a thin layer. 
20-30mm thick, of burnt seaweed (K82), which adjoined areas ofpcaty 
carth (K86, and EJl3 .25) and sand (EJ7) whieh accumulated 
intemlittentl y across large pans of the area. Some of the peaty layers 
(EJ1 3.25) contained many find s which may have been deposited at the 
end of Phase 3 or the beginning of Phase 4. 

5.6.4 PHASE 4 - CONSTRUCTION OF A NEW DWELLING-HOUSE AND ANCILLARY 
BUILDING 

(illu s 39) 

DESCRIPTION OF FEATURES 

ABA N DONMENT OF THE NORTH PART OF THE AREA 

The north part of the area (Trench H) continued in an abandoned state. 
Peal dark earth and charcoal (HiI2) deve loped over the Ph ase 3 
structures. whi le in other areas sand (HS ) began to accumu late. Some 
peat development (1-19 ) lay to the east on semi -natural sand, suggesting 
it lay outside the earlier skdli. To the west a mixed horiLun (HI1 ) 
developed which was overlain by loose stone ,md peat (1-11 2). The lack 
of any ev idence o f occupation suggest that th is part of the area rem ained 
open atter Pha<;e 3 activities . 

The num ber of artefacts found in the loose stone and pem la)cr l1-l I 2) 
suggcst.<i the direct intl llence of m:livities taking place to til..: south and 
s v./ . as does an overlying burnt arl'a (H7) composed o f brlmn soil. 
charcoal ,md stone. South oflhe Phase 3 oven and off the mound of ash 
in the north. a thi n peaty layer (1-l i4. 8) develop..:d. probabl) throughout 
Ph ase 4 

LEVELLING AND CONSTR UCTION IN THE SW AND 
C ENTRAL PARTS OF THE AREA 

In the SW and central parts of the area, over Ihe Phase 3-4 peal. 
accumulated a layer of building rubble (K84 . 75, 39). The rubble 
included beach pebbles, fire-cracked and large flattened stones which 

may have resulted from the earlier structures on th..: s ite. The cenlre of 
the area of the Phase 3 cooking act ivities was used a<; a dump fo r debris 
(including many artefacts see 7. IA ) \\h ich accumulated in a linear 
depression (1-:98) between the mounds (l f ash, poss ibl y in a natural dip 
in the underl ying bedrock ,md in the gap between the Phase 3 sMh and 
eldhus. Initiall y the feature was never Ii:lmmli sed as an open drain . It 
contained wet peat whi ch continued to develop throughout thi s phase 
(as (K 17). sec below). 

During or immediately alkr the levelling process two slone wall s. 
surviving onl y as single t~ICCS were constructed. O ne wall (K9 81 was 
bui lt on the so uthern edge of the open linear depression wh ich wa<; still 
in use . !t was aligned NV·/ISE and surv ived in length 2-3 .2m, and was a 
total of 3-4 courses deep. It used the spread of burnl seaweed (K82). 
mentioned in Phase 3--\. ahove, as a foundation layer. Both ends o f Ihis 
\\all. its sOll1h face. and a portion of its centre were lost through lata 
disturbanc..:s. 

II is suggested that the ea ... t wall o f the Pha~e 3 structure (E65) was still 
in exi stence and the orig inal intention of the remodelling was to reusc 
this as the ea."t \~ aJ l of a nc\\ struct ure. The north \~ a ll (K9S) would 
have join ed the east wall (E65) at ri ghi-angles . 

The reuse of the Phase 3 cast waH as part of the new building was not 
however successful , poss ibl y due to instability. and was replaced by the 
second new wall of thi s phase (K 19). The new wall ( I-.: 19) is the onl y 
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illus 39 
Plan o f Phase 4 in th e west o f the site : K 19. E65 and K 98 arc wall s o f the two build ings with hearths K50 and E33 with pavi ng EJ 10. stone 
setting E44 , and dump K98 . In addition arc two drains M9 and M IO. and pits EJ4, EJ5 and J Pit 2. Inset : fragmen ts o f wooden fl oorin g E40; 
scal e in O. lm in terv als; from SW. 
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stru ctural feature of any phase on the site whi ch was given proper 
foundations. A trench (K 127) 1- 1.2m wide was dug immediatel y west 
of the o ld wall (E65), and into it was placed a substantial new 
construction. e lm wide . with a well bu ilt west face llf large angular 
stones backed with rubhle. II is suggested that the old wall wa<; partl~ 
reused and buttressed by the new. Thejunction of the Phase 3 and Phase 
4 walls at their NE end was unclear because o f later disturbances. The 
new east wall survived at least three co urses high . 

The leve lling layers (K 75,39) described abovl:. may havc also partly res
ulted from the construction of the new wall s. Later disturhances account 
for the lack ofevidencc for Ihe west and south walls of this structure . 

Lying centrally within the two wall s, was a hearth (K:iO). constructed 
over the levell ed peat and rubble . Allhough irregular in shape it 
measured 0.6m x 0.6m. It \\as composed o f a large burnt stone, which 
had cracked and slumped into the underl ying deposits ( 1-\ 75,39), but it 
contai ned burnt ash and charcoal. A clay fl oor (K44 ,33) surrounded the 
hearth , which later became mixed with ash and charcoal from the latter. 
Although the floor survived c 1.6rn (N /S) in e .... tent. ils rciationship to 
the wall s was disturbed by later features. 

The lack o f any depth to Ihe occu pation debri s wilhin this building 
suggests that its use as a domestic struct ure was relatively short lived. 
The growth of rubbish and later peat beyond its north wall continued 
until the building's abandonment. 

A NEW STRUCTURE IN THE EAST OF THE AREA 

A new dwelling-house \\ as cons tructed as a con temporar;. featurc tu the 
cast. This new building rnay have used the stone wall s \1\.1 9 and c(5) 
for its western wal l, thus abutting the building to the wesl 

In the NE comer of thi s area o f the site was paving (EJlO) It was 
composed o f large thin flagstones. some with chipped edges, but was 
very sporadic in extent. North and cast of thi s was a second area o f stone 
(EJ II ). some tum bled. and one co ntai ning a pivot socket. It is suggested 
that the slone was the remains of stmctural feature, possibl y part o f the 
north wall of the new dwelling-ho use. Evi dence for thc southern arid 
eastern wall s of thi s structure was never found 

Between the central and eastern side o f thl: area werl: the lowest 
deposits excavated in thi s trench. including much peat and so il 
(E53.63,69,74. 75.84,851 . It is therefore not known whether Phase 2 and 
3 fea lures exist here . These contexts also cOnlained some charcoal ;uld 
cou ld be interpreted as kvelling layers prior tu the constructio n o f the 
wooden-floored dwelling-house 

Jo ists of a wooden floor \\ ere laid duwn and. when 1::\l:avated. their 
remain s sat in a fib rous pca[)' laya containing some tntiles. This is 
poss ibl y the upper layer o f the previousl) dc~crlbed k\elll1lg la~er. or 
remains of material that dropped through the gaps in the Iloorboanls 

A wooden floor (E40, 43. 62 , 7\. 7&. &1, &3) was constructed with the 
timbers aligned NW/S E as in thl.! Phase 3 slOfa to the I.!ast. The best 
preserved fragml.!nts of the woode n floor were of close-fitting timber. 
Some of the fl oor was seen to have been pegged. other fragme nts we re 
burnt and other part s had deca~ed to a peaty consistency (illus 39 

inset). It was imposs ible to determine whether there was more tha n 
one laye r of timber. The fl oor survived best in the cast-ce ntral part of 
the area. Repairs to the timber may have been made with stone as 
eviden ce o r repaving in the NE was seen as well as so me stones on Ihe 
fl oor not iced. 

tn the NE comer a new hearth (ED. 37. 3&: EJ9) was laid panl y on the 
paving (EJ I 0). Although not fully rc\·caled. it cOnlained ash and 
charcoal. and was highl y burn t. No hearth stones or kcrbing \\ l' re fo und . 
but Lhe feature mca<;ured 1.0m x 0.6m as revealed . The hearth may have 
been situated in the corner of the bui ld ing and prulected from lhe 
wooden Ol)()r by an area of paving 

Immediately SW of the hearth were " .... 0 stone features (E44 ). One lay 
1.2m from the hearth ruld wa~ composed offour small . linear stones set 
on edge c G.4m long. The feature measured 0.2m in width and was 
probabl y a stone sock!.! t related to the hearth. Between this and the 
hearth was another feature (recogn ised durin g posl-excavation arlal ys is) 
as a ca\'ity or box within the paving. co vered with a fl agstone lid. The 
feature wa~ c 0.2 m square . 

The destruct ion of th is building can be interpreted from the survival of 
ash and burnt peaty deposil<; (E31. 32. -ll. 51. 68. 76. 77). The~ 

contained much wood, birch bark, artefacts and some stone, and may be 
considered as destroyed roofing material (section 6.3.3) which covered 
much of the central-eastern area. 

PHASE 4: DATING AND FINDS 

Dat ing ev idence for thi s phase is varied. Textiles- kn ining. yam and 
fibre . eg (SF I 639}-were all fOllnd in situ and in close assoc iation with 
each other on the floor of the new building. The knitting is post 16th 
century in dale (section 7.6 ). suggesting a 17th-century date for thi s 
activity. The building also contai ned steatite whorl s (S F 466. SF 469). a 
clay-pipe bowl fragmenl (S F 289) (post late 16th ce ntu ry), and pieces o f 
Lower Saxony ponery(SF 807) from AD 1350-1450 and Paffrath \\ares 
lSF 924 ) uf AD 1050- 1200. The laner indi cate the disturbrulce and 
reworking of earlier dcposits. 

It is during th is phase Ihat continental rcdwares arc first noted . Two 
pieces (SF 1426, l2!W) dated to AD 14 50- 155011 600 were found on 
paving associated with the hearth o f the new dwelli ng-house at the west 
end. and in the constructio n trench of lhe wal l (£65). In the burnt roo f 
deposits of the building two fu nher fragmenl5 (SF 92 1, 942) werc 
found dat l:d to c AD 1640. This suggl:sts that the building was burnt 
down in Ihe early middle part of the I 71h ccntul) . 

nlere ar~ no radiocarbon dates for thi s phase. or thi s buildi ng. but it is 
~uggested Ihal some \\oud wa,> n.:used fromt lte Phase 3 stofa 

There is little dating evidence from this west building but a piece of a 
14th-century York shircj ug SF 812, was found in Ihe dump K98, as 
wetl as all the steatite lamp fr3gmem-:. ( I t ) and many other pieces of 
steatite Most of the finds frolll th is buildi ng probably derived from 
Phase 3. 

The suggested datin g fix this pha:.e is from c 1-l00 to the earl~ 1600s 

5.6.5 PHASE 4-5 - FURTHER PIT CONSTRUCTION 

DESCRIPTION OF F EATURES 

With in and nonlt of the building in the centre of the area a series of 
come .... ts containi ng peat. rubble. a)h and Slono.: ( I\: 17x. 26) suggest that 
the building wa~ demolished and the north \\all (1\. 98) lo\\ered to gmund 
level. The occllrrence of a large number of artdilets (es pecmll y III 1-\ 26) 
suggest that the area was len open (sec Endpapers: the 1846 plan). 

After the end o f Phase 4. three pits were dug at the eastern edge of th is 
area cut into sand (EJ7) which seemed to have accumulated oul5idc the 

Pha:->e 4 d\\dling-hQuse rhe \aJge~t pit (1''; 46) cut the p,\\ ing ,md hearth 
\\I thin the building. 11 measured 175111 '\ 0. 75m hIli \\a<; not fu ll~ 

excavated. It s fill (EM) was of c1a~ and ..: harcoal. and possi hl ~ that or 
seaweed . Later it wa:. capped with a pateh ll f light ye llow-brown clay 
(1:39: EJ2. 3) A second patch of this da~ \\as found 10 the \JI~ \\hl.:h 
contained a large numher of artchlctS. 

The other two pits were smaller. One \LJ 4) was hal f- sectioned , but 
mcasured 0.56m in diarnete r and c O.3m dee p. It contained a fill o f bunu 
peat and seaweed. Thl.! other pit (£J5) melL)ured c O.2m x O.4 m x O. I 51ll 
(illus 2 1) and al so contai ned bumt seawced and peat as its fill . 
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5.6.6 PHASE 5 - FURTHER NEW CONSTRUCTION: A REALIGNED DWELLING-HOUSE 

'nli s phase marked the beginning ofa new structure on the 
site. 

DESCRIPTION OF FEATURES 

/\ doublr.:-facr.:d wall (KI 57) ali gned NF/SW. \\hich cutlhrnugh Ihr.: 
remains of the Pha<;l" -l fealure~ . \\as constructr.:d m Ihe centre of the 
area. The wall sun Ivr.:d 2 8m long and 0.5-0 6m \\l(Je Be\(lnd II to the 
NI; a poss ihk continuation of the wall was revealed ,l<; lou~ largc hlocks 
llfstone (1I i22). The hlocks I:.J~ un a foundati on ofstlmr.: 01 i3) On eithr.:r 
side of the wall \\ as levelled rubbl e. 

Another event occurring poss ihly at the sallle time. \Va<; the construction 
of a drain (K20.133. lIi23 ) parallel to the \\ all. bUI t" 2.0m to thc \\e st. II 
was constructed into the underlying sand and bedrock through earlier 
stratigraphy. Its southcrn end W,l<; lost due to Imer di sturban cr.:s. hut its 
north end. prcsumabl\' linked with a I 6m lemrth of drain (Hin) In the 
north of thc area. Thi~ piece of drain v. as of sl~'l1lar cons tructIOn and on 
the same alignment. In total the drain survived 8.Urn long. but l( rnay 
have continued to bllih north and sou th 

rhe dram \\as 0.3-0 5m widc and c 0 2-0 25m dr.:ep. and \\a~ probabl~ 
entirel y lined with Irrcgular stone s set III clay and n:stmg on h,l<;al slab:. 
It was capped by large stones. plus a fragment of broken rota0 quem .-\ 
gre<lS) blad., silt (K34 ) \\as prcsen t 111 the drain and n1a\ ha\ e lilled 1! 

complete I) rhe silt \\ a<; partl) tkmed !"rurn an U \nl}l~g peat depOSit 
which devdoped in tht· north ofthc area. 

I he next e\ent \\as the le\"el111lg oithe slluthern half (lflhe dnublc-facr.:J 
wal l (K I57). whose rubble (Kll x) prov ided thc foundatl llll and 
building stone for a NW/SE wall (K II ) which was built across the 
ccntre of the area. II formed the north wall ofa building \\hich probabl) 
used the Phase 4 east wall (K 19) as its cast wall . The new wall wa~ 

poorly built of large Ilat stones fonning a single facr.: surviving up to 
three courses high and 1.6m in length . ib total length from its :--J \V end 
In the ca<;t wall would have been J 6m WhJl the c\aC! relallon .. hip \\a-, 
hetween thi s wall ,md the drall1 (K20. IJJ) is dltll eult to dClenmnc 
hecause of the lack of evidence. It is um:lcar whether the wall cl lntinued 
lI\'r.!r the drain. stopped short IIf It. or used the drain cappmg as a 
hllllldatiun for the bU1ldlllg's \\est wall 

1 he backing to the \\all \\as 10nned of rubble. \ello\\ cla\ . I!eneral 
nlbbish and reat (K 15 ). dem cd partl\ fwm Ie\ r.:ll;nl! rubble: rubble to 
the north and earlier !.!ratigmph}. Th~ noor levels o/": this /le I" )wi ld i/lg 
\\c re dug d()\\n sli ghtl y into the Phase 4 deposits 

DUTIng the la)mg do\\ n of floors \\ Ilhlnthl s building. It appear!"> that the 
foundations of the sli ght ly earlier double -faced wal l \ K 157) were used 
for a NE/SW partition lying central/v \\'Ithin the <;tructure The cla\ 
tloors (K9. 10) on cllher side of the p~J1lon wen: differenl. but \\her~ 
the north wall of the hui ld ing did not slITv ive . the cdge of Ihe floors 
showed its alignment. 

\\.· e~t of Ihe partItion \\ as a hard-packed dlrt~ cla) 1l1lOT \\ lth patches of 
charcoal (K9). 25 mm th1ck. It survived onl y 1.6m in \\ ldth from the north 
wall to its southern extent where it was hum!. Th is. plus the pos itioning 

of three lIT four PlI~t- or stal.c-ho1es II1dl cate Ihat a hearth c\l sted to Ihe 
soulh \~ hlCh had hcr.:n temo\ r.:d b) later actl\'it) /\ patch of debris (K2:; ) 
with shell and charcoal rel11alllcd on top ur the 110m 111 the SW. 

last ()f the pantuon. a sefl r.:s of at 1ea~t three )dlcm cia) !l OOTS (K I 0) 
we re fo und. Interleavcd wi th thin lr.::nscs uf sand . charcoal and 
occasional l1at st()nr.:s. l"ht: final surl:lce was thin and hard. and 
contall1l."d a patch of \\ood and C];I) 111 the centre. and poss ibl~ a 
posthule. 023111 111 diameter. to\\ards the SE. A dooT\\a~ may ha\e 
ex isted 111 the parlltlon sr.:parating Ihese [wo rooms. as three of the 
stone s of the I."arlier wall (K I )7) remained prominent a ... a slighll\ 
rai sed threshold The Soulhenl extenl uf Ihis building is unknown . 

Nort h of the hu ilding. an area of nat stones sel in sandy soi l (K3. 13) 
sugge:.1 Ihis area \\ a ... a roughly paved surface . p0ss ibl~ a ~ ard. di\ Idcd 
centrall~ b~ \\hat remained ll fthe earl) dou ble faced wall (1-11 22) . 

The abandonment sequen ce of the building is unclear. hut a disturbed 
layer Including ~Oll. ash. charcoal and sand. formllH! a thm hard surface 
(1\: 5) Inwards the SW. ma) he lI1dicatlve of its leve~ing . Related to thl~ 
act ivi ty was a small dump of burnt material wi th oyster and mll s~r.::l 
shetl~ (KI OI ) Jq){lsned meT the dram III the \\ c:.1 The er.:ntral and 
southern half ofthr.: area. Illduding the dram. \\a~ covered 111 ~tone~ mId 
a thick layer of peal (K8 ). The next evcTll on the r.:ast part of the area \\ as 
Ihe Ctlm.trllction tlf a wall (LI) ) with a-,sociated drain (F9) and panng 
IE8S l 

The dram (E9) \\,l\ conslructed down 1Il10 the Phase 4 floor depOSIt s It 
was aligned N\.V IS] - and II!> "des \lcre IlIled \11th ,!One-s. r<)~s ibl ~ se! III 
c1a~ \ I· 22 ) at It~ ea'>t end .-\ patch of the :.aJllC c\a~ U.7m .X U-llll 
eXIr.:ndcd br.:)ond the II11111 of the ~urvivll1g ~ Ide SI011I."S. posslbl~ 

indicating its continuation Four capp1l1g stones (E86b) survived. The 
drain was c 0 18m wide .md c 0.17m deep intemall ). and was 3 :;01 
long. It appeared til be a narro\\ stone-lined channel which may ha\e 
run al ongside th r.: northcrn wall of thl.: hu ilding in the west. Its stoncs 
were much largcr than the wcst drain (K 20.133) and lay at ri ght-angles 
to it Hll\\ fa r to thl" ~\\ ' and SE the drain ex tended is unknown. 

Nort h o f the drain and at righl anglc~ to it poss ibl y con~tru cted at the 
same tllllC was a \\all (E3)). ofrubbk and peat built on hard pa.:kcd 
palc ..:1(1) (E13 . 17) The da~ \\as IO-)Ornm thlCI. and \\as revealed at 
either SIde of the wall. Th~ w,lll was aitgned NE/SW and was 1.0-IS m 
long. I Om wide mId 0 2-0 Jm high It seellls to have used the dram <t<; 
Its soulhr.:rn ooundar;. bu t l1lo~1 Ilkel~ Ctlntinued to Ihe , ' I It hO\\l"\ cr 
tOnlled the east b\)lJIldar;. h) a 1.501 ~q exten t Or ra\ mg (EXX) compo~ed 
of larg.c stones. It was po .\~l hl y Ihe ~mm: as. or heller pllvlllg than Ihat 
\\hlo.:h I."xtended to Ihe nonh hcyond l h~" d\\ellmg.-house 

PI-lASE 5, DATING AND FINDS 

Therl" arc no ratll~lCarbon dates but cIa) pipe~ (SF 28S. 290) of AD 
IMO-lh70 date. wi ndow glass. Anglo- Dutch pottery (SF RO I) of the 
" 17th ecntU0 '. ,md continenlal redwarcs of the mid-17th centurv were 
found /\ piece (If ') 17th-celltul) tin-glaLed earthenware ( ..... F 84-1 ) \\as 
round heneath the farmhouse !lOCH Occurrences of En git~h 
14Ih-1l5th-centur) pottel) imel steall1e suggest Ihe disturbance -anti 
reworking of earlier deposits 

5.6.7 PHASE 6 - FINAL ACTfVITIES IN THE WESTERN AREA 

DESC RIPTION OF FEATURES 

Into the remains of the levelled Phase ) bui lding in the west two 
~ haJ)ow ci rcular pits. c 0.51ll III diameter. \\ere setn as shadL1\\ s at the 

beginnll1g of the CXCa\'atlon The occurrence of a mixed deposit in the 
SW of sand. peat and smal l stones (K 14. 4\. 42 ) later cove red by sand 
(K6 ) suggests recent distu rbance and deposition in this area. To the NW 
of the Phase 5 drain de\ elopr.:d a thin . llght-bro\\1l sand~ layer (k 16) 
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illus 40 
Plan of Phase 5 in the wes t of tile si te : the wes t building is represented by wall s KII and noors K9 and K 10. with part ition wall s K 157, Hi22 
and E35, pav ing E88. drains Hi23. M9, MIO and E9. and pit E46. 
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In the north of the area a compact patch of peat} turves (H3) was 
deposited over rubble (H6.7) which developed during Phase 5, Over this 
was a patch ofye!!ow gravcfly clay (H4) possib ly belonging to a series of 
three small hearths (H5). some O.25m in diameter. The laner were secn as 
burnt stoney areas with clay bouoms They were constructed through the 
peat (H3) and into the Icvelled rubble (H6. 7) beneath. 

The latest activities in the nonhem part of the area inCluded a mixed 
horizon (HlHi2) of sandy clay. peal. soil and rubble. The rubble 
encompassed some flattened flagstones and a small wall or linear rubble 
foundation ali gned SEINW (c I. Om x O.3m x O.2m) was recognised . 
This mixed horizon with stone features ma~ have devel oped with the 
activi ties of the modem croft and the construction ofa yard entrance at 
thi s point over the earlier stratigraphy. Modem levelling certainly 
resulted in the removal of earlier archaeological features from the NE 
and west parts o f this area. 

In the NE comer of the area on top of the Phase 5 wall (EJ5) developed 
peat and soil (EI2. 16. 18. 19.20.36). To the south and SE developed 

sand (E7. 14, 15. 21,23,30.34,61) mixed with clay. stone and possibly 
mortar, with a layer of loose stone (E4) on top. East of centre , two 
sfakeholes (f30). IOmm x 40mm and 20mm in diameter. were found 
beneath a stone in the sand. To the south was constructed a single· faced 
wall (E87), 1.25m long and 0.3 m wide, with a rubble and sand backing. 
It was aligned SWINE and surv ived four courses high . 

A small feature (E89) aligned SWINE. c O.7m x 0.27m. composed of 
small stones set in clay, disturbed the paving (E88) in the nonh of the 
area. The final feature was a fragmentary wall (E3. 10.86). possibly a 
late boundary wan bui lt on lOp oft hc Phase 5 drain. and composed of 
four large stones 

PHASE 6, DATING AND FINDS 

Finds include artefacts from earlier phases due to the conti nued 
disturbance o f earlier stratigraphy. Thi s phase is dated from the mid 
1800s to c 1930 

5.6.8 PHASE 7 

In the north part of the area. immediately under the tllrf 
and topso il (H I, Hi I, K I) was a layer of so il and rubble 
(K2, 4, 7). To either side of the Phase 6 fragmentary wall 
(E3, 10. 86), and on top of thc Phase 5 deposits 
developed mixed deposits of stones, sand , peat and so il. 
with somc burnt patches (E2. 3, 5, 6.8 , 11 .66,67,73) 

which wcre then covered by turf and topsoil (El I: E I). 

This phase includes all st ructures and artefacts which 
are post-1930 in date. as \\'clJ as residua l artefacts from 
dis[urbed earlier phases. 



col ill us I 
View of the east side of Papa Stour from the air, showing Housa Voe and Northouse. with the island of Foula on the horizon (Dennis Coutts). 

col illus 2 
View of the church and the Biggings from the SW. the photographic tower marking the site of the ex.cavation. 'The com and grass grounds are 
truly beautiful and open a wide fie ld for contemplation' (CS 1793). 



col illus 3 
View across the Hill Dyke 
from the SW. 

col illus 4 
Turf·flaying still being 
practised on Papa S tOUT in 
the \ 970s. 



col iUus 5 
Ollaberry in Northmaven. the 
seat of Andrew Mowat. 

col illus 7 
The stone circle at the head 
of Housa Voe, Papa Stour. 

col ilJus 6 
The Lawthing assembly site at 

Tingwall. with (he paved causeway 
in the centre and the church and 
manse at the top of the slope. 



col illus 8 
The rfJ),kstol'a at Kirkjub0ur, Faeroes: exterior. 

col iIlus 9 
The r~)'kstova at Kirkjub¢ur, Faeroes: interior. 



col illus 10 
The site at the Biggings under excnvation in 1979 
with the roofless Gurl in the centre. 

col illus 11 
The Phase 2 fire~pit (J 1 05) partly di smantled. 



col iIIus 12 
The floor of the Phase 3 stofa showing its 
corner bearth (J27), the privy pit (half 
emptied) beyond and tbe protective wall 
(J 13) on the left. 

col iIIus 13 
Bucket base (S F 393) in situ on the wooden floor of 
the Phase 3 stofa. 



col illus 14 
Lamps of steatite (SF 52 1 
and SF 522) and pottery 
(S F 5 18); approx In. 

col iIIus 16 
A selection of plain and decorated fl at 
steatite whorls and gaming pieces; 
approx 213. 

col iIIus IS 
A selection of plain and 
decomted steatite whorls, 
both conical and round: 
approx 213. 

col illu s 17 
A selection of whetstones; approx 213. 



col illus 19 
A rim from a Nonh German/South 
Scandinavian pipkin (SF 817); approx 1/1. 

col iIIus 20 
Fragment of an amber bead (SF 20t); approx 8/ t . 

col illus 21 

col illus 18 
Fragmentfi of a decorated 
shallow dish of North 
German/South 
Scandinavian sJipware 
(SF 946b); approx 1/1. 

Ropemaker's ' top' (SF 1066); approx 111. 
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THE ENVIRONMENTAL EVIDENCE 

6.1 INTRODUCTION 

Beverley Ballin Smith 

The information provided in this sec tion on the 
environment at the Biggings comes mainly from organic 
samples. Many were collected random ly during the 
excavation, as organic material was abundant in certain 
parts of the s ite. Other samples were taken as pan of 
general sampling procedures. It is apparent from this 
material that preservation was favourable towards the 
plant remains at the expense of the faunal. The acid 
conditi ons of the s ite. with the deposition and possible 
growth of peat. favoured the preservation of wood. 
wooden objects. seeds. textiles and al so pollen. 
Conditions that caused the almost total destruction of 
metal objects (see chapter 7) a lso large ly removed animal 

bone and shell from the archaeolog ical record from all 
but the latest phases. The picture of life at the Biggings 
during a ll phases. is therefore incomplete. The selective 
preservation of material has, however, provided an 
insight into medieval life which is normally missing from 
rural excavations. It is worth stating that the 
environmental remains from the Biggings are more 
comparable to the deep stratigraphy and type of pres
ervation experienced on excavations in urban centres, 
than other rural sites. The Biggings provides at present a 
unique opportunity to embellish a little our knowledge of 
the environmental economy of medieval rural settle
ments at the western edge of the North Sea world. 

6.1.1 VEGETATION AND HUMAN AGENCY 

Pollen ana lys is of deposits from within and besides the 
bui ldings (section s 6.2 and 6.3). has provided much of the 
ev idence for the local vegetation surrounding the 
se ttleme nt. l11t~re was e ither a distinct lack of tree and 
shrub pollen or its presence was extremely sparse, 
indicating that then. as now, the island was almost 
treeless. The po llen reco rd revealed a picture of coas tal 
dune grassland with peat or maritime heath in the vicinity 
of the Biggings. Thi s picture altered li tt le, and the 
present-day landscape may not have been unfamiliar to 
the Norse se ttlers of Papa Stour, being largely a product 
of the prehistor ic inhabitants of the is land, prevailing 
c limatic conditions and perpetuat ion of fanning 
prac tices. 

Organic samples from within the structures (sec tion 6.3 ) 
provided more detai l of human uti li sation of the 

landscape: pollen from crops and arable weed seeds 
showed that cult ivation took place in close proximity to 
the Biggings and that wetland habitats may also have 
been exploited. Although grass land was maintained. 
suggesting that grazing was an important aspect of the 
island' s economy, there was a lso ev idence of arable 
cultivation. Traces of charcoal in one of the pollen 
samples indicate that burning took place, not only to 
improve the grass land. but poss ibly also to c lear it for 
arab le use. However. the most likely Source of the 
charcoal was probably domestic. from fires or from the 
burning down of wooden buildings. 

The implication from the pollen analyses is of a 
landscape of pastora l graz ing with some arab le fi e lds. the 
threat of heather encroachment. some wet areas. and with 
little s ignificant change over time. 

6.1.2 THE EXPLOITATION OF THE LOCAL FLORA. 

The local environment. although limited in the number of 
plant species ( 1.5 above). was exploited to the full. There 
is evidence (see section 6.3) that what local trees there 

were, whether native to Papa Stour or to the adjacent 
mainland, were used. A s ingle hazel nut survived in the 
archaeological record as well as small isolated fragments 
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of hazel. birch and juniper wood. In addition. the possible 
inclusion of w illow from Phase 4 may suggest it was a lso a 
local resource. By the end of Phase 3 (c AD 1400). hazel 

and birch were no longer used and disappeared from the 

stratigraphic record. 

A more abundant and permanent resource was the local 
low-growi ng vegetation of g rasses, rushes and heaths 

which provided bedding. liller and possibly fuel. Food 

species are discussed below under crops. but a by
product straw . was in use during the second and third 
phases of the senlemenl. It was probably strewn on the 

floor of buildi ngs at the east end of the site. and may 
indicate that during Phase 3 especially. the floor of the 

sloia had become and conti nued to be damp. Discarded 
straw found in the d ump at the \""est s ide of the s ite at the 
beginning of Phase 4, sugges ts its ubiquitous use during 

Phase 3 (the 13th and 14th centuries). 

Flote grass. rushes and other fibrous plants were also 
lound among the samples at the site. They m3) have been 
used as bedding for cattl e, suggesting that anilllallitter was 

stored close to the dOlllestic buildings: for primitive wicks 
for lamps and for some foml of textile (see section 7.6). 
Collection of bog mosses may also indicate their use for 
antib iot ic and absorbent needs. In addition to grass and 

rushes, heath) and grassy turf was also used. Collectio n of 

this material wou ld have meant cutting and digging of the 
sod. and drying it. Being re lat ive ly heavy even in a dry 
Slate , the turf \\'ould have required transporting to the 
settl ement on a cart or in ' ki shies' (panniers made of 

stmwl (see Fenton 1978. 230- 1 I. Turf was primarily used 
as roofing material , where it fo nned an insulating and 

absorben t outer sk in to a timber roof lined with birch bark. 
The si te provided am pl e evidence of its use where it was 

often found in a burnt condition covering co llapsed 
roofing timbers. Another. but uncertain. use might have 

been as wall-core packing. Turfwas also possibly burnt on 

the domestic hearths and used for s lower burning when a 
fire was kepI a live overnight. for example in the fire-pit s. 

Another and very important resource was seaweed wh ich 
was used from Phase I at the Biggings and predominantly 

stored in pits . It s gathering and specific use suggests it had 
a highly specia li sed function in the production of ashes or 
sa lts (6.3.7 below). Much of the vegetable matter collected 

fo r use at the site was probably dug. gathered or cut on a 
seasonal bas is. The evidence is not detai led enough to 

provide more infonnation on this aspect of the economy of 
the site. but plant resources were imponam and their 
impermanent nature suggests that thei r collection was part 
of the daily or seasonal cycle of work at the steading. 

6.1.3 THE CULTIVATION OF CROPS 

Ev idence for crops has come from pollen and 

macro-samples associated with the structures but the 
range of species found is restricted to cereals. Cereal 

p lants grown at the l3iggings included both naked and 
hulled s ix-row barley with wild oats present as a weed 
species in cereal fields. A fuller discussion of these 
species is to be found in sect ion 6.3 . The straw di scussed 

above may derive from the cultivation of oats as no barle) 

straw was found . 

The paucity of crop species is inte resti ng. Cereal pollen 
\\'as not found beneath the buildings (section 6.2 ). and 
that found on the floors may have been a result of 

introduction on straw. other li tter, or as a survival on turf. 

The macro-samples indicate food processi ng took place 
within the buildings. as is al so evident from carbonised 

food remains on coarseware sherds (see section 7.3. 1). 
Miss ing from the collection is ev idence of other 
vegetable foodstuffs. The paucity of firml y identified 

material from Norse and early medieval s ites suggest that 
vegetables may not have been a common dietary 
component until their introduction in the late 17th 
century (Fenton 1978. 421. and pers comm Camilla 

Dickson). The surv iving samples hint at a restricted and 
monotonous diet which would have inc luded meat and 

fish. discussed further below. 

6.1.4 THE USE OF NON-LOCAL WOOD RESOURCES 

Some of the best preserved and most widespread 
evidence of organic material has come from non- local 

wood. Imported wood was largely used fo r bu ilding 
construction from Phase 210 Phase 4 ( ie 11th to 15th 

centuries), and fo r the manufacture of small domest ic 
o bjects such as spoons and barrels. The amount of Scots 

pine and oak timber. the size of the pieces used, as well as 

the historica l ev idence, suggest that the origin of the 

wood was Scand in avia, m ore spec ifically southern o r 
easte rn Norway. The timber was largely debarked and 

branches were removed, suggesti ng its preparation prior 
to usc, and probably prior to importation . Although some 

of the noari ng in the Phase 3 stoia showed evidence o f 
alteratio n and reuse, it is thought that this took place at 

the s ite. In assoc iati on w ith the pine and oak was a 

s ign ifi cant quantity of birch bark. most likely from the 



same orIgm , used in narrow sheets to provide a 
waterproof covering to timber roofs beneath a turf sad, 
and for fi shing floats and lighting. 

Other non·local wood included beech and ash (with 
poss ibly juniper and hazel) , which could have had a 
Scandinavian origin. In addition are two small fragments 
of exotic species: cork oak and balsa wood. The western 
Mediterranean origin of the former suggests that it might 
have arrived at Papa Stour as a trade item . The total lack 
of evidence for marine-boring mo lluscs infiltrating the 
timber indicates that very little of the wood found at the 
site can be class ified as driftwood. The occurrence of 
bal sa wood (from the Caribbean/tropical America) at the 
site (6,3.3) remains a mystery. 

Evidence for woodworking techniques is discussed in 
sections 6.3 and 7.5. However, it is suggested that On a 
treeless island woodworking may not have been an 
occupational ski ll found among the inhabitants of the 
Biggings. Much of the pine flooring found in Phase 3 
showed that it had been radially split , and prepared before 
being brought to the site, revealing that the timber may 
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have been exponed in a semi·finished state. The 
manufacture of some of the smaller wooden objects such 
as spoons and coopered vesse ls also required a high 
woodworking skill suggesting their importation, 
probably with other goods, from England and the 
continent . Fragments of a bark vesse l a lso show a 
concept of resource use and sophistication of 
woodworking skills which wou ld have been forei gn to 
the inhabitants on Papa Stour but which was more akin to 
Scandinavian and North European woodworking 
techniques. Few woodworking tools were found at the 
site, one made of iron with a horn handle, and a wooden 
wedge, from phases 3 and 4 suggest that some carpentry 
took place, and indeed, smaller everyday wooden objects 
may have been manufactured from pieces of used and 
di scarded timber. 

The imponation of wood resources (as well as other 
imponed goods) to the Biggings indicates a monetary 
wealth and economy not previously realised on a rural 
excavation of the early and high middle ages in Scotland. 
Thi s, and the status of the settlement, is discussed funher 
in chapters 3 and 4 and in the final discussion chapter 9. 

6.1.5 THE EVIDENCE FOR EXPLOITATION OF FAUNAL RESOURCES 

The presence of animals at the Biggings is shown through 
the by·products of wool and hom which survived in the 
archaeological record rather than ske letal material which 
did not. However, although the evidence is largely of 
domesticates, some was collected of other wild species . 
In comparison with the relati ve wealth of plant remains, 
the number of samples of faunal species found at the site 
is very limited . There was also a vertical di stribution of 
materia l, with the earlier phases contain ing linle faunal 
material and the later phases the most. This was largely 
due to factors of preservation and disturbance 
encountered during the excavat ion. 

Domestic species represented by remains of hom, texti le, 
wool and hair include sheep, goat and can Ie. More precise 
knowledge of the variety and size of these domestic 
animals is not availab le although sheep may have been a 
primitive Iron Age type or a primitive type crossed with a 
more variable fleeced sheep from Europe. The evidence of 
a rare bone fragmcIH supports the historical evidence 
(3.3.1) that pig was also present on the site, and that sheep/ 
goat and pig younger than three years were kept. These 
species, inc luding can Ie, were a lso butchered at the site. 

Evidence of wild species includes the fur of stoat, rare 
bones of birds, a few fi sh scales and the occas ional 
marine molluscs. It is to be expected that bird and fish 
resources played an imponant pan in the food chain of 
the island economy, and are vastly under-represented in 
the archaeological record. Marine molluscs could also 
have played an imponant pan in providing seasonal 
nourishment, and bait for sea fi shing but only evidence of 
three spec ies survived -(he Iceland whelk. Horse mussel 
and periwinkle. The presence of stoat fur on the site is 
interesti ng as the species was introduced into Shet land in 
the early 17th century (Berry & Johnston 1980, 129), and 
may represent a local capture. 

Present in some of the organic samples were insect 
remains (sect ion 6.5 below). A more structured sampling 
procedure wou ld have provided more information on 
living conditions at the Biggings, but nevenheless from 
the samples studied a picture of decaying structures with 
turf roofs is seen in Phase 4 indicated by the presence of 
weevils. Other spec ies provide information that hay was 
stored at the site and peat was also present. 

6.1.6 DISCUSSION 

Significant changes seen at the s ite are few . What is 
presented from the infonn ation is a continuation of 

mixed farmin g practices with a limited range of crops 
from as early as Phase 2 (the I I th century) to the end of 
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Phase 6 (the 1930s). There is no evidence for changes in 
types of cereal grown in the Not1 hern Isles from the late 
Iron Age to the recent past (Camilla Dickson pers 
comm). Admittedly changes will have taken place in 
improving animal breeding slock but the lim ited nature 
of the evidence prohibits further study of this. Changes 
will have taken place in the utilisation of other resources 
sllch as turf and seaweed, but the pattern is vague, and 
their presence seems to be continuous over 900 or more 
years. 

One of the most important developments at the Biggings 
was the impot1ation of Scandinavian wood during phases 
2 and 3. showing the necessity of long distance trade and 
the need for resources which were not present on the 
is land o r on the neighbouring Shetland mainland. The 
supply and demand for Scandinavian timber. with 
accompanying impot1ed goods (see section 7. 1) may 
have continued for approximately 500 years. and the 
continental contact is an important one when considering 
the status and nature of the habitation at the Biggings. and 

the fact that it was politically Norwegian unti l 1469. 

The wealth revealed in the imported structures contrasts 
with the paucity orevidence for food and a varied diet. The 
local environmen tal econom) appears to have been 
restricted to the resources avai lable 011 and around the 
is land. Missing from the archaeological picture is 
evidence of a more varied lifestyle. where from the late 
15th century onwards a wider range of foodstuffs. drink 
and tobacco would have been available from Hanseatic 
traders plying their trade across the North Sea. Trade 
would not have been all one way and we know from the 
historical record (see chapter 3 above), that. in return for 
some additional necess ities and luxuries of life. the 
inhabitants of the Biggings may have supplied dried fish 
and fish o il , skillS of domestic and wild animals. meat. 
tallow and dairy products. knitted and woven goods. and 
possibly fcathers (Fenton 1978,3). Of these. te\tiles were 
recovered in quantity but onlyollc bird bone and a few fish 
scales survived the conditions of the s ite to appear in the 
organ ic record. 

6.2 SOIL POLLEN STUDIES AT THE BIGGINGS 

Soil pollen profiles are difficult to interpret (Dimbleby 
1985, li avinga 1985). but they do rellect , albeit 
inadequately, the past flora and environmcnt of their 
si tes . Selected results from a palynological study of 
minerogenic deposits associated with the archaeological 
excavations of the Biggings (Crawford 1985: 1991) are 
presented here. A full methodological and botanical 

examination of four pollen-analysed profiles from the 
site will be published elsewhere. In this contribution. 
based on data from two profiles, three key questions are 
ultimately addressed: what chronology is indicated? what 
\\as the nature of the ~nvironment when the Norse 
arrived? and what environmental or agricultural changes 
occurred while the Norse were res ident: 

6.2.1 SAM PLING SITES AND STRATEGY 

Samplc monoliths were obtained from organic sand 
context s associated with the Biggings excavation area. 
Monolith Biggings (Big) I came from beneath the wooden 
floor orthe Phase 3 dwelling-house (i llus 28) and monolith 
Biggings (Big) 3 came from the organic sand deposit 
which post-dated the wooden Iloor (Phase 4-5). The two 
monoliths were located about 0.8m apan. Marshland 
pollen sites. Biggings Field and Loch of Biggings 
(Whittington & Edwards 1993) are located about 350m to 
the SE. 

LABORATORY METHODS AND THE 
PR ESENTATION OF RESULTS 

The minerogenic samples were calcareous mld Ihe preparatinn for 
palynological analy~, i s included IICI. HF, NaO!! and acctol}sis 
Icchniques (Facgri & Iversen 1989). Conliguous sub-samples of 50mm 

Ih!Cknc~:. \\cre prl'p;ued \\IIUrnelficall~ b~ Ihe thspla<.:crnerll melhnd 
(I~onny 1(72). TlIolets of l.yCOpOdlll1ll clava/lml were llsl'd to aillm 
eQlmallon of palynomorph con Central Ion tSlOe ]..marT ]In I). Prcpar
allons \\ere rnoUllll'd unstained III Si li cone all uf 12.500 .:\ t \ ISCO~II~ 

P()l1enl~pe n011lendature ftllll)\\S the pr i nc i pk ~ dcscnned In Bennett 
<'I <11 ( 199~ ) and Ihe ealal (lgue of I3crmCll ( Iln~) I denuricalllln~ PI' 
(hfficult la.\:a arc dlscu ssI.'d 111 Whlltingtoll & Ed\\ards ( 1493) 
\'ascular plant n\llllrnc!aturl' f(lllo\\~ \Iacc (1\)91) 

!\:rcentage pollen and spore data were calculaled on Ihe oasIs of a tolal 
land pollen (TL P) :-,Illll of at least 500 grains. Ml crnscoplc charcoa l \\ as 
:bsessed b~ Illea~u rement III unIts ll f 20 :>; 20 111m and ~u bseque11l1~ 
convened 10 units \)fcm~ cm·1. and 10 charcoal til pollen rallos (a dc\ Ice 
which can overcome pron1cms related to variations in dcpIIsit 
accumulal ion rales ). Pollen. spore and charcoal diagrams. produ ced 
wilh Ihc aid of Ihe com puler progrmns TILlr\ mld TILlA · GRAI'H 
(Grimm 1991), arc presented (i llus 41 a and b) The application Ill' Ihe 
w mputer program CONISS (Ci rimrn 1987) to Ihe data assisted in Ihe 
delimitatIon of the local pollen assemblage / ones (prefixed b~ Ihe 
designations Big 1- and Big 3-) depicted in the diagrams 
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II1us 4 1a l!lus 4lb 
I'crccntagl.: pollen and spore diagram from monolith Biggin gs (Big) I Percentage Pollen and spore diagram from monolith Bigg ings (B ig) 3 
(selected t:l .... a) . (se lected taxa) 
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6.2.2 RESULTS AND INTERPRETATION 

The soil pollen profiles from the Biggings sites are 
dominated by undifferentiated grasses (Poaceae unditT.). 
cf. Elylrigia juncea (sand couch) and heather (Cal/una 
vulgaris ) assem blages. Achillea-type. possibly yarrow 
(A chillea mille/ulium) and chickweed wintergreen 
(Trientalis europaea) are well represented at Biggings 1. 
with sea plantain (Plantago ml1ririma) frequent in 
Biggings 3. Tree po llen is present in small amounts. birch 
(Betula) reaches 6% at Biggings 3 and much of it probab ly 
derived fro m long-d istance sources (cf. Tyldesley 1973: 
Birnie 1984), although scrubby woodland ex ists in 
present-day Shetland (Spence 1979: Scott & Palm er 
1978). and would appear to have been more extensive 
formerly (Johansen 1975. 1985: Ke ith -Lucas 1986: 
Bennett el al 1992: Edwards & Moss 1993: see also 
Pollen Analysis in sect ion 6.3 be low). 

BI GGINGS I 

from beneath the Phase 3 wooden floor ( J 1.35 - J 1 AJ) 

ZONE RIGGINGS 1-1 

Lone Biggings I-I I~ dommated b~ cf F.l.Ilr/glUjlincea (sand couch I. 
other Poaceae. heather (Ca/llmo \'Iilgans) and .4c1l1l1ea-rype Mug\\on 
(Arremisw-type ). ribwort plantain (Plamago lallceo/ala). sea plantain 
(II marl lima) and chIckweed \\ lIl\ergn;en (Trlellta//s) are also well 
represented and charcoal to pollen ratios are high . The spl! I." tra \~ouIJ 
seem to indicate coa"tal dune grassl and and either pcatland or maritime 
hl!ath . It is not possible to say whether grazing was definitel y occurring 
The persis tent charcoal concentrations (\~Ith relatively high charcoal to 
pollen ratios) may rellect a human presence . 

ZONE BIGGI NGS 1-2 

Zone Biggings 1-2 features 'Ul increa<;e in heather «('aI/una) pollen. a 
rise in Poaccae and Hills in cf. F.~\'Irigiajlmcea (sand couch) and yarro\\' 
(Achillea-type) as \,ell as charcoal to pollen mHos (although the 
stratigraphy contains macroscopic charcoal III ~ ubzone 2a). TIllS 
suggests some extension of heath at the cxpe n~I." of grassland habitats. 
and intent ional burnlllg ma~ have been IllvoJved tllllllprme hw\\sc 

ZONE BIGG tNGS 1·3 

lone BlgglllgS 1-3 has a maximum for heather I( ·(Jllll na). a TlSC in cf 
Elyfrig/a j lmcea (sand couch) and a reduetiun In unddTerentiatcd 

grasses (Poaceae undiff) rhe zone seems til indicatr.: the cont inued 
spread of heather 

ZONE BIGGINGS 1-4 

Zone Biggings 1-4 wllnesses a return 10 the panern observed III 
BigglllgS I-I with lll creascd val ues of c f. ElYfrlgwjullcea (sand couch) 
and .·tdllllea-type. sea plantain (Plall/ago manfuna) and charcoal. This 
sugge~t5 the rl!nt:\\ I!d cxtelhilln of dune grass land. perhaps due to a ne\\ 
incurs lOll of sand 10 the 5111." trom Ihe coastal zOl1e. and a possible human 
presence. The uppermost spectrum coincides with a charcoal hand 
dem 1I1g from the burnt thlllr 

BIGGINGS 3 

from \\ ithiru beside a Phase ~ -5 drain (PL 151) 

ZO NE BIGGINGS 3-1 

Basal pollen assemblage hlllc Biggings 3-1 IS dominated by the pollen 
of i'oaceae. and heather «'alllllla). crowberry (Fmpefrwn nigrum) and 
cf I:JI'lngia j lll/cea ~ sand couch) are well In evidence Both dune 
gr&.,land and maritime h..:ath \"-mld appear to ha\o"~ neen local1~ 

present The charcoal con tent is low here and throughout the rest of the 
profile 

ZONE BIGC;INGS 3-2 

Zone Biggings 3-2 has a :-oharp rISe 111 heather tCallww) and a decrease 
in undliTerentlated gras~c~ (poaeeac undifT L \\ ilh both taxa becomlllg 
co-donllllant Ilcath and grassland all: Indi catt.:d 

ZONE BIGGINGS 3-3 

Zone Biggings 3-3 has a return to dominance of Poaceae as heather 
(Co/lima) and crowberr;. (£mpefrl4m) are n:duced . The pollen of cf. 
Elylng/Q jlUlceu (sand couch) and sea plantain (Plall/ago marlllma ) 
exp,md slightly and dune grass land seems to have expanded at the 
expense of heath land 

ZONE BIGGINGS 3-4 

Poaceae and cf LAlrJgw 1'l11cea (sand couch) are nhlre prominent In 

Zone I3lggings 3-4 \\l1h ~ome fall in heather (Callllna ) Thl~ ma~ 
reprc~ent the e>.:tension of grassland 

ZONE BI GC INGS 3-5 

A change toward heathland co-dnminance ma~ be indicated hy the 
expanslOn III he~,ther (( 'al/una) and the reductIOn of cf Uymgwjllllcea 
(sea couch) in lone Bigglllgs 3-5 

6.2.3 DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 

The po llen zones seem to demarca te a number of 
convincing flori stic changes In the microfossi l 
assemblages and some pollen-stratigraphic integrity at 
least may be assumed. There is no marked decrease or 
increase in pal ynomorph concentration with depth; there 
is nol an unusually high leve l of homogene ity of 
palynomorph concentra tions throughout the profi le: nor 
is there apparent over-representation of resistant spores 

- all lei I-ta le feature s of di storted foss il assemblages (cf 
Dimbleby 1985). On the other hand. the dating of 
environmen(al eventS within soil pollen profi les is 
fraught with difficu l1ies. 

In antici pation of assistance from envi ronmental studies 
at the Biggin gs, three key questions were posed in the 
introduction and these are explored be low . 



WHAT CHRONOLOGY IS INDICATED? 

The dating of the phenomena ev ident in the pollen 
diagrams is very difficult. and unlike conventional long 
pollen profiles from lake or peat deposits, soil profiles 
seldom provide strong clues as to chronology. For th e 
Biggings, more ass istance comes from radiocarbon dates 
and archaeology. An organic depos it below the noor of 
the Phase 3 dwelling-house has been C" dated to 
1J00±80BP (I-IS ,699 ; cal AD 660-790 at the one s igma 
level l Stuiver and Pearson 1993, calibrated with the 
program CALIB 3.0 .3 ofStuiver and Reim er 1993]), and 
this provides a terminus ante quem for most of th e 
deposits of Biggings I . A radiocarbon date for the wood 
of the noor produced a possibly Early Norse date 
(defined as pre-AD 1100 (Bigelow I 98S)) of960±SS BP 
(GU-I77S ; cal AD 980-1210 at the two sigma level ). 

It is possible that the events recorded in the sub-tloor 
monolith occurred as far back as prehi storic tim es, and 
many pre-Norse monuments are known from Papa Stour. 
including probable Neo lithic fi eld sys tems and 
homesteads, and burnt mounds of later antiquity 
(RCAHMS 1946). 

The variability in the pollen assemblages of Biggings 
might indicate that relatively long timesca les may be 
involved (Dimbleby 1985), rather than short-term ones of 
the order of c 10mm in four years (Kelso 1994). The 
deposit is, however, only O.lm thick, which is not 
diss imilar to the 0.08Sm depth of Biggings 3. Both 
radiocarbon dates from the site provide termini post 
quem for the deposits of profile Biggings 3. It might be 
thought unlikely that the apparent pre-Norse profile of 
Biggings I would cover a very much greater timespan . 
even allowing for compact ion of the site. a more varied 
stratigraphy, and whatever trimming may have occ urred 
in association with construction of the Norse hou se. 

WHAT WAS THE NATURE OF THE ENVIRONMENT 
WHEN THE NORSE ARRIVED? 

The deposits in monolith Biggings 1 either pre-date the 
Phase 3 dwelling or were laid down as foundation 
material for house construction. Th ere is no evidence for 
the latter. although it \\"ould seem rcasonablt! to suppose 
that some surface levelling involving th e skimming or 
augment ing of a pre-exi sting surface would ha\'e 
occurred . The simpl est, bu t necessarily cautious 
in ference, wou ld be that the pollen in the deposits is 
largely of pre-Norse date. This may be supported by the 
radiocarbon date of cal AD 660-790 obta ined from an 
organ ic deposit below the floor of the Phase 3 dwelling. 

The pre-floor po llen assemblages are dominated by cf. 
E/y /rigia j uneea (sand couch) , and it is conceivable that 
the Zone Biggings 1- I sand at least was essentially part of 
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a lyme-grass covered sand dune system ~ yarrow and other 
grasses may have form ed more substantial grass swards 
of dry pasture, while heath er and chi ckweed wintergreen 
may indicate nearby heathy pastures. The change to 
heather and grass domination in the poll en assemblages 
(Zones Bi g 1-2 and Big 1-3) suggests the extension of 
heath or heathy pasture. pri or to the return of cf. EI)'tf'l~~ia 
j uneea (sand couch), Lady' s mantle (Alehemil/a-type) 
and chickweed wintergreen ( Trientalis europaea) in 
Zon~ Biggings 1-4. The pollen and spore assemblages 
appear to indicate the interplay between the two habitat 
types of maritime heath and grassland observed at the 
nearby marshland sites of Loch ofBiggings and Biggings 
Field (Whittington & Edwards 1993). The lack of sedges 
(Cyperaceae) in the soil profiles does not suggest that 
they originated as organic sands brought to the sampling 
site from the marshy area as part of a plaggen 
(humanly-created soil ) system (ef. Groenman-van 
Waateringe & Robin son 1987; Dodgshon 1988). 
Irres pective of thi s, the sampling site and its vicinity 
appears to have been dry and not boggy. 

The lack or (ree and shrub pollen is a clear indication that 
there was no local woodland to ex ploit and any building 
timber and firewood (if preferred to peat), apart from 
driftwood. would have had to be imponed. The open land
scape was not devoid of resources, of course, and apart 
from pasture on grassland and heath , there was a consider-
able tloristic diversity (6S identifiable pollen taxa) which 
was presumably seen as exploitable (eg for foodstuffs, 
dyes, roofing. bedding and binding materials). Many of the 
herbaceous taxa would be characteristic weed elements in 
mainland agricultural contexts. but in Shetland they can 
also be cO~lstitu ent s of many natural or semi-natural 
habitats. eg carrot family (Apiaceae). cabbage family 
(Brass icaceae). pi nk fam ily (Caryophyllaceae). fat -hen 
family (C henopodiaceae). rnugwon (A rtemisia-type). cf. 
dandel ion group (Lactuceae). cf. aster group (Cardueael 
Asteroideae), ribwort plantain (Plantago lanceolala), 
greater or hoary plantain (P. maj or/media), bunercup 
family (Ranunculaceae). cornl11 on sorrel (Rumex aCelo.m). 
sheep's sorrel (R. ace/asel/a) and spurrey (Spergllia-type) . 

The quantities of microscopic charcoal are not great and 
the poss ibi li ty of freq uent local burning to improve 
grazing quality should not be over-emphasised. although 
there is the strati graphic ev idence for burning in subzone 
B i~!!.!.illgs 1-2a. Most of the microscopic charcoal may 
ha~~ d~riv ed from dom estic activ iti es or from non-loca l 
browse-crt~a t io n activiti es . 

WtlA T ENVIRO NM ENTAL OR AGRI CULT URAL 
CHA NGES OCCI'IlRE D \'fHIL E TH E NORSE WE RE 

R ESIDENT? 

A later date is assumed for the pollen assemblages of 
profile Biggings 3 compared to Biggings I . The major 
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difference from profile Biggings I is the relative lack of 
lyme-grass and yarrow pollen, perhaps signifying that 
former dune g rass land s ites had stab ilized. This may have 
been a natural occurrence or a result or by-product of land 
management. 

Unfortunately, and in spite of the rich sui tes of 
herbaceous pollen (floristic divers ity is maintained with 
69 identifiable taxa), there are no strong, unequi voca l 
indications of cultural activity. This is not surpris ing for 
an is land without a local woodland element , and an 
environment which would favour grazing. There are 
many taxa which would be cons istent with, but not 
restricted to, areas of anthropogenic acti vity, as was 
discussed above, Cereal-type pollen is absent and even 

taxa charac teri st ic of pasture such as ribwort plantain 
(Plantago lanceolata) and the buttercup family 
(Ranuncu laceae) are no t abundant. The e xistence of the 
Biggings buildings, however, clearly suggests that local 
agriculture was taking place. 

Economically, the pollen assemb lages might best be 
interpreted as indicating the ex istence of a poor pastoral 
landscape. It is even poss ible that the sands in w hich the 
pollen is preserved may be a w ind-blown depos it 
resulting from erosion consequent upon natural or 
managed grazi ng activit ies. The lack of e ither macro
scopic or microscopic charcoal in profile Bigg ings 3 may 
reflect the fact that mui r burning was not an activ ity of 
great antiquity in the vicinity of the Biggings. 

6,3 THE PLANT REMAINS 

Camilla Dickson 

This botanical report is concerned with the plant remains 
from the complex of buildings of Norse type . The most 
important and best preserved bu ild ing was the Phase J 
stoia, centre of the royal farm on Papa Stour in the late 
Norse period. 

Some 225 of the samples submitted for analysis contained 
identifiable plant remains. Both burnt and unburnt 

remains, mainly of wood and peat, were identified. Notes 
on the ident ifications are included in the archive. Contexts 
contain ing only conifer wood ( undifferentiated) or peat are 
not commented upon but are included in the plant 
ca talogue. The wood includes some conserved arTefacts 
(section 7,5). The four pollen analyses presented here are 
from two occupation levels in the main dwelling-house 
and from bu ildings H and K (section 6,2). 

6,3,1 PLANT REMAINS FROM THE TRENCHES 

METHODOLOGY 

Samples from occupation levels were split along bedding planes where 
preselH to examine, and extract where possible. fragile cpidemlal 
fragments. Small samples were disaggregalcd in \.\ aler and sieved for 
the extraction of other pl am remains: dilute sodium hydroxide was used 
for rare dry samples. Seeds and wood sections have been retained for the 
site archive . All disseminule s are given as seeds in the fo llowin g 
account; their exact nature is Slated in the plant catalogue . All the wood 
has probably been worked but most of the dam p wood shows 
degradation due to still active microbial activi ty: measurements arc 
given ror the wood in the catalogue . . Fragments ' arc pieces of wood 
measuring onl y a few millimetres. Notes on some of the identi fications 
are also availabl e in the archivl! repon . The nomenclature of the 
fl owering plants fo llows C lapham et al ( 1987): that o f the mosses 
follows Smith (1978). The key to the frequency o f remains a~ listed in 
the text is as given in the key to Ihe plant catalogue rare. 1-3: 
occas ional. 4-1 0. frequent : 11·50: abundant. over 50. 

TRENCHE 

The stale of preservati on in parts of Trench E was such that much of the 
conife r wood had probably dis integrated leaving only the conifer spike 
knolS preserved due to their high resin content. Birch bark seems 
particularly resistant to decay; the bark consists of irregularly shaped 
pieces. the largest measures 135 x 46mm: no cut edges were observed. 

PHASE 3: T H E NORSE BUILDING AND OCCUPATION 

(Collle.xts E49 and E70) 

From the h\!arth area E70. buml pine \\as noted . Gravel from E49 
contained a spike knot of Scots pine \\ood. 

PHASE 4 

(Contexts E37. E40. E4 3. E44 . E47. E68. E71. 
E74. E77 and E78) 

In level li ng beneath the wood floor in E74. a damaged spoon SF 405 
(illus 100. below) and a fragment of \\ood. both of Scots pine. \\ere 
recovered. From 1I1l1nediately beneath the wooden floor in E4 7. a peg 
cut from larger wood and a spike knot, both probably of pine. were 
idcllI ified 

Ash rrom a hearth 1:37, produced a broken piece of worked pine-wood 
and the largest piece of birch bark from lhe site. it measures 1351llm x 
46mm. In E43 the wood fl oor, a conifer spike knot was found. Related 
samples from E40 consist of pieces of wood and a peg cut from larger 
wood. alllentativel y identified as Scots pine. and occasional pieces of 
bi rch bark. These , together with animal fibres. suggest that this may 
have been an occupation layer. No identifiable plant remai ns were 
recovered from the layers just above these horizons . 



Occasional pieces of birch bark and a spike knot of Scots pine were 
found in E7 1, al so pan of the wood floor. The wood 1100r, especially 
samples from E78. is of particular interest a~ it contains the best 
preserved pieces of woodcn flooring at the site. The \\l){)d is of Scots 
pine. htl.."; been cut tangentially and mca,>urcs ISOmm x 20Sm1l\ x 20mm 
with part of the original squared end and pan of one side intact. hoth cut 
at right angles to the parallel sides . A piece of worn \\ Olld. tentatively 
identified as ScotS pine, mea<; ures IOOmm x 25mm x 10mm. a peg of 
naturally tapered roundwood and a degraded spike knot. hoth of conifer 
wood and occa<;ionaJ pieces of birch bark to 60mm x .. Wm m all came 
from E78 

Addi tional small finds numbers SF 130, 132, 133, 135, 139 and 221. 
which are without conte:'>:t. arc all probabl y from the same floor (EJ40, 
UJ8. Em and U83). 

From peat E68. another piece of birch bark was noted. From a humt 
patch. E77, ScolS pine charcoal was recorded . The plant remains from 
these contexts fTOm near the top of the sequence suggest abandoned 
occupation wi th possibly a collapsed birch-bark -l ined roof. 

PHASE 6 

(Contexts E 12, E2 1, E36 and E66) 

From peat and soi l E 12, occasional dry unconserYCd pieces of oak wood 
measure Imm in thickness. A partly unrolled piece ofhirch bark. Umm 
long, wa." found in sand E2 1. 

E36 peat. contained 301m-thick fragments of oak wood and rare un burnt 
peal. 

PHASE J 

(Context E66) 

E66, mi xed soil and stones, was notable for one of the rarely preserved 
molluscan opercu lae together with occasional pieces of worl>.ed Scots 
pine wood. a conifer peg of round wood and frequent birch bark . 

TRENCHEJ 

PHASE 2 

(Context U21) 

1-:J21 , peat and ash over the hearth , produced occasional wood (If cf 
Scots pine 

PHASE 3 

(Contexts EJI-l and EJ26) 

EJ l-l. bunn deposits. contained abundant seam:ed and rart: frag,mt:nts 
of burnt peat. EJ26, of the san1e deposits. contained li\e pieces of 
unidentified shaped hark, each with round countersunk perforations of 
1.J-1.5mm diameter (illus 103 bcl(m ), this excepti\\l1all~ sl-. illed 
\\ orkmanship is more full} desc ribed with the other WllOtkn artehLcts 
(sec section 7.5). Occasional fragme nts ufseaweed and burnt peat were 
:1Iso noted . 

PHASE 3-4: PEAT BELOW TI-IE WOODEN FLOOR 

(Contexts EJ I3 ,md EJ25) 

From peat FJ 13, birch bark was radiocarbon datl'u to cal AI) 780-1 O .. W .. 
A hurnt seed of each of barlc~ lflordcum ) and knotgnl"s (l'o(rgo!l1l11l 
anell/ar/! agg.) were idl!ntified. Occa~ iona l pieces of\\ ooJ. probably of 
Scots pine, to 60mmlong and I Smm thi ck with two paralkl sides :md a 
third side at right angles. co uld represent pieces of floor board . Burnt 
fragments of spruce and pine were also noted . Seaweed fragments were 
frequent and burnt peat was al so present. 

fHE PI.AN T RI:MAINS . 10~ 

Rare weed seeds, occasional seaweed and pt:at fragments are recorded 
from EJ2S. 

PHASE 4 

(Context EJ9) 

Abundant seaweed fragments were rew vercd from the hearth and a<;hes 
EJ9. which was the main h~arth of tIL is dwelling-house. The contents of 
EJ9 arc listed in tahle 2 and the pos~lhle uses I'm burn t se:l\\ eed arc later 
discussed . 

TRENCHH 

PHASE 2-3, EARLIEST OCCUPATION 

(Contexts H 16 and H 19) 

Pit H16 to.85m x O.17m) wntai ncd occasional fragments of knotted 
wrack (AscophyllllrTI f/odosum) and abundant pieces of heather
eOllongrass (Callulla-Enophorum) pe~lI . Another pit. H19, produced 
abundant burnt seaweed of Fucus t ~re and fragments of Scots pine 
charcoal . The burnt seaweed contents of the pits arc considered in the 
di scussion . 

AnQlher pit. also 1116 in the south hallik cOl\lained abundant sca\~eed 
fragments (SF 167). 

PHASE 3: COOKlNG AREA 

(Co ntexts 111 3. HI .. t, 1-115 and HI7) 

A sequence of huming levels and ovens w!;rc sampled: these are 
described from the lowest upwards. A working area (111 7) around the 
o\"en produced occasional burnt peat fragments : above this, in burnt 
deposits (1-115) burnt peat was frequently recorded. From loose peat 
(H 14) over the burning, sandy so il contained occasional lumps of humt 
peat and a fragment of bunll pine \\ ond. Pieces of fire/ash slag. some 
globular. to 25mm diameter were al so found . From around hunn stones 
I [13 , a piece each of spruce wood and ef. Scots pine wood were 
identified togetheT "ith rare hiTch bark 

This area then includes evidence fur an occupati on. for peat and 
seaweed burning in mck-cut pits and I'm extcll si , e peat hurning around 
the main men. 

PHASE 4 

(Contexts H7.119 and H12) 

Context 1112. an occupation layer. prov ided a large sample, 1.3kg, for 
the study of insect remains (see section ().5). Rare seeds of arable weeds 
and rushes and a heather leaf WeT!; found in a 100cc sample and 
occasional leaves vI' a bog moss . S/.l}wgf/Uf7/ {la/usrre. were re corded 
trom a I ce pollen sample . The presence of S. palu.we is of interest :l<; it 
grows in a wide range of wet habitats and may have been co llected for 
lis absorhent properties. Occa.~ional pLcees of deca~ cd Sco ts pine \\ ood 
and birch-oar!. fragments \\ ith partl y humt fragments of oak wood ,md 
hurnt seaweed were also noted. An imal fibres. includ ing a W(lven 
fragment. \\cr~ Irequcnt anu lleCaSLtl!1al reath~'r !ragmenb. onl~ 2mlll 
l\lng. \\erc noted ,\jthough Ill) cereal gralllS \H:r~' presened. 5 ~o cereal 
pollen W,L" recorded Ii-om a poll en analysis tabulated and dLseussed later 
in this report. From l\I.t n\'o.: rl~ ing blinn area. \ 117). conifer bark" as. 
recorded. A ~amplc from a simLlar k\cllO H12. eonte.\t 119. produced 
occasional bLrch hark. one pIeCe mea.')ures 115nlll1 x 90mm, with peat 
and an imal libres 

PHASE 4-5 

(Context 118) 

From sand, 1-18 , Scots pine wood was tentatively identilicd 
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PHASE 7 

Thi s sample. SF I. from a layer to the east and nonh of the hcarth 
contains poorly preserved plant material and numerous st.."Cds have been 
reduced to unidentified embryos. Plants of various habitats were 
represented: bugloss (Anchusa an>ensis). a plant of sandy so il in Shetl and. 
hemp-nellic (Gaieupsis sp.). cf. spike-rush (cf. Eleochans paillstns ) and 
neule ([/rllea dio/ca). the only record (rom the site. Occ<l')lOnal hcalh(:r 
(CalJuna) stems and lesscr c1ubmoss (Selaginella). rare tomlcntil 
(PotentilJa erecla ) secds. moss (RhYlIdlQde/plms Iriqllelnls) and bog 
mosses (5i)IUlgnum spp.) could all originate from turf from damper 
habitats. Rarc evidence fo r Sah. sp. from a wi llow shrub or tree is given 
b) a bud scale. Occasional burnt peat. decayed wood and charcoal 
together with animal fi bres all suggest an occupation laycr 

T RENCH} 
- - - - - -

PHASE 1: EARLIEST OCCUPATION 

(Contexts J89. J 106. J 11 0 and J 116) 

The plant contents of shallow. ma in ly unlined pits. dug into sand are 
listed from west to east (sec table 2) . The remarkable featurc of pits J89, 
and Jl16. is thei r high proport ion of burnt seaweed. All seaweed from 
the site appears to be burnt and of fucoid t)'Pe consisti ng mainl y of 
thallus fragments with occas ional conceptacJes ( from fenHe tronds) and 
air bladders. Some larger pieces were identified as knotted wrack 
(Ascophyl/llm nodosum), nat wrack (VI/CIIS spiralis) and d . Pe/vel ta. all 
taxa commonly found on sheltered shores . T heir poss ible uses. and 

Trenc h 

those of seaweeds from later pits are discussed later In thiS repon. PeaL 
both burnt and unburnl. was occasional or frequcnt in J89. )106 and 
J II O. 

The two other pit samples J 106 and J 110. con tained only rare seaweed 
fragments but there were frequcnt pieces of burnt and unburnt peat peat 
In Jl I 0 measured up to 70mm x 50mm x 20111111 Peat charcoal was 
described by Fenton (1978. P 23 7) who discusses the production o f peat 
charcoal fonnerl y made in Shetland in broad. shall ow pits. When 
completel y ignited the peats were covered wi th turf and earth and 
cooled ready for usc by smiths. It is possible that a s imilar process IS 

n.:prcsented by these pit tills . Wood of Scots pinc was recorded from 
J89 and J 116. 

The pit fill s from J89 and) 11 0 contained remains of plants of damp 
habitats n<mlcly seeds of rushes (JunclIs spp .) and megaspores o f lesser 
clubmoss (Selagmella selag/llO/desl. ) 11 0 also produced leafy shoots of 
heather (Cal/una), seeds orbcH heather (Erica cmerea) and cro wberry 
(Empetrllf1l nigrllm). all suggesting a heathy habitat. These remains 
probahl) represent the remains of heath~ turf and sods from damp areas 
which were used to COver the buming contents to prevent liuther 
combustion until needed for some industrial process. 

PHASE 2, EARLIEST STRUCTU RE (DYNGJA) 

(Comcxts )LS4. J 107. J I 08 and) I I~) 

J L84 was the cut and fill or the fire-pit (J 105) and J 114 was perhaps a 
post-hole Both Icaturcs contained a high proportion of bumt sca\\ ced 

J J ] ] E] 
Cont~xt rOh 116 I 1(1 II ~ 89 S~ <) 

Pha se I I I 0 , ' 
_- .J ~ ~ 

:\ scophyllum nodos um thallus **. 
Call una vu lgari s lea ly shool +1 
Ct'Callu n3 \lllga r is \\ood " * 
Fmperru lll nigrulll rruilslOllC 

Erica cinerea seed + 

Fuco id alga th<lllus * **** * ... ** ** **** **** 
Fuc u s s pi ra li s thallus * 
c; rami Ill'Hl' car\ npsl'" * 
Junc u s bufonills seed 

JUIlCUS sp seed + 
\l ollii a Illfl !ana seed 

CTPeh clia thallus * 
Pinus sy lveslri s wood * .. 
Poa allnlla caryopsls * 
Potentilla erect a achcne * 
()lIercu~ \\ood *" 
Sagi na procumbens seed +, 

Selagi neJla seJaginoides megaspore t ' ++~ ~+++ 

Peat. Callulla-Eriophorurll *'* * *" *' **** 

Key 

" rare ++1 fi'equcllt * burnt 

T~ occasiona l +++-1- abundant 

Table 2 
Plant remains fro m pits at the Biggings 



(see Phase I contexts) . Peat, was al so present in J 114, both burnt and 
unbumt, and wa<; abundant in JL84 . A 30mnHhick sample frolll Jll4 
consisted of a layer of peat separated from a layer of seaweed by 
1 Omm-dcep layer of sand. Megaspore s of lesser clubmoss (Selaginella 
se/agmoides ) were also abundanl in J L84 . J I 08. a hearth, produ ced a 
tentalive identification for pine wood in the fonn ofa spike knol. From 
abovc the hearlh , J t 01 . a noor levcl, fragments of a hazel (Cory {us 
avellana) nut were found . 

Unhurnt animal fibres were abundant in JL84 ; similar fibres were fo und 
in rnlUly contexts. All were stained a reddish colo ur, presumabl y from 
the peat, and arc reported on by Penelope Walton Rogers (sec section 
7.6) 

PHASE 3, SUMP 

(Contexts J94 , J95 ) 

A large partially wood- and stone-lined pit filled with yellow peat ash 
and thought to have been used as a sump, was sampled. J94 and J95 
produced rare burnt and unburn! remain s o f wild or cultivated oat 
(A\'ena sp.), rare burnt arabic weed seeds of spurrey ( ~"pergu/a an 'ens is ) 
and chickweed (S fellaria media) together with wood fragments of birch 
(Betula) and Scots pine (Pinlls syll'eSfris). Burnt heather-couongra<;s 
(Callllna-£riophorum) pcat fragments were more frequent in the lowest 
of three samples. These probabl y result from burning peal and perhaps a 
wood as fuel wilh the addition of cereat debri s. Occasional unburnt 
leaves of Callrma, frequent seeds of JIIflCIlS spp . and megaspun.:s of 
Selaglnella together with rare remains o f Empetrl/III and I'accllllllm sp. 
(blaeberry, whortleberry) suggest the usc o f IUrf perhaps to covcr the 
peat fire and keep it alight overnight. Only rare fragments of seaweed 
thallus were noted . 

PHASE 3, THE STOFA AND ITS OCCUPATION 

(Contexts J42, J67 and J9 1) 

The occupation deposit associated with the wooden noor (context J9 1) 
contained a broken artefact of Scots pine and associated pieces of 
worked oak and pine wood together with peat. hair and feather 
fragments . The wooden jo ists and noorin g were too poorly prese rv~d to 
sample. To judge from probable wood nooring found in trench JL 
(1L37) from this period, the noor was of Scots pine wood . 

Seaweed was only fo und in quantity at the west end in 167. a layer of 
sand. wh ich \vith other depos its covered one of thc seaweed fiUed pits 
(189 ) of the pre-house deposits 

A piece of cork . the bark of cork oak {Quercus suber L.). \\as a 
surpris ing find fro m the burnt !lOOT level J42 (ill us 42 ). It measures 
75mm x 67mm x 19mm, ma: ... imum dimensions ; the margin is irregular 
and the onl y indi cation of use is a 4mm diameter hole piercing the base 
diagonall y. The co rk oak is a nm ive of the westem Medi terranean and 
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illus 42 
A pi ece of cork oak (Quercus suber L.) S F74. 

THE PLANT REM A INS. 10 7 

Portugal; its presence at such an early period in the north of Scotland 
must be attributed to trade . Th is appears to be the first archaeol ogical 
occurrence in Scotland . It was imported into England from the 14th 
century onwards as customs records from cast coast ports show (G ra<; 
19 18) 

PHASE 4, LATER USE OF THE STOFA AND ITS 
DESTRUCTION 

(Contexts J56 and J64 ) 

Probable Scots pine fragments wen: found in the burnl deposits of 156 . 
It al so produced a pine spoon and an oak spatula from J64 . These and 
the other wooden artefacts are described below (see section 7.5). 
Worked fragments of oak and of spruce (Picea), and fragments of 
un burnt peal, all from J64 were al so recovered. 

PHASE 4-5 

(Context 174 and 18 1) 

Thi s conte.xt yielded a pine spoon, poss ibly derived from the destruct ion 
of the house. 

At the east s ide of the trench J81 produced occas ional pieces of birch 
bark up to 62mm x 40mm. The bark rna} have been used as an 
impervious layer of roofing under turf or wood as traditionally used in 
Scandinavia and di scussed in a later secti on 

PHASE 5; POST-MEDIEVAL 

(Contexts Jl4, J1 5, Jl7, J 57 and 171) 

The beginning of this period is marked by an earthen and nagged floor. 
The only associated pllUlt remains were a few fragments of oak wood 
cut along the radii. each about 3mm thick from J 17. Similar fragments 
were found slightly hi gher in the sequencc in J I 5. J 14 produced 
occasional pieces of Scots pine wood: these arc 15 to 20mm thick and 
cut tangentially, the longest is 125111111 . One edge. perhaps the end ofa 
board, is squared. the adjacent edge was cut at an angle of 45°. [t was 
probabl y incorporated into the wall 

Contexts from the use of the building produced probable stave 
fragments tentat ivel y identified as SCOIS pine in context 17 1. From thc 
same co ntex t were occasional pieces of bi rch bark. 

A peg o f coni fe r wood from pavingJ57 was recovered . 

TRENCHJL 

PHASE 2: POSTHOLE 

(Conte .... t JLl OS) 

The fill of ,I post-ho lc in the Phase 2 fl oor consisted of sparse remains. 
mai nly of seeds . Burnt re mains o f the follow ing plants were found ; 
Si. ... -rowed hu lled barlcy (Hordeum \'ulgare var. vulgare), spurrcy 
(Spergliia arwnsis), chickweed (Srel/aria media ) and dock or sorrel 
(Rumex sp) There were al so seeds of commun spike-rush (Eleochart.~ 

fla/us lrIs) an tllcsscr spearHort (Rolllmell /us/Jammu/a ). plant s of damp 
or \\el p l ace~ \\hi ch t;o uld hav e gnmJl in a poorly drarncd pan of the 
cornfield . These remains could result frolll sil.;v ing ce rcal grains to 
remove weeds or from the use o f weed) straw fu r kindling or flooring. It 
ba::; been shown that SlTa" ana other chaff usually bums \0 a<;h leaving 
the more res istant seeds. 

Unbumt remains in clude wi ld or cul tivated llat (Avena ), h~ath-grass 
(DanfhomQ decumbens). a leaf of crowberT) (Empermm). seed of bell 
heather (Erica cinerea) and grass (Gramineac), heath msh (Juncl4 s 
sqllarrosus) and lesser clubmoss (Selaginella ). The heath plants co uld 
have arrived in heathy turf whi ch in the past had a number o f uses as is 
later disc ussed. 
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PI-lASE 3: WOODEN FLOOR AND BENel1 

(Clln tnt"JL37, J5l andJL(1) 

Wood from Ihc same ICHI a~ the nom, JL6L b ofpartlcular Interest a" 
It n:presents Ihc remam" of a \~oo(,.kn bench (lIIoldbel1~ . \ee ~ectlon 
M.j, ) ), It is of oak (Quacus). dl) hut nut c(1nsc n 'cd. and !lIm mca~ure, 
415111m x ·Hlmm x 251ll1ll. all nUL,\lll1Um Jlllle!lsion~ Uccasional 
fragments of :.ea\~ccd I~en: found III adherent ~0I1 A. tapered I\oodcn 
peg from the hellch fmn\. hroken at hoth cnd~. I~ nO\1 250mm long. 
maximum breadth 45mlll and is tentatively Idcnufied as Scots PIllC 
(/J/fIus sylt'eslrl.~). Also a:.s(lclaled II Ith the Ilood !loor I~ 1L.17 1\lIh rare 
bumt om (,·Iwllal grams ,md other n:mams mcludlllg bugl ll\~ \ ' /lIchu,\'o 
an't'lIsls) and fraglTlent~ of Scots P1l1C \Iood Se<ll\eed fragments I\crl' 
frequent as wen: animal lihres 

<;;alllpies. JI,5 I. from the area around the central hearth (I_JO) prllduecd 
frequent Ilood remainS, A fragment each of hlrch (Belllla). h:u.cI 
(C()ry//J,~) , which is triangular in sectl(1n and llIe,l'Ures 3511l1ll x 8mm. 
and cf juniper (cf JlIlI/perlls) \\ert: I(kntified SCleral ple~' e~ (lfScol~ 
pme ( ['/fillS syll'l:'sfrls) 1\\Xld . Includmg a \\orked piece and a fragment 
uf oak (Querclls) wcre reeO\Cfed A folded piece of birch hark 94mm 
long. measures anout 40111111 across Ihe ends wI1l\.:h have oeell pressed 
together, The wood wa:. poss lbl~ Illiended a~ fud a<; partl~ hunll peat 
\\a.:. also noted Abund:Ull animal fibre~. some ,pun. I\en: rcc(1Iercd A 
ml)lIu~can o perculum 11<\.-. Identified (lhl~ :Uld olhcr remall1~ of maIlne 
Uflglll are deSCribed in thl..' Mollu ... c Report 6.6 ) 

PHASE oJ: LATER L-S E Of THE STOF .. \ AND ITS 
DESTRl'CTION 

(Conte \l ~ JI :'0.11.5:' I'UO and 1171) 

I he I\ooden tlouror TOol UI:I) be reprewnted h~ dl..'l..'a)cd l\llOd Irllm Ihe 
Imer hurnt dcp(l<;!ts . JI. 71. lentatl\l'I~ Identl1led as Scol\ pille 1 he 
larger oftll o pH:tes metburl..' S :,Om1ll \ 2SIl11ll \ I :'mm. Iht·rl' arc no I..'ut 
tiKes Occa:.lonal fragmcnls of ~ell\\eed Ilere al"u noted J171 also 
produced deca)ed cf. PIl111S wood ,md occasllll1al ~ea\\eed fragments 
These seem 10 he Ihe spar:.e remains of the flooring and oc(.;upation 

A large pit. JI..'I5. \~as cui 11110 the ~and during Ih l~ peri od of usc, T\\ll 
pegs and a large piece of Irregularl) s haped I\ulld . 230n1l11 '\ I.tSmm \ 
10)mm maXIlJ1um sizes I\t'rc tentat1\' d~ idl..'ntllicd as S~·oh pille Al 
the bottom tlf thl;' pi!. lin lllcomp1ete (lbJect o f blrdl Ilood (1llus I O.t J. 
Idenl!fied a:. a ~mall ropelllake( s lOp. IS of a dl..'\lgn 51111 \l1 ll\(' \l1 Ihe 
1960s In Shelland for ropl..'-maklllg (l'enton 11.) 7R , 264. fig. 113. ~I..'e 
7.5.2) The ohjeci is 87111111 long and 57mm in dlilllleter. It IS round III 

~ee tlon \\ Ith three roughl~ cut deep notches cut 10nglluJlI1all~ and 
ro u~hl) eqUldl~tant. rh l..' ~e \\ere ..:UI III take three ~trand\ (If rope \ 
\\onden peg pTllJl!cts 5mm from the lOp. It )\ crudd ) ~ haped frolll 
malurl..' oak I\ood . mea~\lre\ llmm \ I_~nnn at tilt' to p and I~ IlIpt:red 10 
roughl~ fit IlliO a ca\ 1I~ 20mm dl..'ep .\ strange addllioll I~ a small 
\\edge of bal sa I\ ood (Uchroma lugoplls S\\ ) ll1~lTted Il1ll) Ihe lOp 01 
one of the 1l11Il.:hcs. 

Bal sa I\ood I~ nall\e to ITOplcal :\mlTica the \\est Indle~ and th~ 

Carlhbean Is lands and the question as to \\hether the bal sa ..:nuld halc 
aITJvcd by natural meal1~ IIllhe GulfStreall1 and North AtlantiC Oritt or 
\\as a later lIltwduction I~ dlscus~ed 111 another section Whatever Ih 
age . II l1Iust rl..'present a fl..'USe afthe ro pl..' lOp a:. the le~ S(l n halsa \\olld 
is pos itioned \\here pn:~_~lIre from Illll..' of thl..' mpe ~tr;ull.b \\ o uld 
immcdialcly obillerate it. It is unfortunilte that con.-.crvation o f the wood 
has rendered it ullsuitahic for radiocarbon daling If il hc1 0ngs \(l 

I1llldl..'fIl time:. balsa \I uud \I o uld hale been a\,lIlable a~ fl oats fu r 
Illclllles and 111 life presencr~ 

Fill JL50, from the same pH contall1ed frequent l\lIl (.' /venu) grams. rare 
seeds ofscuf\~ grass (Cochlearw sp I. a mallll~ coastal plan!. forget
me-not (.\fYOSO(IS sp.) and )1..'1101\ rallle (Rhmanrhus sp.) T\I n [HeCeS of 
radially split oak wood have maximum dimens ions of 115mlll x 62mm 
x 6mm and SOmm x 30lllm x IOmm 

From '?PL50 (prubabl) a ~eparate ~alllpic of pH iill JUO) all the spar~e 

poorl~ pre~ened remains arc un burnt J hl..'\ consht of oats. hark~ . 
"purre~. maplced (fnpleuros/'It'rmum ~p 'I. and rat-tmled plantalll 
(Planlago major) wllh frequent cmbryn:. of Caryophyllaceae type , 
probabl) o f cornfield \\eeds I kilt her lea\ e:.. rush and IDmlentil \Ceds. 
bog mo~:.cs and thc 1ll0SSC~ 1/\71"l11n clI"rt'.~s~rormt' and ('illI/un um 
lief/drUld!'s. the laller usuall~ a \\lllerside mll<;s. togelhl..'r with sand and 
gravel which could have derived from turf from mllleral soi l. :. uggcst 
that \UrI I' Will dmnp ha1:litats ma~ he represt'llIed The gram and \\I..'cds 
together \\ Ilh occa\lIltlal bumt reat and alllmal fibres w1\h rare tealher 
fragmt'nl\ all confirm Ihal thl~ I~ ,m OCCU plillilll depOSit 

PHASE 5: POST-MEDIEVAL 

ICUlIlext JU) 

From a depoSit hl:'nealh the (iml \\al1. JI5. {lcca<;ional pieCeS (If hlrch 
bark to .t Omm \ 20mm. I\ood l)f cf SCO\<; pille and a fragmenl \\1' llak 
I\ood. al so tentatl\cI} Idenllticd. could rep resent fallen rooting r he 
pOSSible I{}flll of the mofing I~ commented o n in ano ther section 

TRENC H K 

:--'0 ra,hllcarbon daung IS <J\a!lahle for Lhl ~ tren.:h \duch rl..'lcalcd 
MOlheT blllldlIlg to Ihe \\est ofl he mam d\\ elllIlg-ho use l3irch bark has 
heen pTe~ened \lhllSI other Ics~ durabk planl material was pfllhahl~ 
destro~l..'d as \\as suggested fllr 1 rl'nch I . the bark rcma11lS arc lI<;uall~ 
,mall up h i .t:'mm \ .tOmm 

PI-lASE 2: EARLIEST OCO ' PAT ION 

(Cllllle\!S K I ~() 1 K 1211 and K I :'5 ) 

I( I 55. p\)~lho1es. pT\lduced \lnll l1(caslOnal ,eal\eed tr(lgmenh I rorn 
K 120 [f.... 121}. a Jll'al~ "alld~ \amplc (n LT the pO~1 h(lles. pnlduet:d 
freqlll:nl ~ea\leed Iragments 

PHASE " 

(Conte\l s K 17. K72IK.t.t}. Kl}9I K98} and K 127) 

I(99IK(IXII S the mo"l species-nch layer to have been recorded frnm Ihe 
~ lIe :\11 Ihl' folllll\ Illg remalll~ arc unburnt Occa:.Hllwl Oal \.·/1'<'110 ) 

gram~ Ilere found \llth arabk \ll..'ed ~eed~ of par~k~ piert (Aphollt's 
,mcrocllr{JlIl. Annual dead-nellles (i.WfllI/lII ,Io'et Lmmo/Hls). 
li:lTgel-llIc-nol (.\fYOSOlIS an'l' lIslS) . knutgrass (PO/y?,oflllln aVlclilare 
agg l. ~ p1Jl) sO\\-lh"'tle (Sonclllls asper). ~purre~ (S[lerglila an'('I/,W). 
chldl\eed (Sldlan a medl<J) and seen tk<; ~ ma~l\eed (Tnplt'uru-
.'Pen/lllm modorum) Sca ma)llel..'d (7 Ir/arlllma). abu recorded_ gTll\\S 

III agnl'tlltural hahllats III Shdland (SC(l1l & Palmcr 191<7 , 21<2) 
especlall~ II here land lS cultnuled near tu the ~ I..'a shll rt' Also IdClllllicd 
are rel1lalll~ of planh r~pr~sell!lIlg se\eral JI!l-;':relH habitats \\l1Ich arc 
also ~nO\\n from !idds ofbla(~ uat (A\'t"/{J wngosa) III Shetland.lhe:.e 
are CllrTlllIcnted on III a later ~ecuon. They mcludl! Illad rush (Jill/ellS 
hI/fOri/liS). meadO\\ hUllercup (RwwnclIllIs llcns). creeping bUllercup 
(R. rt'pt'fls) and no rthern dock (HI/me .. longl}olllls) Plants of\\et places. 
perhaps gro\\ ing In \\ inler-I\d cornfil..'ld margins . are comlllon 
spikc-flJ.~h ,£/enehaf'l,I' paIIl.fJrH). Ilole-gmv., (CJy,,-'rltJ jl1l11{/!H) ;md 
lesser spcanlort (NulII/IIcu/usjlulllmllla) 

Thl~ a.-.~emblage I~ ~mlliar In habllat dl \ crsll). Lhough nchl..'r In species. 
10 that from PIO where tl..'ntatively identified oat straw \\'as also 
pre~en 'ed and \\ll~ Illlcrpreled a.'> \Iral\ Ilith comfidd \\ecds and li ther 
\ egctatlOrl used a:. !loor CO\ erlng, Ileathland plants arc rcpr~sented h~ 

heather (( ·al/ulla). hdl heather (Erica clflero!a) and to nm:nlil (Patentdla 
erecra) Mosses wll1ch can grow in grass land and hemhy places arc 
Plaglolllllllllll sp. /JlaglOlheclUlI/ sp, and hog mosses together with 
RhYlldwdelphus trliluelrus on better soils , As has been noted from other 
!Tenc he~ . hcathland pl:uns and mosses 11M) have been IIllfoduced \\ Ith 
lurf A pollen analysis from thiS contexl is l<lIer discussed , Scots pine 
wood. occasional st'a\\eed fragments and humt peal are also present. 
OCCa5I1111al :Ulimal lihres. feaLhcr fragments and elen the broken end of 
a finger n,1I1 allllluiulle an o.:eupallon la)er 



Rare pieces of wood and a spike knot of ScolS pine were found in K 127. 
a wal l cut. 

The only botanical evidcnce from the middle laycrs oflhe trench was a 
single barley grai n from peat K 17. 

Two birch· bark rolls mcasuring. 45mm x 21 mm and 36 x 180101 wcrc 
identified from K72(K44j , a clay !loor. 

PHASE 4-5 

(Contexts K24 lK26l) 

From K241K 261, mixed stones and peal. were rarc pieces o(oak wood 
ranged from 2-4mm thick . 

PHASES 

(Contex.ts K8. K I 0 and K34) 

From the upper layers of a Iloor. K I 0 produced o,cas ional fragments of 
birch bark and two coni fer spike knot.'> . Birch barl.; from the overlying 
peat K&. includes a curled strip 40 x Ilmm. mgether with a burnt 
fragment of Scots pine and abundant seaweed fragments . Occasional 
pieces of birch bark was al so recovered from peal 1\:34. 

PHASES 6 AND 7 

(Co ntexts K7 and K14 ) 

From stones and pav ing K 14. spruce and oak wood fragments were 
noted. K7. a mixed layer. just beneath eanh and lopsoil. contained 
occasional pieces of birch bark . The panieu lar interest of tTench K is 
that there is evidence of occupation throughout the trench (K9<J. f\.44 . 
K25/101 and K5) and burnt seaweed from three contexts in the lower 
part (K 155. K I 20. K82) and K8 near the top of the sequence although it 
is nOi certain from the com plex stratigraphy if the occupation and 
seaweed processing took place at the san'e time . Uirch bark \\as mainly 
found in the upper layers and, as has been noted for other trenches. may 
have been pan of the roofing. 

TRENCH L 

PHASE 3: STOFA 

(Context 1.30) 

A hearth context , LJO, produced rare pieces of hirch bark III 40mm x 
J:'nHn 

PHASE 4 

(Context L29) 

In a stone-lined pit , L29. a peg of cf Scots pine wood was found 

PHASE 4-5 

(Contexts L-Il ,1Ild JLlO) 

From above a dnth-lined piL [.41. OCC,L\IOnal \\ Orkl'u \\(lod nrc!" ~C(lt<; 

pme \\as idenill"led: the largest is ~7mm x :n rll111 x 7111m JL1 0 
produced fragmen ts of Seots pine planklllg and a pIece of \1 <1).. \\ood 
mcasuring 92 rwlI x 85mm .x 5mm. The shorter sid!.' h:L'i a stnl ight 10m m 
wide margin which has been recessed (llle side to ~--Imrn thid 

PHASE 5: LATER OCClIPATION 

(Context LJ2) 

Frolll pit L32 several pieces of degraded Scots pine wood, probably all 
worked. have a maximum size of205 111111 x 56mm x 8-1301111 

THE PLANT REMAINS . I(JY 

PHASE 6, LATER USE OR ABANDONMENT 

(Conte.xts L4. Ll4. Ll6 ) 

From context L [4 . he low (he floor of the Gor! . was recovered one of 
the mos t interesting of the artefacts. a box-lid of oak wood engraved 
wi th a cross (il lus I O[ and discuss ion in 7.~ ). There was al so a spike 
knot (sec comments on the woodworki ng) of cf. conifer wood and a 
fragmen t of oal.; wood. Two con tl'xts. L4 an d Ll6. of mixed soil and 
peal. contained rare pieces of hirch bark. Ihe largest measures 4~mll1 ... 
25 mm. 

TR E NCHM 

CONTEXTM7 

The only plant material received is from M7 : it consisted of two pieces 
of oak wood, one is 3mm thI ck. the other is pan of a broken artefact 
with maximum dimensions of II 0mm x 90mm x 2-7mm thi ck 
Fragments of three birch- bark roll s from post-medieval drain fill s 
measure I 0-25mm in length . 

TRENCHP 

PHASE 2: FLOOR 

(Context PIO) 

This sample from the tloor le\"e l 111 the Phase 2 building showed a 
layered structure with fine sand between organic layers consisting 
mainly of degraded monocotyledon epidermis. The only remaining 
cell s seen are very degraded sttlnlata and crescentic silica cells which. 
on size and shape, have been tentativ ely identi fied as the remai ns of oat 
straw. Sixt y flattened empty ont grains and nine barley grains were 
identified on their testa characte rs (Dickson 1987) . It is probable that 
cornfield weeds arc represented by occasional embryos of 
Caryophyl laceae and Composi tae and perhaps by seeds ofye ltow rallle 
(Rhinanllllls sp.). Frequent seeds of comrllon spike-rush (Eleocharis 
paluslris ) and occasional seeds of flo te-gmss (Giyceria jluilons) 
represe nl planlS usuall y found in aq llalic habitats but which can grow in 

damp areas especially if periodi cally flooded. Toad rush (Junclls 
blifontlls). represe nted by frequent seeds. is a plant o ( moist, open 
habitats. It seems probable that cereal stra\ .... and other vegetation. 
perhaps from a poor! } drained area of the cornfield, was strewn on the 
floor. A polkn aJ1al~ s i s from thI S co ntext is tabulated and discussed 
belo\\ . 

PHASE 4-5: PIT 

(Context P4) 

A pit-fi ll in sandy soit. 1'4, cons isted of abundant seaweed fragments . 

The only record of naked six-row barley (Hordeum vulgare var. nudum ) 
comes from SF [358 from Trench P. This late rl! \:ord for naked barley is 
commenled on in the ~ection on l·ereats . 

TRENCI I PL (+ IlL) 

PJ-lASE 4-5 

(Contnt PLl59) 

From sil t and ash PL 159 a piece \)f a beech (Fagus) wood artefact with 
three straight-cut edges. or iginally part of a thin square or oblong piece 
measures 80mm x 77 rnm x 7111 m. Rare (ragme nls (If ce real straw, 
tentatively identified as barley. were fo und in the same context. 
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PHASES: POST MEDIEVAL 

(Contexts PL133 , PL134 and PL152 ) 

From PLl52, a sandy drain fill , pollcn of both oat type and of arabic 
weeds could have derived from the usc of straw mixed wi th cornfield 
w{."cds, Rare barley grains and weed seeds. all unburnt were al so 
recovered . Unbumt leaves of moss (RhJ/ld/OdelpJIlL~ mqlle/rus) (Uld (bog 
mosses) Sphagnum spp .. seeds of tormcntil (Polemtila erecla). violet or 
wild pansy (f'/Ota sp.) and lesser cluhmoss (Setagmeffa) could have 
derived from damp turf. These remains together wilh fragments of Scots 
pine charcoal, burnt peat and animal fibres arc allmdlcative of occupation 

From PL133, a mixed soil. a small piece of possibly carved cf Scots 
pine wood with a thin layer of an adherent su bstance. measures ..t2mm x 

20mm x Umm. Part o f an artefact of oak wood was al so found . In 
add ition rarc lInburnt remains of heather. heath rush. lesser clubmoss 
and bog moss with sea\\ced and animal fibres. all suggest an occupation 
deposit. A piece of charred Scots pine \\ood v. as Identified from a burnt 
deposit. PLl 34 . 

PHASE 6: THE G0RL 

Part of a radially cut board of oak wood from the GOTI (Trench RL) is 
the largest piece of wood found at the site and mea<;ures 1. 130m .X 

60-140mm x 14-30mm. It is consi derably degraded and was probably 
30mm thH::k One straight edge: appears to have been rounded and IS 

preserved lo r 470mm of its length. There arc three transverse axe or 
adze marks. each 40mm long and c I mm deep: the onl y tool marks 
presef\ e:d on wood from the Bigglllgs 

6.3.2 POLLEN ANALYSIS 

THE SAM PLES 

Four samples were ana lysed from occupation layers: 

SF 96 PIO main dwelling-house, wooden floor 
levels - Phase 2 

SF 77 K99 building K to west. associated with a 
dump - Phase 4 

SF 129 H 12 peatlO NW- Phase 4 

SF 185 PL 152 drain till - Phase 5 

In rural sites in Scotland it is unusua l to find pollen 
preserved in occupati on level s as plant remains from such 
sources are usually carbonised. These four samples were 
taken from contexts with larger plant remains and other 
occupation debr is. Their contents, excluding wood, are 
summarised below and given in full in the archive 
catalogue. 

RESULTS 

Abbreviations ' 
• burnt. r rare: oc occasional: fq frequent. ab abundant 

PIO ·Barley grain (oc), oats (ab),cr. oat straw (ab), corn- tleld 
weed seeds and embryos (fq), wetland seeds including Il(lte-gras~ 
(ab), heathertoc). ·pcat. animal rtbres. 

K99 Oats (I'q), cornfield weed seeds (ab). wetland seeds including 
Oote-grass (oc), animal fibres , lCather fragments tT) 

H 12 Cornfie ld weed seeds (r), wetland seeds (r), ·pe<lt, animal 
fib res, feather fragments (r), insect remains (ab) 

PLl52 ·Barley (r), · comfield \\ced seeds (r), heatheriT ), -peat, 
animal fibres. 

Some of the pollen will be very local. adhering to cereal grains. straw 
and cornfield weeds brought into the dwelling-house . Hemhy turf and 
peat may al so contribute pollen. Another source o f pollen will be plan ts 
growing around the dwelling-house and from surrounding arcas. To a 
lesser extent the regional pollen rain will be recorded and long distance 

transport will be respon sible fo r the rare pine (Pmus). oak (Quercus) 
and beech (Fagus ) pollen grains . 

The lotal tree pollen is very sparse and does nO( exceed 4% in any 
sample The Shetland Islands were onl ~ sparsely wooded in the 
Post-glacial period and the birch \.Be/ufu)/hazel (("or)"llIs) /\\ 1110\\ 
(Sahr) sc ruh was largely cleared by Neolithi C people (Johansen 1975. 
Keith-Lucas 1987: Bennett el al 1992). Grazing has largely prevenled 
Ihe re-es lahlishmcm oflrees ever ~lIlce 

I hgh gnL~s pollen values. espeCially those of cereal size arc particu larly 
notable . The criteria uscd for hcather (Cal/llna) values are surprisingly 
high especi ally as so hule heather as twigs or !caws have been found 111 

the farm ~!I.:ading . This suggesb that the pollen deri\ es from heath land 
\\hich must have formed a significant part of the island's vegetation 
Crowberry (Empelrum nigrum) contributes 25% of the pollen of PL 152 
(Phase 4). It is possible that heathy turf has become incorporated in the 
pollen sample: this could also he the on gin of the 5% cinquefoi l/ 
tormentil (Po/enlllla) pollen. seeds of torment il (P. ern:la) \\--ere al so 
presenl. 

There are l11gh proport ions of arable weed polle n in PIO (Phase 2) and 
1\:99 (Phase 4). May\\'Ced type \I"npleurospamum type) and spurre)" 
(Spergula arvensls) pollcn arc conlinned by numerous seeds of these 
genera in K99. There are abo high pollen values for mugwort 
iAr/emlsUl). a plant \\ Ith delicate ~eeds not olkn found fossil 

There is little 10 indi cate plants which Illight have grown in W~l-;te 

ground around the farm stead ing excepl rcrhap~ gn.:at plantain 
(Plantaga major) the most hkd~ species of plantam. and J...notgra.-,s 
(Polygolllun av/wiar!!) 

Plants o f grazed grass land are ribwort (Plalllago lanceo/ala). while 
clo\er (TrifolIUm r t'pl! l1s), moonwon (Bolrychwm) and adder's tongue 
(Oph/Og/ossum). Whittington and Edwards ' ( 1993) po llen anal) scs 
from two cores takcn in the vicini ty of the Biggings show both rich 
grassland and maritime heath floras . 

CONCLUSIONS 

These analyses are valuable for the infonnation they give 
on the general vegetation around the steading. They 
confirm the general treeless ness of the island and show 
that heath land and grassy pasture were present. The 
pollen confinll s the presence of cornfie ld weeds in 
contexts such as P I a (Phase 2) where many of the plant 
remains were too degraded to ident ify. 
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6.3.3 WOOD 

ORIGIN OF THE WOOD AND BARK 

The natural scrub woodland had been large ly removed by 
the time of the Norse sett lement as has been indicated by 
the pollen analyses. Wood tram other archaeological 
sites in the Northern Isles and other sparsely wooded 
Scottish islands has frequently proved to be largely of 
spruce (Picea) driftwood (JH Dickson 1992). The study 
of ocean currents suggests that it came from North 
America (Graham 1952). At the Biggings. however much 
of the wood from all periods is of Scots pine (Pinus 
sylvestris). probably not native to Shetland and very 
probably imported tram Norway. Very little spruce 
wood, which could have been imported from Norway or 
arrived as driftwood, was found at the site . 

IDENTIFIED WOOD 

Oak (Qu ercus) is recorded tram 21 contexts covering all 
periods. Oak is not thought to be native to Orkney and 
Shetland and is very unlikely to have arrived as 
driftwood. Oak grows in southern Norway and its wood 
was presumably imported with that of Scots pine. 

Beech (Fagus) is not a native Scottish tree and part ofan 
artefact. which was recorded from PL 159. Phase 4-5. 
must have been imported . Beech is somewhat 
wannth-demanding and its prescnt day distribution is 
limited in Norway to the south-east with an isolated 
locality near Bergen. Beech is widespread in southern 
Sweden and throughout north-west Europe. 

Ash (Frat ill us) was tentative ly identified from a Phase 3 
context (JL51); ash is not native to the Northern Isles but 
is widely di stributed on better soi Is on the Scottish 
mainland and in southem Scandinav ia. 

The other trees and shrubs represented are all nati ve to 
the Shetland Isles although now rare ly present except on 
small is lands free from grazing and on cliffs and rocky 
places inaccess ible to sheep. Juniper (Juniperus) is now 
rare and local in its distribution and at the present time is 
represented by the dwarf subspecies (J. communis ssp. 
ilOilO) (Scott & Palmer 1987). Juniper was tentati ve ly 
identified as round wood from a single Phase 3 context 
(JL51). Hazel (COIylus) wood consists ofa small worked 
piece a lso tram Phase 3 (JL5 1). Birch (Belllla) lVas 
recorded as wood fragments from only two contexts 
(JLSI , Phase 3 and JL5 5. Phase 4 ). Birch must have been 
an uncommon tree in Shetland by the time of the Norse 
colonisation as only three place names of Norse or igin 
comm emorate the birch (ibid). 

Willow (Salix) wood is tentatively identified from one 
context (K98, Phase 4) although rare bud scales tram two 

other contexts (PLl33. Phase 5 and K99. Phase 4) testify 
to its local presence. It is of interest that no bark was 
found adhering to any of the wood and only one piece of 
conifer roundwood was found . It seems probable that 
both oak and Scots pine were imported as debarked logs 
with branches stripped off. This was also the case at 
Tuquoy, Orkney where well preserved wood from a 
Norse pit, used for the dumping of byre manure and 
wood debris (Owen 1988), was identified by Crone 
(forthcoming). Most of the Tuquoy wood was of Scots 
pine with a little oak and ash, all presumed to have been 
imported. A quantity of willow branches. twigs and twine 
and a little birch wood were of local origin but no birch 
bark was found. Three of six pieces of spruce wood and 
three pieces of pine at Tuquoy were notable for the 
presence of the large boreholes of a marine bivalve 
mollusc. 

Birch bark was scattered over the site at the Biggings and 
found in more than 20 contexts covering four periods. 
The s il very bark resembles that of Betllia pendllia (silver 
birch), not known as native trom Orkney or Shetland and 
a rare tree in northern Scotland but common in southern 
Norway. Large pieces of bark were recovered from 
context E37, Phase 4. One piece showed the trunks or 
branches to have been up to 180mm in diameter. It seems 
likely that birch bark also was imported from Scandinavia. 

Cork oak (Qllerclls slIbel' L.) (illus 42 above) was 
represented by its corky bark from a Phase 3 context (J42 
the wooden noor). It is a native of the western 
Mediterranean and Portugal and so must have arrived as 
a result of trade. 

A tiny wedge in a birch artefact from trench JL (JL55. 
Phase 3) is of balsa wood (Ochroma lagopus Sw.) ( illus 
104). a nat ive of tropical America including the West 
Indies and the Caribbean. The wood is extremely light 
and noats well. It is possible that it arrived via the North 
Atlantic Drift as driftwood. Tropical sea-beans have been 
recorded from Orkney and Shetland (G lInn & Dennis 
1976). There is also the possibility, as discussed in the 
section on Trench JL. that the wood is a modem import 
a lthough, from its associated artefac ts, this seem s 
unlikely. 

COMMENTS ON TH E USE OF WOOD 

Primary conversion of wood \\as. in anCI~nt wond-\\orking. h) radial 
spl itti ng (Crone & 13arher 19KI J. Most of the wond lIsed at the Biggings 
had been split in th is manner. It is probable that axes wcre used since 
very fc\\ saws ha\'e bcen found at Viking sites 

SCOTS PI NE (Pinus sylveslris ) 
The main exceptions to radial splitting arc the pieces of pine noori ng. 
Toj ud ge from the few surviv ing pieces of boards. these havc been split 
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tangentially although parts show radial surfaces. This suggests that the) 
\\e re split In parallel strips to give the maximum number of boards or 
planks from the trunk. as illustrated by Crone mId Barber (1981) . 
Known as tlat. plain. or rin sawn. the wood cut in this way is subject to 
10% shrinkage. TIle pieces of IJooring range !foOl 10 to 20lllm in 
thick ness . the thinner pieces arc probabl) due to greater wear. I he maJl~ 
other pieces of Scots pine wood. may include fl OOrin g. these wllh other 
wood of Irregular shape. frequent!) degraded by 1l11crofaunal aCllvit). 
have been listed in thc archive pl<mt catalogue 

OAK (Quercus) 
'\1uch of Ihe radiall~ spIll oak \\ ood I.~ of Ihm PlCCr..',<,. :?-7mm Illick 
r hese pieces usual!) LIl eorporah: one or more of the compound rays. the 
thi ck rays which form the most res istant part of the wood. TheSe rays 
arc about 15- 2mm apart and so a piece lln l~ 3mm thick ma~ have two 
(IT three rays. 11 is notable that. \\lth the c;..ception iJ l" the cngnt\'cd box 
lid (contex t L14, Phase 6). there are no cut margll1s on the oak wood 
The wood may represent ofTcut:; or trimmings of li nely made obJccls as 
IS suggested by CrollC I forthcoming ) for Ihc oak pler,"s from Ihe Norse 
Pit at Tuquo~. Orkne~ 

PEGS AND ROUND WOOD 
Only three of the small peg-lIkc pIeces (THllle IS o\er 112mm long) are 
of roundwood and onl y one lit" them. of cOlllfe r \\ood. is delillltel) 
unshapcd~ no wattle was seen. As previously noted . Ihis suggests Ihat 
hrallches had heen rcmO\'ed before pine ,md oak " ond were hrought to 
the S1le. I he other peg-like ple.:cs ha\ e hccn cut t"rom larger \\()od as 
can be seen from the annual rings In the transverse faces 

COi\IFFR SPIKE I'~ ()TS lillus 43 ) 
Sp ike knots. whICh result from branches 0) mg and hccoming 
I11corporatcd in the c.xpanding trunk. cou ld bc mistaken for cone shaped 
artefacts or. when bwkcn oiT. for c~lindrical pegs I hirteen !..n\lts \\ ere 
1(lund aJld all pro\cd to be (I f wnlICr \\ ood. ~lHne \\ere furthe r 
Idemified a ... Seots pine The) 'Ire highl) n.:"islant (0 dcca) due to thei r 
high resin content (Jane 1970. 7H) and Ihi s probably account" lil[ their 
~u rvival. although the wood in "hleh the~ \\cre presumabl~ 

I1Icorporalcd has decayed awa) 

400 

illus 43 
ennifer spIke knot SF -100 

lJIRCH (Be /ula) BARK 
lJ irch bark \\as frequentl) reC0\c red as smgle to occas ional Ii"agmems 
l"he largest measure 135mm x 46mm aJHJ 115 x 90ntm: ani ) one piece 
from E78 (Phase 4) measuring I 1 Omm x 80mm has cut edges (illus 44 ). 
these ar!! llftwo adjacent sides cut approximatel~ at right angles Birch 

bark \\<C. Iraditionally used III Scandina\"La a~ rectangular ove rlapping 
pieces foml ing a waterproof layer under a turf roof. [t was used at Birka. 
Ihe Swedish trading centre . to write on because of a shortage of 
parchment 11 wa ... probabl y used here for roo fing although no readily 
recognisahle roofing \\ as rcc<H'f.'fcd from (he Biggings. if th is IS so i( i~ 
the first recorded lJ ~C of birch-hark roofing material in Scotland. The 
usual trmlliianal roo ling in Shetland wa ... of turf thatched with oal straw ~ 

a less ~atlsfaclO~ method smce the straw had to be freq uently 
re plenished 

134 

illus 44 
Birch har!.. SF 134 

I3lrch-bar~ rolls \\erc found 111 th ree cuntex ts~ onl~ two roll s appear 10 

he intaci . Ihose i"nlm K 72 ( Ph;l~C .t) mClL"UfC 45mm x 21 mm and 36mm 
, 1811U11 diameter ;111d arc tightl y ro ll ed (i llus 45 ). SF 13:' Trench I: 
tunstratlfied ) has till' begin111ng ofa roll with the I'l1d folded O\er 7mm 
From I'X (Phase:;) a curled ~tnp 180111111 x II mm rna) represent an 
unrolled fragment. Birch-bark rolls have been used for torches since 
i\!esollthic times: om: \0 Ihe high pill'h WllIent tlK~ bum \\ rlh a clear 
flan1e ( [ a~lor 1981 ). but none n fthe~e ~ ho \\ sign~ \lfbummg Another 
posslbk usc is as floats for n~hll1g nets l{ol1ed blTl;h bark \Ias found 111 

Anglo-Scandinavi,Ul York ([ tall t!1 01 19H3. 179) 

122 

illus 45 
Birch-bark rol ls SF 122 
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6.3.4 CEREALS 

It is unfortunate that oats, which were only identified as 
flattened empty grains, are not distinguishable on grain 
characters, so the presence of wild oats cannot be ruled 
out. The oat traditionally grown in Shetland was the bristle 
or black oat, (Avena strigosa Shreb.), introduced there 
during the Iron Age (eg Dickson forthcoming). Barley 
grains were found either as occasional flattened empty 
grains or as rare burnt grain. Both naked and hulled 
six-row barley (Hordeum vulgare var. nudum and var. 
vulgare) were recognised. In most of Britain the naked 

variety was largely replaced by the hulled type during the 
Iron Age. In Orkney however it survived through to the 
Pictish period (Dickson 1994). It may be assumed that the 
Viking farm ers brought seed com with them and may even 
have reintroduced the naked variety of barley. Hulled 
six-row barley and black oat were the traditional cereals 
grown until the 18th century when common oat (Avena 
sativa) was introduced to Shetland. By the beginning of 
this century both had been largely replaced by the common 
or white oat (Scott & Palmer 1987). 

6.3.5 WEEDS OF ARABLE AND WASTE GROUND 

Cornfield weeds found in and around buildings in 
archaeological excavations are usually carbonised and 
relate to crop processing. Weed seeds, chaff and small 
cereal grains discarded after sieving were frequently 
assigned to the fire and their burnt remains are found, 
especially in hearth deposits. 

At the Biggings most grain and arable weed seeds were 
unbumt and associated with other occupation debris and 
not with hearths. This suggests a different reason for their 
presence other than crop processing. A sample from the 
main dwelling-house, context PI 0, (Phase 2) consisted of 
layers of plant tissue interspersed with thin layers of fine 
sand. After soaking for three days in water it proved 
possible to separate layers of plant epidermis, each less 
than 0.5mm in thickness, the layered material measured 
some 25mm thick. Rare fragments of highly degraded 
epidermal tissue were tentatively identified as oat straw. 

Numerous poorly preserved seeds were recovered after 
digesting a 100mi sample in very dilute sodium 
hydroxide for an hour or so. Oat (Avena) and common 
spike-rush (Eleocharis palustris) were particularly 
abundant with barley (Hordeum), flote-grass (Glyceria 
jluitans) and frequent embryos, probably of cornfield 
weeds, also present. As already stated in the section on 
pollen analysis, this was interpreted as weedy straw with 
an admixture of vegetation from wetland habitats. 
Float-grass is particularly palatable to cattle; could this 
represent fodder for stalled animals? There is, however 
no evidence of dung or its associated insects in thi s or any 
other sample but clear evidence for human occupation 
from another part of the room. A more likely inter-

pretation is that straw and other vegetation was used as 
litter on the floor. The small quantity of sand could have 
been trampled in and the layered appearance may 
represent fresh layers added from time to time. The floor 
must have remained very damp for the plant material to 
have been preserved. A clay floor (Phase 3) was laid on 
top of context PI 0, perhaps to combat the damp, and this 
impenetrable layer helped preserve the straw flooring. A 
similar assemblage, richer in seeds of arable weeds but 
lacking straw which had presumably decayed away, was 
recovered from building K, context 99 (Phase 4). The list 
of arable weeds (table 3) is mainly derived from these 
two samples. All of the weeds still grow in Shetland and 
are particularly found on light sandy soils. The analysis 
of pollen within these layers proved valuable in 
indicating the similar arable weed floras within these two 
samples and in adding mugwort (Artemisia) to the 
cornfield weed assemblage. The locally damp conditions 
have therefore preserved an unusually full record in 
pollen and seeds of the crops and cornfield weeds. 

In Shetland plants of grassland and wet places are also 
found in cornfields at the present time (Scott & Palmer 
1987, 13). Cornfields may adjoin swampy areas and 
plants from diverse areas may encroach into cornfields. 
An example of this has been recorded by Hinton (1991) 
who lists a variety of wi Id plant seeds and other plant 
fragments from samples of bristle oat (Avena strigosa) 
harvested from three such cornfields. We cannot be 
certain, therefore, which plants of grassy and wet places 
were reaped with the straw and which originate from 
grassy turf as discussed below. 

6.3.6 PLANTS OF GRASSLAND, HEATHS AND MIRES 

Plants of mainly grassy heaths and damp grassland were 
recorded in small quantity from nine contexts in the main 

dwelling-house, two contexts in Trench H and one in a 
Trench K building. The remains are mainly unbumt. Two 
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of the contexts are from pits and one from the sump in 
Trench J and they are discussed in that section. It was 
concluded that heathy and grassy turf may have been used 
to stop the combustion process of peal and seaweed until 
required to be used for industria l purposes. The 
remaining contexts are from occupation levels and the 
presumed turf may therefore have had different uses . 

Of the heath land plants. heather (Cal/llna) was found . 
always in small amount, in nine contexts. Tonnentil 
(Polemil/a erecta). often found in heathy pastures on 
Shetland, was recorded from six contexts. Heath-grass 
(Danlhonia decllmbens). which has more durable seeds 
than most non-aquatic grasses, was found in one context. 

Damp ground plants include lesser clubmoss (5ela-
ginel/a). which grows in mossy usually damp pasture on 
Shetland and was recognised from ten contexts. and toad 
rush (Juncils bufonius s. l. ) which grows in a number of 
disturbed damp ground habitats and was present in six 
contexts. A single seed of annua l meadow-grass (Poa 
annua) was identified. 

Mosses such as Hypnum cllpressiforme (one context) and 
RhYlidiadelphus {riquetrlls (three contexts) could have 
grown in ei ther heathy or damp grassy places. Seeds of 
grasses were surprisingly sparse: poorly preserved seeds 
were recorded from only two contexts in addi tion to the 
two identified species. Seeds of most non-aquatic grass 
species, however, are very delicate and do not preserve 
we ll. Another possible explanation is that intensive 
grazing can prevent grasses flowering although we have 
no direct evidence that thi s was so. 

The presence of bog mosses especially SjJ/wgnlitn 
palllslre suggests very swampy ground. ha rdly suitable 
for cutting turves. Bog mosses were found in six contexts 
but were absent from Trench J (pits and sump). Their 
presence solely in occupation levels suggests that they 
were deliberately collected for their absorbent and 
antiseptic qualities . 

!fwe assume that most of these plant remains could have 

originated from turves, two questions arise: what 
happened to the rest of the turves and how d id turf 
remains become incorporated in the occupation debris? 
Grassy turves are , of course. largely he ld together by the 
roots of grasses and as these decayed away the remaining 
mineral part would become mixed with the general 
debris. Sand was. in fact recorded from all contexts and 
gravel of 10-20mm diameter was noted from JL50 
(?PL50), JL108. PLl 33. and .1110 (Phases I to 5). These 
contexts were all however dug down to the underlying 
natural sand . 

The presumed turves could have deri ved from several 
uses. Turf may have been a component of the fill of the 
protective wall (J 13) of the Phase 3 slO/a. In Viking 
houses in Iceland a rai sed platform on either s ide of the 
heanh was built of stones and turf (Fenton 1978. 191 ). 
Fenton also suggests that ··it is probably what was meant 
by the broad benches on which people lay around the 
central fi re of a Shetland house about 1614-18". 

Another possibi li ty is that tu rf may have been used as 
roofing over a waterproof layer of birch bark. Until 
recently houses in the Faeroe Islands (which were settled 
by Norse farmers) "were thatched with grass turf which 
was laid on a foundation of birch-bark·' (Johansen 1985. 

22). If such roofing had co llapsed into the occupation 
levels. pieces of birch bark would surely be found there 
and in facr such bark was found in several contexts. 
Living turf, which can still be seen on o ld roofs of 
outhouses in Shet land and Orkney. would originally have 
contained a variety of plants but these tend to disappear 
leaving a thatch vegetation composed almost en tirely of 
grass as noted by Johansen (ibid). It will be appreciated 
that if o ld grassy turf roofs co llapsed and the delicate 
grass seeds and vegetati ve parts decayed away. there 
would be very little evidence apart from the mineral so il. 
some of the durable birch bark pieces and perhaps rotted 
roof supports to interpret the former roofing. After 
centuries of \veathering, exacerbated by the robbing of 
upper levels for building materials, interpretation of the 
presum ed turves and other remains must be treated wi th 
caution. 

6.3.7 SEAWEED 

Burnt seaweed was found in shallow pits. 20-30cm deep, 
dug inco clean sand. They dare from ar least rwo phases; 
Phase I pre-house from Trench J (illus 46) and from a 
wooden floor in Phase 4 (EJ9) (table 2) and from Phase 
4-5. post-dating the wooden floor in Trench J, context P4. 
The most likely explanation for the presence of the 
seaweed is that it was burnt for its ashes. Plant ashes were 
in great demand in medieval Europe for detergents and 
for making lye, soap and glass (Singer el a/ 19 56). Wood 

ashes were usually used for their potassium carbonate 
with a little sodium carbonare content. Local \\'ood was 
probably in shon supply and so seaweed was used 
producing a larger proportion of sodium sa lt (ibid). Water 
percolated through the burnt seaweed yielded a lye, used 
for cleansing and scouring. Fleeces were cleaned with the 
lye and its use was an essential prerequisi te for dyeing 
wool. If lime from burnt limestone was added to the 
water and ashes a caustic solution would be produced 



which was boiled or stirred with oi l or fat to make soap. 
This soap could be used for fulling (cleansing and 
thickening) the cloth . Although we have no clear 
evidence that these industrial processes were carried out 
at the Biggings. the presence of woven and knitted c loth, 
suggests that wool cleaning processes must have been 
undertaken. Although stale urine was formerly ITequently 
used for scouring wool in Scotland it could not form the 
basis for soap making. 

Seaweed was also burnt for its salts for glassmaking in 
the Northern Isles during the 18th and 19th centuries as a 
replacement for barilla. The seaweed was burnt in deeper 
stone- lined pits, to avoid contamination; onc of these pits 
is illustrated by Fenton (1978, 65). 

S imilar unlined pits to those at the Biggings, with burnt 
Fucoid seaweed including Fucus vesiculoSliS (Donaldson 
1986), were recorded from the island of Birsay, Orkney. 
Hunter (1986, 152) states that "all post-date the dest
ruction of the final Norse buildings on their respective 
sites" but he indicates that from the excavated evidence 
there is a suggestion that "some may belong to the end of 
the Norse period proper". If we assume that these pits 
were for ash production we may expect to find other 
medieval examples. In north-west England shallow 
depressions have been found at the top of or set into 
hillsides. These have been interpreted as potash pits and 
are in areas where the wool len industry goes back to the 

THE PLANT REMAINS. liS 

1356 

ill us 46 
Seaweed (Ascophyllum nodo.mm) thallus and air bladders, from 
J 116. a Phase I pit. 

12th and 13th centuries (Higham 1989). Wood would 
have been burnt but by the 16th century it was being 
replaced by bracken fired in stone-lined pits (Davies
Shiel 1974). 

6.3.8 DISCUSSION 

The environmental evidence from plant remains covering 
the long Norse period in Scotland has hitherto been 
mainly from burnt plant remains. The vegetationa l record 
from these large ly un burnt floor deposits includes seeds, 
wood and pollen which, together with mostly burnt 
material from pits and hearths gives more information on 
the spatial use of plant resources than is possible from 
middens or solely burnt deposits ITom inside buildings. 
The plants represented come from a range of habitats, 
listed with the plants (see table 3), and indicate the 
resources availab le on this fertile island. 

The exceptionally long time span, from pre-12th century 
t(}-in part of the site-the 19th century. has resulted in a 
complex and much compressed stratigraphy. The slofa 
was rebuilt more than once and the other buildings 
discussed here (represented by Trenches Hand K), at 
least once. Abandonment and destruction layers were 
followed by rebuilding and new floors. The uses were not 
always domestic and the site of the stoia was at one point 
used for agricultural purposes. These different phases are 
fully discussed in chapter S. 

The phasing is as follows: 

Phase I ~ Norse - pre-12th century; 

Phase 2 ~ Late Norse - 11th to the early 13th centu ry: 

Phase 3 ~ Medieval - early/middle 13th to the 
beginning of the 15th century; 

Phase 4 ~ late Medieval - beginning of the 15th 
century to the early 17th century; 

Phase 5 ~ post-Medieval - 17th to early-m id 19th 
century; 

Ph ase 6 ~ modem - mid 19th century to the 1930s : 

Phase 7 ~ recent - post 1930s to th e present day. 

The study of the seaweed burning and subsequent storage 
in pits. probably for lye making. is described in the 
archaeological sect ion. Peat seems to have been used \0 
help bum the seaweed and heathy turf with sods ITom 
damp areas employed to damp down and prevent total 
combustion of the seaweed ashes. Seaweed processing 
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TREES AND SIIR UBS 
Native 
Bew la (Bi rch) 
Cory/us (Hazel) 
Cf Jumperus (c f Juniper) 
Saftx (Willow! 

lmponed 
Befllla l>endula (Si lver Birch) 
Fagus (Beech) 
Cf rrannus (ef Ash) 
PinUS sylwslrls (Scots Pme) 
Quercus suber (Cork Oak) 
Querclis (Oak ) 

Imponcd or driftwood 

Dchroma lagopus (Ba1sal5 
Picea (Spruce) 

CEREALS 

wood 
nut, wood 
wood 
bud scale. wood 

bark 
wood 
wood 
\\ood 

bark 
wood 

wood 
wood 

Avena sp . or spp (Wild/Cultivated Oat) grain 
Cf .-lvena sp , or spp. (cf WildJCuh,vated UJt)stra\\ 
Hordeum vulgare var. nudum 

Naked Six-row Barley) grain 
If. m/gare var. Hllgare 

(I lulled Six -row Barley) grain 

ARABLE AND WASTE GROUND 
Anchuso an'ens/s (Bugloss I 
Aphanes mlCrocarpa (Slender Parsley-plert) 
Caleopsls sp. (Ilemp-ncttle) 
Lamwm SecllOlI Lanllop.Hs 

(Annual Dead-nettles) 
MOlITia/onlana ssp. fon tana (Blinks) 
\lyosoflS an'erlS/S (Field Forget-me-not) 
Planrago major (Great Plantain) 
Polygonum al'/w/are agg. (Knotgrass) 
Poa amllla (A nnual Mcado\\ -grass) 
Rumex cf IOllgifolius (cf Northem Dock) 

nutlet 
achene 
nutlet 

nutlet 
seed 
nutlet 
seed 
nutlet 
car;.npSIS 
nutlet 

Sagmll procllmbens (Procumbent Pearl\\on) seed 
SonclllIs asper (Spi ny SmHhlst!c) c~p~da 

Spergu/a an'el/sis (Spurn.~y) seed 
Siellana medw /Chi ckweed) seed 
Tnpleurospermum modorllm 

(Scentless Maywecd) 
T mamima (Sea Maywccd) 
Urf/C{l dlO/ca (Slinging Nettle) 

GRASSLAND. HEATI IS AN[) MIRES 
Calhma vulgaris (heather) 
ChmaclUm dendro/de.~ (Moss) 
Donfllonia declllnbens (Ileath grass) 
Empermm mgmm (Crowbetry) 
Erica cmerea (Bel1 l lcalher) 
ErlOphomm vagina/urn (Hare's-tail) 
Hypnum CIIpressiforme (Moss) 
JunclIS arflClllarl4s type (Jointed Rush type) 
1. bufonius s l. (Toad Rush) 

Table 3 

CYIN.:!a 
cypsela 
nutlet 

leal'. wood 
leaf 
caryopsis 
fru it-stone 
seed 
spi ndle 
leaf 
seed 
seed 

Macro scopi c plant remain s from the Biggi ngs 

J conglomerulUs or effllsus (Compact or Soft Rush) 
1. squarrosus (Heath Rush) seed 
Porefllllla erec/a (Tonnentii) 
Ranlmculus acrJ.~ (Meadow Bunercup) 
R. lammula (Lesser Spealwort) 
R. repells (Creeping Buttercup) 
Rhy/ldiadelphu.~ Inquelms (Moss) 
Selag mella se/agmoides (I-esser C luhmoss) 
Sphagnum pa/us/re (Bog Moss) 
Sphagnum sp. or spp. (Bog Moss ) 
I accml/lln sp (Hlaebcrryor Whort lcberry) 

MARSH AND WATERS IDE 
Eleoch(JrI.~ palusrns s.s 

(Common Spi ke-rush) 
Glycenafllllralls (Flote-grass) 

MISCEI .LANEOI IS 
Atnp/ex sp. (Orachc) 
CfCardamine sp. (cfBitter-cresses) 
Carex spp. (Sedges) 
Caryophyllaceae (Chickweed fam ily) 
Cochleana sp. (Sclllvy-grass) 
Compos/tae (Daisy family ) 
Cm eiferae (Cabbage trunily) 
Grammeae (G rasses) 
PlaglOmnllIm sp. (Moss) 
Plagwfl!eslUm sp . (Moss) 
PolygonQceae (Dock frullily) 
Racaml/num sp (Moss) 
Rhinamhus sp. (Yellow-rattle) 
Rumex sp , (Dock) 
"iola sp. (Pansy or Violet) 

INTERTIDAL BROWN ALGAI-· 
Ascophyllllm !1oc/osum (Knotted Wrack) 

FUCOId alga 

File-liS ,lp/ruIIS (Flat Wra..;k) 
Cf Pt'lvelw sp 

ahene 
achenc 

"chene 
achenc 
leaf 
megaspore 
leaf 
leaf 
seed 

nutlet 
caryops is 

seed 
seed 
nutlet 
embryo 
seed 
embryo 

seed 
earyopsis 
leaf) stem 
leafY stem 
embryo 
leaf) stem 
seed 
nutlet 
seed 

bladder. conceptacle. 
thallus 

bladder. conct:ptac1e. 
thallus 

conceptacle. thal lus 
thallu~ 



continued through Phases I to 3, associated with the stofa 
and Phases 2, 4 and 5 in Trench K. 

A lump of wood tar from Phase 4 Trench E, identified 
and reported on by Andrew Crawshaw in section 6.3.9, 
indicates another industria l process either locally or, as 
seems more probable in this largely tree less island, 
imported. 

The earliest occurrence of Scots pine (Pinus sy/veslris) 
wood is of a few burnt fragments from Phase 1. Pine was 
also recorded from Phases 3 and 4 of the dwelling-house 
and from Trench H, Phases 2-3 to 4, and Trench K, 
Phases 4 and 5. Oak (Quercus) was used from Phases 3 to 
6 in Trenches J/JU L, in Trench H, Phase 4, and Trench 
K, Phases 4-5 and 6 . Birch bark (Belula pendula), 
thought to represent roofing. occurred from Phases 3 to 6 
in Trench J/JU L and Phase 4 to 7 in Trench K, and Phase 
4 in Trench H. 

Unfortunately, apart from the pine joists and flooring of 
Phase 3 and the wooden artefacts described in section 
7.5, the uses of the pine arC largely unknown. It seems 
probable that roofing supports would be of pine. Spruce 
(Picea) driftwood was used as building timber in the 
Neolithic period in Shetland and has been recorded from 
most archaeological sites near the sea in Orkney and 
Shet land and several Hebridean islands (Dickson, J H 
1992). Its use was due to the lack of suitable st ra ight 
native timber. Very little spruce wood was found at the 
Biggings; it seems that imported prepared timber was 
used instead. 

Oak was used for small artefacts and probably used for a 
seating bench in Phase 3 of the stofa, but most oak wood 
appears to be of small offcuts. We have no other evidence 
that it was used structurally. 

Birch bark , like the oak, was found from the time the 
prestigious pine floor was laid. The import of pine and 
oak wood with birch bark, a ll probably from Norway, 
seems to have conti nued for approximate ly 400 years . 
Pine flooring and birch bark roofing have not previously 
been recorded from Norse dwellings in Scotland . The 
finds of cork (Phase 3) and a beech artefact (Phase 4-5) 
sugges t import or trade . All these are indications of 
wealth and the high stanlS nature of the site in the Norse 
period are discussed in chapter 9. 

The loca l cultivation of oats (Avena) and barley 
( Hordeum) is indicated by layers of straw and other 
vegetat ion assoc iated w ith a Phase 2 floor beneath the 
wooden floor of the stoia. This is of considerable interest 
as the straw consisted of a succession of layers, probably 
partly in response to increas ing wetness. Only continuing 
damp and sealing by later floors has preserved th is 
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unburnt vegetation. A s imilar layer is suggested by 
frequent oat grains with seeds and pollen of cornfield 
weeds from Phase 4 of Trench K; this too has been 
interpreted as floor covering. An occupat ion layer from 
Phase 4 of Trench H has a simi lar po llen flora of cereals 
an d cornfield weeds; it is possible that these have a 
sim il ar origin . Such probable floor coverings are rarely 
recovered from early bui ldings in Scotland . 

Surprisingly, on ly three grains of burnt oats were found; 
although culti vated oat grain cannot be distinguished 
from those of wild oats (Avena f Olua) the abundance of 
unburnt gra in from the straw sample is conv inc ing 
evidence that oats were being grown as a crop from Phase 
2 onwards. Occasiona l burnt barley grains occur in the 
same sample and rare grains from other phases. Three 
grains of hulled six-row barley (Hordeum vulgare var. 
\'Ii/gore) date from Phase 2 and three grains of naked six
row barley (Hordeum vulgare var. nudum) from Phase 
4-5. As a lready stated hulled six-row barley and black oat 
(Avena slrigosa) were the cereals traditionally grown in 
Scotland. 

There is no ev idence for flax (Unum IIsitaliss lllnum), 
associated with most Norse sites, being grown at the 
Biggings although an undated po llen diagram (Whitt
ington & Edwards, 1993) shows its past cultivat ion on 
Papa Stour less than I km from the farm buildings. 

Rare fragments of a haze l nut (Cory/us ave/lana) from 
Phase 2 is of interest as hazel is now a very rare shrub on 
Shetland known from only two localities (Scott & 
Palmer, 1987). Other evidence for exp loiting local 
resources are the rare finds of birch (8etll/a), hazel and 
cf. Juniper (cf. .Juniperus) wood from a hearth in Phase 
3 and the use of peat preserved in many sampl es. This 
and the pollen analyses al l suggest that there were very 
few trees growing on the island by the time of the 
occupation . 

Bog mosses (Sphagnum spp.) seem to have been 
collected for their absorbent properties. notably from an 
occupation layer, Phase 4 from Trench H. The co llection 
of both heathy turf and sods from damp grass land is 
indicated by seeds from Ph ases I to 3. Turf seem s to have 
been used to control seaweed burning and perhaps on top 
of birch bark fo r roofing. Turf seating was a lso formerly 
used in the Northern Isles (Fenton. 1978). 

These observati ons are based on what must represent 
only a tiny part of the perishable plant material used on 
the site over many centuries. It seems clear that imports 
and trade played a large part in the economy. The 
evidence from the plant mater ial is for contin ui ty with no 
indication of change th roughout the long centuries of 
occupation. 
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6.3.9 WOOD TAR/PITCH AND POSSIBLE BITUMINOUS SUBSTANCES 

preliminary notes by Cami lla A Dickson and identification by AJG Crawshaw and Paul Wilthew 

Dr AJ Crawshaw of York Un ivers ity identified three 
lumps of wood tar or pitch from E78. a wood floor in the 
Phase 4 dwelling-house in Trench E. using infrared 
spectroscopy, as reported elsewhere in this monograph . 
From E40. also associated with the same floor. a layer of 
a shiny black substance was collected. A sim ilar 
substance. about 10 mm in thickness and breaking with a 
conchoidal fracture was found in PLl 5} a drain fill in 
Phase 5; and in J95 a sump within the Phase 3 SID/a. A 
sample from PLI52 was sent to Paul Wilthew. of the 
National Museums of Scotland as poss ible lye . He 
reported that it could be a coal or bitum inous substance. 

Wood tars and pitches have been used from natural 
deposits si nce early times. These are found in many parts 
of the world including Britain. Such substances arC' used 
fo r waterproofing in buildings and ships. As heat is 
needed to produce a fluid substance. the thin layers from 
the three contexts may have been spilt during heating or 
have come from a burning roof that had been 
waterproofed with the substance. 

THE SAMPLES 

SAMPLE SF 78 FROM CONTEXT E77 

AJG Crawshaw. York Archaeological Trust. 

Thrce black lumps from the same sample. SF 78 from Trench E. cOnlext 
77. Phase 4. about 400-700mgs each . 

METHOD AND RESULTS 
18mgs was hroken olT the smallest lump. which gave a shin)" fracture . 
This suggested it was poss ibly coal tar. Almost all (11' it was soluble in 
ch lorofonn leaving a 'llibrous rcsidue of less than I mg . A film of the 
sample was evaporated on 10 a NaCl plate for mfra-red spectrosCOP) 
(Perkin-Elmer 257) . The infra-rl.:d spectrum suggested the sanlple was 
that ofa wood product Thin layer Chromatography on PE Sil G. with 
duant 3:2 Ch2CI2/n-Hexane. was also compatihle \\ith a \\ood 
product. but not a coal-derived wood product. 

CONCLUSION 
This is a wood-derived product. Wood produces appear to have been the 
most usual tars and pitches in Northern Europe until the Industrial 
Revolution 

SAMPLE SF 182 FROM CONTEXT PLl52 

Paul Wilthew, Head of Anal)lical Research. 
Royal Museum of Scotland . 

SF 182 from the Biggings. Papa StOUT was submil1ed for anal ysis by 
Camilla Dickson. School of Biological Sciences. Glasgow University. 
It was suggested that the sam ple might be a lye soap made from 
seaweed a<;hes. The sample was from C(lntext Pll52 from sand 
a<;soc iated with a Phaw 5 drain. Elementary analysis and examination 
using low power optical mi croscopy was carried out. Analysis of 

organic componl.:nts was n(l t attempted nccausc; the sample had bec;n 
stored in a plastic bag which would be likely to seriously alYect any 
results obtained. 

METHOD 
The sam ple was analysed qualitatively by both energy dispersive .x-ray 
fluorescence (XRF) and scannlllg electron mi crosco pe based energ) 
dispersive microanalysis (SEM-EDX). No samplc preparation wa<; 
carried out prior to XRF anal ysis. Fo r SEM-EDX. a sub-sample was 
taken. mounted directly on an alum inium stub usi ng a carbon-based 
clectricall) conductlTlg adhesive tape and coated with carbon . Surface 
contamination of unknown composition was present and will have 
affected the results obtained . This should be taken into account when 
interpreting the results . The sample wa-; also e.xmnined under a 10\·\ 
power optical microscope at x I 0 magllllication. Further detail s of the 
analytical methods are given in the appendix . 

RESULTS 
(Copies of XRF and SEM-EDX spectra are lwailable ill the s ite 
archivc) 

Iron was the prinCiple clement detected by XRF \\ith traces ofcalciulll . 
titanium. copper. lead, bromine. strontium and iodine also detectahle . 
The high background and large Compton scatter peaks relative to the 
Rayleigh scaner peak indicate a 10\\ mean atomiC numbl.:r matenal 
Aluminium. phosphorus, sulphur. calci um. iron and traces of potassi um 
and si li con were ddccted by St--:M -EDX 

rhese results do not appear tll support the hypothesis that the sam ple is 
a lye produccd from seaweed ashes. Alkali level s were low: sodium wa.<; 
not detected and only a trace of potassium was found . Calcium was 
detected hut also only at a low leve l. The analyt ical results and the 
appearance of the sample under a low power optical microscope 
suggest a hydrocarbon based material. perhaps a coal or a bituminous 
su bstance . 

CONCLUSIONS 
The results do not support the hypothesis that the sanlp le e.xamined is a 
lye derived from seaweed ash . The~ suggest that the sample is 
hydrocarbon based and may he a coal or a bituminous substance. 

ANALYTICAL METHODS 

XRF MI.:: r1 100 
;-\n Ox/ord Instnlments [ 1)2000 system using ED~OOOS\V Version 
1.3 I soft\\are was used to carT) out the analysis . The analysed area wa.<; 
irradiated with a primary x-ray heant produced by a silver target x-ray 
tube run at 46KV and IOOOmA using "Old XRF conditions" lixed 
conditions. No pTinHl1! beam IiJter \\as used. The primary beam \\as 
collimated to give an elliptical irradiated area about 1.5 x lmm 
Secondary x-rays were detected usi ng a si li con (lithium) solid state 
detector The path hclween the sample and detector is through air which 
nonnall~ li mits the range of detectable clements to those of atomic 
number 20 or above 

SEM·EDX METHOD 
A Link Systems ANIOOOO system attached to a amscan Series 0 

scanning electron microscope was used to carry out the analysis. The 
microscope was operated at an accelerating voltage of 20K V with the 
object at the optimum working distance of 30mm giving a take-oil' 
angle to the silicon (lithium) detector of 30 dcgrcl.:s. assuming that the 
surface bei ng analysed was horizontal . l'he detector was used with the 
beryllium window in place . 
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6.4 ANIMAL BONE FROM THE BIGGINGS 

Catherine Smith 

Thirty-seven fragments of animal bone were recovered 
from Phases 3 to 7, unfortunately all in a very poor state 
of preservation. It was thus not possible to take any 

anatomical measurem ents. The numbers of fragments 
identified from different species are shown in table 4. 

6.4.1 DETAILS OF PIECES 

AGE OF ANIMALS AT DEATH 

A sheep/goat mandible SF 1606 (Phase 3-4), was assessed at Payne' s 
(1973) stage E. that is, aged from two to three years in modem terms, on 
the basis of tooth eruption and wear pattern. A rather disintegrated pi g 
mandible SF 239 (Phase 5), bore an erupted. unworn third molar. Payne 
and Bull (1982, 70) suggest using eruption dates for modem late 
maturing pigs as a comparison. This would suggest the age of death of 
the animal to have been 20 months or over. Other systems for ageing 
mandibular teeth based on close scrutiny orthc tooth wear pattern, such 
as Grant (1982 ). were not thought to Ix applicable to these spec imens 
due to their very poor state of preservation. 

EVIDENCE OF BUTCHERY 

A cattle atlas vertebra SF 1600 (Phase 5). bore small knife cuts near the 
cranial end, possibly indicating where the head of the <Ulimal had been 
severed from the carcass . A sheep/goat tibia from the sanle context may 
have been chopped across the shaft in a media-lateral direct ion . although 
due to the rather eroded condition of the fragment it was not poss ible to 
be more definite. No other bones showed cvidence of having been 
butchered. The distal epiphysi s from a pig metapodial SF 160 I (Phase 5). 
showed the characteristic signs of having been gnawed by a rodent. 

SPECIES BONES TEETH 

Cattle 2 
Sheep/goat 5 3 
Pig ) 

+Fish 
'Large ungulate 
"'Small ungulate 7 
Indetenninate mammal 14 
Indetenn inate bird 

Total 34 ] 

+ Threl': possible fi sh scaks were also found 
• The large ungulate fragment \\:ts probah l ~ from canle 
" The small ungulate fr"glllcnts were more likely to have 

come from shc(!p or goat 

Table 4 
Numbers of animal bone fragment s from the Biggi ngs identified 
from differe nt species 

6.4.2 DISTRIBUTION OF ANIMAL BONE 

Most of the animal bone came from Phase 5 and all of it 
was in poor condition . The earliest fragments came from 
within the Phase 3 stoia. These included sheep/goat and a 
calcined fragment near the corner hearth . It is interest ing to 
note that not a single bone was recovered from the cont
emporary cookhouse in Trench K. The acidic conditions 
which prevailed on that part of the site were generally not 
suitable for the preservation of bone. However, a single pig 
bone was found in a peaty levelling layer between building 
phases on the western side of the site. 

In Phase 4 fragments of indetenninate mammal bones 
were found in contexts associated with the destruction of 
the Phase 3 stoia. Animals represented in Phase 5 are pig, 
sheep/goat and cattlc. The small amounts of bone 
involved were found in pit and walt filts, in drains and on 
paving. In addition , probable fi sh scales and a burnt bird 
bone were found on and between paving stones in a 
building at the eastern side of the site. Only one calcined 
bone fragment was recovered from a peat leve tting layer 
towards the west end of the site. 

6.4.3 CONCLUSIONS 

Apart from the Phase 3 bones. a ll other fragments were 
probably refuse which was discarded around the site, and 
which was disturbed and possibly reworked throughout 
success ive phases. The bone fragments reveal that the 
commonest domestic livestock, cattle, pig and sheep/goat 
were present on the island, and that fi sh and possibly bird 

were also part of the food chai n. Th e interesting facts are 
not so much what is present, but what has been lost here 
from the archaeological record: seasonality of animal 
resources , quantity and quality of animals. hunted 
species, butchery techniques. health of anim als and 
evidence for inbreeding etc. 
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6.5 AN INSECT FAUNA FROM THE BIGGINGS 

Paul C Buckland 

During the course of the excavations, samples were 
collected for examination for plant remains (Dickson, 
above) and, in this process, a number of beetles. largely 
individual elytra, were noted (table 5). Carefu l sorting of 
one sample (SF 1082) from Trench K, produced a fauna 
of21 spec ies of Coleoptera and paraffin flotation (Coope 
& Osborne 1968) of a small sample ( l.3kg) of the well 

humified, dark·brown organic silt from over the wooden 
floor provided a similar list of26 taxa. From the research 
on a large number of sites (Buckland & Coope 1991), it is 
apparent that the sample size is barely enough for 
interpretat ion , but the faunas are sufficient to allow for 
some conclusions and comparison with other medieval 
rural and urban sites. 

6.5.1 DISCUSSION 

The taxa recovered from each sample are listed in table So 
unfortunately only samples 129 and 1082 contain 
sufficient to warrant any interpretati on, although . since 
each is from a different building, a comparison is potent-
ially useful. 

The modern beetle fauna of Shetland has been collated by 
Bacchus (1980), although he provides no indication on 
which is land particular species occur and the list is 
clearly deficient in synanthropic species, those directly 
associated with human activity, the fauna found in barn s. 
byres and the un swept comers of rooms. It is not 
surprising therefore that four species in the li st from these 
medieval deposits are not currently recorded in Shetland . 

Cryplophagus sculellarus Newm . is the smallest of the 
British Cryptophagids, further recognizable by the lateral 
teeth on the pronotum be ing positioned fOf\vard of centre 
(Coombs & Woodroffe 1955). Like other members of the 
genus, it is a mould feeder, often found on mouldy hay 
(Larsson & Gigja 1959) ; it is one of the more frequent 
species in urban deposits in medieval York (Kenward & 
Alli son 1994). 

The occurrence of the blind, flightle ss, largely 
subterranean Co lydi id beetle Ag/enus brunneus (Gyll. ) 
in archaeo logica l contexts has been the subject o f 
detailed discussion by Kenward (1975 , 1976). Its 
natural habitat appears to have been within the deep 
liner accumulating on the floor of undi sturbed forest, 
where the beetle fed on moulds or other fungi (Girl ing 
1984). The accumulations of decaying plant debris, 
which surround man and his an imals, provide suitable 
analogues to the species ' natural habitat and it appears 
in archaeological contexts from the Roman period 
onwards (Kenward 1976); it is particularly frequent in 
Norse urban deposits in Dublin (Coope 1981) and York 
(Ha ll el 01 1983). 

The accumulation s of rotting plant debris, which 

characterize the depos its of these settlements. provided 
an artificially warmed environment which allowed A. 
brunneus to proliferate and it is evident that recent 
attention to hygiene has contributed to its modem rarity. 
The species also occurs in sour grain residues (Hinton 
1945) and. like many synanthropic animal s. it re li es 
upon acc idental transport (Woodroffe 1967) for its 
d ispersal. The s ingl e specim en from the Bigg ings may 
reflect a casual import, rather than an establi shed 
population. although the samplin g programm e at the 
site was insufficient to ascertain this. Kenward and 
Alli son ( 1994) found the beetle to be abundant on the 
early Chri stian rath site at Deer Park Farm in Antrim 
and the association with man may extend back into 
prehistory. Shetland lies far north of A. brunneus ' 
natural distributional limit and its primarily forest litter 
habitat would, in any case, have been absent from Papa 
Stour. 

The Endomycid Mycelaea hirla (Marsh.) is also large ly 
restricted to man-made habitats, where it feeds on the 
fungu s Serpula (~ Mcrulia) lacrymans (Harde 1984). the 
cause of dry rot in building timbers. Its presence in 
relatively large numbers in sample 1082 may imply the 
ex istence of decayed timber. 

The spider beetle Tipnus unicolor Pill. & Mitt. is also 
flightles s and has been widely distributed by human 
activities. In the wild. it has been recorded from birds' 
nests, but it is more frequent in domestic situations. in 
old damp buildings, barns and stables (Palm 1959). Its 
earliest records in Britain are from Roman contexts (de 
Moulins 1990) and it is widespread in medieval and later 
deposits in Ice land, where it appears typical of the 
humanly occupied parts of farms, rather than barns and 
byres (Buckland el 01 1992). 

The broad range of synanthropic habitats are shared by a 
number of other insects in the Biggings' faunas , 
including the large, flightless ground beet le LaemOSlenus 
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Sample 1082 1084 129 261 1086 1087 1085 
Context K98 JL50 HI 2 K8 PLl JJ PLlS2 HI 
Phase 4 4 4 5 5 5 7 

Coleoptera 
Carabidac 

Notioph ilus bigunatus (F.) 0 0 0 0 0 0 
Loriccra pilicomis (F.) 0 I 0 0 0 0 
Dyschirius globosus (Hbst.) I 0 0 0 0 0 0 
Trechus obtusis Er. 0 I 0 0 0 0 
Patrobus assimilis Chaud. 0 0 I 0 0 0 0 
Calalhus fusc ipcs (Goez..) I 0 J 0 0 0 0 
Laemoslenus Icrricola (Hbsl.) 0 0 4 0 0 

Hydrophilidae 
Hclophorus sp. 0 0 I 0 0 0 0 
Cereyon sp. I 0 0 0 0 0 0 
Mcgastcmum obseurum (Marsh.) 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Lciodidae 
Calops sp. a a 2 a a J 

Seydmaenidac 
Stcnichnus collaris (Mull.) 0 0 0 0 a 0 

Staphylinidae 
Eusphalerum (?)torquatum (Marsh.) I 0 0 0 0 0 0 
Phyllodrepa floral is (Payk.) 0 0 0 0 0 0 
Omalium rivulare (Payk .) 0 I I 0 0 0 0 
O. excavatum Slcph. I 0 0 0 0 a 0 
Xylodromus conc innus (Marsh.) 2 I 3 0 a 0 I 
Anolylus rugosus (F .) 0 a 0 a 0 0 
Lathrobium fluvipenne (Grav.) a 0 I 0 0 0 0 
Lathrobium sp. I 0 0 0 0 0 0 
Othius angustus Steph . 0 0 0 0 0 a I 
Quedius mcsomclinus (Marsh.) I 0 J 0 a 0 0 
Quedius boops (Grav.)group 0 0 I a 0 0 0 
Quedius sp. 0 I 0 0 0 I 0 
Tachinus signatus Grav. a 0 0 0 0 0 
Aleocharinae gen. indel 0 0 a 0 a 

Byrrhidae 
Byrrhus sp. 0 0 0 0 a 0 

Cryptophagidae 
Cryptophagus sculcJlatus Nc\'ml . 2 0 0 0 a 0 a 
Cryplophagus spp. 4 0 J 0 0 I 
Atomaria sp a 0 0 0 a 2 
00lypus globosus (Waill .) 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Lathridiidac 
Lathridius minutus (L.) (group) 0 0 0 0 a 0 

Colydiidae 
Algcnus brunncus (Gyll.) 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Endomycidac 
Mycetaea hirta (Marsh.) 15 a 0 0 0 0 

Ptinidae 
Tipnus unicoioT (Pill .) 16 0 2 0 2 0 2 

Scarabaeidac 
Aphodius sp. a a 0 0 0 

Curulionidac 
Notaris acridulus (L. ) I 0 a a 0 0 0 
Phytobius quadrituberculatus F. 0 0 I 0 0 0 0 
Rhinoncu:> pericarpius (I..) I a 0 0 0 0 0 
Micrelus ericac (Gyll.) a 0 2 0 0 0 0 
Ceutorhynchus contractus (Marsh.) 0 2 0 0 0 a 

Hymenoptera 
Fonnicidae 

Myrmica sp. 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Table 5 
Insect remains from Ihe Biggi ngs. 
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lerricola (HbSL), several of the Staphylinids. the 
Cryptophagids and Lalhridius minUIUS (L.); all are likely 
to have been introduced to Shetland in the dunnage of 
se ttlers or the spoi led residues of merchants (Sadler 
1991). although primary introduction may long pre-date 
the occupation of the Biggings. 

As we ll as the extensive study of insect faunas from 
Anglo-Scandinavian deposits in York (Hall el al 1983) 
and the early Christian site at Deer Park Fanns in Antrim 
(Kenward & Allison 1994). Norse and later farms. 
similar to the Biggings, have been the subject of 
entomological research in Orkney (Sadler 1992). Iceland 
(Perry el al 1985; Amorosi el al 1992; Buckland el al 
1992) and Greenland (McGovem el a/ 1983; Buckland el 
al 1994). Although much of this work has concerned 
midden deposits, rather than in Si fU accumulations on 
floors. the excavation of the post-medieval passage house 
at Reykholt in western Iceland, with its associated 
palaeoecological study (Buck land el al 1992). allows 
comparison , which, despite the biogeographical differ-
ences (Buckland 1988). is informative. 

In an attempt to classity habitat types, Kenward (1982) 
has divided what he tenns the compost community into a 
'sweet' and 'foul' component; Ihis division may also be 
regarded as a less and more damp, or wet, classification. 
Whilst there is inevitable overlap. the Reykolt data 
clearly show a dominance of the less damp, 'sweet' 
assemb lage in what is demonstrably a building occupied 
by people, rather than their domestic an imals (Buckland 
el aI 1992). The Biggings faunas are similar, although the 
absence of sheep ectoparasires, usuall).' evidence of wool 
process ing activities (Buckland & Perry 1989) is note
worthy. 

Slight though the faunas are, there are other significant 
differences from similar sites elsewhere. Two el ements 
dominate most fossil assemblages from medieval rural 
archaeological samples . those derived from stored hay 

and those derived, secondarily from peat ; although 
several species may be assigned to either group from the 
Biggings. neither is sufficiently dominant to suggest a 
significant presence. The spatial distribution of these 
elements across the floors of the Reykholt house and 
similar ev idence from Storaborg on the south coast of 
Iceland (Perry el al 1985; Buckland el ai, in prep) 
indicates that the earth floors were covered with hay and 
loose peat to absorb moisture, food debris and other less 
savoury detritus accumulating on them. As each layer 
became particularly fouL more material would be 
spread across the surface and, where not heavily 
trampled, thi s provided suitably thennally insulated 
habitat for a number of synanthropic insects (Buck land 
el a/1994). 

Although it is tempting to interpret Ihe presence of the 
weevil No/aris acridulus (L.). which lives on aquatic 
sedges and grasses in terms of 'rushes spread upon the 
floor, the deep litter characteristic of earth floors would be 
unlikely to be allowed to accumulate over a planked floor. 
as that preserved in Trench J, JL. Much of the fauna may 
reflect the partial decay of the structure. rather than its 
principal period of usage. Several of the larger, more 
active predatory beetles. in particular L. ferrico/a and 
Quedius mesomelinus (Marsh.), frequently enter buildings 
in search of prey, and the slight fungal feeding element. 
when compared with the Reykholt faunas. could equally 
occur in the decaying structure. 

The few phytophages, a ll weevils, from above the plank 
floor could be casual in their occurrence. Micrelus ericae 
(G)/I.l feeds on various heathers and may have been 
associated with roofing, either in turves with other 
elements of the assemblage, or in heather thatch . The 
remaining weevils arc likely to have been associated with 
weedy vegetation around the house; Phytohius quadri
tuberculatus F. and Rhinoncus pericarpius (L.) on various 
species of dock and knot weed and Ceutorhynchus 
contraclus (Marsh.) on Crucifers (Dieckmann 1972). 

6.5.2 CONCLUSIONS 

The small faunas from the Biggings samples. taken with 
the purely archaeological data, provide the basis for a 
speCUlative interpretaion and a comparison with 
entomological evidence from medieval and later farms 
elsewhere in the North Atlantic region. The ditTerences in 
the faunas may largely reflect the relative status and 
construct ional techniques of the buildings examined. The 

work serves 10 em phasise the need for a detailed 
sampling programme, closcly constrained both strati-
graph ica lly and spatially. As in the Reykholt study 
(Buck land et a/ 1992), interpretation may be enhanced by 
a close, on-site working relationship between archae-
ologist and paiaeoecologi st. 
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6.6 MOLLUSCS 

Identified by F Woodward 

These fragments (table 6) of mainly gastropod species 
are all commonly found today around the rocky shores 
of Shetland. Th ey appear in the stratigraphic record 
from Phase 3 onwards, but in very small numbers. 
reflecting the acidic burial conditions of the site. Of note 
among these shell fragments are those which were found 
closely associated with structures. The Phase 3 samp le 
SF 1367, came from the floor of the s/(10; the Phase 4 
samples from one pit JL 55 (SF 1362, 1365, 1366) and 
SF 1373 from the K98 dump: and the floor of the 
dwelling-house in Trench E. SF 140. In addition both 
Phase 5 samples were assoc iated with floors of 
dwellings. 

Although the surviving fragments are small , including 
the opercu lum which acts as a hinge allowing the animal 
to close the aperture of its shell (Oli ver 1975, II ), these 
species do represent either primary food stuffs, or bait to 
attract fi sh. It is apparent from these few spec ies. and 
their chance survival , that they represent a very small part 
of what may have been an important addition to the diet 
at the Biggings. There is no addit ional environmental 
evidence, except the rare fish scale (see section 6.4.2), to 
indicate the importance shell fish and fi sh had in the diet. 
Documentation of the importance of the fiShing industry 
on Shetland (see section 2.7), is not reflected in the 
survival of environmental ev idence from the Biggings. 

SF No Context Phase Description 
38 M7·\ parella sp. 
57 E66 
'J7 Ll4 

140 E71 
141 K34 
23 1 K7110 
235 E46 
236 J5 
242 Jl5 
248 E36 
253 Jl3 
396 K98 

1362 JL28 
1365 JL50 
1366 JL50 
1367 JL51 

1368 JL73 
1373 JL50 
1377 PLI44 

Table 6 
Molluscs from the Bigg in gs . 

I whdk. I oyster fragment 
7 Lutomw ·Pcriwink!e operculum 
6 ?musscl 
4 

4 
5 

4-5 
6 
5 
6 
3 
4 
4 

4cf. 
4 
3 

3 
4 

4·5 

?mussd 
?mussel 
?mussel 
"mussel 
?mussel 
? I dog whelk, Buccinium linda/urn 
mussel pearl (i llus 47) 
Modiolus modiolus· Horst.: mussel (i llus 47) 
?cf.Mayo (Gaper) 
Uttarino operculum 
Maya 
Uttor ino operculum 
Littorma Ilfforea 
·Edible pt.:riwinkle operculum (illus 47) 

Uttariflu 
?mussd 
(?) Iceland whelk operculum till us 4 7) 
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248 
1377 

1367 

253 

ill us 47 
Marine molluscs· SF 248 mussel pearl ; SF 1377 Icel an d whe lk operculum with recent specimen!O the 
left ; SF 253 Horse mussel pcriostrocum and SF 1367 L//Iorlna littorea operculum foss il with modern 
specimens below. 



7 

THE ARTEFACTUAL MATERIAL 

7.1 INTRODUCTION 

Beverley Ballin Smith 

This section concerns the use of local resources for the 
manufacture of objects, tools, and equipment used in 
daily life at the sett lement of the Biggings, the materials 
needed for the construction of the buildings, and 
imported goods. It also includes a range of objects and 
materials brought to the island which would have 
supplemented the limited local resources. These were 
things that could be described as luxuries: the means of 
reducing the toil and trial of everyday life and making it a 
little more comfortable. Represented here are a broad 
range of goods which were imported from as far away as 
England. Scandinavia and the continent of Europe. Many 
of these items such as ceramic, wood, textile and stone 
goods have survived reasonably well in the acid and 
disturbed conditions of the site, but perishable goods 

Phase 
I 2 2/3 3 

Stone tools and samples 20 29 
Metal . slag II 0 4 

- iron 0 5 2 10 
- copper alloy 0 0 0 0 
- lead 0 I 0 0 

Glass 0 I 0 0 
Tile 0 0 0 0 
Clay pipe 0 0 0 0 
Steatite 0 36 I 87 
Ceramic - coarscware 0 10 0 44 

- medieval 0 0 0 5 
- continental red wares 0 0 0 I I 
- tin-glaz.cd 0 0 0 0 
- modem 0 0 0 I 

Textiles (samples) 2 2 9 
Hom 0 0 0 0 
Wooden arto.:facts 0 0 0 7 

Total s 3 106 5 207 

Table 7a 
Distribution of all artefacts from th e Biggings My phase . 

such as si lk and leather have left no trace. The importance 
of negative data must not be neglected in an appraisal of 
the cultural remains of the site. as together they produce a 
broader picture of everyday life and the material wealth 
experienced at the Biggings. 

In contrast with the environmental evidence, the material 
remains are more Ilumerous and were found, not on ly 
horizontally widely spread across the site , but with a 
much more marked vertical distribution (table 7a & b). 
Much of this chapter is concerned with exploring the 
evidence phase by phase to show a changing picture 
through time of the various activities and contacts 
experienced on Papa Stour. 

3/4 4 4/5 6 7 uls Total 

I 94 19 48 26 41 97 377 
0 3 0 0 2 2 0 22 
0 6 3 20 0 5 7 5~ 

0 2 0 I 2 2 4 II 
0 0 0 0 I 0 0 2 
0 (, 0 21 3 38 70 
0 0 0 0 0 0 7 7 
0 2 10 4 0 18 

14 13 5 73 58 47 35 58 544 
32 206 69 186 36 30 13 646 
4 6 8 3 2 2 3 I 
0 3 I 26 94 20 123 51 356 
0 0 I I (, I 2 II 
0 4 32 :;3 (, 172 10 278 
0 43 9 25 17 18 4 130 
0 4 2 J 2 0 0 II 
U 36 2·1 II 7 II 101 

5 1 577 242 552 183 480 267 2673 
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Trench 
H fJKA E/EJIEK J/ [} PiRlPL uls Totals 

Stone tool s and sampks 99 [27 37 88 26 )77 
Metal - slag 6 0 3 [ ) 0 22 

- Iron 5 [6 3 27 7 :'iR 
- copper alloy 2 2 0 3 4 [ [ 

- lead 0 0 0 2 
Glass 3 35 6 [8 8 70 
Ti le 0 0 0 0 7 7 
Clay pipe [0 3 4 0 [8 
Steatite 42 220 [ [8 [30 34 544 
Ceramic - coarscware 4[ 406 58 [37 4 646 

- medieval 4 9 4 [2 2 3 [ 
- continental rcdwarcs [3 [43 9[ 62 47 J:'i6 
- tin-glazed 0 2 6 [ 2 [[ 

- modem 9 120 63 80 6 278 
Textiles (sampks) 8 32 45 45 0 130 
Horn 2 2 0 7 0 [[ 

Woodell artefacts 3 [2 27 55 4 [O[ 

Totals 238 [ 137 465 682 151 2673 

Table 7h 
Distribution of all artefacts from the Biggings by trench. 

7.1.1 EXPLOITATION OF LOCAL RESOURCES 

Most of the material goods availab le to the people on 
Papa Stour from the earl iest times wou ld have been 
produced from local resources: from the rocks. the drift 
deposits and possibly the sea where. for example, pumice 
would have been washed up on the beaches and utilised. 
This si tuation would have changed vel)' little during th e 
ear liest phases at the Biggings, where the ordinary 
requ irements for daily life would have been met with by 
local resources. An example of this is the coarseware 
pottery (7.3. 1 below). Collect ion of clay and stone temper 
for the manufacture of vessels wou ld have been ach ieved 
within short distances of the Biggings. Sources for these 
raw materials may have remained the same since 
prehistoric times and their exploitation used repeatedly 
throughout the production and use of coarse- ware at the 
site. 

Stone was another important resource from which a 
variety of tools and objects could be made. Quanrying of 
exposed cliff faces along the is land's coast line and the 
coll ection of cobbles from beaches would have been 
easily won resources. From these cou ld be made ards, 
cobble hand tools, loomweights and line sinkers. Loca lly 
quarried stone and beach bou lde rs were a lso used 
throughout the life of the sett lement for the foundations 
of wooden structures , the building of heatths, drains and 
for the construction of stone bu ildings. 

A usefu l stone, found on the Shet land mainland but not 

on Papa Stour, was steatite . A signifi cant number of 
goods including bow ls and bakestones were made from 
quarr ied steat ite and are the resu lt of local trade. 
Craftsmen at the quarries may have been responsible for 
the production of vessels and probably based their form s 
on exampl es of imported goods from Norway (see 
below). In addition, there are a number of smaller items 
such as perforated weights. spindlewhorls and lamps 
wh ich may have been carved out of lumps of steatite by 
the inhabitants of the Biggings themselves. Steatite is soft 
and easy to work requiring a sharp knife and few other 
skill s. Examples of the reuse of sherds fro m broken 
vessels show that some objects could be produced 
locally. 

In addition to steatite , the sc hi stose rock used for quems 
was also brought from elsewhere on [he Mainland, but it 
is not known whether these objects were produced at 
source, as seems likely, or brought back to Papa Stour as 
a roughout. 

Although the presence of iron and slag on the site was 
limited due to the ac idic conditions of burial, they were 
present in all phases except Phase I. It is debatable 
whether iron pan found at the base of podsol and peaty 
profi les was won locally and made into useable iron, or 
whether iron was brought to the island in the form of 
fin ished goods. It is poss ible some iron was smelted on 
the is land but there is no evidence for this from the s ite, 



and yet the Biggings during the medieval period may 
have been self-sufficient in iron tools such as small 
knives and nails, with larger goods impol1ed . The 
twist-bit SF 1617 from the SIO[O in Phase 4. JL25, may be 
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an impOl1ed piece, perhaps fini shed with a local hom 
handle. The amount of metalwork from the Biggings is 
small, and infonnation gained from these artefacts is 
limited. 

7.1.2 IMPORTED GOODS 

ImpOl1ed objects are found in the archaeological record 
from Phase 2 (II th century) onwards in increasing 
numbers and variety until the end of Phase 4 (early 17th 
century), after which they began to decline. Of these 
goods the dominant group is ceramics which reveal long 
distance trade around the North Sea region . Present are a 
range of types and forms suggesting the most available 
and perhaps the most desirable pottery goods of the 
medieval and later periods. Unglazed PaffTath ware, 
proto- and near-stonewares from Gennany; medieval 
English wares; Nol1h German and south Scandinavian 
redwares; tin-glazed pottery and modem manufactured 
pieces. Of value to the Biggings inhabitants were forms 
that they could not produce them selves: better cooking 
pots, jugs, plates and bowls which were more fit for the 
table than their home-made pots. Most of these wares 
were glazed, introducing to Papa Stour coloured and 
decorated vessels in stark contrast to the drab and poorly 
formed local cooking pots. 

In spite of the fact that steatite for cooking vessels, 
bakestones and other objects was locally available, there 
is good evidence that certain item s were brought into the 
site from Scandinavia. Only the fragments of one fine 
vessel have been recognised as a possible import SF 
1503a (see above) , but of more relevance are the many 
pieces of fin ely produced bakestones identified from the 
Hardanger area of western NOf\I,'ay (7.2.3 below). The 
production of bakestones has been dated to after AD 
I 100 by thei r use in Oslo. and Ihe same type appear at the 
l:liggings during the first qual1er of the 13th century. at 
the beginning of Phase J. However. fragments of local 
bakestones appear in the archaeol ogical record in Phase 

2, from about AD 1100. The question remains as to 
whether bakestones were already recognisably pall of the 
stone tool assemblage during the early Norse period, as 
they were in the later Iron Age (Ballin Smith 1994. 204). 
Did the idea of their manufacture and use spread from the 
Northern Isles to Norway, to return in an improved 
version in the 12th centuryO Or was the production of 
bakes tones purely of Scandinavian origin? 

Wooden objects. on a predominantly treeless island, are 
impol1ant pointers to trade. Almost all the wood (except 
for rare examples of possible driftwood) has come from 
elsewhere to the island, predominantly from NOr\vay in 
the form of building timber (see 6.1 and 6.3.3 above). 
Smaller items such as the bark vessel SF 1469, reinforce 
the Scandinavian contact, although the provenancing of 
stave-vessels (and their original contents), spoons and the 
ropemaker's top are unknown. It would seem likely that 
wooden objects could have derived from various sources, 
including England and Germany, accompanying other 
trade goods from around the NOl1h Sea area. 

During Phase 4 ( 1400 to the early 1600s), the range of 
impol1ed goods to the site increased dramatically 
although the actual artefact numbers involved are small. 
Glass makes its first in situ appearance as vessel g lass, 
followed by window glass in Phase 5; clay pipes arc used, 
and date the accompanying importation of tobacco 
(which did not survive in the archaeological record); 
small pieces of amber and jet beads are found; and coal 
and flint are noticed. probably arriving at the site as 
ballast. with coal then being used for fueJ. 

7.1.3 LOCAL AND IMPORTED WARES BY PHASE 

Locally produced textiles. with a s ing le pi ece of flint. are 
the only artefacts found in Phase I. By Phase 2 wood for 
the construction of at least one building. the dyngja, was 
brought to Ihe is land . If the wood originated in Norway. 
Ih en trade links with Scand inavia were already in place 
by AD 1100, if not before. There is little additional 
material from this early phase to suggest other cultural 
ties, apal1 from one lead spindlewhorl, which although 
not made on Papa Stour, links the dwellers at the 
Biggings to a wider Norse culture. Fragments of Paffrath 

ware found in later deposits may have originated in thi s 
phase. suggestin g tilal a north-south North Sea trade via 
Norway was al so in operation and that sea voyages to 

Papa Stour were almost certainly commonplace. All 
other artefacts in Phase 2 are locally produced including 
all stone and steatite goods. and the coarse poneI)'. There 
may even have been a little local iron working. and 
certainly pumice was co llected for use. 

The panern of imported wood is seen repeated in Phase J 
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with the construction of the stoia. Accompanying the 
pine and oak timber are birch bark. a bark vessel 
(probably also from Scandinavia, and evidence fo r a 
spatu la and stave-built vesse ls. In addi tion there are 
bakestones from western Norway. and pottery jugs from 
both England and Germany. The rrrst occu rrences of 
continenta l red wares from North Gennany and South 
Scandinavia may have begun to arrive on the is land at the 
end of this phase. Although the evidence for imported 
goods is strong there is no way of knowing how many 
freight vis its there were during this phase. The actual 
number of artefacts is small, suggesting they were costly 
items which were not bought regularly and nor were they 
a result of frequent trade. The bringing in of timber for 
building construction may have been handled by one 
trading visi t a lone. a lthough it is suggested that contaci 
with the wor ld beyond Shetland may have been more 
regular than the evidence from the s ite suggests . This is 
the period when strong links existed with Norway. and 
the roya l admini stration had its political centre at the 
Biggings. 

In contrast to the appearance of fine imported wares, the 
production of coarseware varied little. and the use of 
local resources for stone tools and implements continued. 
A little iron and slag was found as well as textile 
fragmen ts, suggesting that clolhing. by the production of 
2/ 1 twill. was produced locally. There is no physical 
evidence from the s ite that textiles were exported. 
although there is documentary ev idence that wadmel was 
manufactured to pay taxes (skarl), from thc north At lantic 
Is lands (2.4 above). 

The greatest number of different artefacts was found III 

Phase 4, indicating that the trading and cultural links seen 
in the two previous phases continued . Cargo was more 
varied although wood and steatite may sti ll have been 
imported from Norway. Access to good quality ceram ic 
goods became increasing ly important during the 16th and 
17[h centuries. wi lh north Genn an /sollih Scandinavian 
redwares fomling an important component o f the 
imported products. Some texti le in tabby weave was a lso 
imported. The evidence for more frequent trading vi s its 
may be represented in the archaeo logica l record with the 
presence of ballast- large nint nodules and pieces of coal. 
It is a lso possible that steati te goods were still being used 
during this phase. although much of the stratigraphic 
evidence points to a large percentage as being residual , 
deri ved from prev ious phases. O nce establi shed the 
demand fo r c lay pipes and tobacco continued and the 
fo nner were found on the s ite , along with glass and some 
am ber. 

Of the locally produced goods. textiles were im portant. 
For th e firs t time at the s ite there is evidence for fOnTIS of 
texti le product ion other than tabby, 21 I and 2/2 tw ill . 
Knitting was now a skill wh ich was brought to the is land 

and taken up by the inhabitants of the Biggi ngs. Knitting 
was seen most prominently as fragments of fab ri c on the 
Ooor and around the hearth of the dwell ing-house in 
Trench E in this phase. In add ition there was evidence for 
the use of dyestuffs. madder and tannin . which were 
imported and used for [he co louring o f either the raw 
woo l, the fini shed fab ric or the knitted gannent (see 7.6 
and especia lly 7.6.4 below). It is possible that some of the 
text iles were made for ex port : a profitable economic 
product along wi th fi sh, livestock and related produce . 

Locally manufactu red perforated stones of sandstone and 
steatite. used as weights for a vertical loom . were large ly 
discarded in Phase 4. Thi s suggests that by Phase 4 their 
usc had been superseded by technologically improved 
(and im ported) horizonta l looms. The use of stone as a 
resource for sma ller artefacts was of lesser importance 
from Phase 4 . However, its use as a building resource 
grew in contrast. 

In spite of the availabililY of a wider se lection of finel y 
produced ceramic goods, by far the largest proportion of 
vesse ls were locall y produced. The pers istence of 
coarseware al the si te is important and may reflect a need 
which was not being mel by imported goods (such as the 
lack of suitable cooking pots). The continued use of 
coarse \\'are during a time of s ignificant changes in 
ceram ic product ion and technology. may indicale that 
fin er vesse ls were either prohibitive ly expens ive. rare ly 
ava ilable or both. Perhaps a declin e in wealth (and 
standards) were a result of the increase in population on 
the is land. 

By Phase 5, the early 17th century. the cu ltural picture at 
the Biggings began to take on a more modem aspect and 
the number and amount of imported goods may have 
begun to rival that of loca ll y manufactured p i\!ccs. The 
number of sherds of imported continental red\\'ares. and 
other modern ceramics. for the first time oUI-numbered 
(hose o f coarse ware which was still being product!d at the 
begi nning of thi s phase. It is poss ib le tha t wood. in the 
fo nn of objects s llch as stave vessels. \I,.'as sti ll imported 
to the s ite and may also have been used for bui ld ing 
purposes. However, pegs suggest that local skill s were 
put to some use in the manufactu re of technologically 
s imple objects. Other imported goods inc luded amber 
and jet jewe llery, clay pipes. g lass ( ror windows and 
vessels). and Oint ba llast. 

Of the locally produced goods, tex tiles dominate the 
record, and may have been produced not on ly for local 
need but also as goods for export. Tabby. 211 and 2/2 
tw ill were manufactured and knitting (for example. the 
foot cover ing S F 1655). was still im portant. 

The picture gleaned from the c ultural evidence fro m 
Phase 6 points to a modem but impoverished economy. 



In spite of stratigraphic disturbances at the site and reuse 
of earlier deposits whose artefacts complicate the overall 
pattern, the actual numbers of artefacts at the site are 
reduced. Although there is a wider range of modem 
ceramics including tin-glazed earthenwares and 
machine-produced pottery their actual numbers are fewer 
than the previous phase. Textiles include fragments with 
modem chemical dyes, although some local textile may 
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still have been produced. Wooden objects were still 
being brought to the site as a wooden box, whose lid (SF 
426) survived, indicate. Clay pipes, glass, flint, jet and a 
copper-alloy token show the range of imported goods 
although their actual numbers are in single figures. By the 
end of Phase 6, about 1930, the site had lost its import
ance: local goods were no longer being manufactured and 
imported goods no longer needed. 

7.1.4 DISCUSSION 

From the above summary description of the economic 
state of the settlement at the Biggings it is obvious that 
the picture changed through time. Even though actual 
numbers of imported goods were small, it is important 
that they appeared at the site, were used and later 
discarded, to become part of the archaeological record. 
They tell us about the state of the living standards at the 
time, of technological developments that became 
avai lable to those living at the Biggings, the perpet
uation of long estab lished resource management and 
utilisation, of the continuation of traditions and even of 
the cycle of events. Manufacturing skills which were not 
avai lable on the island were replaced by imported goods, 
and possibly the occasional importation of ski lled 
craftsmen. During the early phases at the settlement there 
was enough wealth to pay for goods and presumably 
services, but changes are noticed during the laner phases. 
Imported goods were sti ll required, and were no doubt 
essential for the maintenance of living standards. 
However, actual numbers of objects became fewer. thus 
reflecting a general lowering of economic \vealth, and 
finally, the reduction of people at the Biggings. 

Comparison of local versus imported goods also te lls us 
about the organisation of the settlement; the availability 
of manpower to exploit the local resources early in the 

sett lement history in contrast to its latter phases; and the 
communications involved in supply and demand not only 
of goods brought into the island, but of textiles, and 
possibly farm and dairy produce which was exported. At 
present there is no way of knowing how trade links were 
established, whether they were a Norse development or 
of older origin. Throughout the settlement's history 
communication with the outside world was important 
and items for import and export are only two aspects, but 
tangible aspects, of a wider subject (see chapters 2 and 3 
above). 

Imported goods were important to the Biggings, not 
only as essential items for utilisation, and as 
supplements for local resources, but they added an extra 
dimension-the artist ic . In great contrast to locally prod
uced pottery, imported ceramics introduced new and 
varied forms, new styles, new textures, finer fabrics, 
and start ling colour. Had more ev idence been available 
this dimension would have also been seen in textiles 
(clothi ng), and jewellery. Through imported wares a 
social differentiation was also introduced, between the 
kitchen and the table, and between the domestic eldhus 
and the higher status S ID f a. By the end of Phase 4, the 
differentiation had lessened, and at the end of Phase 6 it 
had disappeared. 

7.2 STEATITE: VESSELS, BAKESTONES AND OTHER OBJECTS 

,",ndrea N Smith 
\Vicl, Simo n Butcler & Birthe Weber 

TIle steatite assemblage from the site is a large and varied 
one, compri sing some 544 pieces weighing a total of over 
51 kg. The range of object types identified inc ludes 
vessels, baking plates, lamps, whor ls, weights, moulds 
and gaming pieces as well as fragments of raw material 
and working waste. The tables (8- 10) show the 
breakdown of the assemblage by type are expresscd in 
both number of fragments and weight , because with 
steatite one method alone can lead to misleading 
conclusions. There are a high number of unidentified 

fragments for example, with a relatively low total weight. 
Conversely, the objects are over-represented by weight, 
as they include a number of large, very heavy pieces. 
However, vesse l fragments represent a lmost half the 
assemblage. with bakestones the next largest single 
category. 

The steatite from the Biggings is notable for being in 
unusually poor condition. Much of the steatite recovered is 
severely weathered and degraded which prevents detailed 
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VESSEL BAKE-

T RENCII SHERDS STONES WE[GHTS 

ElEJ 62 9 5 

Ii [9 9 2 
JIJUPIPUR 63 25 7 
K 92 4[ 6 
MlSlus [5 3 0 

TOTAI.S 251 87 20 

Table 8 
Total numbers of steatite fragmen ts. 

VESSEL BAKE-

TRENC H SHERDS STONES WE[G[ [TS 

ElEJ 67562 251 .1 2570.6 
II [70H 147.6 459.3 
JIJUPIPUR 752 .. U [8994 27[36 
K [ [601.7 3720.6 [9007 
MIS/us [ 838.2 331.8 (] 

TOTALS 29424 [ 6352.5 7644.2 

fable 9 
Total \~elght of steatite fragments in grammes 

analysis in particular vesse l numbers, comparison of rim 
types, too ling and soot ing panerns. The acid conditions of 
the site may be responsible for chemically weathering the 
steatite into its present state by removal of the carbonate 
portion of the rock, and for the deposition of iron-pan on 

VESSEL BAKE-
SHERDS STONES WE[GHTS 

Number of fragments 47 .6 [ 7.4 38 

Fragments by \\cight 575 12A 150 

Table 10 
Perce ntages of the tot al steatite. 

WHO RLS LAM PS M [Se UN[D TOTA L 

3 0 7 32 [ 18 
2 0 2 8 42 
7 0 [ 5 [] 130 
[[ [[ [6 43 220 
2 0 2 12 34 

25 [[ 42 [08 544 

WHORLS l.AMPS M[Se UN [D TOTAL 

50.3 0 6153 323.1 [0566.6 
380 0 34.0 41.7 24244 
704 0 1375.7 630.9 14214,~ 

300.7 [009 [ 2056.8 866.5 21456,1 
33.[ 0 98.9 0 2304.0 

-l92 .5 [009 [ 4 [80.7 1862.2 509653 

many sherds. However not all the Biggings steati te is 
badly preserved, wh ich suggests that some process more 
selective than environm ental corrosion has been operating. 
Burning seems to be the likely process as some fragm ents 
are severely fire-damaged , usually after deposition. 

WHORLS I.A~lPS M[Se UN[D 

4.2 0.8 7,5 18.7 

O[ 2.0 8.2 4.0 

7.2.1 SOURCES OF LOCAL STEATITE 

Simon Buttler 

Two sources can be tentati ve ly suggested for the Biggings 
material. One is the largest quarry in the Shetland at Cunn
ingsburgh, Dunrossness, and the other is at Hillswick. 
There is a sing le tiny fragment from the rim of a small 
bowl of a distinctive pink stone. SF 1520 from the floor of 
the stoia. The on ly place this occurs naturally is on the 
west side of Hillswick Ness where an area of clifT exhibits 
traces of quarrying as seen at Cunningsburgh and Fetha-

land. Hillswick is the closest known quarry to Papa Stour 
and it is probable that further study wi ll show other ane
facts to originate from one of the other outcrops in that area. 

All the steatite (132 fragments) from the Biggings from 
1978 and 1979 (with the exception of minute chips), was 
compared with reference specimens from quarries in 
Shetland. The condition of the material meant 68% (90 



fragments) was unidentifiable but of the rest, 32 pieces 
probably came !Tom Cunningsburgh. Three pieces !Tom 
Clibberswick. Unst. are only tentatively identified, but the 
single piece from Hillswick, positively. The six !Tagments 
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of fine grey steatite may be !Tom Cleber Geo, Fethaland, 
although there are other sources of similar steatite in 
Shetland. It is likely that the bulk of the steatite used on 
Papa Stour came !Tom Cunningsburgh. 

7.2.2 VESSEL FRAGMENTS 

Vessel sherds form approximately half of the total 
assemblage (57.5% by weight and c 48% by number of 
pieces). There are a total of 25 1 vessel fragments, of 
which 39 are rim sherds, 16 are base sherds (both nat and 
rounded), 141 are body sherds and 55 chunks or nakes. 

Analysis of the vesse l fragments proved difficult because 
of the condition of the steatite. Much of the steatite was 
badly abraded, tooling marks have been obliterated, and 
edges and rims battered and much altered, thus genera lly 
preventing the estimation of height and diameter. It was 
therefore not possible to carry out detailed analyses and 
est im ates of minimum numbers of vessels using 
combinations of tooling and rim types as was done at 
Hedeby (Resi 1979). There were not sufficient numbers 
ofsherds available on which all surfaces were visible and 
undamaged to make such an exercise valid. The quality 
of fini sh and the evidence of use were both hard to assess 
owing to damage caused by burning. It is probable that 
most vessels were cooking pots. 

Typological classification of the vessel fragments is 
extremely difficult. The only available typology is 
Hamilton's based on the larlshof material (Hamilton 
1956), which divides vessels into: small round, larger 
round, oval and rectangular groups. This is a highly 
subjective class ification relying on impressions rather 
than measurements. and is not easy to apply to the small 
sherds of the Biggings. 

Thi s report has concentrated on the description of 
individual and refitted pieces in good cond ition which are 
representative of the types of vesse ls present. 
Represented are bowls, some large and thick, some much 
smaller and thinner walled; straight-sided vesse ls; square 
bowls with flared wall s and small bases; and large oval or 
sub-rectangular dishes. Flat-based and straight-walled 
vesse ls appear to be the most com mon among those 
which could be identi fied. II bowl s were identifi ed, II 
straight-sided vessels. seven flat bases or base angles. 
and four larger ovoid or sub-rectangular examples. 

BOWLS 

Bowls arc probabl y the !lIDst well-known Iype of steatite vessel and 
occu rred in large numbers at Jarlshof, Shetland , where they were 
divided into two classes on the basi s of size and wall thickness . Small , 
finely made and smoothed bowls o f Class I (I OO-150mm in diameter) 
with thin wall s (c 7- 13mm ) were found in the earlier Norse phases. but 

did not occur after the 10th century . Vessels of Class 2 were larger 
round bowls (220-510mm in diameter) with walls more than I3mm 
thick . and many fragments had iron ri vets in place either for repair or 
suspension. These vessel s occurred through all phases, but appeared 
to decrease in numbers in the later periods (Hamilton 1956, I 13. fig 
85). 

SMALL BOWLS 

Small round vessel s arc uncommon and are on the whole, carefully 
manufactured . There are only three sherds from the Biggings which 
may represent small round vessels. These include two rims (SF 686 
Phase 6 and SF I 520a from Phase 3) and one body sherd (S F 1421 
Phase 3-4), all from different vessels. Rim SF 686 is very smooth and 
finel y finished . with a rounded rim profile and smooth surfaces inside 
and oul. There arc however. some scratches internally. possibly from 
cleaning the vessel by scouring with sand or some other fine abrasive. 
The second rim. SF 1520a. is al so very well fi nished . with smooth 
surfaces. a flattened rim profile and wal ls onl y 5.5mm in thickness 

Unfortunately both rim sherds are too small to obtain a diameter . Body 
sherd SF 1421 al so shows internal scratching. possibl y from scouring. 
Howeve r. it should be noted that the rim sherds might also belong to a 
class of flat-based round vessels of medieval date found in Norway 
(di scussed be low). 

LARGE BOWLS 

There are nine exampl es of larger bowls (including SF 1339 and 
others) comprisin g at least 12 fragments from area EJ in Phase 3-4 . 
The thi ckness of thi s vessel varied cons iderabl y from 15mm (wall) to 
43 mm (base). The walls were smoothed both inside and out. and 
although in poor condition . showed traces o f patchy sooting and 
blackening on both sides. Although man y of the bowls had been 
smoothed on both sides. two examples had traces of tooling on the 
outside . One of these, SF 1526 Phase 3. showed broad (6mm) diagonal 
tooling on the o utside and also partly on the inside where the marks 
were slightly worn away on the upper pan. poss ibly by cleaning. Two 
other fragment s. SF 512 (Phase 4) and SF 755a/748a (illus 48), Phase 
3, al so had internal tooling worn away in a similar manner. One 
fragmen t. SF 1533a (Phase 6). had an unusual tooling pattern on the 
outside. formi ng large facets, but was smooth internally. One 
unstratified sherd . SF 716. appeared to be from the base of a bowl 
which had been worn very thin on one side, poss ibl y from being 
repeate dl} dragged across the heart h stones in and out of the fire . 
Fragment SF 1548 (illus 49) (Phase 3). in spite of its irregular profile, 
is probably the remains o f a large bowl which has b{lth internal and 
external vertical looling. Whe re the e:-demal surface wa.;; undamaged. 
all of the se large bo wl she rds showed sooting and blackening on the 
outside. indicative of their function as cooking vessel s. 

STRAIGHT-SIDED VESSELS 

These four-sided vessels arc generally wide-mouthed \\ ith strai gh t sides 
tapering III a flal base and a variety of squared. rounded or peaked rims. 
Minor diiTerences in rim profile have been shown to have no 
typological or dating significance (S harman I 990a). 

This vessel type was found at Jarlshof in contexts dated to the late II th 
and 12th centuries (Hamilton 1956. fig 85), and from other later Norse 
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illus 49 
Large stcatlle bo\\ 1 SF 1548. \\ ilh lOollng and a perforation. 

and earl~ medieval sites on Shetland ~uch a-, !\:ehlster (Sharman 19YOa 
17) and Sandw ick (Bigelow 1985. 107). Straight-sided vessels \Iere 
also found on Ork ney at Tuquoy, Westray (Sharman I 990h). hut 
although the larger ovoid or sub-rec tangular l essels Ilcre prc:-.cnt at 
Pool. S,mday, on Orkney, small-based straight-sided \'e~sels I\en: not 
identified (Smith forthcoming). 

SMALL SQUARE VESSELS 

There arc 22 examples of straight-sided. flat- based vessels frOIll the 
Biggings, which include three large fragments of the base and \\alls of 
square pots with lIared walls and very small bases: in two cases: Sf. 742 
and SF 602 (both from Phase 5), less than 45mm internally. The 
majority of these examples display external venical tooling. usual I} 
from a narrow chi se l (2-4 rnm ), although there is morc variety in the 

lilus 48 
Large steat ite bowl 
SF 7~51748 

treatment of the mternaJ surface. \\ Ilh :-.(lrne examples smoothed. and 
lJ thers sh()\\ Ing \\orn or smoothed ven Ical lOollng. ThiS \ enicaltoollng 
1:-. typical of the straight-sided vessel s produced at Catpund. Shetland . 
and this quarr: In" ~en idl'ntitied a-. the source of a number of the 
Blggmg:> \ es~els lIlduding SF 634/478 /649 (111u~ 50) (Pha.~cs 6 & 7). 

SF 742 and SF 602 ~ both from Phas!.: 5) (Bullier & Sharman pers 
l"l11l1m 1. r-.lo~t frag.mt,;l1t<> dlspla~ some degree of external ~ooti ng. agam 
I11dlcat lllg thCIT usc ~b COOk111g \essel~ 

OVOID OR SUB-RECTANGCLA R VESSELS 

It is often dillicult 10 separate the large sub-rectangular and ovoid 
\essels from the smaller square ones, hut two base fragments at least 
appear to he from larger. di sh-like \ essds IC SF MJ ( Phase~ ) (i ltus 50) 
and SF 737 (Phase 4 ). Rim and wall fragments arc harder to Identi f}. as 
Ihe fiaring. walls of the relatlwly tall sq uare pots ma~ reach similar 
proportions 10 tho,>c of larger, but shallower. sub-rectangular l esscls 
One amhlguous example IS SF 604 (Phase 4) \\hich cons ists oflhe rim 
and t\\'o corners ll f a squaTl: or sub-rl:l.:tangular vessel This h ,l~ an 
unusual t(loll1lg pattem on the oubide. \Iith groups of alternating 
diagonal.., helo\\ the TIm. chang111g lO top nghtJbotlom left on the 
re mainder (lfthe vessel wall rhe outsi ;Je is li ghtl y sooted and the inside 
\1 all snw(lth and eil-an 

Une example definitely trom a sub-reet,Ulgular vessel IS SF 1465 (phase 
3-4) TIm n:SSell:> made up of five jOining fragml: nts trom trenches EJ 
and K. forming tht,; base and 1\\ 0 \\all s ofa lessel at least 2JOmm long 
and 205nll11 high fhe e.'\ternal s urf~lce is lery heavily burnt ,U1d 
smoothed with no tooli ng visible. but inside the tooling is very irregular 
and changes direction from \ertical 10 diagonal from the wall to the 
base (a S,llutaJ'! I\arning on Identi!) ing IIldi l idu,ll vessels trom toollllg 
marks). The inside al so has patchy burning on the wall s just above the 
base. A H't;. simi lar vessel was fou nd at Pool. Orkne~ . "here it lIas 
~ uggested that the very rough tooling on these large dishes. rather than 
heing a sign of poor quality or slipshod workmanship, may havc ])cen 
advantaget1us if (bed for fI)a.~ting di~hes for large picccs of meat or 
fem!. in the same I\a~ that 11lan~ present da~ steak pans and grill s ha\·e 
conugations (S mith forthcoming ). 

OTHER VESSELS 

FLOWERPOT FORM 

Mention should he made tl f one small base angle sherd of flowerpot 



ill us 51 
Steatite vesse l sherd SF 1503a. with small base-angle 

form SF 1503a (illus 5 1). o f unusual type. from a vcry thin-walled 
smooth vesse l shaped rather like a flowerpot. with round base and 
straight wall s found in Phase 6. This may be an example o f a type found 
at Bo rgund. Norway, and classified by Loss ius as Type D and dated 
from the 16th to the 19th centuries (Loss ius 1977 . fi!! 4: Buttle r 1984. 
5 1 ). II is also possibl e that the rim sherds disc ussed u~dcr Small Bowls 
(SF 686. SF I 520a) belong (0 thi s type . It is probable thm SF 1503a is an 
impo rt, although there is a small poss ibilit) that it is a Shetland copy of 
a Norwegian type (Butt ler 199 L 23 1 ). 

HANDLED VESSELS 

There is only one fragment of a handl ed vessel, SF 511 ( ill us 64 below). 
The handle is a small , finely worked piece with incised decoration, 
found on the Hoor of the Phase 2 stoia. Buttler 's study of handled 
vessel s from Jarlshofshowed that they were limited to the 9th and 10th 
centuries (1984, 77). These appear to be somewhat cruder than the Papa 
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IIl us 50 
Flat-bottomed, ovall 
sub-rectangular steatite 
vessel SF 643. 

StOUT example, but o f simil ar foml, fair ly short. and rounded in 
cross-section with a flattened upper surface . 

A handle with incised decoration was found at the Norse site of 
Underhoull, Unst, and dated to the 10th or 11th century on the grounds 
of Norwegian parallels, but no details were given of these examples 
(Small 1967. 246). Handled vessels certainly are known in Norway, but 
as handles occurred on all shapes o r vessel little account has been taken 
of them in classification, so typol ogical dating is not well developed. 
However. some sources indicate that in Norv,lay omamented handles 
hccame common in the Middle Ages. so that this piece could be 
medieval in date, or indeed much later (Buttler 1984. 43.48). 

VESSEL ATTACHMENTS, IRON HANDLES, RIVETS 
AND PERFORATIONS 

- - - ---

There is very li ttJc ev idence o f the attachment of metal suspens ion 
loops or handles amongst th is material. One rim. SF 1525b. from an 
unstratified context, has a small pecked pit below the rim, with a 
matching pared area on the inside. whi ch may represent an attempt at 
secondary attachment of a suspension ring, or possibly for a repair. 

A second rather ambiguous piece, SF l522b (Phase 5), may be rim or a 
reworked piece, as the ' rim ' surface is unusuall y smooth and clean . Thi s 
has IwO perforations. both c 20mm below the edge. one on a broken 
edge. There arc no traces of any iron corrosion products. and it is 
uncl ear whether the perrorations were fo r sllspension. repair or some 
other purpose. One sherd, SF 752 (al so Phase 5). a large bod) sherd 
from a strai ght-sided vessel , did ha\ e the :-; tump ofan iron rivet or strap 
in position. The cl ose proximity of the ri vet to a broken edge may 
indicate thai this was for a repai r. 

One base comer fragment, SF 603 (Phase 4), from a stra ight-s ided 
vessel, ha~ two perhnations on what appeared to be the base. These 
\\ ere 6mm in diameter and spaced 51mm apan. one on a broken ed2.e , 
,md both some \ O-I Smm away from a break along the long ax is of th e 
vessel. Again, there is no sign of metal corrosion. but this docs not rule 
out the possibili ty that these were used for metal binding after the vessel 
fractured. It may also be possible that they relate to the fu nction o f the 
vessel as a strainer. 
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7.2.3 BAKESTONES 

Birthc \, 'eber 

with additional material by Andrea Smith 

The purpose of this report is to discuss the provenance of 
the steatite used in the manufacture of the bakestones 
found at the Biggings, Papa Stour. It is c laimed that a 
portion of the bakestones are of Norwegian origin, 
quarried in the Hatlestrand county in the Hardanger area 
on the west coast of Norway. 

544 artefacts made from steatite or soapstone have been 
recorded from these excavations (see above). Within this 
total, 87 fragment s of bakestone have been noted (table 
I I ). 

DESCRIPTION 

Bakestones are round (300-600mm diam eter) level plates of varyi ng 
thickness (5 -25mm). with characteri sti c grooves (too l marks) on Ihe 
surface of both sides (illus 52). These grooves do not interfere wilh the 
use of the bakestone, as can be seen in experiments with copies . 

The bakestones from the Biggings are divided into two groups 
accord ing to the material used. One group is made from rather 
homogenous, heavy steatite, o f the kind used in cooking pots, found 
locall y on Shetland These bakes tones arc up to 25 mm in thicknes s 
(i llus 53 ) and were rectangular or sub-rectangular in shape 
Bakestones belonging 10 the second group arc different iated m<linly by 
the schistose quality of the stone whi ch can be observed parti cularly in 
fractures 

The main mineral s in this latter group arc tal c, ch lorite and amphibole . 
Having grown parallel to the schi stosity, but with only s ligh t preferred 
orientation in the plane, the long, thi n needles of amphi bole make a 
lough gnd thaI prevents the rock from cross -fracturing, and as the 
Ihree minerals have quite si milar thermal ex pansion characteristics, 
their association all ows the thin bakes tones to endure alternating 
heating and coo ling. Mine ralogical variations found could justify the 

Fragments of imported steatite bakestone , 
SF .80 and SF 1. 3511436. 

illus 53 
Fragmen ts of a bakcstollc of local steatite, SF 749. 
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SF No Trench Phase Type No offrags Weight Remarks 
(grammes) 

469 E77 4 Norwegian 20.8 reworked as a whorl 
472 K26 4-5 Hardangcr 63.8 
473 E49 3 Hardanger 45.4 
474 1112 4 Hardimgcr 4 32.7 
475 Hardru\gcr 2 200.3 
476 K8 5 Hardru\ger 734.2 rm/ ww 
477 K86 3-4 Hardanger 122.6 ? local 
478 1'6 6 Hardangcr , ','joins vessel SF 634 
479 KIl8 2 Hardanger 1035.9 'I local 
480 Hardanger 1ll.5 
481 K8 5 Norsk/She11and 72.8 
482 HI2 4 NorsklShetland 1 12 .9 
483 1112 4 Hardanger 2 67 .6 
484 H1 2 4 Hardanger 23.8 
485 Hardangcr 22.8 reworked a~ a whor l 
486 JL5 6 Hardanger 62.9 reworl.:cd as a disk 
487 JU I 2+3 Hardanger 49.4 
504 K7 7 Norwegian 3.6 
507 K8 5 Norwegian 5.0 
596 1'12 5 uncertam 26.4 ? Norwegian 
597 1'2 6·7 Hardangcr 33 
629 1'5 4·5 unccrtain 19.5 
730 J95 2+3 local 1 19.0 
73 1 J42 3 local 2 89.7 joins SF 1513 
749 J67 3 local - square 
756 K33 4 local 111.1 
757 i03 4 Hardangcr 3.5 
1000 K98 4 Norwegian 1 1.0 
1427 EJI7 3 local 2 50.4 
1433 K26 4·5 Kvitebcrg Hardanger 9 579.2 
1434 K98 4 possibly Hardangcr 4 786.7 
1435 K50 4 possibly Hardanger 442.7 Norwegian joins SF 1436 
1436 K44 4 possibly Hardangcr Norv/egian. joins SF 1435 
1437 £6 7 possibly Hardangcr 2.6 Norwegian 
1450 E6 7 Hardangcr 2230 ? vessel body 
1451 EJ 13 3-4 NOI"\\'Cgian 26.9 
1461 EJ 13 3-4 local 6.8 
1492 [ 60 3 Nom'egian 63 
1493 [69 4 local \ 15.2 
1497 J84 4 local 41 ) .0 

1500 J81 4-5 Hardanger H 
1502 J93 4 local 95.2 
15 \ I J36 local 
1513 J42 3 local joins Sf 73 1 
1514 J48 5 local , 
1518 J58 5 Hardanger 2.1 
1519 J52 3 local 6 53.1 
152 1 J87 4 Hardanger 1 26 .4 
1523 J 1 7 Hardanger 2 59,5 
1527 IIi 14 2 Hardangi,.'r 11. 5 
15 35 K26 4-5 local 1 748 
1540 UO 5 local 2 229.9 
1543 K8 Hardallg~r 3 150.9 
1549 K1 24 3 local 2 490 .4 
1553 K75 4 Norwegian 33 
1555 K98 4 Hardangcf 5 55 .8 
1558 ](98 4 local 2 289.9 
1566 KIl8 2 local ., 

Table 11 
Bakcs tuncs fro[\\ the Bigg ings . 
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illus 54 
The bakesto ne quarry in the 
Kv iteberg Hill with 
di scarded bakestones lying 
around . 

use of rock names such as schistose soapstone or tal cosc greenschi sts 
for the mater ial under discuss ion 0 Naterstad pers comm ). 

It is thi s last group , supposedly brought to Shetland from the west coast 
of Norwa\'. with which th is report is mainl y concemed. Sc histose rock 
does occu'r in Shetlan d (D Dixon pers commJ, but IS not known 10 ha, e 
been exploited for this purpose. 

THE MANUFACTURE OF BAKESTONES 

After surveying the quarries in Hatlestrand, Hardanger, the activities in 
the area can be described as · industrial ' . On and adjacent 10 the 
Kviteberg Hill. some 29 large and small quarries arc found in a 
geological lOne exposing a parti cular schistose soapstone, so we ll 
suited for the production o f hakestones (Naterstad 1984: Nerh us 1989: 
Weber 1(84 ), which ha<; no t yet been recorded elsewhe re in Norway 

In all the quarries in the K vi tebcrg area the working began on the rock 
surface, but some o f the largest quarries are now to be seen as enomlOUS 
caves. These and the very substantial spoil heaps tel l of a production 
which deserves to be considered as an industri al undertak ing. 
Characteristic semi -circular, concave or 'negati ve' columns show 
where bakestones were produced, chise lled out nne by one (illus 54 ). No 
tools hav e been found, but aft er studying broken bakestones in various 
stages of manu facture, the procedure can be explained 

The schistose soapstone is easy to split . The first levelling of the ' raw ' 
bakestone 10 a th ickness o f c 40mm. was probably e.xecuted with a 
hammer and chisel. The additional thinning down o f the stone to 
7-I Omm was achieved by the use of more del icate tools. The surface 
finishing was probabl y produced by a fork-l ike tool with one. or more 
often , two ·teeth ' , as the grooves often seem to be paral lel with a 
marked offset where the too l was thrust into the stone . This too l may 
have been like the 'meddrag', a carpenter ' s marking gauge ; a tool used 
in joining logs when build ing a log house (i tlus 55 ). The local term rtve 
heller (fl ags), probably points to the use of this tool , as riw means tear 
or grate. To obtain an even surface and a bakestone as thin as possible. 
the implement was drawn over the bakes tone in a crisscross pattern, 
thus creating the grooves we see . Consequentl y the bakestones of the 
best quality have an appearance of professional craftsmanship (illus 56) 

Only bakestones were manufactured in lhe quarries in Hat lcstrand and it 
should he noted thai the schistose soapstone is quite unfit for the 
manufacture of cooking pots. The transportation o f the fin ished 
products was probabl y mostly by boat as the quarries are situated near 
the K viteberg lake. The outlet of a small river is no more than 400m 
from this lake, thus making transport easy. 

LOCAL PRODUCTION ON SHETLAND 

Bakestones o f steatllc proper arc supposed to be o f a local productIOn 
and manufactured in quarries where cooking pots were also produced. 
Grooves are al so seen on Ihe surface of these ( ill us 53 ) butlhe~ \\ ere 
probabl~ onl y levelled " itil a hammer and chisel. The locally made 
bakestones found in ShelJ and may have been a by-prod uct of the 
C(loking-pnt in dustry a.~ in Non,·ay. Phutographs from the Cunni ngs
burgh Qu~ shO\\ the same 'negati \ e ' col umns in the rock. The e.\tcnt 
of product ion is not known. I:onsequently it is not possible at present to 
evaluate the importance of one product against the other. 

IDENTIFYING THE TWO GROUPS 

The method used he re for separat ing the two groups of bakes tones IS by 
a simple exami nati on o f the fragments and looking for lhe 
characteristic elements of both groups. There are always doublful 
e.xampl es which could be sett led by geological methods. but these are 
time consuming, compli cated and expensive . The second group of 
hakestones (Nonvcg- ian ), with which we are concerned. arc 
manufactured from a very distinct and identifiab le stonc . the simple 
method o f cxam inallon IS unde r Ihe Clrcu mstanccs j ustified. 

Hakestones from the excavation have now been examined on several 
occasions: sonte sampl es \\ere anal) ~ed in Oslo One ~ample. SF 474 
(from K2b Phase 4-5 ), contained fo ur fragments beionglllg to t\\ 0 
different bakestones. One may argue that this coul d be an t:xception, ao;; 
the fragments of one broken hakestone would most likel) be found 
together. Cases are known \\here pieces o f the same object. particularl ) 
pollery, have been fo und far from each other in different layers, and 
be longi ng 10 different periods (Reed 1992, 89 IT: Molaug 1987. 299m. 
A broken bakestone woul d co nsist of man)" pieccs, and \ ery seldom IS a 
whole (broken) bakestone found in one spot. 

, .-. 

iHus 55 
I\ n example of an old 'Meddrag ', a carpenter' s marking gauge fro m 
Sunnho rdl and Museum , Norway. 



No effort has been made to piece together fragments, as experience has 
shown that this is possible only in rare cases . Consequemly, there is no 
way of knowing the real quantity of bakestones at the Biggings. As the 
thin Hardanger stones in all probability break more easi ly than 
bakestoncs made of the thicker. local soapstone. a comparison of the 
amoUni of fragments will give a fal se picture . With few exceptions, a 
single Small Find number contains the fragments of one bakeslOne. 

Of the 58 recorded bakestone samples. 25 have all the clements 
characteri stic of the typical Hardanger bakestone of good quality and 
may have been quarried there. 18 sampl es seem to be of local Shetland 
production, while two are labelled 'uncertain' , meaning they are not 
typical of either group . Four, belonging to one bakestone, arc grouped 
as ' poss ibly Hardanger" , which means they have elements more 
characteristic of the Hardanger than of the local stone , but cannol be 
detennined with certainty. Two find s could be either. as they consist of 
pure tal c. The existence of talc is known both in Shetland and Norway. 
Another seven samples have been identified by Andrea Smith as 
Noruegian . but these have not been seen by the author. 

STATISTICS 

There are 87 bakestones fragments from the 58 samples taken from the 
Biggings: of that 55 (63.2%) are of NOl"Vo'egian origin (Hardanger or 
possibly Hardanger, including those identified by Andrea Smith as pass· 
ibly Norv.'egian); 28 bakestone fragments (32.2%) arc of local (Shetland) 
origin and fou r fragments (4.6%) arc of uncertain origin. The latter 
include fragments which could be ei ther from Norway or from Shetland. 

The Norwegian bakcstones account for 70.6% by weight of the tota] 
number of bakestoncs: the local bakestones for 28.4% by wei ght and 
those of unce rtain origin 1.8%. Included in the sla!istics here are three 
artefacts madc on Hardanger material. These are !\\ o spindl e whorls. SF 
469 (illus 59) and SF 485: SF 486, a disc. and SF 476, a miscellaneous 
picce. all of which could be examp\cs of the reworking and feu!',e of 
broken bakes tone fragments . 

THE DISTRIBUTION OF BAKESTONES AT THE 
BIGGINGS 

The majority of finds derive from the west and central trenches of the 
main site (Trenches H, J and K). all containing hearths wherc 
bakestones may have been used. 

STEATITE : VESSELS, BAKESTONES AND OTHER OBJ ECTS . \.)7 

PHASE 2 

i[lus 56 
A steatite bakestone of the 
best quality from 
TonsbeTg, Norway . 

There were only three examples of bakcstones from thi s phase, but the 
majority were of Hardanger material. None were in sihl on floors. 

PHASE 3 
In this phase. 12 local bakeslone fragments were found on the wooden 
floor of the slOJa. Two local fragments were found in the eldhus beside 
the hearth . In Ihe skdli a Norwegian bakeslOne rragment was also found 
besides the hearth, and both local and Hardanger material in a pit fill . It 
would appear that both locm and imponed bakestones were in use at the 
sanle lime in th is phase, but that local ones were the main ones used or 
were the ones which survived the best. 

PHASE 4 
Fragments o f both local and Hardanger material were found in a fill of a 
pit (J pit 2). and a local bakestone fragment came from the floor of the 
new dwelling-house in E/EJ. Just above ils floor wa<; a spindle whorl , 
SF 469 (llIus 59) made from a piece of Ilardanger bake$tone . However. 
the majori!)' of pieces carne from a building in Trench K and 
surrounding material in Trench H. These were mainly Hardanger 
fragments, but onl y three survi ved In S ltll around the hearth and on !he 
1100r. A local piece was also found on the floor of this building. 

PHASE 5 
By this phase numbers there are fewer occurrences of actual bakestone 
fragments. Pieces of both types and of uncertain examples were found 
in pit and drain fill s. and levelling layers In the Trench K 
dwell ing-house o f this period, four Hardanger and two uncertain pieces 
were foundjusl above the lloor. It is quite probable that activities in thi s 
phase represent !he last proper lise of bakcstones on the s ile. 

Pieces fTOmthe la<;t phases (Phases 6 & 71 reveal the d isturbed nature of 
the upper stratigraphy around the site and nothing funher \\ as found I!/ 

SHII . Earlier d~posits were reworked. th us c-.xp lai ning the occurrence of 
bakestone fraglll entsjust be low the topsoil 

SUMl\.lARY 

To summarise, il would appear thaI bakestones were in use a! the 
Biggings from Phase 2 (A D 11 00·1 200). Although lew in number. the 
samples show the presence o f both Hardanger and local bakestones at 
thi s time. The use o f both types o f stone continued up to Phase 5, with a 
sli ght preponderance of local bakestone fragments in the stoia. By the 
end of Phase 5 bakestones ceased to be used at the s ite. Their last 
definite in situ use is noted from Ph ase 4 (ending in the early 17th 
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century). but they may have lingered on iJ1lo Phase 5 a.., 11 declining 
household ware 

The numbers o f fragments and their \\ c lght clearl~ show that 
Hardanger bakcs tom:s outnumbered those o flll cal producti on but their 
fragment s were mainly found in kvellin g layers around buildings 
This suggests that the) were used. broke and \\erc discarded There IS 
little to suggest ho \\ man) actual bakestone~ are repre se nted b~ the 
fragme nts. Andrea Smith identified a minimum of eight hakestones 
made of local material. but th..:: Hardanger material. a~ has already 
been stated. is more difficult 

COMPARATIVE DISTRIBUTION OF BAKESTONES 

BAKESTONES FRO~I OTHER NORSE SITES O N 
SHETLAND AND BEYOND 

The hakestones found at the late Norse farmstead at Jarlsho( Shetland. 
have been exanlined Half of them could be identified a~ being 
Hardanger stones. lIardangcr bakestones have Ilkc\\ ise been Identified 
from Sandwick. Unst -onl y two fragments camc from the upper layer~. 
the rcst were very fragmentaT) lll..::al bakestones of Late Norse date- and 
from Kcbister. both on Shetland , and from Tuqu()y. Orkney From these 
si tes only se lected samples havc been examined. Bakestones of 
Hardangcr origin arc al so kno\\n from sl te~ 111 the Faeroe Islands and 
keland From th ..:: latl! l\orse ~ lIe~ at FreS\\lc)." III Ca1thne~'. ""catland. 
bakestones are nOI recorded (Cullccn Batey pers comm ) and those from 
Underhoul. Unst on Shet land. have not been e;o,:amincd. Bakestones 
were also found in the latest phase at Pool. SiUlda~. but these were of 
Shetl and manufacture and not ~(lf\\e gian 

BAKESTONES IN NORWAY 

DIS f RIB UTION 
Bakestones arc found in large numbers 1Il all the medlc\ aJ to\\ns III 

Norway. The earliest finds n.:corded arc frorn Gamkhyl!n . Oslo 
Stratigraphical analyses and C 14 dating place the earliest layers in the 
middle of the 11th centu,)'. l3akeslones ho \\ c\·cr. occur no earlier thml 
fire layer 13. dated to (" AD 1100. At present. thiS is the earliest recorded 
date for bakestones in Nomay. 

Bakestones have also been fou nd from excavated fannsleads ,md 
farm-mounds . mostly from are,b al ong the \\est eoasl and 111 nonhem 
No rway. The y ar..:: more sparsel) represented from inl and areas . bUI 

relatively few farmsteads have bel!n presently excavated. Stra~ finds are 
often hrought to the museums as a res ult of fidd work. These linds were 
probabl ) discarded when broken and thro\\ 11 away \\ 1m ut her rubbish 

PROVENANCE 
The two groups described in th..:: lIltroduction arc both found III Norway, 
the majoriry be ing the thin bakeSlOncs of schistose ~llapstone . As 
descnhed above. bakestones of .,teatite propl'f \\ere quarried J ocall~ . 

mai nl y as b)-products from quarries \\here stealite rots \\ere 
manufactured. Bakestones o f schistose ~llapstonc all come from 
specific quarries in Ilatiestrad . llardanger. in the county o f Ilordalal1tl 
on the west coast of NOf\\'ay 

As long as thl!re \\as a demand the production In Hatlestrand cont inued 
Bak..::stones which arc identified as Hardangcr stones arc fuund in the 
towns in context s dated as late as Ihe 171h century (Wetx-r 1(89). 

DISCUSSION 

The cultural implications of the bakestone linds 

The hypothes is is that the use of the bakestone fou nd in 
the early medieval layers in the Norwegian towns was 
closely connected with the baking and consumption of 
jlGlbrad. an unleavened, thin wafer crispbread. The 
jlalbmd was eaten with various kinds of boiled milk 
products, buner o r cheese and also fi sh and meat. These 

various products were called suvl (old Norwegian Stiff). 
The soy! was eaten between pieces of jlatbrod and was 
handed out at meals to the vari ous members of the 
househo ld by the housewife. Thejlalbrod could be eaten 
cri sp or soft, the latter being obtained by moisten ing it in 
a wet c loth . T his lelse was wrapped around the sovl and 
was otten preferred as travelling provis ions. Thi s has 
been thc main fare in Norway from Viking/Early 
Medieval times 1I1l1il the middle of the last century. 

The tradition ofbak ingjlGlhrod is found in north·westem 
Europe where the cultivation of oats and barlcy is 

dominant due to climatic reasons, and where the open 
hearth was likewise predominant. These meal s (flours) 
lack gluten and the dough will not rise. The dough. which 
consisted of flour and water. and perhaps some salt. was 
rolled out with a rolling pin and the thin bread baked 
slowly on the bakestone . The laner was placed directly 
over the open fire. resting on stones or the stone frame of 
the low hearth . To tum the bread. a baking-st ick was 
used. The jlalbrodwas stacked and cou ld be stored fo r a 
length or time. 

Due to exrraordinal) good conditions for preserving 
organic material in the medieval town of Oslo, it was 
possi ble to identify the rolling pin and baking sticks 
similar to those used in 'uu r time' in addition to the 
bakestones (Weber 1990. 62fT, figs 19, 2 1, 22). These 
find s strengthened the hypothesis set forth. In Gamlebyen 
in Oslo. the open hearth in a corner of the room was 
dominant through the centuries. 

One may assume that on Shetland access to bakestones 
was important to the housekeeping (0 provide the daily 
bread. the jlatbrod. on the fimns where they are fou nd, 
and thai these people were presumably Norwegian . Even 
if bakestones did not occur in Gamlebyen until c AD 
1100. the baking implements necessary to the baking of 

j/athrod were found in earlier layers. As it is possible to 
bake j1athrnd on any flagstone, the assumption is that 
before the firs t 'manufactured ' bakestone. ordinary 
stones were used (ihid, I). 

When and how j lalhrod came into use is not known . The 
fully developed set of baking implements from the 
middle of the I I th century suggests a rairly long and well 
established tradition by that time. For th e Norwegians 
senlin g in Shetland the jlatbrod was the main fare. It was 
eaten at all meal s with various sovl as an essent ia l food 
stuff. 

As the finds from only a few sites in Shetland have been 
examined thoroughly, from larlshof and the Biggings, 
the extent of the export of bakes tones from Norway is not 
known. The fragmentary condition of the bakestones also 
makes it difficult to evaluate the amount and numbers 
involved . 



The Shetland quarries may in the beginning have provided 
the senlers with bakestones, as steatite vessels (for both 
funerary and cooking purposes) had been produced from 
the Bronze Age onwards. The quality of the Hardanger 
bakestones was, however. superior. They were light and 
easy to handle, were quicker to heat and may therefore 
have been much preferred. There was a continuous 
communication w ith the home country and especially with 
the west coast of Norway. Access to bakestones from 
Hardanger was evidently no problem. Acquisition of 
Hardanger bakestones began before AD 1200 and possibly 
continued as late as the beginning of the 17th century. 
Stone flags built into the kitchen range in parts of north 
Yorkshire were used until fairly recently for the cooking of 
oatcakes (Andrea Smith pers comm). 

The connection, if there is any, between thejlalbrod and 
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the oatcakes andlor bannocks, will be difficult to 
eva luate. In Norway, evidence for the jlatbr<Jd tradition 
dates to the middle of the 11th century, but there is little 
archaeological evidence for bakestones from native sites 
in Scotland or from the Northern Isles from that period. 
However. several very large and thin flagstone roundels , 
originally c lassified as pot lids, were found in the middle 
Iron Age period (Phase 7) at the Howe senlement, 
Strom ness, Orkney. They were 320-480mm in diameter 
and burnt to a brittl e and often fragmentary state (Ballin 
Smith 1994,204), and may well have been precursors of 
the steatite and schistose bakestones seen at a later period. 

Similar environmental and climatic conditions may have 
led to the development of jlatbred in Norway and the 
oatcakes and bannocks in Scotland and on the Scottish 
Islands, independently of each other. 

7,2,4 OBJECTS OTHER THAN VESSELS 

illus 57 
Steatite lamps S F521 and SF522. 

LAMPS 

There arc four definite lam ps and seven probab le lamp fragments all 
from Trench K from Pha.<;e 4. One. SF 522 (i llus 57). is a familiar Norse 
type. an oval lamp with two suspension lUgs. which was common al 
Jarl shof in the later phases (Hamilton 1956. 173. 184). A more unusual 
foml is represented by a small ova l lamp. SF 434 (illus 58), with one 
perforated handle. The other end is damaged. but does nOI seem to have 
had an extension for another handle . The inside of the bowl is burnt, 
clearly indi cating ils funct ion, probably as a small portable lamp or 
night-li ght. A third example. SF I 556a. cons ists of onl y fragments of a 
thick . crude and tlattencd bowl with extensin: burning internall y. The 
fourth lamp. SF 52 1 (illus 57) is of a di ffe ren t form . It is in the ro rm of 
a rounded cup with a well shaped knob on one side . This is a type wi th 
Iron Age aflinities. more closel y parallc1 led by examples from 
prehistoric sites such as Clickhimin \H amilton \96&. fIg 59). 

There is nothing to suggest the presence of large free-stand ing lamps of 
Nomcgian type (sec Grieg 1933) such as have been found at Sand \\ ick 
(Bigelow 198:,\ \ and at Nnrthouse. Papa StoUT (on loan 10 the Shetland 
Museum) . 

S J mn", •• 1 ... 

---1....- I --'------- j 

SOmm 

~ 

ill us 58 
Small oval steat ite lamp SF434 . 
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WHORLS 

There arc a lolal of 24 whorl s. of which jusl under half came from 
Trcnch I( Only fivc (2 1%) \\t'n: made from reuscd stealile . which ma~ 
he compared wilh Ihe s llghll) hlghcr percenlage at Pool of J 10

/0 (mne 
oul of 29) . Thrce o f Ihesc. SF 1459 (Phase 3-4). SF 439 (Phase 2) and 
SF 455 (Phase 4 ). \\ere made from vessel sherds on whICh residual 
sooting and too ling could still bc seen. 1 lere Ihe shape of the \\horls ha., 
ocen dictated by Ihe thickness of the ves.-.d sherd. [\\ 0 whorls. SF 485 
and SF 469. from an unstratified COnlex! and Phasc 4. were made from 
the distinctive silve r) . laminar sch istose bakcslones fragments of 
Norwegian origin . The fomler piece IS IIlcompkle . bU\ IS unusuall~ 

large for a whorl (minimum diameter of 50mm) and may have been one 
oflhe drill whorls described by Buttler ! 1989.196·7) 

AnOlher large whorl is SF 457 (ill us 59) (dimnctcr 4Rrnm) found in Phase 
6. hut possibly too small for a drill \\horl . This has been vcry finely 
\\orked into an even tlattened disc. with incised decoration on both Sides. 
although th is appears to have hcen quite heavily worn on one side. 

rhe usual "arict) of shapes iUld siz6 of whorl arc represe nted here 
I\vo piecl:s. SF 466 (Phase 4) and SF 465 (ill us 59) (Phase 5). nllghl 

C0 • Ie • . , 

, ' 

I 
I 

\'i I \ 

.~~ - . \ 8)o~ . I,' C '\" 
\' ~ I ~ . ; ) " -- "-..Y 

i1lu559 

\J 

0 ~ I I 

·. 58 

I 
I 
, 
• 
~ 

I 

~ 
, , " 

Plain (SF 465 and SF 466) and decorated (SF 42 2. SF 457. SF 468. 
SF 510 and SF 456) steatite whorl s. 

have been beads rather than whorl s. and appear much smoother than the 
others and apparentl y more worn. These bOlh have rat her large central 
perforations. and appear more ring-shaped . The are also of much lighter 
\\CIg/lIlhan man~ of the other wh\)rJs. although the~ Illa~ stiff f:,H \\cJ( 
wi thm the welghl range for spinning (sec below) at 13g and llg 
respectively. Two small fragmen tary pieces may also have been beads 
or ver) smalllight whorls 

Three hem ispherical whorls arc all plain and smooth. and fall at the 
heaVIer end Ilf the weighl range The whorl s which fall withlll the 
disc-shaped or flattened categof) '";U: w ide!} 1Il their degree of shaping 
and fini sh. and one fragment. SF 4.t2 (i llils 59) ( Ph~l~c 4). is decorated 
with a single intermittent concentric inci sed line. Other decorated 
examples (si x in al l) mclude SF 468 (illus 59) (Phase 5). a Inmcated 
cone \\ith four pits on the tlatlened surface. probabl) the surface that 
was usuall y uppcnnost. Two examples . SF S 1 0 (Pha.'>c 2) and SF456 
(Pha.,.c .1) (bolh illus 5Q). are dccoralcd with a mixlure of radial and 
concentric lines on ["0 surfaces. 

On sitcs of the Norse period in the Nonhern Isles \\'110rls o f ~ teatite. 
other stones and bone arc ubiquitous and numerous. and no typological 
or chronological signiticance can be attribu ted 10 their shape. Mosl 
Norse spindle whorls arc undecorated and would look Quite at hOTTle in 
an Iron Age collection from Shetland 

At Pool on Sanday. no distmctions could be made by shape rrom phase 10 
phase (S mith forthcoming), although the \\horls ffllm the \erv latest 
:-Jorse phases did appear 10 be heavier than their predecessors. It has been 
suggesled that Ihe optimum weight for spuming Soay type wool us tng a 
dropping action is 8gm (Ryder 1970.8 1). As at Pool . al l of the complete 
\\horls from the Bigg1l1g..~ (illus 59) \\eigh considerahl~ morc Ihml that. 
\\llh a weigh I range from II-Ug. so a number of fun her POSS lhllities 
must he considered. The spindle may have resled on thl: ground WId used 
purcl~ as a flywheel to increase Ihc speed of the rotati on of the spindl e 
Thl' qualit) o rlhe \\001 ma~ ha\c bt'en rather better and ~tronger than \\e 
suspect. and \\])01 may nOI have been all that was spun. !lax o r lliher plant 
fibres may have been processed a~ well. and a spindle ma~ also have been 
used for plying a number of threads together 

WE IGHTS 

There are a lotal of 21 weighls. which can be placed jnto three 
categories: g.rooved line sinkers . steatite cobble wdghts mid reused 
vessel sherds. There arc only four line smkers, of \\hich two arc 
fragments . The two co mplele exanlples include one smaller weight, SF 

illus 60 
Steatite weight SF 1439. 



/ . 

.... ) 
'-. ,..,.h - ~ . , 

\. 

illus 61 
Perforated steatite line sinker SF 584 . 

1439 (illus 60) (Phase 3), with a central perforation and a groove around 
the long axis. aJ1d a more classic example, SF 593. found in Phase 7 
topso il. which is quite rough ly fini shed. with a perforat ion towards one 
end and a groove from thi s up over the apex. 

There arc 12 cobble weights. which vary considerably in the degree of 
shaping and finishing. Three are weJl shaped and smoothed. but thc rcst 
are predominantly largely unmodified cobbles of steatite with only a 
single pecked perforat ion. The exception is SF 584 (i llus 61 ). This is an 
incomplete piece from paving (J 11 ) ea.'>t of the Phase 5 dwelli ng-house 
(Trench K). It has two [lerlorations. towards either end of the cobble, 
but is broken at the lower one. A worn groove leads to a notch all the 
edge of the stone above lhe complete perforation. This is a line sinker 
typical of others found at Jarlshof, but is the only one from the Biggings 
with 1\\10 perforations. 

Five weights have been made out of vessel fragments, eg SF 15251709 
from Ph as r.: 4 and an unstratified contex t (il\us 62). on some of which 
the resid ual soothing <Uld tooling Carl still be seen. Mos t of the weights 
arc concentrated within the range of I :W-599g, with TWO outliers of 
I079g and I094g There are no obvious concentrations in spatial 
distrihution. but like most of the steatite. weights occurred mainly 
within the wr.:st side orthe ~ ile (Trenches L J and K) 

DISCS 

There are lour cxanlples of worked discs of steatite. all with diameters 
of 50 to 60mm. eg SF 515 from Pha..;e 4 (illus 63 ). including two made 
from reworked vessel fragments. These may be halance weighl) or 
gaming pieces, and such discs fo und on English medieval sites are ollen 
referred to as pot lids. Discs of all types of stone arc a common but ollen 
unremarked find on sites from the Neolithi c onwards in the Northern 
Isles. and occurred at Pool in sandstone throughout the Iron Age phases, 
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iIIus 62 
Perforated weight SF 15251709 reusing a steatite vessel fragment. 

illus 63 
Steatite disc SF 515 : reprod uced at I ll . 

with examples made from reu sed steatite vesscl fragmr.:nts found in the 
t--!orse period (Clm forthcoming: Smith forthcoming). 

GAM ING PIECES 

In add ition to the discs, there arc two further objects \\hich tlla~ have 
had such a function . The fi rst. SF 1479 (unstrat ified). is a small 
sub-rounded object with a flattened base and top. possibly a reworked 
vessel fragment. The second is a Ilattened sun-rectangular onjecl. SF 
514 (illus (4 ), with mu ltiple vertical knife stroke s on one face form ing a 
deep slash. arld with a waisted middle also IOrlllcJ by multiple knife 
strokes. It was found in Phase 4. and is heavil y scratched all ovr.:r. It will 
stand upright fa irl y securel y so that it is possible that it may have been 
used as a gaming piece. II is also equally possible that this was some 
kind of steatite carving practice or trial piece as described belo \\ . 
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Steat ite pieces: handle from a vessel. SF 511 ; gaming piece SF 51 4: 
trial piece SF 433 and mou ld SF 445 . 

TRIAL PI ECES 

SF 1478 is unstratified and has just a few incised lines and dots. but the 
other. SF ~ 33 (iI/us 64) from Phase 4·5. has one complete perforarion 

w]{h several othe r pits and dOlS, along with incised lines and scratches 
as we ll as other marks from knife trimming. These may simply 
represent a bit of whittling in an idle moment. or a child copying its 
elders 

METALWORKING EQUIPM ENT 

A group of objects which may be connected with metal ·working 
includes (wo objects (both illus 65) which may be healing trays for 
small amounts of ore. as one. SF 516 from the Phase 3 cookhouse. 
certainly bears sooting and burnt deposits. The other, SF 513, is not 
quite so clear, and could equally he a toy or model , as it is simply a 
small oval flattened di sh. but it docs have some signs of heating. It was 
found just above the floor in the Phase 4 dwellin g-house (EIEJ). Similar 
flattened dishes and containers made in cla} were found at the Brough 
of Birsay (C urle 1982, ill 25) and at Moynagh Lough, Co Meath, 
Ireland, albeit in an 18th-century context (Craddock 1989. 181. No 
160). Here it is suggested that these small trays may have been used as 
crucible stands 

There are also two moulds, one bar mOUld, SF 1095 (Phase 2. Trench 
K). ali seen at the Brough of Birsay (C urle 1982, ill 28), which would 
have produced bars measuring 8 I mm x ISmm x ISmm. The face with 
the matrix is tlattcned and smoothed. but the oppos ing side is very 
uneven, an d possibly intended to be set into the ground. The othcr. SF 
445 from the dwelling-house (Trench K) in Phase 5, (illus (4). is a 
ralher more com pie:,,, object, with an annular dlannel on one face, and a 
double square with a gate on the other. These arc very roughly carved, 
and the object nH~) be unfinished . 

RAW MATERIAL AND WORKING WASTE 

This category includes nine pieces. in various stages of working. from a 
large boulder-size lump ofra\\ steatite found in Trench E. to a poss ible 
lamp roughout SF 703 from topsoil. The smaller pieces display some 
rough tooling, one with 4.5mm-broad chisel marks, but no further 
shaping or smooth ing. Although the number of fragments is nOI great. 
these are large pieces, and represent no small effort or energy 
expenditure . This gives some indication of steatite working on the site 
\\·hich was not restricted to reworking of broken fragments. These 
pieces are not concentrated in anyone place. and may represent the 
occa'iional working of windfall pieces on the site. rather than a routine 
practice . This is sti ll a clear indication that some working of larger 
Objects or vessels took place away from the quarries. 

MISCELLANEOUS REWORKED FRAGMENTS 

The bulk of these pieces repre se nt vessel fragmcnts which have various 
traccs of shaving and knife tnmming after breakage. This IS the more 
common type of steatite working to be found on most Norse sites in the 
Non hem Isles, involving the reuse of broken objects, usuall y IUming 
broken pots and hakcstones into whorls and weights or some small 
Irinkc! for a child 10 play w;lh. 

illus 65 
Steatite heating trays SF 516 and 
SF 5 13 : reproduced at III 
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7.2.5 DISTRIBUTION OF STEATITE ARTEFACTS 

The excavation did not yield a Phase I structure, and no 
fragments of steatite were found in the Phase I stratig
raphy. Steatite, like the buildings appeared in Phase 2. 

PHASEZ 

A total of 36 pieces are allocated to this phase. but onl y fou r were found 
within the dyngja. However. these included the decorated vessel handle, 
SF 5 11 , a disc and vessel fragments. The majority of pieces (30) came 
from the eldhlls and sMb at the west side of the site. main ly vessel 
fragments and unidentified lumps of steatitc . The vessel and bakestone 
fragmems along with two weights. four spindlewhorls and a mould, 
suggest a range of domesti c (an d industrial?) activities. As none of these 
western structures was completely bOllomed it is difficult to interpret 
the results from the surviving artefactual ev idence 

PHASE] 

Numbers of steatite artefacts generally increase in this phase, with the 
Trench K eldhlls providing the most pieces (33). mainly vessel 
fragments. The stofa had half the number of vessel fragments ( 13) as the 
eldhus, but in con trast yie lded the greatest number of bakestone 
fragments (12). This building had also a decorated weight and the trial 
piece SF 433. There were no steatite spindlewhorls from this phase, but 
most of the unidentifiable fragments were generall y scattered through 
and around the building.'> on the west s ide of the site. Destruction or 
rebuilding of structures thcre at thc end of the phase, probably accounts 
for the predominance of vessel and bakestonr.: fragments in levelling 
layers (Phase 34). 

PHASE 4 

The Phase 3 stofa was rep laced by a new dwelling-house built slightly 
(Q the wes t (Trench E/EJ). al the beginning of thi s phase. but 

fragments of bakesiones and a disc came from fills of pits dug into the 
former stofa. Large numbers of steat ite artefacts came from the west 
side of the s ite, indicating the probable disturbance of material from 
earlier pha"es. and the dumping of newly discarded pieces . In situ 
vessel fragments. a disk. a heating tray and a whorl/bead came from 
the 1100r. hearth and deposits over the 11 00r of the new 
dwelling-house . [n the adjacent building (Trench K). possibly al so a 
cookhouse, built ove r the remains of the Phase 3 eldhus. came a 
complemen tary list of artefacts wh ich also included bakestone 
fragments and a [amp. Uencath and around th is building was a dump 
which included the rr.:st of the stcatitr.: lamp fragments found on the 
sile. as well as many vessel (30 ) and bakestone fragments (25), a 
decorated spindlewhorl and weight s 

Although thi s phase produced the largest number of steatite objects. 
very few of them were actually in Sltll 

PHASES 

A new dwelling-house over the Phase 4 Trench K building produced 37 
pieces. The majority were vessel and bakestone fragments, but 
spindlewhorls and misccllaneous artefacts were also present. Pieces 
from thi s pha"c may represent the last active use of steatite on the site. 
However. the digging down of the dwelling·house into earlier material. 
and the constmction of drains. indi cate that many of the anefacts co uld 
have originated in an earl ier phase 

PHASE 6 

Although steatite artefacts (vessd and bakestone fragments. and 
spindlewhorl s) were present ill th is phase. none of them were in situ. 
They derived from earlier deposits whic h were di sturbed in the 
construction of new structures on the si te . The condition of me steatite 
(discussed above) suggest" a great deal of movement and redeposition 
of material. 

7.2.6 CONCLUDING REMARKS: DATING AND CULTURAL AFFINITIES 

Steatite as a raw material is ideally suited for use in 
cooking because of its high thermal capacity, and steatite 
pots and bakes tones found a widespread distribution in 
the Norse period. The excavated Norse settlements of 
Orkney certainly seem to have been well supplied with 
pots and bakestones, probably most of them from Shet
land quarries. However, many of the other objects, such 
as lamps (illus 58), weights and other small trinkets seen 
on this site are only found on Shet land sites. close to the 
sources of raw material. The suite of lamps, weights and 
other small objects found at Papa Stour are a character
istically Shetland phenomenon . The reuse of broken pots 
and baking plates appears to be a common occurrence in 
this peri od. regardless of the di stance from the quarries. 

MANUfACTURE Of THE OBJECTS 

The Biggings site probably acquired vessels and 
bakestones from the main Shet land steatite quarries, 
which produced mainly plain, but serviceable vessels and 
a few fine bowls (Buttler 1984). In addition, some of the 
coarsest bowls may have been made by the users, as the 

fragments of raw material and workin g waste indicate. 
while lamps and whorls were probably a lso home-made 
in most cases. A fine ly shaped sinker. SF 1480 from the 
Phase 4 dwelling-house (E/EJ), is most likely to have 
been professionally made. 

The hard use to which most of the vessels and bakestones 
were put sugges ts that steat ite at the Biggings, compared 
to Jarlshof, was an expensive commodi ty and the max
imum amount of service was ga ined from each object. 
The rock was certainly less eas ily obtained from Papa 
Stour. 

The range of vessel Iypes present can be compared with 
those from the late Norse period at Jarlshof. Small round 
bow ls mainly occur early in the Jarlshof sequence and 
although they appear to be relatively rare at the Biggings, 
their presence may indicate a 9th· or 10th-century sen le
ment. The presence of rectangular vessels and bakestones 
indicates an occupation at some point during the 12th to 
14th centuries. However, it must be stressed that 
Shetland steatite artefact s are not well suited to dating. 
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The small-based straight-sided rectangular vessel s, 
probably manufactured at the Catpund Quarry, Cunn
ingsburgh, are greatly in evidence, and these are he ld to 
be an indigenous development in late Norse Shetland 
(Bunler 1989, 199; Sharman I 990a). This type of vessel 
was not identified at Pool, although the larger straight
sided dishes were present, possibly indicative of the 
slightly later date of the fomler type, as the latest phases 
at Pool probably date to the late I I th or 12th centuries 
(Smith forthcoming). Connections furthe r afield may be 
indicated by a single sherd (and poss ibly some rim 
sherds) of a type of flat-based round vesse l comm on in 
medi eval Norway, as well as by the re latively large 
number of imported NOf\\legian bakes tones. 

A summary of the Biggings steatite wou ld be that it 
forms a typical Norse Shet land assemb lage. The hard 
use it has suffered co uld be the result of the distance 
between Papa Stour and the sleatite sources, compared 
w ith the re lative ly favourable s ituation s of lari shof, 
Sandwick and Underhou ll. That is, steat ite was a more 
va luable and less wasted commodity at the Biggings 
than at other excavated Norse sett lements on Shetland. 
As at larlshof and Sandwick, a few find s indicate some 
form of contact with Norway. However, th is was of 
minor importance in Shet land compared with the loca l 
steatite industry in suppl ying the everyday needs of the 
community. 

7.3 THE CERAMICS 

Beverley Ballin Smith, Lyn Blackmore, Hans-Geo rg Stephan & Robert Will 

This report covers all the ceramic material found at the 
Biggings from 1977 to 1990. and is divided into four 
parts: locally made coarsewares; stonc\\'are and other 
medieval ceramics; North German and South 
Scandinavian red,vares; and other post-medieva l and 
modern ceram ics . As a who le the ceramics give deta iled 

information of life at the s ite over an 800 year period, 
from around AD 1100 to the middle of the 20th century. 
They are the most numerous find s group and were found 
in the majority o f contexts. Catalogues and details of all 
ceramics are available in archive. Table 12a & b 
summarises the tota l sherd assemblage. 

7.3,1 LOCALLY MADE COARSEWARES 

Bc\-crley Ballin Smith 
from a preliminary analysis by John WAllen 

The excavations at the Biggings produced one of the 
largest collections of coarse pottery found on Shetland to 
date. In tota l, 646 sherds were recovered from the site. 
They came from a ll phases except for Phase I, but the 
majority, 63% , came from the \\'eslcrnmost part of the 
site (Trench K). A more detailed discussion of the 
distribution and phas ing of the pottery is presented 
below . The importance of the Papa Stour materia l, apan 
from its relati ve abundance, is the nature of its 
distribution: specifically in relationship to the buildings 

and activities in the central and western areas of the site 
(Trenches K and 1) from AD 1100 onwards; and its 
continued and seemingly important presence up to and 
during Phase 5 (from the early to middle 17th century) 
when continental redwares reached their peak at the site 
(see below). Although no direct evidence exi sts that the 
ponery was manufactured at the site. it presumably was 
made locally, most like ly on the island, and served 
immediate local needs. 

ANALYSIS AND DESCRIPTION OF PIECES 

METHODS OF INVESTIGATION AND 
ANALYSIS 

The ceramic material was in it ially separated from all glazed and 
wheel-thrown sherds an d then investigated by hand . None of the 
material was subject to thin-s(:ction analysis but all observati ons of 

fabri c and surface treatments wcre carried out at xl 0 or x 16 
magnification. The ponery was analysed by contex t and within trenches 
using speci ally prepared :malys is sheets which were tran sferred to a 
data-base . The estimated vessel equ ivalent (EVE), or percentage of 
vesse l or rim surv iVal , has not been cons istentl y used because of the 
irregularity of the rims: however. where poss ible. the percentage 
reconstruction of a v!;ssc1 is suggested . 
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Table 12b 
Seriat ion diagram of all ce rami c types at the Biggings (% of each 
ceramic type per phase) . 

STATI STICS 

The co llection o f 646 sherds \\eighed 10.49kg (average weight per 
sherd 16.23g) : of this 152 were rims, 399 hody sherds. 92 ba<;es and 
three others have been interpreted as lamps (see table Db) Only one 
handic is present in the collection and th is was anached 10 a lamp. Thn.:c 
sherds, eg SF 13 17, were pierced below the rim: finger and thumb 
Impressions were common: otherwi se the co llection is entirely devoid 
of decoration. The re is a vast colour range throughout the sherds due to 
firing., lis e, burning and post-depositional conditions, but generally 
vessels would have been pale yel low through orange to brown-grey in 
colour (Munse ll 51' 611-6/6. lOY 6/2-8/3, 7.5YR 6/2-6/6 to 10Y R 
711-7/3). " is estimated that there were a minimum of II vessels . 
although many more exi sted : one or two handled lamps and possibly 
two other lamps Deliberate levelling of the site and the disturbance of 
contexts is evident in thc condition and distri bution of the ponery from 
the later phases, where infomlation gained from cross-trench joins and 
from the sherds themselves has ocen reduced to a minimum. 

FABRIC 

All the pottery wa'> hand-made using traditions that wcre present in the 
prehistoric communities of the SCllnish [slands . [n fact there is linle to 
disting.uish thl$ collectHm from Iron Agt: ceramics, except for its 
provenance. and. that it is coarser and less well mllde . Boulder clay. 
peaty imd non-ca1careou~ gleys arc present in the western half of Papa 
Stour ( 1.2 abmc) b(.'y(md the prese nt Hill Dyke. and \\ ()uld ha\l.~ 

proVided cla~ lo r ponel) making. All the temper used 10 mix \\ ilh the 
clay would also have been available locally, imd used since prehistoric 
limes il'> indicatcd by t\\ O ' clay urn s' from the prehi storic ce01clc0 at 
Cull a Voe found in 1893 ( InventOr) of Shetland Vol 3. 19~6, 156). The 
predominant rocks used for temper were quallz and quartzite (both iL\ 

angular and roun ded grai ns) and tuff. Additional material included a 
linle jasper. ITlICa and steatite: and possibl~ basalt. sandstone. calcite. 
rhyolite and iron-oxide, bUI these were found in onl} one or two sherd:
each 

Tuff is the most common temper found in the ceramic, followed by 
large (Up to lUmmI square fragments of quartzite and finer grains of 
quartz. The fomler is black. ves icular. soft and shin) and was frcquentl~ 
seen as nat plates within the fabric A beach origin is suggested fo r the 
smaJ) grains of quam which varied in colour from white, through In 
orange and red All the rocks used a., temper would have been a\ ail able 
along the island's shorelme. Rhyolite is the main rock formmg Papa 
StOUT. but fr agments of it were generally not lound in the cer<unic, even 
though it \\as identified in two sh(.'rds. SF 37 1 and SF 328, hath from 
Phase ~ This suggests that eas il) available resources such as beach 
sedimcnts wcre preferred to digging oul and preparing bedrock 
materials . HO\\c\"cr. a surprising omission from the main rock I)"p!!.~ 
used as temper is Sleatll!!. Although steatite IS not present on the island 
a~ an outcrop. It is available on the adjoinlllg Mainland of Shetland. It 
\\as also readily available as broken sherds ()f steatitl: vesse ls. 
fragments from bakestom.'s and as lump:. of raw material. but thi s 
source was generally not made usc of. It wa.,> found in only II sherds : in 
SF 352 (two sherds) from Phase 3: SF 497 (t hree sherds). SF 1149, both 
Phase ~: in SF 11 02 (Phase 6). a Ycry abraded sherd: SF 14 73, 
unstratified ; and as poss ible degradcd steatite (soft [Uld powdl!ry) in SF 
372,327 and 1178. from Phases 3, 4/5 and 5 respectively. The paucity 
of rock I)pcs olher than tuO: quartz and quartzite. suggest their 
incl usion as temper \\3S probabl~ incidental rather than deliberate . 

The inorganic temper. or rock inclusions was generally vcr)' poorly 
so rted . rv1os1 sherds had a range o f grain size , from 0.5-5m01 (fine 10 
medium) and even up to over 10mm (very coarse)_ Ofte n the temper 
was casily visible to the naked eye. the coarser grains (both rounded and 
angular) appearing as lumps of rock disturbing the vessel surface. In 
analysing the fahric it was clear that the majority of sherds had temper 
which fell into a medium-coarse range (2- 10mm ), although some 
sherds showed a full range of inclusions from fine to very coarse . 

The second main category' oftelllper used in the Biggings ceramics wa~ 
organic material. mainly grass. in the form o f chopped stems: possibly 
from cereal s; although seeds, including cereal seeds. were also present. 



It is also possible th at this material represented dung (Gaimster 1995, 
137). This fonn of temper is normall y identified as a negative 
impression in the clay matrix . as the carbon content had often been 
bu mt away during the firing process. Organ ic tempering was uscd 
widel y and is present in al most all of the sherds. It was an important 
ingredient and probably was the easiest attainable o f the resources used 
in the manufacture o f coarse ceramics. 

MANUFACTURE OF THE POTTERY 

All o f this collection was hand-made usi ng slab or coil techn iques or a 
combination of both : although the actual method of manu fact ure of 
some sherds was uncertain, there was no evidence of the use of a wheel 
for making or finishing the vessels. The number of finger and thumb 
impressions reveal that the pots were often moulded into shape by hand, 
and joins of the slabs fanning the vessel body were smoothed over 
using fingers. Lane ( 1990. 117, 118) describes this technique as 
tongue-and-groove construction . It would appear that the clay o f the 
base wou ld have been roughly pulled and moulded inlo shape before the 
sides of the vessel were attached as slabs or more rarely as coi ls. 
Pinching the clay together at the basal angle, and then being rough ly 
smoothed over. seemed to be a nonnal technique, eg bases SF 11 72 
(Phase 7) and SF 1299 (Phase 4). The laller example was extremely 
poorly made, and the join between it and the anached body slab was 
clearly visible . Most shcrds arc 50mm square or less. broken at the slab 
j unction. thus indicati ng the slab width. SF 1275 is a fragment o f 
reconstructed vesse l where the lowest surviv ing portion ha'i broken 
above and be low a slab join . Where measured, coils had a th ick ness o f 
half that o f slabs (c 20-27mm). 

Rims were attached to the vesscl body as a prepared co il or narrow slab. 
20-22mm deep, by press ing the joins of the pieces together with the 
fingers. moulding the rim to shape or fo lding the clay over, and rough ly 
smoothing the surfaces. The internal surface of one rim. SF 1207 (illus 
66). shows how the rim was attached to the vessel body, and that in 
some examples, even the smoothing-over of joins was not carried out. 
Finger and th umb indentations we re clearly visi ble on the majority of 
rims and many of them were very irregularly formed . 

The irregu larities of rims and bases, fanned by the coarseness o f the 
temper, and their uneven moulding and fini shing was often a hindrance 
in achieving an accurate measurement of diameter. Some vessels were 
so distorted that a rel iable dianletcr was imposs ible to calcu late (eg SF 
12 14/12 18/ 1226 and SF 1222. both from Trench K): and (wo rim sherds 
from the same vessel would o ften have completely different profiles. In 
"ddilion. many bases were on ly roughly flattened. 

No pottel) sherd had a thickness below 4mm. and none \~as greah.:r than 
2 1 mm. The average pot thickness varied from location to locati on; in 
(he central area (Trench E) it lay between 7mm and IOmm (from 
minimum and maximum widths o f 4-16mm). in the NW area (Trench 
H) it was c 8mm (from 5mm to 17mm); the pot from wesl of the central 
area (Trench J) was more irregular with average widths lying between 7 

illus 66 
Interior of a coarse ware rim SF 1207: reproduced at 1/ 1. 
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and 13mm (from 4-l7mm) and ponery from the western part (Trench 
K) had widths of 6- 13mm from a minim um of 4mm to a maximum of 
2 lmm. 

SURFACE TREATMEl'ITS 

This category includes actions which affected the vessel surfaces during 
or immediately afte r production. or were a result o f usc . 

The coarseness of the temper made some surface treatment of the 
vessels necessary in order for them to be serviceable. or more 
aestheti cally pleasing. Mask ing of the coarsest gri ts was partiall y 
successful by the application of a clay wash or slip on some of the 
vesse ls. The slip cou ld be thin or thick and may have been burnished but 
the slip and its treatment was generally difficult to disce rn due to later 
burning and sooting, accretion of food deposits or post-depositional 
weathering of the sherds. Howcver, up to 20% of vessels may have been 
burni shed . Often the slip had fine mi ca particles, mica dust. which gave 
the vessel surface a slight sheen . More often surfaces were si mpl y 
smoothed. this being achieved by the action of the potter's fingers (the 
usc o f an altemative smoothing implement was not detected). or by 
rubbing the surfaces with a bunch of grass. 

Finger tip indentations could also be classified as a type o f surface 
treatment. Although, as described above, the various pans o f the vesse l 
were joined by the action o flhe fingers and thumb, the depress ions le ft 
behind were rarely removed. Basal sherd SF 1222 (illus 67) shows clear 

illus 67 
Thum bed coarseware base SF 1222 : reproduced at III . 

illus 68 
Bowl ofpotlery lamp SF 5 18. 
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verticallhumb-prinfs above me turned o\'er, and roughly finished, clay 
of the basal angle. In fact me high incidence of finger indentalions on 
vesse ls such as SF 329/334 gave the surface a rough and uneven feel. 
This may have been a deliberate action to improve the grip when 
moving a full vessel (Ballin Smith forthcoming) , Smearing the c1a~ 
over slab joins and over large grits may have had a si milar func tion 
Rarel y wa" the vessel surface seen 10 have been wiped by grll" s or slraw, 
hut SF 349, has ridge mark s nn hoth internal and external surfaces as a 
result of this action . 

338 

-----' 

328 I 

\ 

illus 70 

]lIus 69 
Grass-tempered base SF 1320: 
reproduced at I I I 

The mosl widespread technique which altered the surface of vessels 
was the \\ rapping. or packing, of newl~ completed pots 111 a wet state 
with grass or straw (sec firin g below), as grass and seed impressions are 
very clear on most sherds. Impressions can be seen on the inside of 
lamp SF 518 (illus 68 ) and on the ou~idc of base sherd SF 1320 (i 1lU5 
69). It is suggested that me un lired vessels we re packed \\ Jlh grass or 
straw in order IU support thei r shape whil st drying, and to prevent the 
formation of drying cracks by allowing the clay to dry slowly. It is quite 
evident from thick sherds \\ ]th vcr;. cnarse temper IhaL during firing. 

128 4 /1285 

50 mm 
I 

Reconstruc ted coarsc\\are vessel profilcs SF 338, SF 328 and SF 128411285 



the surface of the clay cracked around the grits, thus producing a crazed 
appearance to some vessels eg SF 1317. 

It was originally thought that some rims showed evidence of possible 
kn ife trimming eg SF 1169 (E39). [n alL 13 rim sherds were smoothed 
and flanened. They canlC from phases 3-6 and from the main area of the 
silc . However, drying o f me pots upside down on a stone or earth floor , 
would account for the smoothing and flattening of the rims. Due to the 
lack of any evidence for the use o f tool s in vessel production it would 
seem unlikely that a knife was ever used for fini shing the rims. 

[ncluded here are the three examples of sherds wh ich had holes bored 
through them beneath their rims. Although not strictly surface 
treatments. the holes affected the vessel surface. and presumably the 
function of the pots . Each exanlple is from Trench K in Phase 3 (or 
deri'ied from Phase 3 deposils ie K9B). and had only one hole. 
surviving. SF 1317 (i ll us 71) is a vesse l which has been partl y 
reconstructed . From the discuss ion of vessel fonns below. thi s is a 
cooking pot which has a hole, C 5mm in diameter. bored through it s 
wall approx imately 33mm below the inverted rim top. As with the 
other two examples. the hole was chipped through the vessel wal l 
from both sides after firing . SF 1322 is a rim sherd of a larger vessel 
which has a 3mm diameter holc c 27mm below its rim . The final 
example. SF 1312. is an undiagnostic body sherd with a 3-4mm 
diameter hole which may belong 10 the same vessel as SF 1322. 
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On vesse ls with an intumed rim, it may have been necessary to bore two 
or more holes at equal distances around and betow the rim in order to 
suspend the pot above the hearth. The paucity of other examples with 
suspension holes from this ceramic collection might suggest a speci fi c 
use for these two pots in connection with food preparation, or a lack of 
altcmatives. such as steatite cooking pots with iron handles. [t was not 
possible to ascertain whether the vessels had been used before the holes 
were bored. or whether the holes were produced after firing and therefore 
before use, because of the accretion of sooting. However, it is probable 
that these vessel s were adapted later after already having been used 

Surface treatments which are the result of post-manufactural processes 
are sooting and coating by food depos its . Sooting, or the accumulation 
of a thin and usually interminent carbon layer on the exterior surface of 
vessels. was due to use; either directl y in the hearth or above the fire . 
Soot was also found on some interior surfaces. which could indicate 
either burnt food. or that the sherd was burnt after breakage . As many as 
50% of sherds showed evidence of soot ing. More immediatel y 
noticeable were carbonised food deposits. often found in thick. crusty 
patches around rims, on external surfaces and on the interior of base 
sherds 

[n discussing the surfaces of these vessels. it is pertinent to mention 
the degradation and occasional loss of the outer surfaces o f some 
sheTds. Post-depositional burning. abrasion and erosion is the cause of 
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Reconstructed coarseware bases SF 333 and SF 1276 with reconsructed rims SF 1317 and SF 1324. 
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some surface failure and lamination: prolonged exposure to the hearth 
has lead to the loss of the external surfaces of bases and their change 
of colour from brown-grey to red . Often the impressions of grass 
tempe r arc clearly to be seen in these heavily burnt sherds Flaking o f 
slipped surfaces has occurred, usually around coarse grits, and 
lami nation of sherds is possibly due to a combination of poorly mixed 
temper con taining a high proportion of \'egetab1e matter. and 
IIltiltration of water and roots during post-depositional processes. 
More rare ly have post-depositional accretions been noticed , such as a 
clay deposit on SF 1270 (Phase 3) and iron-staining on SF 358 (Phase 
4) 

FIRING 

Ev idence o f co lour variation noted in the secti(ms through sherds, and 
the occasional flattened rim (sec above) !iuggest that the vessels were 
fired upside down . As has already been described. pots were packed 
with gra<;s or straw. possibly to aid the drying process: and when dry 
may have been fired with the same. and additional. organ ic packing. In 
general the vast majority of she rds have internal surfaces which show 
rcduced conditions (a grey or greyfbrown colour. Munsell 2.5YR 
31O-6f0. 7.5 JfO to JOYR 4(J-Sf2) and oxidised external surfaces (n 
n.:dJorange-brown colour, Munsell 2.SYR 6/4. 7.5R 6/6 to 5R 4/3-6/2 ). 
Sherds from only two conte."ts KIOO (Phase 3 ) and LJ 2 (Phase 5) 
:;how the rcverse . Rarely did a she rd exhib it two oxidlscd surfaces 
with a reduced core, as base sherd SF 1339 from Phase 2 in Trench K 

In spite o f the crudeness of the ceran1lC, it \\as fired at a sufficientl y 
high temperature that withstood possibly prolonged use at the hearth 
The hardness o f the pottery varie s from being relatively son to 
medium ( c 2.5-4.5 Oil the r.,·10h scale). although thi s characteri stic ma~ 
be JUSt as much a product of post-depositional conditions as of the 
temperature at which it was fired . Harder fired she rds have also been 
fo und eg SF 816 from the Pha~e 3 O\'CIl Hi I 7: SF 1334 ( I-.: Trench ) and 
SF 330 () 63), both Phase 5. The higher firing temperatures produced 
s li ght variations in the texture o f the sherds; they are less coarse and 
have a fincr sandy feeL their fabric is more compact and organIC 
temper is less \' isible . 

The crudeness of the pottery and its lilck of aesthelic merit suggest that 
it was unlikely to have been brought in and was probably made either at 
the Biggings or in the immediate vicini ty . It is of domestic origin , and 
with that in mind. it is quite possible that it was tired where it was 
produced . Its construction required lin Ie in the ronn of technological 
aids, and neither did its firing. The domestic heanhs, fire-pits and the 
oven at lhe Biggings would have provided suitable conditions for either 
open firing or semi-kiln fi ring. In addition, some of the shnllower pits 
between Trenches J and E. could al so have been used ftlr open tlnng 
(Ortonela/1993 . 126-31) . 

JOINS 

Although the pottery came from all trenches and aimosl all conh:xts 
there is onl y one example \\-here two sherds from ditTcrent trenches 
join, ie horizontal connections . They arc SF 334 from Trench I( in 
Phase 3 and SF 329 from Trench J in Phase 7. This is not surprisi ng due 
to Ihe amount of di sturbance around the si [e in the later phases . 
However. joins within trenches, ie vertical connections across phases. 
suggest that later disturbances did affect the earlier stratigraphy, but not 
10 a signi fi cant ex tent. 

Interesting cross-phase joins between sherds occur in the earliest 
phases. Sherds in Trench K Phase 3 (tloor)join with sherds in Ph ases 2 
and 4 (destruction and levelling layers) : and sherds from the Pha"e 4 
floo r join with some from a Phase 5 drain fill. Joi ns also occurred 1Il 

Trench H betv.'een sherds in the fi11 of the Phase 2 flue and the Phasc 3 
oven. There were no cross -phase joins in Trench E and those from the 
east end of the si tt; (Trench L) occurred between a pit fill in Phase 4 and 
Phase 6 deposits. Th is survey o f very lim ited data does, howcver, re veal 
that broken pOlS were discarded outsi de the bui ldings in deposits which 
were later reworked and di sturbed. and this occurred from the earliest 
phases . 

VESSEL FORMS 

From Ihls colreclion ;1 w as poss ible to r("COnstruct three complete and 
eight partial \essel profiles (estimatt.:d at 8-35.5"l0 o flht.: who le). There 
seem to be tv.'o dominant forms at the Biggi ngs ; a straight-sided vessel 
wi th a flat base. whose ht.:ight is kss than its rim diarneter in the three 
reconstructed examples. SF 338 (E VE c 17°'0 ).328 (EVE 28°'0) and 
1284/ 1285 (EVI:: 23%) (illus 70) : and a generally tapering-sided vesseL 
again with a l1at base. but where the rim diameter is estimated to be 
equal to. or wider than . [he measurement of the height of the vessel 
(illus 71 ). However. nunc of the laner were ful ly reconstructed. In 
addit ion there were al so ceramic lamps. 

From these exnmples i[ IS possible to makt.: some ge neral observations. 
due to Ihe fact that full or panial reconstruClions were poSSible from 
Phases 2 to 4 /5. including a rare su rvival from Phase 7. 11 wou ld seem 
that the straight-sided vessel s had straight or slightly intllrned or 
inverted rims. and the junction of the vessel wall and base was 
rounded in Phase 4 (SF 328) and possi bly rounded in Phase 2 (SF 
338). Anotht.:r example (SF 128411285, ilIus 70). also from Phase 4. 
shows a th ickening of thc vesscl wall. especia11y at ItS junction with 
the base, thlls giv ing an eX lernnl tapering appearance to the vesse l 
These vessel s were solidly constructed and would not havt.: tipped 
mer. The second t)PC . the tape ring-Sided \essel s. all had flattened 
invcrted rims. although nnly one example , SF 1317 (EVE 10%) (dlus 
71 ). had a rounded rim . The inversion o f the latter was mOSI extreme 
and the prese nce of a s llspcnslUn hol e. suggests a specifi c function fo r 
thiS pot with an adaptation o f [he pre\ ailing TIIn deSign . It was not 
poss ible to reconstruct bases to these vessels, but two additional 
ba~ t.: S. SF 333 (EVE 3 ~ %) and SF 1276 (E VE 23 5%) (illu s 7 1). 
sugge st thai the) \\erc hase s to ,, "ni lar pots SF 333 IS a flat base to a 
tapered ves:;el. where as SF 1276 indi cates a s lightl y bulhous pot 
which tapers down to its flat bnse . This Inner is not unlike SF 329/334 
(EV E 35.5° 0). whi ch although mi ss ing its hase. has a s light mid-pot 
bulge abo\e \\h lch it Inpers ver} slightl} to the rim . and belo\\ \\hich 
it I<1pers more markedly to the ba:;c . In comparison with this example . 
Ihe base SF 1276 may not have been from a partKularl) tall vessel. 
although it lie s at the [hickest end of \\ all measurements ( I 5-17mm) 
for vessels at Papa StoUT 

The advantage of ha\'ing complcte pot profiles. apart from aiding the 
interpretation of vessel fonn , is that height of vessels is also available 
for study. It is evident from the straight-sided reconstructed vessels SF 

illus 72 
Interior of reconstructed coarse ware vesscl SF 338. 
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Reconstructed coars~ware vessel proliles SF 329/334. SF 1275, SF 13 11 and SF 132011304. 

338. SF 328 and SF 128411285. lhat these were small pots: their heights 
ranged from 85mm to 107rmn: and their rim diameters from 103 rnrn to 
l25rnm (illus 72, SF 338) . It is poss ible that the two smallest pots wcre 
handleless drinking vessel s: however. both internal and ex ternal 
surfaces of SF 328 werc thickly coated with patchy food depos its. Food 
deposits and sooting \\ ere al su found on thc surfaces of SF 12M411285, 
and in <Iddition the outer surface of the base was heavily burnt. These 
observations may be a rdkctron of the w nditions of burial, as 
fragrnc.: nlS of this vessel wcr~ fo und amongst burnt roofing, and below 
the floor. of the Phase 4 dwelling-house. but its use as a cooking vessel 
should not be discounted . 

The taperin g·s ided vessel s ranged in rim diameter from 90mm , to 
160-2400101, and poss ibly up 10 30001 01 . Although no bases 
completed the vesse l prolil e. it was apparent from SF 1324 (EVE 
7.5%), that the body had broken just above th~ base. With a surviving 
he ight of 102mm , it is suggested that the vessel was no more than 
II0mm when complete . The tallest surviv ing height o f the other 
recons lnrc ted pots \\ as no Illore than I IOmm. and the least. 7-tmm 
EVlderl c ~' from the rec()nq r u ~' ! e d base SF I '276 s ugge~ts that th is 
particular thi ck·walled vc ssel attained a hei gh! in excess or 11 50101, 
perhaps as much as 200mm 

All these vessels (see illu s 73) \\ere sooted and all but S F IJII{ EVE 
8% ) and SF 1275 (EVE 25.9%) contained food deposits . These 
carbonised depos its wen: especially noticeable around the rims; 
intern ally on vessel SF 13 17: ,md on both surfaces of SF 1320/1304 
(EVE 14%). Although soot was found intcnwlly on the base SF 1276. 
food deposilS survived onl y on the external surfaces. The heavy use of 
vessels and the excess burning of some bases (see above) indicaies thaI 
these polS were used for food preparation and used on the hearth, either 

directly in the ashes or suspended above the fire. as in the exam ple of 
SF 13 17. 

A few , almost straight rims. were present in the collecti on ie SF 1304, 
SF 1272, SF 1214/ 12 1811226 and SF 1216/1 22 111229, which may 
suggest the presence of four-s ided vessels . These sherds had irregular 
rim profiles, extreme in some cases, or \\crC either so small. th at 
dc/inite c\ idence for louHided vessr.:l s was not present. In the larger 
of these exam ples body sherds were curved bel ow the rim, which 
suggests that the rim s were simpl y mallo rmed vers ions of the other 
vessel l'om1S . 

In addition to the vessel s, several lamps and lamp fragments were found 
in PIl<l<;eS 3 and 4 . The most complete ex runpk , SF 683 , was found in or 
besides the comer hearth J27 in the Phase 3 STOia (illus 74). This is a 
handlc.:d lamp resembling a fl attened ladlc.: . It is l 50mm long and 75mrn 
in width across the bowl. The handle is broken but surv ives c 60mm in 
length . The bowl is ru1 irregular circle with internal dimens ions of 
7:!mlll .\ 57m m. ami a "kPlh o f251l1111 . It \\eigh:; 178g. The lamp is one 
of the filler made pieces of coarse ceram iC to surv ive at the Biggings; 
the bowl was moulded to shape wi lh the handle added as a rolled or 
folded piece ofeJ ay: a sean1 in the upper s url~1CC of the h,mdle is clearly 
vis ible . The surface o flhe ceramic is abraded because o fpenct ration by 
rootlets and as a resull of heav) burn ing. especially around the uneven 
and tlatlencd rim . Depos its of carbon and soot are noted around most o f 
thl' TIIll ,md over half the exterior o f the bowl. and finger impressions 
arc to be scen on the handle . 

A more fragmentary but s imilar exanlp le is SF 518 from a Trench K 
wall cut in Phase 4. It is quite probable thai this lamp o riginated in 
Phase 3 but was later discarded . The bowl of the lamp is all that 
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illus 76 
Fragmemofbowl ofa lamp SF 1141. 

• 

ittus 74 
Coarseware lamp SF 683 . 

illus 75 
Lamp fragments SF 5 I 8 and 
SF 1141. o ~G",.,., 
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surv ives, and over half the rim is missing. It is a more crude example 
than SF 683; it was mou lded into shape, and the ri m formed by folding 
over the clay of the bowl (i ll us 75). II survives 85 mm long by SOmm 
wide and has a bow l depth of c 2 1 mm. II is also heavily sooted 
internal ly and externall y around the rim . The use of grass temper is 
clearly to be seen as is the impression of an oat grain in the floor of the 
bowl Oll us 75) (pers comm Cami ll a Dickson ). 

The othe r example worthy o f mcntion is SF 11 4 1 (with SF 1287) from 
above the floor of the Trench E dwelling-house in Phase 4 (illus 76). It 
is mon: fragmentary than the other two examples described abovc. as 
only half the bowl is presen!. Its form is vel)' sim ilar to SF 5 18, with a 
flattencd base, and rolled over, but more irregul ar, rim. The lamp was 
clearly moulded as can be seen in the finge r tip depress ions vi sible on 
the inside o f the bowl. The shcrd is assumed to have been well-used as 
its rough outcr surface is shiny. 

Other poss ibl e lamp fragments have been identified from Trench E 
(Phase 3), SF 1160, and from Trench K tphasc 4), SF 1265. 



VESSEL DISTRIBlJTION AND TENDENCIES 

(table 13) 

Coarseware vessels appeared at the site during Phase 2, c AD 
1100-1200. in comparable but small numbers o f sherds (6- 15) in 
Trenches K, H and JIL/P, Although only 15 sherds came from the Phase 
2 sktili, in Trench H, this was the highest number to be associated with 
any structure in this trench; by Phase 3 c AD 1250-1400, its pottery 
numbers had declined to only se ven sherds. [n coO\rast the Phase 3 stoja 
at the east end of the site (Trench JILIP etc) had 14 sherds. including the 
almost complete handled lamp (SF 683) . The area of Trench E produced 
pottery, including also it [amp fragment. for the first time during Phase 
3. although the actual number of sherds was very small (4). The most 
significant area in Phase 3 for coarse pottery vessels was the. Trench K 
eldhus with 19 sherds. This trench experienced a continuous mcreasc in 
sherd numbers unti l some time during Phase 5. The significance of 
pottery in Trench K can be explained by suggesting that this building's 
main function was that of food preparation. The eldJms in Trench K may 
have retained its domestic activities until the beginning of Phase 5, thus 
accounting for the increased number of sherds in thi s area. 

In Phase 4 (c AD 1400-1600) alterations to structures affected the 
distribution of pottery across the si te, and many sherds were found in 
levelling layers, principally in the area of Trench H. T he Phase 3 stoja, 
no longer functioned as a building of status and it was replaced by a 
new building in Trench E. This change is renected in pottery numbers 
which remained low ( 16) at the cast end of lhe site in Trenches JflJP , 
due to their location in pit fi[ls or mixed with the burnt roof material of 
the stofa. In contrast 39 sherds of pottery, includin g a lamp fragment, 
were found in the new dwe lling-house in Trench E. Howeve r, the 
Trench K building, although altered, produced the highest number of 
sherds in this phase (135) . It is significant to note. that even with the 
introduction of a new type of ceramic goods during Phase 4 
--continental red wares-the coarsewares were still primarily used for 
food preparation. 

The picture of the dominance and importance of coarsewares persisted 
into Phase 5 (c AD 1600-1800) even though the importation and use of 
finer and bener quality continental redwares reached a peak . A new 
dwelling-house was built in Trench K replacing the Phase 4 building in 
Trench E. Allhough many sherds in Trench K werc associated with 
levelling layers, drain fill s etc, su mcient were located on or within the 
floors of the building to suggest that coarse pottery was stil[ in usc, and 

PHASE 

mENCH Natural 2 3 3/4 4 

II I 15 7 0 16 
K.KA 0 9 19 32 135 
E. EJ , EK 0 0 4 0 39 
J/LPIR I 6 \4 0 16 
uls 0 0 0 0 0 

TOTALS 2 30 44 32 206 

Table 13a 
Coarseware - sherds total by tren ch and phase 
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presumably st ill being produced at the s ite. 155 sherds were found in 
this trench, (including the highest count of continental redwares, sec 
7.3.3 below). 3 1 shcrds were also located associated with a possible 
yard with dwelling-house at the east end of the si te, which may have 
been constructed towards the end of thi s phase. 

From reaching a peak of 206 sherds in Phase 4. coarseware numbers 
began (0 decline, to 186 she rd s in Phase 5, and 36 sherds in Phase 6. 
The latter were from the levelling and constructional layers of a new 
building., the Gorl. built at the cast end of the s ite post- 1846, and onl y 5 
sherds came from disturbed contexts across Trenches K and E. After 
this, only 30 sherds were found in topsoil contexts of Phase 7. all of 
which were derived from earlier deposits 

Generall y there is little to distinguish between the ceramics of the 
different trenches. However. all the tapering·sided vessels were found 
at the west end of the site. from Phase 2 to the end of Phase 4. 
predominantly in Trench K (the eldhlls) with two examples from 
Trench H (the sktili). including a large pottery base . In contrast the 
straight-sided vessels were found in Trenches J and E (the stoia and 
dwelling-house) in Phase 2 and Phase 4. From such small numbers it is 
dimcult to know how consistent thi s trend was. There is also the 
problem of comparing In silll sherds found on noors etc, ie in reliably 
dated stratigraphy, and those found in levelling or destruction layers, or 
pits. which may have derived from earlier contexts . Only Trench K 
produced shcrds with suspension holes, their use centred on the Phase 3 
eld/lUs. Lamps were found in Trenches J, K and E during Phases 3 and 
4 : but it is quite poss ible that they were a product only of Phase 3. 

[t is suggested that coarseware at the Biggings wa~ in usc from Phase 2 
to Phase 5. from c AD 11 00 to possibly as late as AD 1800. [n 
comparison (0 other n:cently excavated si les (discussed below) thi s is a 
long and unbroken time scale which emphasises the significance of the 
Papa Stour assembl age. However, the use of coarseware may have 
ended some time in the 18th century, if not before. when modem 
ceramics became more readil y available. During about 600 years of 
production. it varied lillie in fabric , form or finesse: there was no 
significant alteration of rim shape, sherd or vessel weight, of vessel 
form, of production or even of vesse l function over time . A larger 
number of shenis or more reconstructed pieces may have altered the 
picture. but the assemblage basically represents a collection of vessels 
which were primarily made for cooking food: even the smallest 
ceramics may have served time in the hearth along with the larger 
cooking pots. On ly the rare ceramic lamp was different and used to light 
activities around the work place. 

4/5 6 7 u/s Total 

0 0 I 0 41 
36 55 2 II 7 406 
9 I 3 2 0 58 

2l 30 31 16 0 Il7 
0 0 0 0 4 4 

69 186 36 30 II 646 

Tf{E~(' H Rims 13 {)d~ sherds Uases Lan1ps Total weight Tota! 

H 10 27 4 0 833 41 
K. KA 96 245 64 56:'6 406 
LEJ.EK 15 37 5 1037 58 
J/LP/R 30 88 18 I 2888 137 
"Is 2 0 71 4 

TOTALS 152 399 92 3 10490 646 

Table 13b 
Coarscware - sherd types by trench (weight in Grammes). 
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COMPARISON WITH OTHER SIT ES 

n,is med ieval assemblage of coarsewares is one of the 
largest to have been fo und in the Northern Isles to date, 
only surpassed in nu mbers by the comparable 'Norse ' 
pottery fro m Jarlshof, Shetland (Ham ilton 1956). The 
latter site produced an a lmost unbroken sequence of 
prehistoric coarsewares from the late Bronze Age. 
through the Iron Age, culminating in a late ser ies of 
coarsewares at the beginning of the Norse period. Pottery 
is not recorded from the 9th to I I th centuries but 
occurred aga in at Jarl shofin the late r Norse and medieval 
sett lements of the early 12th century to the end of the 
I3 thlbeginning of the 14th century. 954 sherds were 
class ified as Norse (i n addition there were 63 sherds of 
wheel-thrown medieval wares). The author suggests that 
medieval coarseware came into general use during the 
12th and 13th centuries (ibid, 188). 

The late Norse pottery from Jarlshof (ibid. plate 36) is of 
barre l-shaped vessels with inverted rim s, wide, open
mouthed pots with everted rim s and small tapering-sided 
vesse ls with almost square or rectangular mouths. 
resem bling steatite vesse ls. Grass tempering was 
common and the pottery was hard fired. The pots differ 
s light ly in shape from those at the Biggings, but are of 
comparable heights and width s. Vessels with sq uare 
mouths, square-sided pots, are similar in height to the 
straight-sided vesse ls from the Biggings. and large open 
bowls with in verted or fl at rims are very similar to the 
tapering-sided vessels. Hamilton describes the most 
numerous type from Jarl shof as being a craggan pot wi th 
everted rims sim ilar in appearance to ajam pot ; th is type 
is not represented at the Biggings, but seems closely 10 

resemble a vesse l fo m1 from the Iron Age and wheel
house periods (Hami lton 1956. 188. and comparison of 
plate 16 with plate 36). 

There is little additional comparative material from other 
Shetland sites. The Norse sites of Underhoull and 
Sandwick, both in Unst. produced no coarse ceramics of 
Viking Age or later, and it is suggested that "the Shetland 
Vikings apparently d id not make ceramics, although 
contemporary Anglo-Norse and Hibemo-Norse Vikings 
were ass imilated by pottery-mak ing cultures,," (Bige low 
1989, 186). There were also no loca lly produced 
ceramics of med ieval date among the ex tensive 
collection o f imported wares occurring at Scalloway 
Cast le (Li ndsay 1983: Blackmore below). 

In com parison with the s ituation on Shetland. recent 
work on Orkney has shown that coarsewares exis ted on 
sites from the late Norse period to the Middle Ages: 
however, not a ll the evidence is fully published. Grass
tempered pottery of 12th-/l3th-centu ry date, has been 
found duri ng the last phase of sett lement at Poo l, 
Sanday (Hunter 1992, 132), and at the Norse monastic 

settlement on th e Brough of Deemess (Will iams 1987, 
336-8, fab ric 2(b)). At th e latter site. a lthough medi eva l 
sherds were few , handmade. flat-bottomed and 
stra ig lH-s ided vesse ls were suggested. Grass-tempered 
wares were also foun d at Kirkwall , during th e 1978 
excavation s (MacAskili 1982. 405-406) where the 
majority of sherds were from handmade cooking pots of 
medieval or earlier date. In these exam ples the ri ms a re 
straight or everted. but the sherds represent more 
bul bous vesse ls than those at the Biggings. Coarse 
pottery was also fou nd in Norse contex ts, dated to the 
end of the 10th century and poss ibly the 11t h centu ry. 
from the Brough of Birsay. but none was grass
tem pered (Hunter 1986, 185) . 

Slight ly further afie ld, fragmentary coarseware sherds 
w ith heavy grass temper have been fo und at Fresw ick. 
Caithness (Batey el at 1984. 96-97. 105, 107: and 
Gaimster 1995). They are similar to the Biggi ngs' 
assemblage in being described as having flat bases and 
everted rims; there were also straighter-s ided vessels and 
a possi ble globular form. In add ition bag-shaped vesse ls 
\v'ith rounded bases, some hand les and a few decorated 
sherds were also found. Batey suggests they are of a 
possible I I th-, 13t h-century date. of local manufacture 
and most likely simple cooking pots 'with short life 
spans'. C hronological separation of the f0n11S was 110t 
poss ible. 

Another interesting area to compare with the pottery 
situation on Papa Stour and Shetland in genera l, is that of 
the Hebrides, which has s ites w ith long pottery 
sequences. Recent studies of the complex ceram ic 
situat ion in thi s island group has largely been carried out 
by Lane (1990.129) who st resses that litt le deta iled work 
has taken place on post-Viking ceramics which, for 
example, make up a significant part of the pottery 
assemblages at such sites as the Udal. On the is lands, 
pottery sequences can span 2000-2500 years with 
production lasting until the 19th century: the techno logy 
of production , and sources of clay seem to have largely 
remained unchanged: pots were fired in simp le ki lns or 
bonfi res and they were exclusive ly handmade. Vik ing 
ponery is also known and some of it has grass marks ; the 
fonns may have cont inued into med ieval and later 
periods (ibid. ill 7.6). but differ from those from the 
Biggings. 

The medieval and later hand-made coarsewares of north 
and west Scotland with heavy grass-tempering is known 
as craggal7ware (Quai ll 1979,39). An extreme exam ple 
of this type of ware, which is probably a d irect 
descendent of medieval and ear lier cerami cs was the 
craggan, a hand-made local vessel of poorly fi red clay. 
which was exclusively used fo r cooking pots on St Kilda 
un til the 19th century (Steel 1975,72: see a lso coarse 
pottery in Emery 1996). 



DISCUSSIONS AND CONCLUSIONS 

The assemblage from the Biggings, although far from 
unique, presents much needed additional information on 
the form and use of coarse ceram ics from the early 
medieval period onwards. The study of these ceramics 
across the whole area of Atlantic Scot land is very much 
neglected and from the comparison of sites producing 
similar wares and form s, it would seem that a broader 
investigation of the whole subject is needed, as has been 
suggested (Lane 1990, 123). Conc lusions as to form , 
function and dating from the publi shed examples cited 
above are generally tentative, due to the smal l number of 
sherds, their small size, and in some cases, poor 
stratification. Reappraisal of the ceramic results from 
older sites such as larlshof may be of some use in adding 
to the information that is to come from the publication of 
sites with long pottery sequences such as those on the 
Hebrides. 

Although almost all the sherds trom the Biggings show 
evidence of grass-tempering it was not cons idered the 
only diagnostic feature of this assemblage. There is the 
question as to when organic temper was first used; 
Hunter (1993 , 280) suggests that grass-tempered pottery 
is normally accepted as being Norse in origin- but at his 
site of Pool on Sanday, Orkney, grass-tempered sherds 
appeared in pre-Norse contexts. This was also the case at 
the complex Iron Age site of Howe, also in Orkney (Ross 
1994). Research into the use of organic temper in ceramic 
assemblages in Northern Scotland may not add much 
more infonnation to our understanding of medieval 
pottery, apart from why it was used to the extent it was, 
and to emphasise the continuation of local pottery 
traditions from the Iron Age for at least another 1000 
years. The persistence of the use of organic temper is also 
not fully understood; better quality temper such as 
steatite was avai lable at the Biggings, but rarely used; 
grass-tempering was still used at Pool during the 
12th-13th centuries, during the last phase of settlement, 
along s ide pottery which was steatite-tempered (H unter 
1991 , 132). The function of organic temper needs to be 
better understood, especially when considering that the 
main vesse ls produced were cooking pots . 

Coarseware cooking pots of medieval date have been 
found. in addition to the Biggings. at larlshof, Kirkwall , 
and Freswick, and of more modem date from the 
Hebrides and St Kilda. The s ituation o f medieval cooking 
pots on the Hebrides is at present unclear. What is of 
interest, is that cooking pots seem to have been the main 
foml produced in coarseware. Their form can vary 
s lightly, as the examples from the Biggings and l arlshof 
show; the pots being not particularly large, relatively 
thick walled and undecorated. Whether they suffered 
extensive use, or a s Batey (Batey et al 1984, 105) thinks, 
were relatively short- lived, is a question that needs to be 
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addressed. Again , their pers istence into relative ly 
modern times, to the 17th century, or later, on Papa 
Stour, needs to be explained, especially when other forn1s 
of contemporary vesse l were used such as steatite 
cooking pots and, later, the continental red wares. The 
function of the small straight-sided pots needs clarifYing 
in the light of comparative vesse ls from other sites. Their 
uses may have been varied; as handleless tankards or 
mugs: as storage jars, or as the evidence suggests. as 
s imple cooking pots. 

The small square-mouthed vessels present at larl shof 
were not found on Papa Stour. Although some of the 
more irregular rims at the Biggings may suggest square 
or four- s ided pots, the absence of any additional 
evidence, ie, vessel or rim comers. makes it very doubtfu l 
whether these pots existed at all. The larlshof examples 
may have emulated steatite vessels which were also 
present at the s ite (Hamilton 1956, 188, fig 84). 
Four-s ided steatite vessels were found at the Biggings. 
but apparently not copied in clay (see above). 

From the availab le literature it would appear that the 
handled lamp and the lamp fragments (illus 74-6) trom 
the Biggings are rare, and not presently recogni sed from 
other s ites with contemporary coll ections. They do 
show, however, that when necessary other simp le fonns 
of pottery could be made. and were made during Phase 3 
c AD 1250-1400. Like the four-sided vessel s from 
larlshof, clay lamps may have been made in response to 
the fin e steatite lamps found at the Biggin gs, eg SF 434 
and SF 52 1, although they were found in a later phase; 
both are from Phase 4. 

The pottery on Papa SIDur is crude even when compared 
to prehistoric material. and this suggests that pottery 
making techniques deteriorated in th e early historic 
period. The ev idence from the Biggings wi ll not 
contribut~ to the debate on \vhether the Shet land Viking 
Age was originally aceralllic or not. Suffice it to say, that 
pottery was present at the site as soon as bui ldin gs were 
being used from about AD 1100. A lthough the ceramic 
production is primitive in comparison to the finer wares 
imported to the site, it suggests that it carried on 
traditions establi shed in prehistory into almost modern 
limes. 

It must be questioned as 10 why the inhabitants at the 
Biggings cont inued to usc and presumab ly to make their 
coarse ware in the light of imported finer cerarn ics such as 
Paffrath ware and that from Lower Saxony or England 
(see below). Simi lar questions must be asked at a ll sites 
where coarse and finer wares existed together. The 
obvious answer is that although imported finer goods 
(including metal wares) were available. the ir numbers 
may have been limited and their costs prohibitive; and 
cooking pots may not have been an item of trade in the 
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early medieval period. In frequent visits by merchant 
vesse ls (see sections 2 and 3) may have necessitated 
ex perimentation and improvisation using local resources 
and centuries o ld traditions to supply the vessels needed 
for everyday use. It was only during the laner part of 
Phase 4, in the late 16th and early 17th centuries. thaI 
coarseware use at the Biggings peaked and then began to 

decline. This was due 10 the improved ava ilab ility of 
cont inental redwares. serving both hearth and table needs 
(see 7.3.3 below). Coarsewares continued to be used for 
as much as another 50- 100 years at the s ite but in a 
dec lining capacity. 10 be finally replaced by mass
produced iron or copper cooking pOlS and machine-made 
ceramics. 

7.3.2 STONEWARES AND OTHER ME DIEVAL CERAMICS 

In contrast to the loca l coarsewares. thi s group represents 
vessels imported into Shetland from the Cont inent as 
well as from England. Orthe identifiable fragm ents. jugs 
were the main type of vessel used at the Biggi ngs (deta ils 
in archive). From a total of 3 1 sherds, I I are of 
near-stoneware and stoneware from the Lower Saxony 
region (and one unspecified). two sherds are of Paffrath 
ware, one is from Yorkshire. one is East Anglian. nine 
fragments are Engli sh (not specified further). one is 
Medieval (region unknown ). one is a piece of Reduced 
Cireen Glaze. and four are uncertain. All the pieces are 
very small and very fragm entary. 

PAFFRATH WARE 

Lyn I3lackmo re 

Two sherds of an carly continental ware \~ere found 111 Trench E on the 
\\cstern half of the site. The earliest. SF 1-t56 t illus 77) came from the 
upper fill of a pit in Phase J--\ which disturbed Pha<;e 2 deposits . The 
later shcrd. SF 924 , was found on the wooden !loor of the Phase 4 
dwelling-house . It i~ possible that both ~herds ar~ fHlm the ~alllc vessel 
rhe cerrullic IS hand made. \\llh ~ootln g on the c,ternal surface . 

The sherd s arc of l31ue-Gre~ warc. otherW ise kno\\ n as PafTrath . whi ch 
\\as produced near Cologne (Vince & Je nner 1991. 103--t l From 
examples ({)und in london. It IS broadl~ dated to AI) 1050-1200. Li ke 

ilIus 77 
I'affrath ware sherd SF 1-t56. interior : reprodu ~'cd al 3/-t 

Pingsdmf-type \\ arc . it W ~l<; traded around the North Sea lUld both arc 
found 111 Trondhclm. Bergen and Os lo in contexts of the 12th and carl~ 
13th centuries (in Molaug 1987. sherds of this ware were largely 
TOund-hnnomed pots and largc cooking pots. p234-235) . Il owevcr the 
mOSt common flJrm is the globular jar or ladle. basically a kugelropj 
\\ith applied hool..ed handle. ConfUSion bet\\ecn Paffrath ware and Lo\\ 
Co untries Grey Wares seems 10 be great. and sherds (identified as Low 
COllillries Grey Wares ) found on several s ites along !.he ea<;t coast of 
Scotland. lI1c1udll1g Aberdeen, Penh and Elgin. Tl1a~ need confi rmation. 

LOWER-SAXON STONEWARE AND 
NEAR-STONEWARE 

Han:-- Georg ~tephall 

All lJ ri~ln in Lower Sax(ln~ seems certain for the majoTit y of the I I 
sherds {I f th is ~·al~·g()r;.. c\ en \\ ithout anal)lical C\ idence .·\Ithough the 
difl'crt:nI productIOn centres cannot he distlllgUi shed- the sherds arc 
mainly atypical hody sherd~-11 is vcry likely that most of the sherds 
were made at the poneries in Coppcngrave or Duingen (Stephan 198Ia). 
These seem to have been the main centre s for expon. pani cul arl~ frorn 
the 14th centuT)' onwards . The sherd!-i range in date from AD 1250-1450 
to perhaps the 16th century. 

EHn though tht: sherds art: too small for liml reconstruction of the 
vessel shapes. it is dear that they belong to small to medium-sized 
multi-usc j ugs. Some have an iron-wash, eg SF R09 Phase 3. which is a 
ryplcal lcaturc ofl.()\\cr SaxolI) wares Others. eg SF 848 from Phase-t . 
are light In colour. a product of oXldi sed fir ing. which occasionall y 

illus 78 
Near-stoneware fragment S F 889: reproduced at III . 



occurred from AD 1250 to the 19th century, but especially in the early 
contexts from Grossalmerode. The sherds also represent thin-walled 
vessels, which are again typical for Lower-Saxon medieval pottery. 
Only one sherd, SF 889 Phase 3 (illus 78), a fragment of near-stoneware 
wi th protruding blobs afi ron, is nO( from Co ppcngrave or Duingen. It is 
more typical of Bengerode/Solling, although manufacture in the 
Reinhardswald (now Hessia) cannot be excluded. SF 930 from Phase 6 
is the only sherd which mighl be Rhenish, but in view of the faci that il 
is ncar-stoneware, and that aJl thc other im ported sherds arc from Lower 
Saxony, it is likely that this 100 is from Lower-Saxony. 

The sherds were primarily associated with phases J and 4 with the 
earliest occurring in the Phase J sloja. Sherd SF 889 was located below 
the wooden floor, and SF 896 on the fl oor. Further sherds , SF 809, were 
found in pits (Hi 14/ 16) associated with the Trench H skali during Phase 
3-4. In Phase 4, SF 807 was found on the wooden floor of the 
dwelling-house, but all other fragments came from destruction leve ls of 
the Phase 3 stoja eg SF 848: a Phase 4-5 pit, SF 863 : and reworked into 
Phase 6 contexts eg SF 844, SF 888 and SF 930. 

Gennan stonewares were present at both Scalloway, Shetland, and 
Kirkwall, Orkney, but not in any significant numbers. The paucity of 
stoneware from ScaJloway suggested to the author Ihal 'pottery imports 
arrived at Scalloway as a by-product of trade in more important goods 
and that there was not a sufficient market to merit the importation of 
bctterquality wares in quantity ' (Hall & Lindsay 1983, 573). Stoneware 
vessels at the Biggings are not represented in any sign ificant number, 
but in spite of this, high quality wares are present. Jugs were ohviously 
the preferred types of vessel and , as described above, were found in si/II 
on the floors of the stoIa in Pha<>e 3 and of the dwell ing-house in Phase 4 

OTHER MEDIEVAL CERAMICS 

Robert Will 

Very little medieval material (only 13 sherds) apart from the stonewares 
was recovered from the site. These again represent imported vessels 
probably all from England, which would have supplemented the locally 
made coarseware and steatite cooking pots, and provided additional 
ccrrunic fomls which were belief suited to the table rather than the hearth . 

The earliest sherds were found in Phase 3, cg SF 851. below the wooden 
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floor of the stoja and in the ashes of the eldJlIIs hearth , where SF 810, a 
badly abraded grey sherd with brown applied decoration. has an 
unknown ronn. Other sherds we re found in Phase 4. SF 34 1 was located 
in the pit JL55 and SF 812, fragment s of a Yorkshire jug with a 
thumb-decorated hase (illus 79), crune from a dump in Trench K (K98) 
Thisjug possibly dates to the 14th century, but due to the poor condit ion 
of the glaze and without petrological analysis. the spec ific Yorkshire 
kiln cannot be identified. The rest of thi s group came from disturbed 
conte.xts in Phase 5 (SF 81:'i. SF 820. SF 828 and SF 957) and in Phase 7 
(SF 869). The former have a similar fabric and may be from Ihe same 
vesseL largely found in Trench K. The latter was a spindle-whorl made 
out of a piece of 15th-century Reduced Green Glaze. probably a jug 
This material wa~ commonly in use from the lale 14th century through 
to the late 15th or early 161h centuries. and has been found throughout 
Scotland on most medieval sites, but as yet no kiln has been found 
(Haggarty 1980). The majority ofsherds were small and atypical body 
sherds. The dating of all these sherds lies between (he 141h and 15th 
cent uries. 

illus 79 
Fragment of a Yorkshire jug with a thumb-decorated base 

7.3.3 THE NORTH GERMAN /SOUT H SCANDINAVIAN REDW ARES 

Lyn Blackmore 
i\ preliminary analysis was made by Robert \Vill 

The excavation at the Biggings 1977-90) yielded a total 
of356 redware sherds (4.24 EVEs) mostly from the main 
area (Trenches E, JILIPIR. H and K); a few scattered 
sherds were also found in Irenches M and S (see chapter 5 
sections on the location and dat ing of the site). These 
were mostly recovered from the uppennost level s, but 
there are s igni fi cant groups from Phases 5 and 4, while a 
few sherds are from contexts assigned to Phases 2 and 3. 
Some of the latter are stratified, but others are intrusive. 
The sherds vary in size, but most are sma ll and in poor 
condition . A few arc burnt , w hil e the majority, largely 
due to the geographical location of the s ite, arc abraded or 
have a 'sand-blasted ' roughness; in some cases the glazes 
arc miss ing a ltogether. 

A range of faml s is represented, some plain, others 
s lip-coated or with s lipware decoration. but the dominant 
fonn s are slraight-handled tripod pipkins (hereafter 
referred 10 as s(jertepoller) frOIll northern Germany or 
southern Scandinavia. These are considered in the light 
of an ongoing study of similar redwares found on 
excavat ions of the Archbishop ' s Palace in Trondheim . 
Norway (Blackmore in prep): findspots in Scotland 
include Kirkwal l (MacAsk ili 198:) and Scalloway Castle 
(Hall & Lindsay 1983). Dishes are the second most 
common type, followed by a group of sherds which 
de ri ve from pipk ins or porringers, some with unusual 
internal decorat ion ; smaller sherds have been listed under 
the most like ly category. The following report. which 
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Phase 
Trench Nmural 3 4 415 6 7 ws TOIai 

H 2 I 0 7 0 0 3 0 13 
K. KA 0 0 4 5 89 44 0 143 
[ .EJ.EK 0 0 22 14 0 4 51 0 91 
JILPIR 2 10 5 0 5 15 25 0 62 
M 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 43 43 
S 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 4 4 

TOTALS 4 II 3 I 26 94 20 123 47 356 

EVEs 0.07 0.2 0.28 1.75 0.58 1.04 0.32 4.24 

Table 14a 
Continental redwarcs· she rd total s by trench and phase (u/s an; unphascd sherd s from Trenches M and S). 

Phase 
Type Natural ) 4 415 6 7 ws Totals EVEs 

Pipkin 3 9 23 18 71 14 92 26 256 268 
Cooking pol 0 2 0 0 0 0 8 0.08 
]lipkin/porringer I 0 2 6 13 2 7 4 37 0.58 
Dish 0 0 I 2 10 2 12 15 42 0.63 
Porringer 0 0 0 II I I 4 0 6 0. 11 
Dish/porringer 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 I 012 
?Jug 0 0 0 U 0 0 2 0 2 
Storage j ar 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0.04 
Mi scellaneous 0 0 0 0 0 0 2 0 3 

TOTALS 4 II 3 1 26 94 20 123 47 356 4.24 

Table J4b 
Continental rcdwarcs - sherd tolal s by fo rm and Phase (u/s arc unphascd sherd s from trenche s M and S) . 

comprises a summary of the possible sources of the 
redwares. comments on the fabric s, form s and 
di stribution of the sherds. a discuss ion and a conclus ion. 
Lists of the find s by stratigraphic location and form are 
available in archive, Tab le 14b summarises the di strib
ution of types. 

REDWARE AND SLIPWARE PRODUCTION 
CENTRES 

The main areas of n:dware production relevant to this assembl age are 
Denmark. OOaslal southern Sweden, the present counties o f 
Schleswig· ll olstein. Holstein, the Weser and Werra valleys and the 
Pottland in Gennany- Among the main problems in distingui shing the 
products of different potteries in the area under review are the greater 
interest hitherto shown in the faience and porcelain or the area the dearth 
of published kiln sites dating to before 1700, the ge neral sim ilarity of 
traditions and fabrics. the lack of museum inventories (Kruse 1987, 9: 
68) and methods of classification. which being based on fabric colour and 
glazing, have often failed to differentiate between ' Iocal' redwares and 
imports from the Low Countries (this however is improving through the 
impon.ant work in LUbeck, Laneburg and in Lund). The foll owing 
summary is intended to present the range of poss ible souru:s of the 
pottery found at Papa Stour; much is abstracted from a recent survey of 
production centres by Ian Reed (forthcoming in Blackmore in prep). 
Dati ng is further considered under fonn types and in the discuss ion. 

GERMANY 

The pre sent border bet\\ecn (Jcm1any and Denmark is further north 
than It \\ as in the 16th and 17th centuries. when it ran bet\\een Kiel and 
Friedn chsladt. Redwares lou nd at sites now in the northern part of 
Schleswig- Holstein thus have a dose affinity with Danish wares, 
although the same tradi tions extend southwards . The main potting areas 
III the nortIH\'estcm pan o f the county were the Altes Land. to the 
north-west of Hamburg, and Dithmarschen. On the easlern coast 
ponery was produced in the area around Fl ensburg. at Kic1 and in the 
Probstei. at Schonberg. Preel2. and LOtjenburg (Kaufman 1979, 19): 
Preetz was espec ially important in the 17th and 18th centuries. if not 
earlier (K ruse 1987): a smaller centre is PIOn. The sljerrepolle appears 
to have been the standard vesse l form in a ll the potteries in 
Schles\\lg-Holstein (Kaufman 1979 , 62). Excavated finds include an 
important group of late medieval and early post·medieval red wares 
from Scgelmacherstrassc, Flensburg (Westphalen 1989). and kiln 
wasters fro m Preetz (Kruse 1987), In addit ion to plain redwares. 
slip-decorated vessels were produced across this whole area: among the 
fomls produced arc dishes o f many shapes and s izes, plates. cooking 
pots, pipkins, tureens, baking moulds and co landers (Kaufman 1979, 
2 1), Most known industries date fro m the late 17th century: it is 
uncertain how early they staned o r how widel y the wares were 
distributed. 

To the east. redwares in the same tradition occur freq uentl y across the 
city of LUbeck lFalk 1987: Schulz 1990: Brabant el al 1993), and the 
recent discovery o f pottery wa'llers dated to the 17th/ 18th centuries on a 
site in Dankwansgrube (Falk 1994), lends support to the hypothesis that 



Sfjerlepvlfer and other fomls were produced in the city during the [ate 
medieval and post-medieval periods tHartmann 1978. 108: Kenzler & 
Thode 1993.237). 

To the south·west of Hamburg, redware production took placr: in 
LOnehurg. where rcdwares arc commonl y found (Lau .... 1982: Kuhlbofll 
1995) and where a poucry producing plain and slip-decorated red wares 
ha) recent ly been excavated (!\:Uhlbom 1996: Ring 1996: E Ring pers 
comm) , Other important potting celllres were upstream from Bremen 
and Hannover (!\:uhl bom 1995. kane 6). Here redwares were made in 
the \V erra valley. while \Veser whitewares were produced in the 
'Polt[and' of southern Lower Saxony; the lalter can be pinkish rr:d 
(Hurst el 011986.242·2)9; Reed 1990.37·&). Sfjerreporrer were made 
in thi s area from c 1500 (StephlUl 1992. 15-1 6); the 17th·century forms 
arc often decorated with slip and rouletting (Stephan 1981h. 82. 87: 
Stephan 1992370': Hurst el a11986. 244. 25 1). The most important 
rcriod for both Wcrra and Weser wares was between c 1580-1620. 
when slip-decorated dishes and bowls were widely exported. hoth 
across the North Sea and to Scandinavia. Later slipwares from these 
area" have simplcr decoration. From the 17th century onwards. 
slipwares were als(l produced in the Lower Rhincland (Hurst el (II 19SI). 
262-7: Naumann 1988: Reed 1990. 38) and in the area of 
Wildershausen to the south·east of Oldenburg in Lower Sa ... ony 
(Vosgerau 1981). Both were distributed widel y across thi s area lUld into 
Holland: the former occur rarel y in Britain, but the latter have not yet 
been recognised in England or Scotland (Molaug 1981 . 61: Hurst 1.'1 al 
1986. 260·2). 

DENMARK 

During the mid 16th century. pottery workshops wcre establ ished in a 
number of Danish towns (Bencard & Roesdah l 1972) and production 
appears 10 have flouri shed during the late 16th and 17th cr:nt uries 
Towards the cnd of the 16th century. Na:stved (So uth Zeeland) appears 
to have heen thc lead in g centre: the wares include both glazed imd 
unglazed redware bowls. plates and sfjl!rlepOller of various sizes: 
slip-decorated vessel s and lin·glazed tiles have also been found (Ehlers 
1967.29·30: 32). Copenhagen seems to have emerged a<; a production 
centre in the 17th century: one of the last city· based workshops was at 
Adelgade c 1659. where wasters of stjerrepol1er. tripod skill ets. 
cauldrons and oi l lamps were found (ibid, 33: Molaug 198 1. 61 ). Plain 
red ware pipkins. cauldrons. single·handled bowls and sllpwan.: dishes 
were also produced at Aalborg in the early 17th cenWI)' The first 
assemblage to he studied in detail was that from Stakhavcn. on the 
island of Dragm. \\hich dates from the late 15th centur) on\\ards 
11.icbgOIl 1979). Other excavated groups are those frOIll Ribc (\1adscn 
& Schiorr lll g 19S I). Sandhagen (Bender-Jorgensen 1(82) and Store 
Valhy (Stcenshcrg & Christensen 197·H. It is unkno\\11 h()\\ \\ i dc1~ 

these wares were di~t rihuh.:d outs ide Denmark 

SWEDEN 

Until 1658 most of southern Sweden formed pan of the kingdom of 
Denmark . and much of the pottery found there (both medieval and later) 
renecrs hoth D,mi sh and Baltic inn uences . Pottery usc became more 
widespread from (' 1500, and especially after the Reformation. when 
red wares became incrcasingly common. Plain dishes appeared some 
time atter 1550. and the first slip-decorated examples occur in the later 
)6th centu ry (Flf\\ cndahl 1995.23). By the mid 17th centlll)' there \\ere 
potteri es in 30 towns. and 100 years later this had increased 10 121 
workshops in 61 towns (lo r summaries see Ibid. 15· 27 . J 1-32: Reed . 
forth collllng) . One Il l' lhe Jll I)~ t CO llllllon products \\ as the ITlplld plp[..ln 
\\h lC h \\ilS stIli prlldu ced duri ng the 18th celllut:- . aJl(lther p( l]lular 
17th-cenltl0 fortn \\<1.., the tripod fr;.ing pan or skIllet ~s el.' \\ 'ahI 1'1<1 
1976. pa.wIII), At Ilalmstad. on the west coast. rl.'sldl.'nt p() ltr:r ~ arc 
documented In 1635 :1nd from 1661 (Augustsson 1985. 9 1). I kre . 
\ arious \\a5ter dumps have pro\'ided evidence for the production of 
double-fired tripod pipkins and slip-decorated di shes as \\cll ,l~ 

stoVl.:-tiJcs: it is nut known whether any were produced for e.", port 'I he 
redwares arc slightl y dilkrcnt from those described bclo\\ . but the 
s[ipwarcs arc vcry [ike those produced in the Werra and Weser regions 
of northenl Gennany_ suggesting that the medieval induslry was 
revived hy immigrant potters (ibid. 91-2). Large assemblages of plain 
and slip+decorated redwares found in Lund suggest local production. 
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although this remains to be systematieal[y studied (0 Gaimster pers 
comm). On the cast coast, waster dumps dated to the \ 640s have been 
excavated in Kalmar: these contain a range of pipkin rims. some like 
those described below (Blohmc 1995.87. figs 4-8) 

NORWAY 

No potter)' was produced in Norway hetween the Viking period and the 
early 17th centur)·. all the pottery used there being imported. At present. 
the largest published groups of post-medieval rcdwares are from Oslo. 
Most seem to be imports from Holland or north Gemlany/southem 
Scandinavia (Molaug 1977: 1979: 1981: 1987). which are also well 
represented in Bergen and Tro ndheim (Reed 1990. 42 ). It is here that 
the earliest reference to native production is recorded (160611607). but 
the next is not until c 1700. when a Geml,m potter from Flensburg had 
se ttled in the town. Thereafter Trondheim was an important centre. 
espec iall y for slipwares. which were distributed across Nom'ay: the 
forms are clearly influenced by Ihe north German/soulh Scandinavian 
wares described above and be low. Single pallers arc mentioned in 
Bergen in 1636 and in Stavanger in 1638 (Opstad 1990. 90), while a 
pottery was established in Oslo c 1711'1 (ihid. 24: 52). In the late 18th 
ccntury Sandnes. near Stavanger. hccame establ ished as a brick·making 
and potting centre (ibid. 91). and thi s industry thrived well into the 20th 
century. lillIe or nothing is known of the wares produced in Bergen. 
Os lo or Stavanger. but it is certain that no Trondheim wares are present 
at Papa Stour (see below) , 

LOW COUNTRIES 

Dutch redware cooking vessel s and North Holland slipwares were 
widr:[ y exported across north-west Europe (for descript ions see Hurst er 
al 1986, 130·75) but none are prese nt in the Papa Stour material. Some 
of the slipwares found on the site could be from Limburg, where 
lRth-century kitns have been excavated at Genncp {Mars 199t). but it 
would seem that this industry. which wa.;; closely allied to the Rhenish 
slipware tradition. was mainly aimed at local/regional di stribution. 

FABRICS 

While it is possible to iso late Dutch wares by fabric alolle. the redwares 
produced in North Germany/Southcm Scandinavia are notoriously 
di lTicult to characterise since the geo logy of much of thi s area is the 
same (Lindsay 1983. 567: Blackmore in prcp). This has been borne out 
by initial sc ientific analyses, During the stud~ of li nds from the 
Archbishop's Palace. Trondheim. 30 sam ples were analysed by 
Inductive ly Coupled Plasma Spectrometry. a roml of el emental, or 
o.:ornpos itional analysi s (Thompson & Walsh 1989. Walsh 1995 ): of 
these. li\t! \\ere made in Trondheim. the remaindcr imported. 20 of the 
Imported sherds were also e ... ami ned in thm section l Vince 1995). This 
showed that the local Trondheim wares can be read i l~ Identified. as they 
are much finer than the southern wares and fom1 a chemically discrete 
group. but both techniques failed to find clear groupings amongst the 
imported wares. Thus although some macroscopic ditrerences between 
coarser red wares can be ohscrved (finds from LUheck. for example, are 
on the whole finer than the imported redwares from Trondhcim). it has 
so tar proved difficult to distinguish betwcl.;n them scientificall y. 

All the redwares from Papa Stour arc o f iron-rich cla}s which (unless 
burnt) arc even[y fired: most have an orange sandy body, They were 
lo und. (at .x20 magnification). to he \ inll:111~ identic;}1 to the imported 
rr:d\\ are s from Trondheim \\hlch h,l\l' heen de~cr i bed (Vi nce 1995 ) as 
..:ulltallllllg : ro unded tl!rn {mostl~ tn (j ~nHlI ) . .."u mcllme.." coated \\ nh an 
lron-nch co mpound. probabl~ the rellln:Ult.~ of an iron-rich cement: 
[Ulgular quartz sand (UP to 0.21111ll ). angular flint (occurring 
~ poradicall~. up 10 2.0mm ): heat allcred glauconite (s parse fragments 
up to O.3mmt acid igneous rock tahered fd spar and quartz. Ill ostl~ 

present as 'sand' grains up to o 2 111 lll . acceSSOr) mine rals 
Inon-specific): rounded clay pellcts: quarv silt (up to 0, I mm ): and mica 
SIll (hoth biotite and muscovite. up to O. J 111m ). These inclusions are of 
variab le size and frequency: most occur in most sherds, but not 
necessarily in the same combination or frequency. The finds from 
Kirkwall and from Scalloway Castle al so contain variable amounts of 
sand, mica and ferruginolls inclusions: those from Scalloway arc 
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descri bed as ·rlch III sub-angular whlle and trans lucent quart...: grlb 
which can be up to O.75 mm long, although they average c 0.5mm' 
(Li ndsay 1983,567, MacA skt11 IQR2 , 409) 

An attempt was made to divide the Papa Stour fabrics into fine , medium, 
sandy and coarse, but this proved dillicul1 to maintain a~ there is a sublle 
gradation in Ihe denslt) of inclusions, wilh no ckarly defined boundaries 
between Iypes. However, bolh finer <Uld more sandy wares appear to be 
rare. and the material h;L~ thus been Ireated a~ one general group. The 
fine r sherds include one or 1\\0 dishes and the base of a jug in a srll)' 
iron -ri ch buff fabnc ufunl.n(ml1 nrrg.m (SF 887 from Phase 7, Hlus 80) 
\\hich has hea\· ~ !>oul deptls lts ThiS IS n()t [ypi cal of the GcmHul 
redwares. but is unlike the bujl'\lares produced mthe Weser area 

ill us 80 
North Germ an/So uth Scand in avi an redware jug base SF 887 

The slip\\ares may d\!Tlve from more than one source. blll seem [ 0 be 
from the same genl.'ral gl'lllngll,:al area a~ the plalll n.:dwares, dltl'crence" 
in fabrics do nOi appear to corn:",pond II lIh differences in treatment (i ..: 
sl ip-decoration Of sllp-cnaung) The most striking finds are thl' 
pipkrn-like forms 1\lth mtcnl:ll decor:luon. a t)pe for \\hl ch no parallel~ 
hale been found If [11I..~!>": c\luld bl' matched. lhc~ might POint tl) thc 
origin n flh~ oth~r II arc" 

Relati \ e1~ fell holl\)\\ II arc" arc trul~ ~l1p-coal~d (see bel ()\\). a fCII 
appear {O be 0;0. bu{ {hlS!S r mhuhl} dlu 'iOr). caused h~ a glaze 50 110m 
that it has become op aqu..: Un..: nr [\\(1 vessel5 seem to ha\c a [hm 
self-slip: these rnclude SF Y 14 (illu~ 81 ) and a pipkin found rn Phase 0 
(S F 906) and the topso il (S F 899 and SF 902), \\hile a few burnt sherd!> 
also have deceptive white I!1n..:r or outer surfaces and a black co re 
caused by burning (eg SF K58 and SrR60, illus 81). One pipkin leg h1l~ 
patchy red stai ning on the outer surface, the nature of which is uncertain 
(SF 1443). Some "herds have a palchy rcd layer between the body orthe 
pot and the glaze , which can be thicka in SOllie places. thinner or absenl 
in others leg SF 846 , SF 791. SF 796 and SF 769) . This trait. \\hi ch hib 
yet to be e,xplained . lla,~ also h..:..:n noted on a fell (predominantl) late 
15th-I I 6th-cen tury sherds) from Trondhcim (Blackmore in prep) . [I is 
likely that this is a chcmil'al rcacllun c(lused during firing (see Onon e l 

al 1995, 133-5 ). If a n:d !>Il p had hc..:n ddiberatel~ applied, cliher lu 
enhance the glaze COillilL ur ,l~ a protective coating. as seen on unglazed 
medieval shdl-tempcred storage Jars from Lincoln (J Young pers 
comm), one would e.\IX'ct a mOT..: ncn coating. 

FORMS 

The redwares fall mlo 1\\ 0 st)lr stic and func tional groups : plain \Iares 
and slipwares, cooking vessels and tahle wares. The latter appear earlil!r 
and are more common (74% of the tot<ll shl!rds). Both types comprise 

mallll) flItl ur bod} sherds II ilh fl!\\ bases. ltl no ..: a~e \\ ere a nlll and a 
hruldk present on the same vessel. Tablewares arc mainly slip-coated or 
~llp-decorated : cooki ng vessds largely compnse plain n:dwarcs _ As far 
as p(\~slhk Ih..: 11l1ter (both plain and slip-decorated) have been 
d'l~sili..:d aeC0rding 10 the typology devised for the undecorated 
rcdware cooking vessels from the Archbishop' s Paillee . Trondhe im 
(1:13(;- ErkebispcgArden : Blackmore in prep) . In this system, rims were 
code d 11\ , In ..:Ii; (upper case), handks la, Ib etc (lower ca~e) The 
datrng <ts!> lgned to these foml groups is prov IsionaL pend l1lg the final 
ph'l~ing Mthe Archbishop 's Palace . The distrihullon of the 'lssemhlagc 
,l~ a "hole LS Illustrated in table I~a) . 

REDWARE COOKlNG POTS 

TIll S term I " u~..:d here for flat- or sagglllg-based I essel s. e llher \\ Ith no 
handle, or \\ Ilh slIlg!e or opposed looped, rod or strap h,mdks (DwchJ 
Gemllll1 (i rapefl, Scand ina\ Ian orepOUer) . S..:\ en ~ heTds arc probably 
from c()I.lkrng pots, including one rim (0 .08 EVE). In [hc assemblage 
from the Archbishop's Palace, Trondheim, fo ur variants were found 
(J:BU group I ), all prohabl) of 15th-century date, hut the tyJ1C evolv..:s 
from th..: greyware tripod cooking vessels of the medieval period 
Coo~lIl g pot rims nfEBG type I A are rounded : types IIJ-I n ar..: everted 
1Uld I id-sea[ed . The one everted rim from Papa Stour IS of E13G Iype I B 
(i llus Xl. SF 8S8, hunn: see above). Interestingly, this sherd is fmm a 
relativel y early C0ntext in Trench P (sl!e below ). Onl' rim fro m the 
Shell;md slle uf Scalloway Castle ma) belong 10 thiS group. alt hough 
then: d'l\~..:d ,L~ a mug (Lin dsay 1983. 569: fi g 6. no 1·1) [)unng the la[e 
15th cen[u~ FBC i TIm group 1 \\ as graduall~ sup..:rscdcd h~ nrns of 
FBG t~ Ill':. ~A. 2B and 2C 1\ hlCh are Inverted . olkn 1\ nh stabbed or 
thumh..:d decorallon These seem to occur \\ith elth..:r h)(lp handles or 
strai ght handks (for rubflshed e'\ampJe~ ",ce Llebgotl (4N. jigs f1 J, 
621: nlllll' arl' reprcsented here 

REDWARE PIPKI NS (Sfjt.'ru.'Polfcr) 

Stralght-handkd tnpod plpklllS \\ IIh three applied kg:. "..:e rn to hal e 
beco me ITwr..: common after c 1500, allhough this datI! ma~ havc vaned 
acco rd ing [0 the slle . They are certainl~ present in gro ups dated to 
pre~ I .'i-lO in Trondheim, while in LUbeck sherds orth..: ..:arliesl forms arc 
,L"sociateu with Ihe construction of part o r the town wall. dated 
J544- 1560, where redwares account for c 74% oflhe pollay (SchmiU 
19Y6, 272)_ The handles are whed-thrown as cones. with a vari cty of 
[ermlnal s~ thl.'~ arc luted onto the body oflhe pot, usually secm..:d with a 
~ Illg.lc ling..:r lI11pres~ lon on either si de, although III Trondhl!llll some 
e\amples 111Ih paired or multiple impressions have been found. In aiL 
2:'6 ", herd!> from the Biggings derive from vl.'"scl", or till :. [YPI!, 1I1c1uding 
27 TUllS (:! oX !--: VES) Of Ihese. 228 arc p!alll redll arcs (n m..:asurahk 
nn1'o , 2~4 E\'E,,). slrp-decoratcd ,herds are dlscllssed hel ml ~los t 

ha\c <l prcdmnlnantl~ clear Internal glaLl' Illth green or hrolll1l"h 
11l1gc~ . hut ~1)L1l ": ha\ e a green -brol, n gl<v e. Ilhlle a 1''':11 haH' a dar~ 
gr,,:cll gla.re In I rondh":lm . dark green lIlternal glaJ:e!> appear III be a 
f..:a lure of ..:arir..:r II art's. the~ arc less com mon on latn 16th- and 
17I h-celltur~ I..: ssels, al though reappearing In thl' laler I 7th ccntu~ 
h;ternal gla/lng IS rare and appears 111 most ..:a.-.es [0 ~ aCCidental. Tht: 
dimensions of the pla1l1 pi pk ins at Papa Stmlr ar..: hard to ascl!rtain due 
10 the fragml!ntary nature of the matl!riaL but Tim dl3111..:te rs range 
hetw..:ell 100nlln [Uld 200mm in diruncter. The malll duster (deven 
rims ) fall s between 140-160mm in dianl..:t<:r Unl y four arc larger 
( 1 KO-200mm): sel'en are smal ler li 00-130mm). The sample is limited. 
bUI [h..:rl.' is a possible increase in vessel size with timl! 

I he ..:arlrcsi run fonns which are never assocJaI..:d 1\ ith a loop tl1mdle 
ar..: EBCj type 2D, and the co llared rims orEBG group 3, which seem to 
haH' dl'vl'\ op..:d from EBG type- ID The lfl\ened and Internally 
..:\panded rull typc ~D is fo und on lessel s II Ith a bO\I1-~hap..:d protile 
and a cord\JI1 bc t\\cen the bod~ and thc rim: the nm diametcr is greater 
than the height and usually corresponds WIth th..: maxm,urn girt h. 
C lass ic ex amples orthls type are found at Aebclholt III Denmark, where 
[hq I\ ..:rc dated 10 c 1500 (Liebgon 1979, !1g 2(9). None arl! present on 
Papa Stour, and the~ appear to be absent from, tlf \":T) rare, at 
Seall(l\\a~ and Klrk\\all 

fn the mid to later 16th cenlUr)', rim type 20 de veloped into Ihl! grooved 
flItl typ..: 4A ((]em13n Dornrand) which is fo und on plarn vl!ssels o f 
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illus 81 
North G~rman/S outh Scandinavian redware pipkins. Rim type s: 1 B (S F 858): 4 (SF 857, SF 778. SF 860. S F 849. SF 8 17. SF 
781. SF 845 . SF 8.t2) : 5 (SF 836. SF 886. SF QJ7. SF 82hI8-l0 ): 517 (S F 962, 914) and 8 (SF 7(5) . Handle I)P~S 2/3 (SF 197, 
SF 864 ): 4a (S F 87.t) and 5c (SF 947). 

similar proportions to group 2, but with a d~~per, morc rounded form 
and a distinctive shoulder cordon at the junction of the rim and body: 
below thi s the vessel wall has a band of rilling. The fir st Il)rnl, EBG rim 
type 4A. is inverted and can be internally e.'\panded (cf Molaug 1987, 
fig 27 . nos 1.2). One rim from Papa Stour co uld belong to group 2 (i llus 
81. SF 857), but the angle of the shoulder suggests thaL like SF 778 it 
belongs 10 type 4A : two rims from Kirkwall arc of thi s type (MacAskill 
1982. Ji g 8, nos 3 1, 32) . Rims of U3G type 413 are more uprig,ht and arc 
not internally expanded: type.t e is everted \\hile type 4D is iITeglilarl~ 
evened . a range of subtle variatH_ms is found (cf Molaug 198 1. lig .5 L In 
Os lo Ihis rim group was not prese nt before 1540, and probably firs t 
appears aller 1567. At Ihe Archhishop' s Palace, Trondheirn , it is present 
before 1590, but it is currentl y uncertain how mu.ch earlier. At LUnehurg 
this fo m] \~as prese nt in the main fill of a cesspit. dated to Ille 16th-1 7th 
century (Klihlbom 1995, 40. 52), whi le at Flenshurg a general 
16th-ce ntuT)' date W1L<; given (WeslphaJen 19R9. 74-5) . 

Decoration in the fo rm of a si ngle or a double incised line around the 
outer rim edge (sub-types i and ii respecti vely) seems to have appt:ared 
on Group 4 rims during the latc 16th century. Several rims from Papa 

Stour have one external groove, but onl y one has two (SF 949). In all. 
Group 4 comprises nine rims. of which two are of Iype 4A, one is of 
type 4[3i (includin g SF 849. illus 81), two arc of type 4C i (SF 849 and 
SF 817). one is of type 4Ci i (SF 949) while three arc of type 4Di 
(including SF 845 and SF 842. illus 81 ). One rim has been assigned 10 
type .tei (S F 871). but the pronounced cordon and col lared profile are 
unusual and the fo nll has not been matched elsewhere : it is possible thai 
this helongs to (jroup I , Rims of EBG Group 6 arc ve ry like those o f 
Group .t . but afe elongated. \\ il h a more wllared prolik: they Tlla~ he 
decoraled \\ ith rllukning (cf M()laug 1981 . fig 6). It is poss ible thai SF 
817 belongs to thi s group, which would appear to date from the late 
17th ccntury. 

At Kirk\\all and at 5ca110\\a) Castle. ri ms of EBG Group -l were 
cla<;sed as rim fonll J or 5. \\hile rims of E[3Ci type 6 were classed as 
rim lo nns 3, 4 or 5 (Lindsay 1983. fig 6. nos 10-1 L lJ). Dating W:L~ 
uncertain. but it was thought that these lomlS were in use by the mid 
17th century (MacAskill 1982.409-1 0: Lindsay 1983. fig 6, nos 7-9. 
12 ). At Scalloway rims with both single and double grooves on the rim, 
and single or double shoulder cordons were found. It was thought by 
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Lindsay thai such varialions were due 10 Ihe poltcr's whim (Ibu/. 568): 
sludy of a wider samplc, however. shows that they are intentional. 
although no specific COTTclallon of rim fo mtJdiaJl1cler and number of 
groO\ cs/cordollS ha~ ),CI been noted 

Ri ms of EBG Group 5 have an uprighl or sli ghtly everted rim with a 
characteri sti c Itlplc cordon effcci (Gennan Rle/enrand: cf Mulaug 
1981. fi gs7. 8). lh ls fo nn \\!b co pied b~ the Trondheml potters Runs of 
EIKi type SA have a shan cu ll ar. those of type 5B have a deeper collar. 
Types 5Ai and .'i 8 i both have a marked kick on the inner wall at the 
junction of the rim and the shoulder. On rims ofl)'pe "Aii and 5Bii.thc 
Inner wall fl ow", S TTl (l(l lh1~ frum the nec).. IIltn the bod~ This TIITl group 
IS present at Scal l{may Castle and at Klrkwall. where It was classed as 
nm forlll I (L indsay 1983. 567-8. fig 6. no 1. 2; Mat:As kil l 1982. 410) 

The datmg of this foml is problemati c (sec Kohlborn 1995.39--'0 ). At 
SC<lll oway II wa~ suggested Ihm the type may not ha\e been co rnma n 
unlil Iht: 181h ccntul)' (Lindsay 1983 . 5(18). and this may well apply for 
Ihm site , In Scandinav ia however. this rim would appear to have been 
II1lroduced in the earl~ 171h ce lltUT) In Oslo it is rare before the lown 
fire llf 162~ . bUI is thereafter the most common Iype (Molaug 1981. 
:;101-9) In Trondhelnl it is present on the Archbishop 's Palace in a phase 
initially dated C' 1640-1672 (excavations of 1991 ). but unclear how 
much earlier It appears In I liMed it has been found in contexts broadl) 
dated to the I :;th-17Ih cenlunes. but It should be noled that the~e ~lIes 
\\ere dug in spits. not la)c rs (Schulz 1990.228: Brabandl er a/1993. 
237)_ The sanle daling wa:, adopted for a cesspll g. roup at LOndmrg. 
although thc bulk o f this assemh lage \\a" cons idered III dale to the 16th 
and 17th cenlUnes (KOhlbnrn 1995. oWl The type IS c1earl~ 10ng-ll\ed. 
and IS the most common 18th- and 19Ih-centuT) foml at PrectL and 
Pion. where It oecasionall) llI.:curs \~ith a strap handle instead of a 
straight one (Kruse 1987. ~4 -:;) 

The Papa Stou r assemblage Includes nine Group:; rims: the ~ hort

collared ioml ls the most co mmon. \\l lh Ihree c\alllpk~ oft) pe 5Ai 
(S F R36. SF 937. SF 8261840. illus X2) and fo ur o f ty pe 51Ji No 
examples of [1m type 5Aii arc presenl. \\hile 5Bii l ~ rcpre sented b~ 
unl~ one ves sel (S F 886. see beIO\\) One II1complcle run could o nl~ 
be assigned 10 type 5B. There is some vanet) in Ihe manufacturc of 
Ihese rims. Some arc upright. others sli ghtly inverted or everted : some 
have an even thickne ss wh ile others are internally expanded 
However. in all the abO\c . the rim is clearly coll ared and the neck 
sl lghlly conslfleted , T\\ o \aTlants arc pre se nt al Papa StoUT \\here Ihi s 
diVi sion bel ween the rim and Ihe body IS less obV IOUS. On SF 962. Ihe 
rim is externall y upright hili internally expandcd . while on SF 9141he 
Tim i ~ quite inverted , These do not fit e\acll~ \\ ith (jroup :; or \\ illl Ihe 
range of elongated and dn eloped \ ariants of thi S form \\ hlCh 
t:Omprise thc later E13G rim Group 7. The) have thus heenlisled as run 
Iype 517. although the fiKI lhal Ihey hoth occur rdalivcly carl) III thc 
P,lpa o;;;tou r ~e4uence ma~ Indi catc Ihat Ihl'se ill\crled ronns predate 
tht' upnght ones 

Few legs or handks are presellt. and mos! are incornpkle. At Scalloway 

illus 8:! 
Sho rt- co llared rim SF 826/840: repro du ced at 2/3 . 

Castle. it was Ihought that the range of handle tem li nals might s imply 
result from art istic licence (Lindsay 1983 . 567), but there is a broad 
chronological sequence. albeit with regional variations. The hand le 
rypolog) prepared lo r the Archbl shop '~ Palace. Trondheim (Blackmo re 
11\ prep : sec Sveinbjamardolllr 1996, fig 3:i) comprises nine mam types, 
uf which onl y th ree or four are present here. Two arc of 16th-centu ry 
rOml . with a heavy shaft and inset temlinal. the ends of which arc 
mi SS ing here (SF 197 & SF 8M). lhcseeHu ld belong 10 EBG groups 2 or 
3) rwo others. prllbably o r 17Ih-ccnILlI)' date. are more developcd One 
wit h a s imple cunical hlOp (SF 874), is o f EBG type 4a ~ the other with a 
dtluble knop (S F 947b) is of EBG type :ic. The laner IwO types arc al so 
present at Klr]..\\all (MaeA\kill 1982 . 41 0: fig 8. nos 19. 201 and 
ScaJ1owa) Casllc (Lindsa) 1983. fig 6, nos 15. 16). along \\ Ith FBG 
Iypes 6 and 7. 

The legs all ~ l' em 10 ha\ e been of the straight polTlted type. rather than 
the howed le g.-; more common in nnnhem Schleswig-Holstein and 
IJcnmark, but. as at Kirkwall and Scalloway Caslle, bolh Ih icker and 
more slendcr romls are present (MacAskil l 1982.410. fig 8, nos 21-22: 
Lilldsay 1983. 567. fig 6. nos 20-2~) The need al Papa Stour to prolong 
the IIfc of each pot as far as possible b clcarl~ demonstrated by Ihe 
presence of legs which have broken and then been ground down to 
provide a new slable base l'g SF 886 (iJ1us 81) 

<;TORAGE JAR 
One vessel \\ ith a rim of EnG type 8 (S F 765. illus 81. 0 04 EVI:), may 
he frolll a large jar with one ()r two simp handles and a nal base. rather 
Ihan from a pipkin The e\'crled collared rim form with IIlternal 
Iid-seatmg IS a hybrid dc\dopmcnt of EB(; rim gro ups ID and J. with 
addilional features dCTl\ ed from EBG rnll group 4 rhe type has been 
io und at Kirk\\all and at St:all o\\ay Ca"llc. where il was classi fied as 
rimlype 2 and dated to the mid -17th ce illul) or earlier: In both Ctl<;cs Ihe 
Ild-<;eating \\tl<; Ihoughtto rn: a \'es\lglal . nnn -fu nctional fcatun: . duc to 
Ihl' lac).; of \\car and absence of lids ( ~lacAskill 1982. 41 0. fig 8. nos 
28-29, Lindsa~ 1l}83. 561S. tig 6. nos 3-6). At Prectz. in Schlcs\\lg
Ilol stein however. I 7th- or 18lh-ecntury wasters of pipkins wi lh Ihi s 
rim lonn have been found wgelher \\ ilh ceramic lids. (K ruse 1987. 188. 
269. Nos 250-5) ThiS fo rm IS also present at U.lnchurg. where it is 
temled 'Fu!=randrop/e' (Ktlhlbom I 995. ~ t: Abb ~.l. ~ .2). 

SLiPWARE PIPKINS 

A total of:!3 shcrds (0.20 EVES) arc from a mlTlllllUIll of 13 Iripod 
pip l... lIls whi ch have somr.: lo nn of internal sl ip-coating. In some cases 
thi s is eXlremdy thin and W(luld seem \0 be a self-s lip. possibly applied 
before Ihe \ essel had dried: III OIhers the layer is th icker and must have 
been applied to the surface of the pOi prior to the glaze Since numbers 
art: limited aJld most sherd~ arc small.lhe two have been listed together. 

I he use o f II1ternal slip-coallllg is t~ pl cat of lhe 171h ~·cntur~. altho ugh 
11 ma~ ha\!; been introdun:d in the late 16th cen luT) . The three 
meas urable flnb fro m Papa Siour range bet\\eell IIOmm (o ne 
example) and 180mm in diameter (two r.:xamples) . Three rims arc (11' 
UK; group:; . une (S F 820 ) has a ro und -lOpped upright fo rm. while 
another (SF 87)) is e\crled and flat-topped : the Internal slip toatll1g 
on the latter extends over th r.: outer edge oflhc upper cordon . The tlllTd 
rim is ineomplele . One invcned rim has bee n listl.!d as a type 517 (illus 
83 . SF 932) . Thi s vessel has an in terna l apple green glaze . On ly thrce 
other sherd s ha\e green glazes. mOSI sherds ha\' ing a clear or 
~ello\\ish gla/c over Ihe sli p. one has a )cllo\\ ish-green glaze (S F 
932). A few vessels with LIlternal s lip coating have been found at 
St:alloway Caslle and el scwhere in SCOI land (Li ndsay 1983. 567). 
although not al Kirb, all , One base sherd has a trail of slip runn ing 
dlmn the leg (SF 951\: hl1\IC\·er . as Ihe Inncr \\all IS s lip-coated. it is 
more likel) Ihat thiS was acci dental rmhcr than Ihat the uppt:r hody 
WlL<; slip-coaled 

Decoration is present on UIlI) IWO \esscls . One small pipkin (illus 83. 
SF 87~) differs from thc abovc and the fo llowing. both in foml and 
decorat ion. having a smooth shoulder with no eX lem al ritl ing. The thi n 
while slip is painted in a zig-zag line embellished with dots of topper 
(lxlde: the glan IS clear but reads dark brown ove r Ihe brick red cla~ 
body. Similar filnns havc been recovered from ScallO\\ ay easlle (IbId. 
571. fig 7, nos 34-6) , The other vessel is a standard pipkin of EBC; rim 
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illus 83 
Nort h German/South Scandinavian slipwares. Internally slip-coated pipkin (SF 932), internally decorated pipkins/porringers 
(SF 874, SF 843/862 , SF 936, SF 139 1, SF 800, SF 762 and SF 766) and a pipkin with external decoration (SF 921). 

type 4C (SF 843/862, ill us 83); this appears to belong to the same 
tradition a'i the pipkins/porringers, as it is internally decorated with two 
narrow bands of slip under a elear glaze. 

SLIPWARE PIPKINS/LARGE PORRINGERS 

A total of35 sherds (0.58 EVES) arc from some 20 vessels with internal 
decoration of cream slip under a clear glaze . The rims are mainl y of 
evened fom1 , one of cla'isic EBG rim type 4C (SF 843/862, ill us 83 and 
84). the others of cordoned everted form (EI3U groups 517 , but unlike 
the plain redware pipkins). The decoration comprises conct!ntric bands 
of cream slip around the inner nm edge: below this some sherds have 
wavy lines (SF 936, SF 1391. SF 800 and SF 762: illus 83), sometimes 
enhanced by the addition of COPl}CT oxide giving a yellow and green 
effect (SF 921). One vessel is so worn internally that noth ing can be 
deduced of the origi nal design (SF 766, illus 85) . 

illus 84 
Pipkin of EBG rim type 4C, SF 843/862; reproduced at 2/3. 

SF 843/862 is clearly a pipkin of conventional form, but SF 762, SF 
766, SF 800, SF 921 , SF 936 and SF 1391 are problematic due to the 
lack of complete profiles and absence of bases. They ditTer from 
pipkins in the angle of the shoulder (which indicates that rim diameters 
arc the same as or greater than the depth), and from redware porringers, 
which usually have an upstanding or slightly inverted rim (eg Molaug 
1981. fig 24. no I: Molaug 1987. fig 20, no 6: fig 22 . no I : source 
unstated) . Unlike bowls. the body is externally rilled. suggesting a 
tripod base, but the handle fonn is unknown and may have been straight 
or of the looped strap-handled type. The only published parallel found 
so far for this tonn of decorated vessel is a single unstratified vessel 
from ScaJloway Cast le. apparently of EBG rim t)1'e 4C (Lindsay 1983 . 
569, fig 6, no 25). The absence of continental parallels and the 
concenlration Df fi nds in this area of Scotland are thus of some 
curiosit)', suggesting personal contact with a spec ific ponery rather than 
distribution through normal marketing. 

illus 85 
Rim of slipped vessel SF 766, badly worn; reproduced at 2/3. 
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No rth Gcrman/South Scandinavian slipwares. Porri nger (S F 954), bowl (SF 903). trailcd slipware di shes (SF 947, SF 946a. 
SF 792 . SF 791. SF 946b), marbled slipware dish (SF 822). slip-coat ed dish (S F 945). sgraffito decoration (S F 789) and 
'Sp ringfeder" decoration (S F 790) 

SLiPWARE PORRI NGE RS 

Porringers (NorwegiIDl oreskQ{) arc I1m-bascd bowls with si ngle or 
opposed horizontal or vcrtical strap handles. or a lobed hand le leg 
Molaug 1981, figs 20-4: 1987, fig 20. no 6: fig 22. no I). The porringers 
from northern Germany and thc local Trondhcim examples often occur 
with variants of EBG group 5 or 7 rims : the type is less common in 
Sweden. They are quite rare in the Papa Stour assemblage with only six 
sherds from a maximum five vessels (0.23 EYEs). These include an 
upright rim with closely ri lled outer wall and a band of slip inside (SF 
954, ill us 86), and a second rilled rim with vert ical dashes in white slip 
around the outer edge: the inner wall has a dark brown glaze (SF 908): 
at 200mm diameter this is rather large for a porringer and may be a dish. 
A third rim , abraded and bumt, has a kiln scar (SF 906). One body sherd 
with internal s lip coating and a green glaze has a horizontal strap hIDldlc 
(S F 832), while a loose strap handle is unglazed (S F 336) , 

SLIPWARE DISHES 

A total o f 44 sherds from a mini mum of28 dishes were recovered (0.63 
EV ES). Body shenJs in th is group arc distinguished from 
pipkins/porringers by a smooth outer wal l. Most of the rims arc of 
ham mer form: rim diameters range from 220-320mm. The bases are fl at 
and externally knife-trimmed around the lower body. Seven dishes 
show signs of repair in the fonn of rivet holes. These include a deep dish 
SF 903 (i Hus 86 and 87). and SF 946 and SF 822. It is likel y that the two 
rims from Scalloway Castle were also from vessels which had been 

mended. rather than hung on the \\all. although this should not be ruled 
out (Lindsay 1983). Three decorative styles arc present at Papa Stour: 
slip-trailed de~lgns. marbled slip. IDld an o\'erall sli p-coaling. either 
plain or \\ ith iOclsed/stabbed designs 

Of tile first group. only 0111: dish (SF 9-l7) is in the Wcrra-warc tradition 
(0:[ Hurst el a/ 1986. 2-l2). with a greenis h glaze. although the rim IS 

mi ss ing. The peach-colo un.:d fabric is looser, more sand). and paler 
than Werra ware. bUI may be from the Weser valley (Ib id, 250-4). 

A maximum of 12 di shes in this group have concentric rings and/or 
simple open decoration in cream slip under a clear lead glaze which 
ranges /i"om dark olive to brown depending on the fabric of the pot: in 
some cases there arc addit ional splashes of copper oxide. These lack the 
dist lllclive concentric rings IDld dashes in \\h ite slip around the rim which 
arc typical of Werra ware . Three dishes have standard hanlmer rims (SF 
792 ha<i a large kiln scar on the unders ide of the rim) : a shal lower and 
more rounded lonn is seen on SF 946b (i ll us 86 ;md col illus 18). Slip 
decoration first appears on north German wares c 1550 (Stephan 1992. 
37), but the Papa Stour finds arc more likely to be of 17th- or 
18th-century dale: a range o f similar profiles has tx..'Cn found aI Scalloway 
Castle (Lindsay 1983, fig 7. nos 45, 47. 50, 51) . One dish. probably of 
18th-century dale. has an upstanding rim of wal l-sided form (SF 791). 
Two sherds, possibly from the same vessel have a design of (probabl y 
alternating) spirals and radial zig-zag lines (SF 946. col illus 18 & SF 
792. ill us 86). This motif had widespread popularity in North Germany 
and Scandinav ia during the 17th and 181h centuries (cf Sleensberg and 



Christensen 1974, pi 90. no 2). Identification of these wares is hindered 
by the size and condition orthe sherds, but they were probably produced 
in northern Gennany (these are not Dutch slipwares). One sherd (S F 818) 
is in a ve ry hard fine red \\arc with crcam decoration and a very dark 
brown glaze: thi s is similar to the 19th-century wares made in 
Sunderland. although similar wares were produced at numerous other 
centres 

Three dishes appear to have marbled decoration. although al l are badl y 
ahraded . These differ from the above in that the y have no !lange and 
the upper rim edge is little more than a s li ghtl y raised lip (S F 822) 
Anot her rim o f this foml (SF 954 ) may al so belong to this group. 
although thi s cannot be ascertained: unusually, thi s vessel also has s lip 
on the outer wall . Marbled s lipwares. which arc usuall y dated to the 
early 18th century. were produced in a number of cemres. including 
Gennep (Mars 199 1. 92: Ahb 73, nos 56, 60) . Lower Rheni sh marbled 
slipwares are known in Duishurg (Gairnster 1988a, 164. fi g 10, no 4; 
Gaimster 1988h. 68 . Abb 9. no 4) and from numerous si tes in the 
Netherlands. most ly dated to 1700- 1750, although some arc of late 
17th ce ntury dah: (Baaft 1988, 159-60. Abb 2: Mars 1991. 92); a si ngle 
dish. dated to c 1700- 1725 . has been found at the castle of Tilburg 
(Stuepker 1986, Afb .69h) . Some e.xamples tra\'elled further afield : 
one! .ower Rhenish dish IS known from London ((j aimster ! 988. fig 4. 
no 2). another from Bridlington (Ibui. fig 2. no 5) . 

In tho.: 18th c(·ntuT)'. marbled warcs wcre produced in the area of 
Hannover and at PI()n in Easl Holstei n. but n01 at PreelZ (Krlls!.!' 1987.38. 
V50) ,md in Sweden (Elfwendahl 1995.23; 0 Gaimster pel'S wmm). The 
former may be the most likely source of 18th-century finds from Os lo 
( ~10Iaug 1981. 95. fig 36. nos 4. 5) and Trondheim, and pt:rhaps al so 
Papa Stour, as Ih!.!')' were exported through Bremen and Hamhurg 

Finall y. a few dishes have a plain overall coati ng of slip under a clear 
lead glaze: these incl ude SF 945 (sec above). which has an externally 
rounded hammer rim . SgrqffilO decoration is prese nt on on..: ~l1p-coato.:d 
vessd (SF 789. illus 86) whi ch ha" an incised wavy line (lHlund the 
Ilangc_ Another sherd h,l~ an overall wh ite slip with cl(l~d\ spac..:d 
stahhcd arcading [SF NO) This ~": Illl-ll\echani cal tooled do.:o.:oratlon 
kn(l\\l1 as Spnngfeder tl--lao.:b plcl !9XX. 258, Abb 7) or A:erh.wchdekor 
was widdy used in northern Germany :md in Denmark; it is ClllT11110n on 
the 17th-!18th-ccntury wasters from the Probsto.:i (Kruse 1%7. 21-5 ) 
Other findspots include Siore Valb}. Denmark (S tco.:n~berg &: 
Christense n 1974. pi 90. no 7). This technique was al so copied h) 
palters in Trondheim. 

com; II'G POT/JUG 
Onc large rod handl e may be from a large cooking pot or Grape. or from 
a j ug. SF 767 . It has a distinct ive method of attachment at the lower 
junction. where the wall o f the pot ha'> been pushed from the inside into 
the handle. Thc hand le appears (0 havc an overall slip-coating: the glaze 

HI I: CERA/I,II CS . 16:> 

illus 87 
Fragments of repaired deep 
dish. SF 903: rep roduced at 
1/ 1. 

which is very thin and has almost completely worn away. was clear 
mouled with green . This may be earlier than the pipk ins described 
above. A large ba~e sherd with heavy carbon deposits inside may also 
derive from ajug rather than a cooking pot (SF 887. illu5 80) 

DISTRIBUTION AND DATING 

The distribution of the rcdwares is shown in tabl e 14. Considering the 
horizontal di strihution first. by far the largest group was found on the 
western side of the site in Trench K (1 43 sherds): these are mostly 
related 10 the Phase 5 dwelling-house. In Trench 1-1. by contrast. only 13 
sherds were found. most from the sand layer 8. which just predates the 
Phase 5 dwelling-house . The second largest concentrati on is from 
Trench E. where 9 1 sherds were found . 14 ofthesc are rrom the Phase 4 
building. but the majori ty (5 1) are from the uppennost leve ls. The next 
largest group is from Trench M, on the southern side of the s ite, (43 
sherds). but these are poorly strat ified . A total of 62 sherds was 
recovered from Trench JIUP!R: this has some o f the earliest SlTalified 
material with 10 sherds from Phase J. Eight shcrds were recovered 
from lhe area of the ! 9th-century Gor! (Trench L). 

TUOling to the stratigraphic distribution. over a quaner ofthc redwares 
lJ4Q/o) were fou nd in the uppermost levels of the site, Phase 7. The 
strat ified material amounts to 186 fragments of which half is from 
Phasc 5. mostly from the d\\clling-hous.: in Trench K (89 sh .:rds). 

The four sherds found in the natural subsoil are all intrusive. Those 
from Trench H (I II 0) arc prohlemati c. SF 781 (i llus 8 \) being a form 
which is not present in the sample examined from the Archbi shop's 
Palace. Trondhci m or in the pUbliShed material from Os lo. It has been 
classed as a typ!.!' 4C i pipkin. but is not impossible that it is of earlier 
date_ [t is probably derived from Phase 4. as sherds which arc possibly 
from the same \ essel were j()und in the Phase 4-5 layer 1-18. which in 
some areas din:ctl) overlay 1110. T\\o small body shcrds are from 
Trench J. layer J36; one is burnt. while tht: other is fro m a 
pipJ..:in/porringer \\ ith intenlal slip de coration These an: probabl ~ 
deTl\.:d from aell\ It~ at the o.:nJ of Ph <be -1 or in PI](l~e 4-:' 

The carliest stratified material cOlllpris.:s a hurnt rimsherd from a 
cooking pot of U3G type 1 B (S F 8:'8. illus 81 ). and a small intemall) 
grwl-glazcd sherd SF 8:'6 (woking poUpipkin) frnm P2. the bank of 
the Phase 2 building: both co uld he of 15th-eentuT)' date. possibl~ 
earlier. Phase 2. however. should be of I ith-! 13th-century date . As the 
upper li:w centimetres of the hank were \ ery disturbed. it is likely that 
the sherds from P2 \\ere intfllduced into this featun: towards the end 01 
Phase J or in Phase 4 

Eleven sherds arc from Phase 3 contexts. mainl y in Trench J. These 
wmprise a rim of EBG type 4D i (SF 904). found in a wall foundation 
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(22): six sherds from a pipkin found in a wall (J 13) (SF 898), and 1\.\0 

tiny rcdware sherds from the wooden floor (150). one of which is almost 
certain ly from sherd SF Q04. These sherds should date to the late 16th 
century. and art too late lo r Phase 3. which otherwise contains pottel') 
oCthe 12th-14th century Il owe\'cr. this area was heavily disturbed . and 
il is likely thaI the redwarcs are derived from Phase 4. a~ sherd SF 898 
Juins wilh another found in the Phase 4 paving in Trench EJ (sec 
below) , A si ngle sherd from a layer of stones 111 Trench II ma~ al so be 
II1trusive: It is worn but may have had a thin white slip Inlernally. 

Three sherds were found in a peaty deposit (K86) assigncd 10 Ph ase 3-4 
(possi bly cullapsed roofing matenal from a Phase 3 buildmg ), These arc 
from a pipkin of rim type 517 (SF 962) whIch should date to after 1600 
(probably after c 1620: sec above) . If these were lost at the beginning of 
Phase 4. thr.:y suggest that it staned in the carly 17th Cenllll')' Ifnol. the y 
mu st be intrusi ve , 

The overlying clay !loor (K44) of the Phase 4 building contained lour 
sherds. three from a pipkin with rim type 4Ci (SF 817. illus 81). In 
Trench E. one pipkin shcrd was found in a wall of the ho use (E65 ). 
while one is from a paved area althe junction of Trenches E and J (see 
above). The largesl conce ntration . however. was ill the spreads of 
collapsed roofing materia! in this trench (E4 f. ES / . E68. E77) (/7 
sherds in all ). These include a pipkin of rim type 517 (S I· 91 4. illu.'> 81) 
lound in a layer of ash and peal (E41), and the first slip-decorated 
shcrds: a pipkin/porringe r (S F 921, illu$ 83 ). and pan ofa di sh, found in 
layers ESt and E77 rcspcctivcl~ . Both han: intemal decoration m 
~cl l ow and green , If they were Incorporated in the roofing material 
lo l1owing the demolition of the structure. then il could have been burnt 
before c 1630. Ifso . it s use must have been shnrt-lived . If. however. the 
shpn-afl,'s nere used in the hou.'>c. it must hm'c been dcslroyed aJkr c 
1630. and thI S ma) fit bener \~ ith the finds from Pha<iC ~-5 and the 
dating of Phase 5. Also present in this group are several hurnt shcrds 
from a cooking pol. some joining (ESI . E68 and E76) ~~hi ch may dcrive 
from SF 858 li11us 81) (sec above, Phase 2) 

Deposits ,md features assigned to Phase 4-5 yidded 26 assorted redware 
sherds. The seven sherds found in a sand deposit in Trench II (118) 
incl ude a pipkin of rim type ~A (SF 778. illus 81 ). a sherd which may be 
from the same vessel a<; SF 781 (sec above), and a pipkin/porringer with 
intemal slip-coating; th is is very worn. and has just a tiny area of green 
glaze surviving. [t is possible that this arca was left open aHcr the 
burning or the Phase ~ hOllse . SLX sherds \~t'n.: lound in a la)er of stones 
and peat in Trench K (1\.26) . These include two dishes with internal 
slip-coating. and a pipkin which may have been slip-coated . 

Sunilar slipwares and a few plain red\~ares \\ere reco\crcd fro m a pH 
(j(( (E64. E46) and frolll the ovcrJying cia} (EJJ). These include twO 
internall y decorated pipkin/porringers (lllus R3. SF 936 and SF 1391 
Irom the upper pit till and clay deposit). and bod) ~herds from {\\O 

slip-coated vcsse ls: a plpk in/porn nger from the lo\\cr pH fill ( E~6) and 
a pipkin from the day. It is possl hle that the backfilllllg o f the pit and 
the clay layer were contemporary with the Phase 5 building in Trench K 
(although thcy are assigned to Ph1c,;e ~·5) . 

Ttlken logelher. the pollery from Phases 4 and 4-5 /InIal 57 sherds) 
amounts to 30% of the stratified material and 16% of the assemblage as 
a whole, but by far the largest group is from Phase 5. most sherds being 
Irom the build ing in Trench K The constructi on cut for the wall ( I': I I 
and K II x) contained sherds from two slipware dishes, one with 
sgra.Uilo decoration (SF 789. illus 86). and one \\-'hich may havc had 
marbled decoration (thus possibly of 18th-century dalc ): also present 
arc sherds from twO pipkins. including SF 826/840 (illus 81). The drain 
cut (K 133) contained sherds Irom seven pipkins 1md a porringer. 
POllery Irom within Ihe building was mainly found in the occupation 
deposits (1': 5/10. K 25) and floor (KI O), but was also present in the 
peaty deposits (K8. KI 5). FornI" present compri se up to 16 pipkins 
( including ill us 8 1, SF 836. SF 826/840, SF 197 and SF 874). live 
pipkin/porringers (illus 85. SF 874. SF 800. SF 762 and SF 766) and 
seven dishes (i ncluding illus 86. SF 791 and SF 790). Most of the 
pipkin rims found in this building arc ofEBG group 5, but a few are of 
group 7: dish SF 790 has tooled Kerbstichdekor typical of the lale 17th 
and 18th centuries (sec above\. Together. these finds suggest that this 
buildi ng was constructed in the late 17th or early 18th centul')'. 

Vel')' ILttl e poneI')' was found in Phase 5 contexts on other p&rts of the 
slle. the only other fragments associated with a Phase 5 building being 
Irom Trench R. where s ix sherds were found (R916). These comprise a 
pipkin handle (SF 874) and two other plain pipkins. one sherd from a 
pipkin with external decoration (SF 874 ) and a dish deCQrated \\Ith 
concentric rmgs 

rhe potter: from Phase 6 comprises a mix of earlier and later wares: 
illustrated pieces comprise two plato pipkins (S F 85 7 and SF 860 ). a 
pipkin with internal slip decoration (SF 843/862 ) and a deep dish with 
hammer rilll. slip decoration and repair holes (SF 903. illus 87) . No 
ronns \\ ere idenlLfied ,~hl ch wcre l: learly dilTerent from the above . so 
that il is dit1icult to plllpoint the date of this phase from the red wares 
alone. Finds from Phase 7 are si milarly mixed: pieces of note include a 
pipkin rim (SF 937). and a slipware dish with hammer rim (SF 792). 
Most of the poller), from (he topSOIl and other levels compri ses sherds 
from pipkins. with two pipkin handles (S F 8H and SF 947). a porringer 
(SF 954) and four dishes. Of these SF 947 may be of Werra-typc: SF 
946a may be Irom the same vessel as SF 792: SF 946b and SF 822 both 
have repair holes 

DISCUSSION 

Redwares similar to the above were already known in 
eastern Scot land and Shet land, but the finds from Papa 
Stour are of importance as they not only extend the 
known di stribution but also they afford the opportunity (Q 

set the earlier finds in a COni ext of pottery production and 
trade. 

As demonstrated above, these redwares could derive from 
a number of sources within a geographically vast area. 
Fabrics arc at present of lin Ie help in refining the range of 
possibilities, whi le defln ition of regional variations in 
form must await the publication of kiln assemblages. 
However, it wou ld appear that the characteristic 
stjerlepolle described above originated w ithin the 
kingdom of Denmark. which once included much of 
southern Sweden and part of northern Gennany, and that 
their use in Germany is concentrated in the eastern part of 
nonhern Lower Saxony (to the south and east strap-handle 
forms were more common , at feast in the f 6th century). 
The tradition was perpetuated in north Gennany in the 
17th and 18th centuries. when jud icious marketing of 
these wares must be envisaged, in Norway if not in 
Sweden. The internally decorated sherds must come from 
a single source. perhaps by a non-commercial mechanism. 

The largest group of nonh Germanlsouth Scandinavian 
red wares in Great Britain is that from Scalloway Castle. 
where the finds include 868 sherds rrom redware pipkins 
( including 150 rims and 45 handles). 194 from dishes and 
over 60 rrom other slipware vesse ls. Of the other fmdspots 
noted by Lindsay (1983 . 567), the redwares from 
Pittenweem and Leith are probably of the same general 
origin; Kelso and Aberdour Castle may now be ruled out 
of this survey, wh ile Shore Brae, near Aberdeen, may 
perhaps be added (G Haggarty pers com m); the 
assemblages rrom Breckin on Yell and Jarlshof may also 
contain some examples as they have imported slipwares. 
In addition. occas ional finds have been noted from 
Edinburgh and Fife (Robert Will pers comm). However. 



the type is absent from Stirling Castle (Haggarty 1980) and 
Fast Castle (Haggarty & Jennings 1992), while although 
such wares might be expected at Aberdeen. so far none 
have been published. In England, a pipkin or skillet handle 
is known from Black Gate. Newcastle (I Reed pers comm; 
not published in Ellison el al 1979). while a redware vessel 
ITom Skipworth Manor. South Humbers ide. published as 
Glazed Red Earthenware and assumed to be English, has a 
distinctive rim of EBG type 4A1B (Didsbury 1996. 17. 
28-9. 31, fig 15, no 34); the feature in which it was found 
was dated to c 1600-1650. 

Imported Weser and Werra slipwares are relatively 
common in most of the English ports. Werra ware seems 
to be extremely rare in Scotland, but a few sherds of 
Weser ware have been noted at Kirkwall (MacAskill 
1982.411) and Scalloway Castle (Lindsay 1983, 573): 
both types are absent from Fast Castle, while Aberdeen is 
an unknown quantity. Slipped wares from the Lower 
Rhineland and other sources in north Gennany are much 
less common in Britain (for findspots see Gaimster 
1988b). Examples have been noted among the sl ipped 
redwares from Scalloway Cast le (Lindsay 1983. 571-2: 
Gaimster 1988b. 172); other sherds have been noted at 
Breckin on Yell (ibid: one porringer and three dishes) and 
at Jarlshof (ibid: one body sherd). A ll the Scottish finds 
were dated to the 18th century (1700- 1760). 

The red wares from Papa StoUT may span up to 300 
years. They follow a broad chrono logical progression. 
The ear liest sherd. from the natural subsoil, is probably 
of 15th-century date. There are no definitely stratified 
16th century fonns, but intrusive material in Phase 3 
may date to the later 16th century. Phase 4 seems to date 
from c 1620/30. Phase 4/5 to after c 1650, while Phase 5 
should date from the late 17th/early 18th century. The 
assemb lage as a who le is of interest in that it should 
derive from a single property, where cooking vesse ls 
were at least twice as common as table wares in most 
phases. The absence of jugs may reflect the usc of other 
materials, or the rural setting. 

Pottery probably reached the islands as an adjunct to 
trade in other commodities. At Papa Stour the number of 
repair holes and other modifications such as the grinding 
down of broken legs on the pipkins shows that pottery 
was not in regu lar supply. and the redwares were used to 
the limit of their usefulness . This Jllay also have been the 
case at Scalloway Castle. The glazes on the Papa Stour 
sherds were almost certainly worn and friable when the 
pots were eventually discarded, and this has made them 
more susceptible to post-discard weathering, which was 
evident ly severe. The impression is given that some at 
least of the material \vas initially discarded in middens 
and later redeposited, and/or buried in acidic conditions. 
Some sherds are also secondarily burnt. 

THE CLR,\f',I ICS . Ih ~ 

CONCLUSION 

Taking the historical background and the pottery 
together. it may be argued that the redwares found at 
Papa Stour have a central date in the 17th century. and 
that they are from Schleswig-Holstein or Lower Saxony: 
within the area bounded by Bremen. Flensburg and 
LUbeck. From the publication s current ly avai lable. the 
most likely centres wou ld appear to lie between 
LUneburgiHamburg. Preetz and LUbeck. but this may 
change with future work, which must include sc ientific 
analysis of material from kiln sites. 

The distribution pattern of the sljerlepolle and 
associated s lipwares only partially coincides with that 
of the better known Weser and Werra wares. being 
confined to an essentia\\y Scandinavian ambit which 
extends to Iceland. This renects the activities and 
preferences of German traders and fishennen, who 
favoured the north-eastern seaboard of England. and the 
islands and the coastal region s of eastern Scotland 
(Lindsay 1983,573). and must have its rootS in trading 
patterns established by the lIanse and Norwegians. 
Contact belween the source of supply and Shet land may 
have been direct , but may equally have been via Bergen, 
a Hanse depot which maintained strong connections 
with LUbeck and, increasingly, with Bremen in the 16th 
century and 17th centuries, and which may well have 
been a transhipment point for goods imported to 
Norway by German merchants. However, Shet land 
forms a convenient stoppin g point between Germany 
and Ice land or the Faroes, and in the case of Papa Stour, 
the situation is of particular interest since the pottery 
substantiates documentary evidence for the presence of 
German merchants on the island. There is a knovt'fl 
connection with Bremen by c 1563, while by the early 
17th century a merchant frolll Hamburg is mentioned, 
the numbers of merchants had increased and trade 
between Germany and the island ers was well 
establi shed (chapter 2.5 above). 

To conclude, although the number of stratified sherds is 
small. the Papa Stour assemblage is of importance firstly 
because it confirms that from the 16th century, if not 
earlier. Shetland was part of the general pattern ofponery 
use in Scandinav ia and beyond, and testifies to 
long-standing contact with thl: rt!g ion(s) in \l,.lhich these 
redwarcs were produced. Secondly, the finds help to 
tighten up the sources and datin g proposed for redwares 
from Scalloway Castle and Kirkwall (which although 
following the same sequence, is rather later). Together, 
these s ites and others noted here, indicate that further 
imported red wares can be anticipated on excavations or 
in the museum archives of Shetland and eastern 
Scotland: more work is required, however, before their 
dating and provenance can be further elucidated. 
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7,3A OTHER POST-MEDIEVAL AND MODERN CERAMICS 

Robert \X 'i!l 

WHITE SLIP GREEN GLAZE 

One sherd (SF 832) from a two-handled bowl or porringer has been 
identified as being of a type of carl y 17th-centu!) Frechenl Cologne slip
warc known as White Sl ip Green (jlazc (WSGG) (S Jcnnings peTS comm). 

TIN-GLAZED EARTHENWARES 

Eleven sherds of tin-glazed eanhenware or Delft type wares wcre also 
found at the site . Due to thc small size of the shcrds and Ihe lack of 
distinctive decorative mot ifs these vessels cannot be precisely identified 
as to countries of manufacture. Atlthat can be said is that they belong to 
the ge neral catego!)' . Anglo-Dutch ' and probabl~' date to the 18th/19th 
century. Of these sherds on ly two fragments arc painted and one sherd is 
pierced. possi bly for repair. All except one sherd came from the west 
side of the site during Phase 4/510 Phase 7. The majority of pieces were 
found in Phase 6. 

MODERN CERAMICS 

The modem material consists of a large v arl e t~ of white and red 

canhenwares represent ing table wares: plates. cups. howls. teapots etc. 
and kitchen/dairy wares: large bowls lUld colanders. In all 27S sherds 
were identified. 

A wide range of decorative techniques such as hand palnllng. 
transfer-printing. sponging and all-over glazing in a variety of co hlurs 
is noted in these sherds. Many of the vessels were machine-made hut 
the small sile of the sherds prevents the identification of individual 
factories. It \\ ould be e.'-pected thaI both Engl is h and Scotti sh 
factories arc represented. Sponge printing was a Scottish speciality 
used extensively by factories at Kirk caldy and Bo·ness. Its popu l4lrity 
on the site is shown by the large number ofsherds of thi s kind found 
Ki tchen wares are prcdominatel~ represented b~ heavy red 
canhem\arcs. One such category arc sllp-l ined dairy howl s: \\ idc and 
shallow bowls made at several factories throughollt Scotland in the 
19th and 201h centuries 

The maj orit y of the sherd s. as expected . \\ ere fo und In the upper k "e1s 
of the site. In Phases 5. 6 and 7. Sherds found in earlier level s are the 
result of dislurhance of the contexts such as the upper levels of pits. 
material falling in the trenches from baulks and the trench s ide~ . • md 
contamination from back-Il ll material 

7.4 OTHER SMALL FINDS 
CERAMIC, GLASS, METAL AND STONE 

Be,-erle\- Ballin Smith 
with Torben Ballin .. -\lexandcr Fenton . . -\nthony Newton, Julian H enderson and Den~'s Pringle 

7.4.1 OTHER CERAMIC ARTEFACTS 

CLAY PIPES 

(tabt..: 7. illus 88) 

A total of 18 fragment s of clay pipe were i(lUnd in the main area from 
Phases 4 to 7. The maj ority of fragments arc plain and mai nl ~ from the 
stem . Onl y four fragments were decorated and onl~ two \\ ere complete 
bowls . Most of the pieces (10) were found in Phase 5 asSOC iated wilh 
the dwelling-house allhe West side of the site. 

PHASE 4 

One fragment of a rim of a plain bowl SF 289. came from Ihe hearth 
(E47] of the Phase 4 dwe lling- house in the centre of the excavated area 
(Trench E). The piece is too small to identi /) the bowl type or its lilo; el ~ 

date 

PHASES 

Two complete pipe bowls SF 288 and 290 tillus 88) were recovered 
from the dwelling-house (Trench K). Both bowls are plain and of a 
very s imilar shape, but one, SF 288. has a milled line around the rim. 
The bowls arc from c 1650-1670 (Davy 1987.326-7) . Another piece. 
SF 286 , from the noor of the same building is decorated . This is the 
side of a bowl with a raised rosette of seven dots. It is possibl) Dutch 
and from c 1640-1660 (Ibid, 21 1-24). Five non-joining pieces of pipe 

~tem came from with in and around the same building. .'\ [1 are pla in 

PHAS E 6 

A piece ,I f pipe stem SF 868 (lflus 88) \\ ith \V BEVE. And 
ABERDU N \\as found 111 to psoil 111 (jOT! [t n](lSi li kely repre"l' nts 
the work or \~ Bc \·crage . Aberdeen frolll 1882- 1913 (Murra} ]982. 
220-3 ). 

PHASE 7 

A piece of pipe stem SF 27 7 stamped .. RI STI E and U:: .. but \\ ith no 
border. came from topsoil at the east side of the sile . Thi s is idelllified 
as being Christie of Leith. W. Chistie was a clay pipe maker 111 L!;ith 
from the mid 19th to the carl) 20th !;entur~ < hUI the piecl' \\ as 
probably manufactured alier 1895 ( Ibid 24. 25 . 3 IJ 

A single piece of twi sh:d and decorall:d pipe stem SF 191 (illus R8). 
was found III the west paTl of the sile. It is poss ibl~ Dutch (or in the 
Dutch st~ Ie ) and probably dates from c 1730 (OS\\ aId 1979. I 15 . I 18) 

TILE 

Seven fragments of unglazed tile , rerresenting both land dram and 
roof tiles were found in Trench B in 1977. 
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lllus 88 
Clay pipes SF 288. SF 290 , SF 868 
and SF 191 

7.4.2 GLASS 

(table 7; illus 89) 

A total of 70 glass fragments were found on the site, over 
54% were found in Phase 7 contexts and 30% in Phase 5. 
On Iy six pieces came from Phase 4 and one from Phase 2 
(see J Henderson below). The latter is considered an 
anomaly, as glass generally did not begin to occur at the 
site until Phase 4. 
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BOTTLE GLASS 

Most of the glass (UP to 47%) is fragments of green bottle glass. bUI only 
one piece is of suOicient siLe 10 be compared to dated material . I\lthough 
from Phase 7, the fragment SF 300 (i llus 89) is a wine-bottle base with a 
low kick . [t \\a<; probably manufactured about 1727 (Noel Hume 1982. 
64 ). One piece. SF 308. from Phase 5 contained a moulded ·EG' . 

Blue glass accounts for 24% of me total and wa" prevalent in Phases 5 
and 7. It largely represents fragments o f square-bodied bottles of mid-
18th-centul), date and medicine phial s. Clear and brown hottle-gla~s 
fragments are considered to he modl:nt . Blue glass was al so used for 
beads (see below) 

WINE CLASS 

In Phase 7 a fragml:nt of a th ick \\ ine-gla<;s stem SF 190 {illus Rq). broken 
at both ends, was found. It is of clear glass with an intemal opaque 
ribbon-twisted spiral composed of 10 threads. Thc glass is possibly lead 
crystal. \\ ith the dt:sign imitating Venetian glass dewration popular in the 
18th century (Calder 1989.90). This type of thick-stemmed drinking 
glass with an opaque ribbon-twist is likd y to date between 1760 and 
1775 (Noel Hurnc 1982. 190-191). This piece is now lost. 

FrOllllhe hearth in the Phasc -t dwelling-house in the centre of the sitc 
(Trl:llCh E) is il piceI.' ofa thin rim of ckar glass SF 293 (illus S9) . lt is a 
fragment of the rilll ofa winc glass wh ich in itsd I" is undatahk 

CLASS BEADS 

Two heads \\ ere found in Phase 7 and In allunstr3t lfl cd COntl'XI. SF 299 
and SF 303 (ill us 89 ). Both arc ofblul: glass an d coul d be fro m m y date 

~L' _~~_~~G ,.nm bel\\ecn the 17th century to Ihe present (NOel HUlllc 1982. 54 ). 

llius 89 
Glass: fragmen ts of wine-glass rim SF 293 : wine- gl as s stem SF 190: 
wine-bottle base SF 300; blue glass bead SF 303 

WINDOW CLASS 

Only live pieces of window glass were found on the Si ll', one from 
Phase 2 is discussed below: one came from the floor of thc Phase :' 
dwelling·housc (]"rench 1\. ): and the rest were frolll the topsoil. 
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FRAGMENT OF WINDOW GLASS FROM PHASE 2 (SF 292) 
(table 15) 

.Iulian I knJerson 

The fragment of translucent green wi ndow glass found on the site (S F 
292) was sc ientifi call y analysed with the hope that its chemical 
comJXls ition might shed some light on the date of manufacture. The 
Iragment is a mid-green colour wich a chin iridescent Jayer ofwealhering. 

TECHNIQUE OF ANAL YSIS 
A minute ( I mm ) sam ple of the glass was removed, mounted in eJXlxy 
res in and JXllished and coated with carbon. The sample was chemically 
analysed usi ng a Cambridge M9 electron microscope with two 
wavelength-dispersive spectrometers. The system had been calibrated 
prior to usc \\'llh a combination o f geological standards and 
multi-elemcnt European Sc ience Foundation and Coming Museum 
standards. The intensities for each element detected were corrected 
us ing a ZAF program. The analys is was carried out using a defocused 
electron beam of 80?m in diameter which minimises the loss of sodium 
during analysis. More detail s of the analytical condi tions are given 
elsewhere ( Il enderson 1988). 

THE RESULTS 
The resulls arc given in table 15 . It can be seen that the glass is 
characterised by relatively high levels of s ili ca (60 .9%) and calci um 
ox ide (20.6%) with a relatively low IOtal level of alkalies (soda and 
potassium oxide) of 4 .8%. The glass IS further characterised by 
relatively high alumin ium oxide (4. 1%) and low phosphorus pentoxide 
levels (0 .1 %). The glass is coloured by a combination of manganese and 
iron oxides : it is likely that there is a preponderance o f ferri c over 
lerrous ions because it was manufactured in a more oxidised than 
reduced atmosphere producing a green colour. 

INTERPRETATION 

Compound expressed as 
weight percent oxide 

Na20 4.0 
MgO lA 
AbO] 41 
Si02 60.9 
P10s 0. 1 
SO) 0.2 
CL nd 
K,O 0.8 
CaD 20.6 
Ti02 0.2 
0 20 3 nd 
MnO 0.7 
Fe203 2.2 
COO nd 
NiO nd 
CuO nd 
ZnO nd 
A203 nd 
Sn02 nd 
SblO3 nd 
Baa 0.1 
PbO 0 1 

Typical levels of detection in p.p.m (95.5% probability level) are: 
Nal0 760. K ~O 250. CaD 170. Fe201 640. CuO 1200. PbO 200 

nd = not detected 

The glass is not typicall y of a Roman. early medieval or high medieval Table 15 
composition. Its high calcium oxide and relatively low alkali level s Electron probe micro-analysis o f window glass fragment SF 292 . 
suggest that it is o f a I 7th-I I 8th-century date . From about the late 17th 
century a mixed-alkali glass was introduced with high calcium o .... ide 
levels . Although this glass does not confonn to this. its low analys is 
total indicates that part of the alkali is probably miss ing from the 
comJXlsition due to weathering . In sum. it is most unlikely to have a date 
earlier than the 17th century. 

The o rigin o r the glass on the noor ofthe Phase 2 dY"&Ia is probably due 
to contamination from hackfill after the 1978 excavation . 

7.4.3 METAL 

Additional information is by Dr OJ Bateson, HUlllerian t\.fuseum, Glasgow. 

COPPER ALLOY AND SILVE R 

(table 7) 

Only II items of copper alloy were found on the site; a few items came 
from Phase 4 or later. with the majority found in topsoil. 

PHASE 4 

One. possibly two. pieces of s ilver SF 684 and SF 1590. were found in 
context J29, the upper till of pit J55. The formcr is a corroded lump, the 
latter is lost. 

PHASES 

From the floor (K5 / 10) of the dwelling-house (Trench K) was a brass 
button SF 1431 wi th four holes in the centrc. It is probably from 
1800-1830 (Noel Hume 1982, 90-91) 

PHASE 6 

From this phase are a token and a disk. The disk, SF 1065. is most 
probably a token but has no surface decoration surviving. SF 685 has 
been identified as a tea merchant 's token inscribed with 
PROVIS .... IOUS (Provis ion Warehouse) CATHCART STREET. It is 
of the late [8th century produced by Malcolm McFarlan of61 Cathcan 
Street in Edinburgh (Pers com m Dr OJ Bateson: see also Dalton & 
!lamer 1967. 430). 

PHASE 7 

Another disk , SF 1063. is probably a perforated gasket head. 

UNSTRATIFIED 

From the 1977 trenches and Trench S are one rectangular buckle Sf.· 628 
with rounded ends, probabl y from a horse harness; SF 627 a square 
buckle with pin and slip ring ; a plain disk SF 1064, poss ibl y a button 
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with the remains of a securing bar on the reverse. and a fragmentary 
disk or button. The latter, SF 141 7. (il lus 90) has an impressed design 
around the edge SOY[CVS .. 

LEAD 

(illus 90 & table 7) 

Only two pieces of lead were found on the site . 

PHASE 2 

An undecorated conical perforated spindle whorl SF 460 (illus 90) came 
from peat in the western half of the site (Trench K). The weight of the 
whorl. 42g. suggests that it was used to produce a thi ck heavy yam or 
more likel y used for pl ying threads (0ye 1988. 54) . 

Steatite is by far the more usual resource for spindle whorls in NOr\vay. 
as seen in finds from Bergen an d Os lo where some lead whorls. 
usually conical. were presen t but they \\ere few in number. They are 
dated c 1170 to 141 3 in Hergen and tu approximatc1~ the beg inning of 
the 13th century in Oslo (Oye 1988. )0; and Molaug [991. 102). 

Three lead whorls a little smaller than SF 460 were found at lhe Brough 
of Birsay, Orkm:y, from the lower and middle Norse hori zons (Curl e 
1982. 79, 117). A smaller hemispheri cal Icad whorl was found in Phase 
2 during the Brough of Birsay 1974-82 excavations. dated to the end of 
the 10th to the beginning o f lile II th century (Hunter 1986. 177, 183) 
Another, possibly of 10th-ccntury dale is from the Viking farmstead at 
Jarl shof, Shet land (Hamilton 1956, 126). 

The location of the whorl in Pha<;e 2. sugge<;l<; that a 10th· to 
12th-century date is most probable 

PHASE 6 

An Irregular hut fragmentar~ cylinder SF 207. identified as a modem 
li shing weight. 

IRON AND SLAG 

(table 7) 

Thi s category includes slag (not necessarily all of iron). corroded iron 
lumps and iron objects. There was no indi cation of iron working on the 
site . 
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460 

SLAG 

illus 90 
Metal di scS F 1417. 
iron knife in horn 
handle S F 1062. 
nail /r ive t S F 1041 
and lead 
spindlewhorl SF 460. 

A IOtal 0 1' 22 lumps of slag were t(lUnd at the s ite fro m Phase 2 to 7. 68% 
of the slag came from phases 2 and 3, fTom the burnt deposits over the 
oven in the skali (Trench H), from the hearths J I 08 and J I 09. and Ooor 
of the Phase 2 dyngja. All these pieces are vcry small and arc mosllikcly 
'cranlp'; the result of burning peat or turf at low temperatures causing 
the fusing of silicates in the fuel (Fleet 1975. 46-48). 

Other pieces of slag (iron slag) came from a peat layer H 12. in Phase 4 
on the west side of the s ite, and from phases 6 and 7. The latter may 
partly be the result o f burning coal on the domestic hearth in the Gor! 
tsee below). and of earlier material, possibly cramp, found in disturbed 
contexts in the centre of the s ite. 

IRON ARTEFACTS 

In IOtal there were 58 iron artcfacts, of which 34 were corroded and 
largel y unidentifiable lumps. They were recovered from Phases 2 to 7 
with the rmti ority coming from Ph ase 5. 

NALLS. RIVETS AND SPIKES t 15 pieces) 
Fragmentary nails/nail heads, including severa l piece:; in wood wen.: 
present in all phases with the majurit~ found in Phase 5. It was diOiclilt 
10 di sti nguish between nails and rivets because of corrosion and 
incomplete shafts. Of the nail heads tha.t ..... ere visible, round. 
sub-rounded and rectangular pieces were found between 6-18mm in 
diameter or width. The shanks lay between 3- IOmm in thickness and 
were most ly square. although a Phase 7 example, SF 1030. was possibly 
round . 

The length of the fragments (all were incomplete) generall y lay between 
11-52mlll \\ith the longest 80-88mm considered as spi kes 

KNifE BLADES 

SF 626 is part of the hlade and tang nfa knife . which wa<; triangular in 
section. 1\ \\35 found III T rench M. 

From Phase J is a prohable kn ife blade SF 1025, which is heavi ly 
corroded and fragmentary. It wa, found on the wooden floor of the sto./a 

SF 1062 (1Ill1s 90) came from Phase 4 and \\ a<; fo und in the jill of a pit 
(U5) dug into the 510ft; at the ell'>t side o f the s ite. Thl; blade is vcry 
fragmentary and survives onl y 2 1 mm in length . It however lies within 
an oval-cylindrical plain hom handle (see also 7.7 Hom repon). 

SF 1060 is a panial tangcd blade. found within Phase 7 deposits within 
the Gorl . The blade has a triangular section and is probabl y a modem piece. 
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CANNONBALL 
J\ single cannonball SF 1036. was found in (he destruction levcfs of the 
Phase 5 dwellin g-house li s \\eighl is 41bs 60z or IQ88g 

MtSCEI.LANEOIJS 
Olher pieces include a fragmentary pony shoe SF 1022 from tlclween 
pha. ... es 4 and S From Pha.<;e 5 were Q pieces of fragment~ mclal plale 
or slrap. some of which \\ cre co nlcmpnraI) \\'llh Ihe usc of the 
dwelling-house at the west side of lhe slle. Lastly. a small piece of iron 
came from the topsoil in Phase 7. 

Corroded [ron Lumps 
Frnm phases 2, 2-3 and 3 from all builJlIlgs carne ro unded co rroded 
IUlilPS of iron They were found on the noor and possibly in Ihe lire-pit 

of the Phase 2 dyngjCl . as well as In destruction level s of the sktill . 
Several I;agments were possi bl y a large rivet SF 1048. or a round
headed nail SF lOS:' These ma~ have derived from the roofs of the 
buildings. 

The Phase 4 material (three pieces) was un identifiable apan from a 
possible nail head SF 1028. from the destruction of the Phase 3 stofa 
Also found In Phase 4 \\ as a singk Iron lump. lUld a poss ible nai l/rivet 
SF [041 (illus (0) from Trench K of this phase . 

Four lumps came from Phase 5 and arc identified as a JXlsslo[e nail SF 
1044 . a small c~li ndnca[ piece SF 1045 and anuther possible nail. 

J\ single corroded lump came from the Phase 7 tnpsoi l 

7.4.4 STONE 

AMBER 

hlUr sampks orhighl~ fragmented limber \\cn: fllund on the slie 111 

Phases 4. 5 and 7 Described here arc three beads and t\\ O fragments 
of a plate 3.5m1ll thi ck. One of Ihe heads SF 201 (illus (1) from 

159" 

I'f, 
-:::', 

Phase 5. was circular but the other two were too fragmentary for 
fllnher in vestigation or the [aller. SF 204 carne from the Phase 4 
destruction (J25) orthe Phase 3 sl()Ia and SF 202 was unstratified . The 
plate fragmen ts SF 1591 (illus 9 [ ) were found in the fill ofa shallow 
fi:a ture (PLl64) at the cast side of the site tlctween pha<;es 4 and 5 
r he~ arc pmslbl ~ burnt and ma~ ha\'e been u'\ed as m[a~ ! pers camm 
' \ll sa Mainman ). 

1621 

2)mm 

00 1 
2() 1 

1591 

o 10mrn o 50rnm 
LI __ -,--~ L-'------'_,,_l __ ~ 

illus 9 1 
Quartz arrowhead SF 1595 : jet bead SF 162 t; amber bead SF 201 and amber plate pi eces SF 1591 



Amber is found around the Balt ic coast and was traded often in Ihe 
fonn of amulets in the Viking period from such places as Woli n. 
Poland. where there were works hops from the 9th to the 121h century 
(Roesdahl & Wilson 1992. 295) . Amber al so occurs along the \\est 
coast of Jut land . Denmark. and as small pebbles on east coast beaches 
of England. It was found as amule ts and beads made from Imported 
amber, in excavations in Viking York and Du bli n. Half Ihe amber 
beads lound in the 1990 excavation at Birka, Sweden were annular. 
and it is thought they collle from the final occupation of that centre 
(Ambrosiani 1995, 59). The late medieval occurrence of amher at the 
Biggings ma~ be due to Hanseatic trade around the Ualtic anu North 
Sea areas 

COAL AND J ET 

additional inform:ltion is hy Ai lsa i\iainnlafl, York 
Archaeological Tmst. 

Samples or mal and jet (five in total) wen; lound from Phase 4to I'h'l~e 
6. with three pieces from Phase 5. Apart from three samples of coal. a 
four-sided face ted jet bead. SF 31 I, was found in Pha<;c 5 nn paving. 
(20) at the cast side of the excavation. It is a common Iype with 18 
irregul ar facets : it is also WOOl and cracked. The cracking is 
occas ionall y a feature of soft jet which can occur after working. Iflhis 
bead is of soft jet, a late date for it could be confi nned. Another WOOl 
but spherical jet bcad SF 1621 (il1us 9 1) was found in Phasc 6 

Jet from Whitby, Yorkshire, EngltUld , has been exploited sin~l: the 
Bronze Age (S hepherd 1981. 43) and IS the 1iket~ source (If the 
Biggings beads The only other Eu ropean so urce is in Spain (Roesdahl 
& Wilson 1992,334) . 

FLINT 

Thineen samples of flint came from Phase 4 to Phase 7. with a single 
piece from Phase I The occurrence of rounded pebbles and irre gular 
flint blocks from Phase 4 suggest that it probably deri\·ed from ballast, 
and carne to the site at the same time a~. lor exanlple, the Continental 
Redwares. None of thi s flint was worked. although somc had been 
shanered. Al most all of it was found outside the bui ldings or III their 
destruction levels. The on ly exception was SF 1007 from Phase I, from 
within a pit J 11 0 at the cast side of the site 

FLI NT FLAKE SF 1007 

This is a fragment ofa very small tlint flake \\ith the right di stal w ma 
of the piece made into an acute-ang.led pOIll\. rhis has been ac!lIt:\t:d b~ 
the simple retouch of the twO convnging Sides. It was po~s ihl y a \Illall 
borer and of prehistoric date (pers conlin Torno,;n Ballin ) 

QUARTZ 

Ni nc samples of quanz (1 4 pieces) were co llected from Phase 4 to 
Phasc 7. Both quam pebbles arld fragment s \\ere found and nOlle \Iere 
worked exccpt SF 1595 an arrowhead The majorit:- ofUn\\orked plecc~ 
came from thc \\est side of the site. 

TANGED ARROWHEAD (SF 1595) 

:\ single. tanged arrO\I head. SF 1595 (dlus Y I \. \1 as IOllnd In the ttlP'>lld 
of the Gorl -lIll'ha:.e 7. The fllld 's ClrCUlllstances impede ac\l)<;er uatlllg 
bUlthc following \\ill IT) to plac~' the arrtmhead in its corree! '>l·!II11g. 
from its tYP(llogical and technological details. 

The arrowhead, mcasures c 1911l1ll x 2411111\ . and is madc on a Illilky
white. relatively homogenous quartz. By the use of flat flakin g. it is 
shaped into a strai ght-sided triangle with two barbs and a hlunted tang 
at the basco The arrowhead is largely intact. but is believed to ha\c had 
the extremities Oflhc tip. tang and one barb broken off. 

U1111~ R SMALL FINDS . In 

Quartz: is commonly considered more diflicult to work than other f()rms 
of silica. and (h is is primari ly due to diflcrences in the crystalline 
struclUre. Where flinl. chcn. jasper etc. have a micro-crystalli ne struc
ture and good flalo;lI1g abilities. quart7 h,l<; a coarser crystalline stnlctllfe 
and a tcndellq to intricate cracking (Broadhent 1979, 48fl) 

When quartz is used it is oftcn as a good local adaptation to an 
inadequate access 10 sources of good raw material. Flat Ilaklllg 
(press ure tlakiug using a pointed antler) on quartz. as seen hefe , IS quite 
extraordillarily complicated. and onc would nonnall y conn cct quart I 
\\ith the much :.imple bipolar technique (the u~e ofa hammerstolle and 
anvil) . Thi s laller tedlilique has. b~ \\ a) of an cxample. been used to a 
great exten t on mainland Orkne~ . where there is also a StTll..lJlg 
insuffi cicncy of r:1\\ material sources. I lere pebbles of beach n int were 
used primarily. The tcchniquc dominates the worked si li cli acccss ions 
within Tankerness I-louse Museulll, Kirkwall. 

The nal naking technique has occuned intcnnittenlly from the change 
over betwcen the Middle and Upper Palaeolith ic until today, although 
in Great Untain the technique is known onl y from the Neolithll' and 
Bronz~ Ages 

The morphology of the arrowhead makcs it possible to narrow dowil the 
dating extremitie s, as the fonn in question wit h tang and barbs was 
introduced during the Beakcr culture 's midd le phase (Mercer 1977. 
73ft) or Phase 4 according to Lanting ,md Van der Waals (Lant ing & 
van der Waals 1972 : Shepherd 1986.24 11) . The estimated date for the 
<'rtefac! is therdore late l'\eolithic to earl~ BrOilLe Age with a TPQ c 21 no 
cal Be 

Although found III topsoi l. the arrowhead IS most likely to have deTl\'eu 
from peat-c utting west of the Hill Dyke and brought to the Gor! with the 
peats. In Ihis area, which is the larger part of the island, are the remains 
of copious prehistori c hOllses. 

JASPE R 

Jasper is a \'arid~ of crYPlOcrystaline silica and can be regarded as a 
mineral. It s reddish -brown colou ring comes from iron within its 
structure and it i!'> raIel) found as large picces (Whinaker 1994. 71). 
Like flint and quart.!. it is a resource that could havc been utilized in thl· 
prehistoric period I"(H too l worlo; ing. Howe vcr there is no indication of 
this from the lii ggings material where Ihe pi eces were smal1 ,1Ild with 
one exception, ullworked . 

Al l the picc..:" arc fra g.mented pebhles. !1rohabl~ orig inating as glaCl<ll 
erratics ("l:l' chapter 1.2) \\hich \Iere eitho.:r t(llInd close to thl' <; il e or 
brought III 1\ TIll' 111'~lurll~ of the jaspl.:r \\,l\ fnund on the \\e'>t .\ Ide ul 
the eXC(I\ a\lllll. \\ here a large pebhle ma~ ha\ e shattered 

30 sal11pks (144 pieces) from all ph,l~es wen;,: collected. Only one 
irregular piece SF 976, from Phase 7 althe e,l"l side of the site , showed 
any signs of working. This stone has a Jloli shcd surfacc. 

GROOVED LINE-S INKERS 

These 51une \\e ighb arc characterised h\ lll)l' or more linear grom e~ 
around the h(ld~ uf thl· artefact and llec'l.~illna ll y around the long aXI'> 
The) were not perforated by a susp~ nsiun hole . The grooves were 
required tll hold a rope for the securin g nflishing lines or nets. Oflhe 12 
artefact<; 1i"(l[1l till· Biggings onl y ~i\ \II..Te IOl:<lted in the malll 
excavatulil area. th~ re~t are from Ihe 1977 trenches 1 hl: earlle\t 
\\elghts arc fWIll Ph,bC 5. \\Ith the rem:lllluer from Phase 7. rh~ 

location of the \tnnes indicates that the~ \\ere all found ouhldl.' thc 
building". hut I\ere fTllI11 disllIrbed or \IT;' Jatl.' contexts 

ROCK TYPES AND SIZ E 

Rock IYI1(·\ used arc line grained lIIetalllllTphosed. sandstone and 
micaceou~ sandstones. lIsuall y in thc lorm of beach cobbles Steatite 
examples alsll exist (sec Section 7.2.4 1 hut Ihese were al so perfoTatl.:d . 
All except t\\O aIC complete, with SF 692 being a stone fragment 
comaining a central groove, and SF 1447 \\hi ch is shattered latcraJl~ 
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The stones wei gh from 6 1 Og to I 330g. the average weight bei ng I043g. 
The size o f the cobbles is fairly consistent with the max imum length 
lying between 155mm-180mm. the width between 58 and 89mm and a 
Ihickness of between 36-62mm. 

FORM 

All the cobb les have a roughty elongated oval shape. the narrowest part 
o f the cobble forming the tip, and the widest part the base . Onl y one 
artefact (SF 599) from Phase 7 shows ev idence o f it bei ng altered by 
pecking and chipping [Q confo rm to the elongated oval shape. This 
we ight was chipped at the base and pecked over most of it<; hody [n 
fact. th is may have been original ly an ard or hammerstone that was later 
adapted to be a li ne sin ker Or weight. 

Although olher stones such as SF 697 from Phase 5 exhibit peck marks 
generally. this may be a res ult ofposl-groove finishing of the tool. 

GROOVES 

The 13iggings we ights have one \0 five grooves on the body of the stone . 
Fomlcd by pecking with the usc of a pointed stone or metal implement. 
a shallow linear indentat ion \\as produced into which a tine rope or 
fi shing line could be tied without slipping off the stone Grooves are not 
normall y deeper than 24 mm. but thei r width varied between 7mm and 
22mm. The average width was c 13mm. 

The main groove is horizontal and lies below the mid-point of the 
cobble. towards the basal end (about a third of the way up the stone 
from the ba<;e). Where the groove met the side of the tool a wider 
pecked nOlch was no!iced. Although in some cases !his could have been 
the result of wear. eg SF 696 from Phase 7. 

Five o f the weights. which had only the single horizontal groove. 
exhibited other signs o f wear on the cobble body. usually at the tip. Four 
examples. SF 598, SF 694 , SF 696 and SF 1438 from Phase 7 and 
unstratified contexts had slight pecked in dentations or notches at the 
tip. one up to 3mm in depth and fomling the begin ning of a groove. SF 
599 wa~ chipped at the t ip and had subsequent wear marks. The 
indentation at this point was necessary for the attachment of a rope or 
line at right-angles to the one in the lower horizontal groove . 

Of these cobbles only SF 599. SF 694 and SF 696. all from Phase 7. 
showed additional shallow pecked areas on the si des of the body below 
the tip. but these side notches wcre not a complete second horizontal 
groove. On SF 696 one notch was cut, possibl y by a kn ife. and then 
abraded by wear. These pecked areas were no doubt thought necessary 
for the additional security of the line around the stone 

The remaining cobbles SF 693 from Phase 5, SF 695 and SF 697 from 
Phase 7. SF 698 and SF 722 unstratified. had in addition a complete or 
near com plete vertical groove running from thl.; tip to the basal 
horizontal groove. Th is appeared on both surfaces and extended the 
notch at the tip, as descrihed above. The vertical groove was o ften 
narrow. possi bly indi cat ing that il was secondary. but the notch at the 
ti p of these stones could be as much as 6mlll in depth. thus indicating 
that the we ight had had prolonged use . 

SF 696 from Phase 7 had 111 addition 3 shallow pecl\ed notches down 
one side 

SF 697 (ill us 92) was from a pi t (J pit 3) in Phase :\ and is the most 
elaborately grooved of all the we ights. [n addition 10 its horizontal basal 
groove and its verti cal groove which extends around the notched base, 
the stone has three funher horizontal grooves . Two arc close to the tip 
and there is an additional one towards the base. The body of the stone is 
also general ly pecked. 

COMPARISONS AND DATING 

None of the Biggings grooved line-sinkers were from secure 
stratigraphic contexts except fo r SF 697, the most compl ex weight, 
fo und in a pit. The rest arc mainly from Phases 5 and 7 or are 
unstratified. The Phase 7 exam ple SF 696 is one of the simplest 

weights. It is however impossihle to suggest with certainty and with 
such small numbers of artefacts. whether the weights became simpler 
over time . 

The distnbut ion of the stones tell s us linle apart from the fact that they 
may have been in use at the site from the earl y 17th century to modem 
times. and also that thei r origi nal locations were disturbed contexts. 
Their occurrence indicates thai some repairs to fish ing gear, either to 
the stones themse lves or to the lines and nets they were attached 10. took 
pl ace on or close to the site. 

The weight of these stones. at li tt le more than I kg. suggests that they are 
'cappie-stones' from the old Norse ·koppu-srem· . used 10 an chor ' Haff 
fish ing lines. These lines were used for deeper sea fi shin g for cod. ling 
& tusk. where the anchor stones (grooved li ne sinkers ) may have 
weighed more than IOOOg (Fenlon 1978.577). In contrast. s inkers fo r 
hand lines were traditionally made of steatite and later lead. and 
weighed approximately 680g (Ibid, 528. 594). 

Grooved line sinkers were also fo und th rough oul all the Vi kingINorse 
phases at Jarl shof made of both schistose rock and steatite (Hamil ton 
1956. plate 34. 182). Steatilc exam ples of 13th-II 4th-century date 
found at Sandwick. Uns!. were usually perforated and grooved 
(Bige low 1989. \88). 
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illus 92 
Grooved stone line -s inker SF 697. 



PERFORATED STONES 

This category contains both flattened beach cobbles and other flat 
stones with usually a single perforation . There are in total 41 stones 
from almost all phases of the exca\'ation . On ly three were from the early 
phases: two came from over the floor o f the Phase 2 poss ibl e eJdhus. 
and one from the hearth in the eldhus in Phase 3. A fun her 10 stones 
were found below the floor of the westernmost building in Phase 4 and 
from the dump (K98) associated with it. Another nine stones from thi s 
phase were located in pits at the east side of the excavation. specificall y 
pit J55. Two others. came from a Phase 4- 5 pi! (L41 ) also at me eastern 
end of the s ite. In contexl'> belonging to phases 5-7 again at the east s ide 
of the site . another eight stones were located; six were related to the 
Phase 6 Gor! . 

The prolonged occurrence of these stones from Phase IWO to Phase 7. 
suggests a continued used of this type of artefact until recent times, as 
indicated by 2 roofing 'slates' SF 658 (unstratified) and SF 665 from 
Phase 7. The majority of the stones were used as s imple weights. 
probabl y as loom weights. 

ROCK TYPES AND SIZE 

The predominant stones used were mica-schist, micaceous sandstone, a 
fine-grained metamorphi c rock and sandstone: the latter in the fonn of 
beach cobbles (25). For the more irregular stones ( 13), micaceous 
sandstone was the dominant resource used. Steatite was al so used. as 
two examples indicate (7.2.4 above ). The roofing s lates arc of 
micaceo us sandstone and mica schist, a" is a perforated whorl. SF 668, 
from Phase 6. All these rock types arc present on Papa Stour or on the 
adjacent mainland (1.2 above). Utilization of beach and cliff resources 
would account for the majority of these anefacts . Of the beach cobbles, 
68% arc complete, in contrast to the more irregular stones where o nl y 
25% arc undamaged. 

The average weight of the beach cobbles is 582g lying between a range 
of 3 12g and 786g. with onl y a single stone heavier than I.5kg. All 
stones have a length of I07- 178mm, width of54·142mm and thickness 
of 13-65mm. 

FORM 

BEACH COBBLES 
These stones are largely unaltered cobbles. except for the occurrence of a 
single perforation. They required linJc funher adaptation for the use 10 

which they were put, as suspended weights. Only SF 607 from Phase 2 
has an area o f pecking on its edge below the perforation. Other nicks and 
chips on the body of the stones. eg SF 664 from Phase 6 and SF 673 from 
Phase 4. arc considered acci dental or post-deposi tional occ urrences. 

The area which was consistently altered was the edge of the stones, 
closes t to the perforation. Here tooling by pecking, chipping and 
subsequent wear is apparent on 52% of the stones . Ollen the tooling 
appears as a rough levcl area above the perforation eg SF 666 Phase 7, 
or in the examples from Phase 4 of which SF 677 has a notch 4mm 
deep, and SF 661 with one 9mm deep. The wear from the edge to the 
perforation on SF 674 is almost a groove while SF 676, although 
incomplete, has a si ngle notch on the edge below the perforation. 

It would appear that in general the altered area above the perforation 
was not inte nded to be smooth, but roughened to hold the thread or line 
securel y to the stone and prevent s lippage . The wear see n on SF 674 is, 
however. most likely the n;sult of prolonged use. The notching or 
ro ughening o rthe stone at its apex is not dependent on the type of stone 
used. nor on the phasing. as altered and unaltered weights appear in the 
same phases. 

OTHER STONES 
The fragmentary state of stones other than beach cobbles. wh ich were 
used as weights. makes general observations on their foml dillicult. Of 
the three complete stones. onl y two are worn. pecked or notched above 
the perforation. Other surfaces and edges of the stones have nOl been 
altered manually. 
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PERFORATIONS 

Perforations arc usually located towards the narrowest end o f the stone, 
and lie between 19mm and 50mm from the nearest worn edge . The 
majority lie c 40mm from the nearest edge so that in suspension the 
greater mass of the stone is below the perforation. 

The s ingle holes were made hy a fine pointed pick , as gouge-marks can 
be seen on the s ides o r many of the holes eg SF 654 Phase 3, and aro und 
their splayed edges. They werc made fro m both s ides of the stone. 
rcveali ng the accu racy needed to cut the hole precisely, although SF 608 
from Phase 5 shows a mi salignment of the hole. Others such as SF 609 
Phase 2, have an elongated hole. although thi s may be due to usc. and 
SF 655 Phase 6, may have a natural elongated hole whieh was 
subsequcntly utilized. 

In general perforations were not ground smooth afterwards. The 
exceptions are SF 1394 from Phase 4-5. and SF 601 Phase 6, which 
have drilled holes. The average s ize of the hole is 7.3mm although the 
size of the perforation can vary between 4mm and 18mm. The 
surrounding splay is on average c 19. 5mm in diameter. 

DECORATION 

Only four stones are decorated. They are three irregular stones and one 
beach cobble and weigh between 528g and 620g. The beach cobble SF 
1394 Phase ~ -5 (illus 93). is from the ce ntre of the ex cavated area 
found in Tre nch EJ. It has nOi only a drilled perforation but a mach ine 
executed des ign on both faces. On one face is a semi·circl e of fine 
machine slots. as if from a cog wheel, and other similar faint marks. 
The other face has a group o f four dots in a square and a ci rcle of 15 
dots towards the base of the stone . Thi s des ign may have been 
unfinished. 

illus 93 
Perfo rated and decorated beac h·cobble weigh t S F 1394: reprodu ced 
at 112. 
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6.J1 723 

SF 601 from Phase 6 (Illu~ (4) is from thL' (iorl /lOOf and ll<l~ a singk 
irregular 7-~l ded incised lmear design \\ Ith a rough equal-amlcd afrO\\ 

at its basI:. Th is decoratlUn lies belo\, the perforation on one face . 

Also from Phase 6 is SF 679 (illus 95), from Tren ch E. It has on one face 
two designs which lie either side of and helow the perforati on. One 
appears to he an incised buckle. or the mould for one. and the ot her is a 
depressed circle. 

From all unstratilied context is SF 1471 (I llus 96). On one face is a 
centrally placed, roughl y inscribed cross. perhaps WOOl nr unfinished . 
with wider temlinal s to the ends of the arms. On the revcrsc is an incised 
sq uare 23mm x 25m111 \\lIh another partl~ fonned cross l~mg bet\\een 
the square. the perforation and the edge orlhe stone . Thc cross IS si nl1lar 
hut small er than the one already described. 

Although a few decoratcd weights exist. the vast majo rity arc plain . It i~ 

suggested that the decorated ones, \\hleh are all on 111lcaceou) 
sandstone. are a late 111lmductlon to the si te. perhaps ffl)111 the 17th 
century. 

--------------------------

illus 94 
Perfnrated and de corated 
stone \,eight SF 601 an d 
\,hebtone SF 723 

WEIGHTS 

WEIGHTS FROM BELOW THE FLOOR OF TliE BUILDING 
IN TRENCH K IN PHASE 4 

There were si .-.: weights in aiL frolll context 1(75 . a levelling layer. They 
are all beach cobbles whi ch \\cigh between ~88g and 670g and arc of 
mctamorphir.: roc ks. mica schist and an unidentified rock I)~. All are 
complete exccpt one . SF 659 has poss ible wear marks and SF 674 is 
n()(ched and almost grooved above the perforation. These stoncs arc of 
similar si ze' maximum kngth 106-1 38111111 , maximum width 
5-l-107mm and maximum thickness 18·30111111 

WEIGHTS FROM PIT JL55 , DUG INTO THE PI-lASE 3 
STOFA DURING PHASE 4 

rh~se 9 \\ CIghls \\ere found 11Iling the pit. Six were broken at the 
perforation Ihe other three \\l're complete rhc~ \\ efe exclus1\ el~ of 
1llI CaCeOU~ :.'U1d~((lne and sand~tonc . The complete sto nes \\ (,Igh 476g. 
11 109 and 15:;2g. sugg~sting nil average that they would ha\ e been 

illus 95 
Perforated and decorated stone weight SF 679: 
fL'prodlJced aJ l Jl 



illus 96 
Perforated and decorated s tone weight SF 1471: reproduced at 
2/3. 

heavicr lhan those from the wcst s ide of the site . Six were slabs ofstonc, 
the remainder are cobbles. All the complete stones with the addition of 
one broken example, show evidence of notch ing, flaking or wear above 
the perforation. This part of the stone was missing from the other 
examplcs. Usi ng the complete dimensions, the stones were c 128-
17801m long, 94-142mm wide and 18-65mm thick , They appear to he 
slightly larger than the examples from the west side of tile site . 

ROOFING 'SLATES' 

As previously mentioned there are two fragments of roofing slate, from 
Phase 7 and an unstratified context, SF 658 and SF 665 . They arc 
diflcrcntiated from the perforated weights by their chipped edges, and 
that their perforations were made from one side only. 

PERFORATED WHORL 

SF 668 from Phase 6, from the Gorl's topsoi l, is a round whorl with a 
drilled hole. Its weight of 74g and its diameter of 4 7-55mm suggest this 
is a dri ll whorl rather than a spindlewhorl 

DISCUSSION 

Excepting the Too ling slates and th e perforated whorl the remainder of 
the artefacts in thi s category can be described ItS 100m weights. 

Loom weights arc probably one uf the most ubiquitous anefac\s found 
on Vil\ing and Norse sites althuugh they have the ir origin in the 
prehistoric period . In some pans of the Vil\ing world such as Denmark 
and Gamlebyen. Oslo, these weights were primarily made of clay. The 
Shetland [sles o ffer a contrast in that stone was a more common, and 
probably a marc easily worl\ed resource than clay in unskilled hands. 
Not a single clay perforated weight has been found on Shetland . In early 
Norse times steatite was the preferred stone on Shetland sites eg, 
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Sandwick and Jarlshof, but beach pebbles replaced it early at the lattcr 
site (Bigelow 1985,106), 

Steatite cobble weights with a s ingle perforation, and reused perforated 
vessel fragments occurred at the Biggings from Phase 2 onwards (7.2.4 
above). Comparison of their distribution with the other loom weighl~ is 
difficult because o f the disturbance of contexts in which they were 
found and the reuse of steatite . However, it is possible that in Phase 4, 
both types were used together. 

Stones chosen for weights were those nearest to hand and those which 
could be perforated the easiest. Stone was also used in Viking-Medieval 
Reykjavik as loom weights, but alteration of the stone was kept to the 
minimum (Nordahl 1988,66). 

It is suggested by Rui (1991 , 128) that loom weights have only one hole 
as they arc used to tauten warp threads. Weights are normally found 
together and in situ on the floors of buildings, and those from the 
8iggings lie wi thin the weight ranges most used for weaving. Their 
presence also indicates that the inhabitants at the Biggings were using a 
warp-weighted or vcnicalloorn. Comparison with the detailed accounts 
of the Bryggen weaving equipment (0ye 1988, 58-70) is interesting in 
that it forms the most direct parallel in shapes, size and weight of 
stones. The additional use of sandstone on Papa StOUT offers the main 
contrast, otherwise loom weights from the Biggings differ little from 
their Norwegian counterparts . However, textile production at the 
Bryggen declined from the first half of the 14th century onwards 
because of the take-over by German Hansa merchants of the properti es 
excavated (0ye 1988, 144 -5). 

The occurrence of perforated stones beneath the Phase 4 western most 
building suggest that they originalcd in Phase 3, possibly from the sktili. 
The largely broken weights lining the Phase 4 pit (J55 ), possibly from 
the Phase 3 stoia. also indicate that they could have an earlier origin or 
were simply di scarded and reused during Phase 4 (8.4 above). The 
earliest dating of these weights is from approximately the mid 13th 
century to the beginning of the 15th century and they were also found in 
contexts which cou ld be as late as the early 17th century. These dates 
arc very lale in comparison with the Oslo material , where the horizontal 
loom began to replace the warp-weighted loom in the 12th century. 

Consideration of other textile evidence, such as steatite spindle whorl s 
and textile and fibre samples, suggest that the warp-weighted loom did 
in fact persist much later in Shetland, and at least into Phase 4 at the 
Biggings, to possibly as late as 1650. In Sweden and Denmark the 
warp-weighted loom had already been replaced by the horizontal loom 
during the 13-14th centuries, but in Iceland and the Faeroes the 
warp-weighted loom persisted as the most common loom until the 
beginning of the 19th century. There is evidence from western Nomay 
that the warp-weighted 100m survived unti l the 1950s. where it was 
used fur special needs and wide weaves (peTS comm Kristina Andersson 
Sui Icy; NylOn 1968. 119-124) 

PUMICE 

with an additional report by Anthony Ncwron 

Twent} t\\ O pieces o f pumi(X (not illustrated) were recovered from the 
site, ,md from Phase 2 onwards. The majority of pumice pebbles crune 
from Phase 7 or were unstratified , The pumice is of two types, a light 
grey fmthy pumice (six pieces) ruld a darker vesicular one ( IS pieces ). 
Half the pumice (10 pieces) was unworl\ed. \\ hich incl uded the earliest 
piece. SF 192, from a Phase 2 context on the west side of the site . On 
average the unworked pumice was of smaller pieces than the worked 
No pumice pebble was larger than 90mm x bOmm x 46mm 

THE ARTEFACTS 

SPINDLEWHORL OK RING 
From the Phase 3 skei/i hearth (context E48) came half ofa spindlewhorl 
or ring SF 441 of whi te pumicc . The piece had been roughly rounded to 
c 50mll1 in diameter, with the faces flattened and the sides smoothed. It 
had hrol\en at the perforation. 
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WORKED P!ECES 
These include brown/grey pumice pebbles which have been mainly 
altered b) wear. The use of the pumice for rubhing or smoothing 
resulted in pebbles with extensive areas o f \\ear as III SF 273 from 
Phase 7. or in pebbles with more limited areas of aller at ion . In the latter 
category is SF 270 from Phase 2-3 , an irregular pebble with a flattened 
surl~1ce and a chamfered edgc , and SF 189. Phase -I . a fragmentary 
pebble with knife trimming at one end Pebbles \\lIh limIted aliaation 
occur in Phascs J to 5. 

Brown/gre} punllce pebbles \\ith extensIve alterallon 

SF 269 Phase 6. is a fragmentary pebble which has bee n flatt ened on 
onc surface with a concave indentation. The other surfaces have becn 
tnmmed and faceted. 

SF 273. Phase 7. is a rectan gular block. ho ll owed smooth on t\\ O 
oppnsing faces . and wilh random hollows on the other faces . Both Its 
ends arc smoothed and one is s lightly bevelled . This has been a mhhing 
tool 

SF 276 Phase 6. is a rectangular piece with all surllices smoothed. This 
was probabl y uSl.!d a.~ a ruhhcr 

SF 623. unstratified. is ,U1 ITTegular ~h aped pebble \\hich has been 
smoo thed on onc surfacc and \\orkedlused on both edges and al Its 
pm nted end. 

SF 624. unstratified. is also ~mooth,"d 011 one surra.:.: but has a lmear 
mdentation on the adjacent ~urface . 

REPORT ON T HE PUMICE 

\nlhony ;-"; l'\\ I<)n 

IN·r RODUCT10N AND BACt-.:GROUND 
Pu mI ce has been found around the coasts o rlhe North Atl ant Ic on bOlh 
natural raised and prese lll day beaches and in archaeo logical sites 
(l3inns 1972: Ne wton unpublished) . Thcse depos its arc very widely 
distributed. induding sites in Arctic Canada, Greenland. Iceland, 
Svalbard, Russi a (the Kola Peninsula). the Br it ish Is les, Nomay. 
S\\cden. Denmark and Ge rman y. In area:, \\ith \\eI! developed raised 
beach sequenee~ the deposi ts range 111 age throughout most Il r the 
Hnillcene. The carliest deposits are found in Svalbard . where pumice 
IS fuund on beaches in excess of 8000 years old Norway also has 
pumIce on beaches O\e r 7000 )ears old. Coastlmcs \'ith poorly 
de \ eloped or buried ralscd beache~ haw nonetheless produced 
pl1lTlH.:e from numerous an;hacological ~lIes . This is particularly true 
of Scolland . wilh Ihe earliesl pumice picces being found in Mesolithi c 
deposLts on Ju ra PumlCc I~ r<lUnd in archaeological ~i les throughout 
the ;-.JcOlllhlc . Urnnze and [run Age dcp()s its right through to modern 
tImes. The largc~1 concentratIon of finds has been III the \Ve~ tcfll I~lcs . 

Orl-.ne y and Shet land . PUlllice has al so been found on mamland 
SCOIland and Ireland . 

rhe vast majorit y orthcse dcposlts cons lSI of eI ther black or bra\\ n/gre) 
pumice . This pumice is dacitlc in geochemical com position and was 
1110stly erupted from the Katla Volcanic System. on the south cna~1 of 
Icel and . From here . the pumice \\as transported 10 Ihe coasts o f the 
North Atlantic by ocean surface CUTTent s. Due to the temporal sprcad of 
the deposits and the presence around Katla of up to 12 tephra layers of 
similar geochcmical characteri stics to the pumice (Newton & Dugmore 
1995). it seems likely that se veral erupt ions were responsible for the 
production of thc pumice . It also appears that some of the pumice found 
on Svalbard \\as produced by an eruption rrom Jan 1\:13yen. to thc north 
o f Iceland. 

Some white pumice has al so been found at the Biggings and Ihis IS 
much rarer. In Norway, white pumice has been found on a raised beach 
ove r 10.000 years old and is of unknown origin (Newton unpublished). 
Much younger white pumice has al so been fo und on Shetland 
(Dugmore & Newton unpubli shed ). This pumice was produced by a 
large emption o f OrrefajOkul1. so uth-castl celand. in AD 1362. Pumice 
from this emption co uld have been Iransported by ocean surface 

currents. but there is also the possibility o f human tnUlSPOrt with lrade 
\\ ilh Iceland. 

Punl1ce \\ould have proVIded the local populace with a useful abrasive 
tool. Many or the pieces fo und on archaeological s ites show obvious 
signs of wear. wilh grooves and holes produced by sharpening antler. 
bone or wood . Larger pieces with flattened sides arc also found. where 
the) wo uld have been used for rubblllg various material s. ineluding 
skins and wood. for example . Pumice also was. and is still. used as 
fl oats for fishing nets and lines. The pumice may have been recovered 
from a eon tcmporary beach or a rai sed beach . It is al so possible lhal 
pumice ma) h,l\e been taken from an o lder settlement site . perhaps 
fTOrn a midden or some abandoned building. 

PM'A STOUR PUMICE 
Mos l of the pumice found at the Biggings can be loosely clasSi fied as 
brown/grey punu ce but SF 188. SF 27-1 , SF -141. SF 616 and SF 617. are 
rarer while punl1ce pieces. This pumice is rar more vesicular than the 
brown pumice. and is therefore less dense. It is al so possible to allribute 
the wh ite acidi c pumice deposits 10 specific eruptions in Iceland and. 
thererore. usc them as a d:Hmg 1001 

Brown/grey pumice 
This Iype of pumice is found in coastal archaeological sites throughout 
Scotl and (Bmn~ 1972 : Ne\\ton & Dugmore 1995. and forthcoming a 
and b) . DespIte the lack o f geochemical analyses 11 is pOSSIble to 
corre late this pumice to the most common types round on raised 
beaches in SCtltland. north-\\est Iceland and Norwa~ At presenl Ihe 
geochemical composition of this dacitic pumice does nOl allo\\ 
mdlvidual eruplions (Q be Identified. This unfortunately Iml1L<; the 
potcntial of uSlllg Ihis type of pumice Wi a dating tool. 

Whlle pumIce 
Al1hough the onl) other \\hile pumice found in the Briti sh Isles. at 
Seall oway III Shdland. \\<IS produced from the AD 1362 eruption of 
Orxfaj okull. II was necessary to anal yse the Papa Slam pumice to 
check that 11 "as not re\\tlTked materi al from an earlier eruptio n of 
Om::fajOkull or another Icelandic volcano. Major clement elcclron 
probe microanal}ses were carried ou t on pieces SF 188. SF 274. SF 
441 and SF 616 (detai ls of thc microalHl lysis and the resul ting table 
can be found in Ihe archive) . All o f the pumice shows s imilar 
geoc hemical characteri stI cs to the tephra produced by the June 
erupti on of Ora:fajOkull in AD 1362 (sce Th6rasinsson 1958) Onl~ 
SF 188 has slightly differcnt geochemical chara(.:tcrislics whIch are 
insignificant. 

rhe Papa StOUT material proVides a useful dating tool as an} secure 
context cOlllammg a piece of this pumice cannot be older than AD 
1362. [I is not possible. howl~ver . to stay how soon aner the erupt ion the 
pumIce reached Papa Stour Much of the pumice produced dunng this 
cm plion reached the sea and could have been Iramported h~ ocean 
~urfacc currcn b rhere arc no \\Tinen re.:ords of tlus pumice real,.~ hlllg 

the shores of north-wesl I:uwpc . or CO UTse. thi s docs 110t mean that 
~ome pumice did nOl become \\ ashed up on the beaches on Shctland. 
and if this \\<b\hc case. 1I \\ ou ld ha\'c ()ccuTTed \\ithin a fe\\ \\eek s or 
months of lile eruption. The OIher poSS Ibility is that pumice was brought 
from Iceland hy human activity. 

Qt:ERNS 

I'ragments of rotary querns. used for grlllding com. were found in all 
phases of the site except Phase I . [n tOlal. 22 stones we re recovered . the 
majority canle from Phase 7 (four) or from unstratified contexts (seven ) 

LOCATION 

I"hc Phase 2 sk(ili (Trench II) contai ned two quems (S F 681 and SF 
1744). from the flue and its capping (Hi7. HiI4) . In Phase 3. one (S F 
17-15) was found behind the oven . Also in Phase J. a quem fragment 
(S F 1103) canlC from the fl oor of the stoia. but thi s was mosl likely used 
as a patch on top of the decaying wooden noor. Another fragment 
(lJllcatalogued ) was found discarded in the sump of the same building. 
In Phase 5 1\\0 4uems (SF 1104 and SF I 106), were found in disturbed 



contexts around the dwelling-house . Other fragments were generall y 
distributed around the site, external to the buildings. None were found 
in sifll . 

ROCK TYPES 

A.~ far as can be ascertained, thc majori ty of siones were made from 
mica-schist and only one of gamc(iferous mi ca-sch ist (up to seven 
quems were left at the Biggings and were not fu ll y catal ogued). These 
arc rock types local to Shetl and bu t not to Papa SlOur (1.2 above ). 

FORM 

The majori ty of the stones are considered 10 be upper stones, hut the ir 
fragmentation and breakage al the central perfo ration has made 
ident ifi cation difficult. Post-depositional abrasion has led to Ihe loss of 
the worn surface on eg SF 1389 from Phase 4-5. or other surfaces eg SF 
1108 (unstratified ). None of the stones are circular. more often irregul ar 
in shape, but their edges had usuall y been pecked or chipped to smooth 
the overall shape . Finish ing by pecking was often di ffi cult to 
distingu ish because the mica-schist lam inated when eroded. Onl y one 
Slone, SF 11 00 from Phase 6, showed evidence of al I-over pecking. 

Six stones produced ev idence o f their cenl ral perforations which 
measured 27-7Omm in diameter, but only one. SF 11 00, had a coll ar 
around the hole, identi fying il as an upper stone. Four stones have 
evidence of additional handle SOCkel'i, eg SF 68 1 Phase 2 and SF 1100, 
which were 27-37mm in diameter and thus also identified a-; upper 
stones. The socket in SF 11 00 wa'i wedge-shaped in profil e. 

Although fragmentary it was possible to asce rtai n that some of the 
stones measured between 300-407 mm in lengt h and up to 245mm in 
width . The thickness o f the stones varied between 25 -60mm, hut most 
lay towards the thinner end . 

WEAR 

Most o f the wear patterning, where il surv ived, showed thai the surfaces 
of the stones were often worn into a concave shape , eg SF 1100. Radial 
slriati ons on the worn surfaces of threc fragments (S F 11 06 from Phase 
5, SF 11 09 Phase 7 and SF 11 10 unstratified). showed that prolonged 
usc tended to fornl grooves in the mica-schi st. On other stones ie SF 
68 1, the worked surfaces was ground complclcly smooth, especially 
along the edge of the stone, or the centre became high ly polishcd as in 
SF 1100. In this type o f schist espec iall y after buriaL surface retooling 
was imposs ible to sec. 

QUE RN RUBBE R 

The only stone in th is calegory whi ch was not of rotary type was SF 
J38~. from a cl ay layer over a Phasc -1 -5 pit I EJ2) in the centr( of the 
site . It may have been fo und and hro ught to the s ite during the co[lection 
of clay to cap the pit, as cl ay is not found in the immediate vi cinity of 
the Biggings. 

The stone is identified as a sub-circular que m ruhber c 197 mm in 
dianleter. from a non-rotary (prehistoric) quem. It is complete with 
chipped edges (poss ibl y damaged) and an upper surface whi ch is 
pecked. Its lower surlace is polisbed with wear and is sli ghtly concave. 
There is also ev iden ce of poss ible repecking 

DISCllSSION 

Qucrns were an important as pC!,;1 of the economy. indicat lllg the 
cultivation of com and its processi ng for flour. Quems have heen in 
active usc from the Neo lithic pe riod till modern times. The shape o f the 
quem has varied over time. from the saddlc-q ucms of the prehistoric 
period to the introduction of the rolaJ) quem dur ing the [ron J\gc The 
laller stayed in usc ullti l the 19th ccntury ill the Northern Isles (see 
Fenton 1978) with litt le variation in form from thc Iron Age . 

The quems found at the Biggings are not in themselves datable . There 
would have been li tt le notable change in quems at use on the sile from 
Pha'ie 2 through to Phase 7. They simply reflect the perpetuation of a 
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long tradition which was the mainstay of all domestic economics in 
rural areas. 

RHYOLITE 

Like j asper, rhyolite (Iiparite) ha'i also a Cl)'ptocrystalline structure, but 
il is a harder substance. It is also fo und widely on Papa Siour ( 1.2 
above ). Some of it contains minute sperulites (M ykura 1976, 53) whi ch 
arc minute radiating spherical crystall ine fih res A[though rh yolite 
fomls the bedrock beneath the Biggings only six pieces were collected 
as worked or unworked samples. 

One of the pebbl es. came from Phase 2 and one from Phase 3. both were 
po lished. A further pebble was found in Pha'ie 4 and one was an 
unstratifi ed fragme nt. Two additional rhyolite sanlpl es were collected 
from Phase 3. 

POLISH ED PEBBLE SF 995 

Th is pebble was found on the floor of the Phase 2 dyngja dated c AD 
1050-early AD 1200. [I is a fl attened oval. highly polished on one side, 
and is slightly convex in two plrules. Both faces are slightl y faceted and 
have polished areas in their cenlres. From the hearth o f the Phase 3 
etc/flus is a simil ar polished wedge·shaped pebble ofspherulitic rhyo lite, 
SF 994 (illus 97) dated c AD 1250- 1400. The piece is hi gh ly worn, has 
slightly convex sides and is part ly face ted al both ends. SF 965 is a 
small blackened rhyolite pebble, possibly burnt. which was found in 
peaty depos its in Phase 4. A fourth pebble, SF 99 7. is fragme ntary and 
unstrat ified. Although it is slightl y targer than the two artefacts 
dcscribed above it is al so highly polished. and in addit ion has 
longitudinal striations on the area'i of polish. 

illus 97 
Po li shed rhyo lite pe bble SF 994 : reproduced at 111 . 

DISCUSSION 

Alexander Fenton 

Plough pebhles used as anti-wear dev ices on the land sides of ploughs 
that arc more subjected to hard contact with the soil arc well known. 
Numerous exanlpfcs have been found, especially in Denmark where 
peat bogs have preserved \\ ooden plough parts with pebb les still in the 
plough-hodies . Pl.'bhks continued in use on ploughs in Jut lruld I and the 
Au \'ergne di stn ct of France ) lill the beginning nfthe 19th centUr) . In 
Scotland . plough-pebb les have been fo und in Roxhurghshire 
(es peciall y at New~tead). in Mid lothi an, in East Lothian . in 
WigtO\\nsh ire. in [3ute. ruld at Jarl shof in Shctland (Fe nlon 1963. 
276-9: Clarke 1972. 50· 51 ). A mUTt.: recent s lud ~ has re\'ie\\cd such 
an ti· wear devices mlreland (Brady 1988, 47-60) 

[n Scotland, Ihe earliest dating o f a plough-pebble has been for olle of the 
two from Jarlshof in Shetland. from the fill ing of a Norse owhouse of 
l2 th- or 13 th-century date (Fenton 1963278 ). Excavations at Whitham 
in south-west Scotland have al so produced plough pebbles. the earliest 
dated to the 5th-6th centuries (I'lill & Nicholson [997, 464-6 ). This 
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evidcnC\.' pOUlts to a broad spread III IUlle from Ihc pO~l-Roman \(I Ihe 
mona,llc penod of Ihe 121h-13th ccntllne~. and In DenJllar~ and I· ranee 
the plough-pebble:. cOlltlllued III use lUlIl1 the earl~ Il)th cenlUr: 

The Papa Stour pehhles. although Df contcmporary dare, dtl nol 
corrc~pond in loml 10 the undoubted plough-pehhles \\ ilh convex faces 
\\ Lth paralici striallom rhe Papa SlnLJr 'pccimens haH flat polt'hcd 
face~ ["herc arc, ho\\c\er. clo~c e4uI\alcnb from ~e\\~lcad \\lIh tlat or 
onl~ s ll ghtl~ curved faces. also highly polished ,md \\ Ilh stnal10ns 
running short-ways across them . One nrlhe Ne\\stead rehbles (Ihl~slbl) 
also ofrh)olite) has a flat. oV<lllt.lnll and is like a ~malkr \ersion orlhe 
Papa Sillur l'\amplc~ 

The Nc\\<;tcad e,ample~, found as the} are aIll("mgsl plough-pehhle" 
",llgge~ t a presumed a~s()clallon . In Denmark e .,<ample~ of pebble-... lud(kd 
wooden ,pdcs have been lound, originall y assumed tn have C0mc fwm 
the \\ heckd fore-Cam;;Jg.l" nfmedln al plllUghs. These pebbles ha\e tlat 
polished faces, maJl~ haH' deep stnalltlllS. ~uggesl lllg hea\~ dUI~, \\l1h a 
~harp leading edge and a more amorphous trailing edge Current re<;carch 
in Denmark ho\\e\'er. appears to suggest Ihat pcbhk-studded a'\k~ did 
not belong to the fore-carri<lgcs of ploughs, but Il\ure likely to wagiln~ 
The question of ho\\ Ihe I\ear \\as produced ha. ... nnt. hO\\eler. neen 
satlSf::lctllnl~ resohed. !il r pebble ruoolllg agalJl~1 \\l)(ld <;hould creal!.: 
ero~lon (If Ihe \\oDd (ll'rche I!N·L ,N-41. Schm ... no ]9R7, I()<). 219, 

244 ) ("ould Ihq havc 1)I..'en rubbed agalllsilron" 

rhc pruhkm of Ihe Para Stour pchhk~. thcrdml' h nOI ckarl~ 

resol l ed Pehhlcs \\llh tlat. pollshcd face" arc nO! fwm Ihe bodle~ (If 
plough" and II is unh~cI~ thalthc~ an: from the ,l\k, (If the \\heeled 
fore-carnages orplollgh~ rhe~ ll1a~ lumc\"er. be fnHTl \\agon a.,Ie, (lr 
from sllnle thll1g else altngether, Whal ~cems eerlmn I~ that Ihe) \\ere 
held In a linn frame . :l"; \\hen emhedded 111 \\ ood. III ~uch a \Ia~ Ihal 
mo\ elllent tn create Ihc ,moOlh , pl\1 hhed face, \\ ,b 111 one direction 
onl~ rhe 1\\0 face~ o flhe Papa "lour pl't)hle SF \1'14 l'll l.dd be due WII, 
hm ing fallen out of ib frame , and nel1lg replaced Ihe \l\her \\ a~ up Hut 
the II1CIPlo..'lI1 face on SF 995, not yCI 11al and smo()lh, rellllllnS a pUIlIe. 
as docs Ihe employment of similar pebbles in general 1115 posslok Ihal 
these t\\O pebbles \\cre I1llroduced IIlt0 the bul1dlllgs of the Bi ggll1g~ 111 

old p!ough-\Iood dc~tlnl'd as fuel 

RUSTICATE D STONE VOUSSO IR 

Den;;~ Pnngle 

The stone "as found In 11)90 In upper la)ers to (Inc ,Ide oCthe NIH,e 
house 11 1<; a piecc uf ,andslOne. cui wllh Ihe bedding plane paralkl to 
the face, and measUring () -l66-0 -lXm long. () 1U-O 17m \~ ide . and, 
Ol()m deep \\lIh a r:thed boss 06."1ll high Iln the face The ,1t111l' 
appear~ 10 ha\e been a \ OUSSO lr Irom an arch Ih \,lnger sHJe~ arc 
~Illuolh and ~tra!ght and ~ho\\ s ign~ of tnolmg, the c'\tradth i~ rllunded 
and a(stl ,mooth, hut the I1llrados I' Ha! and some\\hal rpugh. perhap~ 
as a rc,ul! of later damage Its shape IIldl~' a!(:~ Ihal II l'<Ulle nul In1111 a 
regular ~enll-circular arch. but from :m arch \dHhL' 1I11r3do~ had <l 

dllTeren! prolile aIld centre-pOIllI to Ih c'lrado~ Depl'ndlllg on \\ hal Ihe 
posl\Lon of the VOU~~tllr \\tl~ III the arcil.lhe arch l1ughl ha\e been ellher 
l1al. p()l1lled or sulted, \\lIh::l rounded cxtrados (lIhl' 9S) 

Simpk doors and gale\\a~ ~ \\lth ru~llc::lted J amh~ and \ ousso lr!'> ;m' J 

featurc (1 \ ~e()t!lsh Ren3.b~anCe arcilileclUre from Ihe laiC 17th cen1U~ 
Datcd e'\amr1es III dtlrne~llc blllldlllg~ are recllnkd :11 the i\lamulil 
Hou~e, Greenock (1674. no\\ dc~troycd), \I,.'allyli lrll J\;hdlollll:ill 
(1672). ;md Elliston l10use gale\\a}. I IIllithgO\\slme ( 1665), and an 
undated example apparentl~ of the ~ame pen(ld h found at Old 
BishoplOn house. RenfrcI\ slme (\ ladl Ihh(ln & R\.)!'>~ I RX7-92. Ill. .1X';;. 
490: IV. 65, 87). 

In thl' Northern [s1l'~ ~urviving hou~es pfthis period arc fe\\ AI Smiddy 
Bank III St Margaret'~ l1ope, South Ronaldsay. ho\\eler. there sunl\e~ 
a re-erected gatel\a~ ~umlOunted b~ a heraldic ~tone apparenll~ 
celebratlllg t\\O mamages, 1\ ilh respectl\ c dates of 1633 and 1693 . 1 he 
gate has smoothl y ru!)licaled jamb sloJlr.:s, and a luncl carved (Q appr.:ar 
like a nat arch with smoolh rusticati(11lS (MacGibbon & Ross 1887-92. 
IV , 4U4-4 05, Royal ComnllSsion IY-l6 , Ill. no 839. pI X7) 
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RU!>II..:aled <;tone \ I11.h,Ol r 

The ~tonc from the lilg.glngs ma~ qUite passibl) have come from such 
a door or gate of the late 17th or carl ) I Rth ccnlur) . I f so, it is ObV IOliS 
th<lllhe gall: no lunger exists, In 1812. however. Hibbert recorded that 
the :\11\\\(11'> had lill'lr amlS dlsp la~cd on ·the gate\la~ of an old 
maJl~Hm ' at '\onhh()u~L' across the ha~ from the I3lgglllgS 11891, 
The heraldiC stone ~1I11 nlsts. thll ugh not III SIlII (Rl"AI-li\tS 19.16, III 
1705, 11I1I~ 12 aomc) II IS not Impo~~lhlc Ihat thl~ was the provenance 
of the \llu~soir 

\xl-IETSTONES 

\\11hJoJw \X ' . \lJcn 

Vne ,l! thc COnH11l111e~1 anefacb I(lund at Ih!.: HI£'21ll1!~ \\,b the 
\\hebtlHle, hone llr ~harpenlll~ , tnne, used prlllcipall~ lor Ihe 
sharpening of iron Dr ~ ! ecl ~ni\ e~ A hnne IS ddl11ed a'i a smoolh. hard 
bUl line-grallled Stulle fur sh arpenll1g IllstrumCIllS, whereas <I whelstonc 
is a ~t() lle \\ hlch is used 10 sharpen by rubbing, or a slone for sharpening 
edged lI1<;trurnenb (l hambers Fngl!~h DictlOna~ 19R91 Thl' term 
' \111I..·bl,lIll'· \1 III I'Lfgl'l~ hc 1.Ised fur Ihe~e stones ID1U In total there \\ere 
77 found at Ihe Slle 

ROCK TYP ES 

L.\ Cepl fur t\\O muJern hllne5 (SF 570 from Ph,bl' 7 <Uld SF ';;94 frDm an 
un~traillicd conte,\l). the majoTII) o f \\helstone~ are of t\\0 l~pC~ of 
roc~ S5,}o are a flllc-grallled metamorphic schl~t which IS lol13lcd and 
therdnrl' easily split ,md 39% arl' micaceous sandstone probahl~ 
originatlllg as beal:h stones. Three o thers arc of an umdentdkd 
flllc-graillcd micaceuu~ ruck . '\'iicaceous sandstone IS found on Papa 
Stour hut tinc-graHied Sl:hist CaIl be IOl:ated on mal11land Shetland (1.2 
abmc), II would appear that there is no distinct p<lUcm as to \\hal type 
of stonc was used in a panicular rha~c as bolh types of whctslone 
appear I!l a]) phase~ 
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Whetstones SF .'i 2 5 and SF SAO. 

FORM (iUus 99) 

50mm 

Whetstones of fine·grained schi st are usually long and Ihin . while those 
o f micaceous sandstone arc usually larger beach cobbles or blocks. The 
length of the sloncs has nOI been included in Ihe analysis of whetstone 
foml as they are often fragmentary. and o ften it is diflicult to detemline 
if there was an old break or if the end of the stone remained unfinished 
No joins were found between any of the artefacts. 

The frne ·grained sehistic \\ hetstones hove dimensions of betwecn 
~-42mm in width. randy (0 47mm. with a thi ckness of 4-280101. to a~ 
much as 35mm. On average they were rectangular or sljuarc in section. 
Sandstone whetstones arc larger with widths of 11 - 105mm and 
th icknesses of 11-40mm The laller type arc distributed e \ enly acrnss 
theIr range o f measurements wh ile those o f schist cluster at the fi ne end 
of the ir range lying between c 10-22ml11 in thi ckness and 11-18mm in 
width . In addition there is a complete overlap in thl.' measureml.'rlt 
d l ~ t ri nllti on o r th e t\\ O types. TIlLS suggests that al though the elongated 
too ls o f fine-grained schist \\I.'re preferrl.'d . that mi caCl'otls sandstone 
was equall y as effecti\'!.' a~ a ~ harpcning stone even though it produced a 
larger and therefore heavier tool 

WEAR PATTERNS 

Man~ of the fine-grained sc hi stic \\he t s tone~ have undergone Se \ l'fe 
wear. and are therefore J1lllch alte red from the ori ginal form of the 
stone . \Vhen (luarried. the schi~ t would have heen spl it into long hars 
(\ I ~ ryo l1 1986. 161 -80) \\ hic h may han: been brokrn mtll suitabk 
k'ngths for usc Se\eraillfthc HIgging5 t ()\1 1~ are much n:Ju..:cd in Sill' 
and ~hape. and 11a\l' bewllll' \er~ thm. e~pccial1~ at une l'l1d. eg .'-,1· 
16 1 H. SF 56 1 and SF 531. '1 hd r tapered appearance oft en lead to further 
breaJ.. age. T he haUll ched appearan ce of some o f the sW lles (the haunch 
]1l'lIlg the part of thl' stonc \\h ich was held but \\ as rwt a fo rma lised 
11andle ) indica te~ the probable original \\ Idth ,Uld thic k nl.' s ~ nf thc stone 

The wear is usuall y on all fOUf s ides Of fao.:s of schistic whetsto nl.;s. 
givin g each s ide a concave appearance. On othe rs the \\car can he 
res tr icted to only t\\ O o r three faces. Convex \\ear is rare due to the 
action of sharpening metal on the stone . Man) of the larger schist 
whetstones are al so well worn . In co ntrast the sandstone loo ls generally 
show little sign of wear or alteration, and certainl y the wear is not as 
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pronounced as on schist. Wear has hcen restricted to areas of pol ish on 
one face. such :lS SF 551 wh ich has two polished arcas on one sli ghtl y 
concave face : SF 563 wh ich has been used al ong one edge and posslhle 
on one nlCe. and SF 723 \\h ich exhihi ts \\ear in Ihe lo rm o f grO(l\es 
wwards l)Ile end o f one face. O ther !> <1ndstone too ls ha\ e small are,l<; of 
pecking. to modify one end or a side . 

PE RFORATE D WHETSTONES 

There is onl y olle st01H': with;l perforation or a suspension hole . SF .'i25 
(illus 99) from J pit 2 in Phase 4. The stone is only 44 . .'i rmn long. and it 
broken at its distal end. \~here long USI.' reduced it in thic kness to IHlI~ 
3-4mm A s ingle splayed hole \\ as hored. fro m ooth s ides. and lll.'s 
approximately lcm fmm the surviving end. The ho ll.' has a maxim um 
diameter of8mm and shows little sign of wear. Thi s may suggest it wa~ 

suspended by a soft thrl.'ad or a piece () t" leather from a helt. One fael.' In 

part icular shows signs of concaVl' \\ear. while the remaini ng face ,md 
both sides are smooth . 

LOCAT ION 

The earliest whetstones \\ ere fo und in Phase 2 assoc ialed with the Il oOT 
and hearth s of the dYlIgjll (Trench J). There were s ix \\helstones from 
this phase. three of schist and three of sandstone . In Phase 3, the highest 
numbers were again from the sroja and its contemporary eldhus: three 
were o f sandstone and five of schi st. B) Phase -I the greatest number of 
whetslonl.'S \\ere no longl.'r 11/ situ and noth schi st (1 1) and sand stone (8) 

\\ere f(lUnd largely in the Trench J...: dump (98). III k vell ing llt ~ e f S 

associated with the dwell ing-hollse at the west o.;nd of the s ite. and 
occasi onally in pits. Although sandstone cobbles were still in u.'\e . and 
remained so till the end or the s ite. sandstone blocks \\ere noti ced lor 
the fi rstt imc in thi s phase 

Two schist whetstones in Phase 4-5 were from pits. and two from 
levelling layers as were the two sandstone tool s. In Phase 5 the majority 
of whet stones ( 11) \\ere still of schist and largd~ related to the 
dwelling-house on the \\est side o flhe s ite . [n add ition there WeT(: three 
sandstone 1001s. Schist too ls (six ) still dominated over sandstone (one) 
in Phase 6. although half we re associated with the Gllrl. the rest were 
found in dis turbed contexts across the excavati on . In Phase 7 there \\ ere 
si x sandstone whets toncs. fo ur o f sch ist ,md a modem hone fragment. 
Only one schist. three ~ands\one hhxks and d mnd~rn han; " I.' fl': 
uostratified 

The distrih ution clearl) shows th at schist and sandstone \\ hebtunl!S 
\\ ere both In use logethl'r at the ~ Ite. imd from Phase 2 orl\\ards 
Although the highe~t numbers of schI st 10015 \\ er~' found 111 Ph,be~ 4 
and 5. the) \\ e re large ly recovered from disturhl.'d conte 'l; [s rhe 
minimum schist whct s t () l1e ~ pcr ph'l~c was threc aud th l! ma,x ir11lHll 11. 
In cuntr:l.~t ~,Ulds tone cohh les remallled in small numhers ot" bet\\ een 
one to three \\hetstoll l!s per ph ase . S anu~tone blocks ,f]\ c ) as alreaC) 
ment io ned \\ere found Ii.l r the first time in Phase 4 hut from the dump 
(K9B ) at the \\est s id..: o f thc s ite. They dw indled to une per ph'l-;e in 
Phase 4-5 ,Uld 5. but livc were found in the topsoil. 

:\lthough lhl.'re does nl)t seem to be an) di fference III func tIon and 
distribution of schist and ~andstonc cubble \~ hel.~lOm;~. schist \ \ a:, the 
preferred mate rial. Sand~lOnc hlocks rorm a cont rtbt ing patt ern . 
fo ml ing two concent rati olls in conte 'l;ls assoc iil ted wi th Phase --I and 7. 
rheir u~c ma~ ha\e hl'ell for larger Hl1plements nr agn cultural tools 
rJlhcr than th..: ~mallcr dUmc)tl': J..nlh· ~ 

DISCUSSIO N 

\\ · hCblll!1~·~ h,1\ c becn found from the Iron Age otl\\ard 1m rural a.~ \\cll 
a.'> urban )lt C) . and arc a ":\Jl11rnolll~ fl)ullJ tool In th~· la tc (j erm<1llle Iron 
Age ill Dl:I1I1mrk. salld~\l1ne \\hcts torll' .~ arc usuall~ nflo~·al producllon. 
and \\ ere repl aced III the Viking pcriod by schi st hars (J ensen 1990. 
113). All hough schi~t was imported from thc hn~JI1 ni n g of th..: 8th 
ce ntllT). e.'\port fro m the l:idsbo rg quarT) ill Telem;k Nor:\'a~ began III 
the early 9th centuT) '. enahl lng light or gre~ schist \\ hetstoncs to b~came 
the dominant type throughout the Viking and early Medieval periods. 
Known as brynestein (N orwegian ) or hl'{f!SSeSlen (Dani sh ), the schi st 
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bars from Eidsborg were between 300-350mm in length . Eidsborg 
whetstones have been found at York and other places in Northem 
Europe (sec Myrvoll 1986, 176: Roesdahl & \I,/ilson eds 1992,249, 
328) during the penod AD 900-1100 perhaps to as late as the 13th 
century, hut none of the Papa Stour (or Shetland ) examples have been 
found to come from this Norwegian source. Faeroes. exanlples from 
Tofianes (Stunnan Hansen 1990,48) reveal that at least two different 
schists were in use, and one is most likely to have originated at Eidsborg. 

The variety of metrunorphic rocks on Shetland ruld in Olher parts of 
Scotland produced a resou rce (schist) which wa~ exploited to emulate 
the whetstones from Norway. Ho\.O,ever, un like the industrial 
explOitation o f Eidsborg, exploitation of the SlIee/and material was 
more likel y to have been intennillent and serving the needs of a 
domestic market. It may not have even been an organised exploitation . 
However. schist whetstones were found in nearly all phases from the 
beginning of the Vikmg period at Jarlshofin the 9th century to the 13th 
centuT)', the majoTity o f which wcrc haunched and exhibited signs of 
being well worn (Hanlilton 1956) 

Schist whetstones were easily transportable. and small enough to be 
carried about the person suspended from a belt. hence the preferred use 
for this tool from the Viking (X:riod onwards rhe larger sands(Qne 
blocks found at the Riggings were a purely Incal response to a local 
need. Their function may have also varied from that of the schist 
whetstones in that the sandstone blocks. from Phase 4 onwards. may 
have had fixed poSllions such as nn benches and \\ere uSl!d for grinding 
and sharpening the metal edges to larger tools . The areas of polish on 
the examples frolll the Biggings show the additional actions of ruhbing 
and SITHxlthing. The usc of whets tunes persisted during all the phases at 
the Biggings, umil both schist imd sandstone were replaced by the 
Importation oflhe mechanical grinding whl!cl in more recent times. 

MISCELLANEOUS STONES 

This category includes all other types of stone anefact not considered 
above. It also includl!s stones identified on s ite as being worked but 
subsequently during post-excavation analysis, judged to be natural. The 
latter includes stones from Phases 2 to 7. 

ARD 

This pre· Viking tooltypc was found in a Phase 6 conI ext in the centre of 
the excavation and is a fragment of an ard tip. the stone tip of a 
prehistoric pl ough . The tool is of micaceous sandstone. with a polished 
lower surface. Thl!TC are striation marks on its sides and areas of 
possib le repecking on the base, Sides ruld tip . The stone broke across its 
middle, 92mm from Its tip. 

Th is sto ne is typical of those found on prehistoTic sites on both Shetland 
and Orknc~ and \\as cenainl} In use until the late Bronze Age - earl} 
[ron Age, indeed if not beyond. Man) house sites have yielded ards such 
as the settlements at the SCOTO of Brouster (Rces 1986, 75) and a 
possibk Bronze Age house at Catpund (Balli n Smith site report) . As 
with a few other artefacts from the l.3iggings assemblage, this stone was 

possibly found Oil the west Side o f the island and brought back to the 
Gml with the peats. 

COBBLE TOOLS 

Metamorphosed rocks and sandstone were used for larger hruld tools, 
especially in the prehistoric period . The five examples found at the 
Biggings arc from Phases (, and 7 or from unstrat ified contexts . The) 
arc all beach cobbles, with the exception of SF 690 a split beach pebble. 
All arc large hand·sized stones which weigh more than 700g. 

SI· 611 is unstratified hut displays compkx wear by having hammered 
ends, peck marks along its sides and opposing lateral pecked notches 
Parts of its surfaces are polished and its narrower end is also grooved . 
rhis stone may have served hoth as a line s inker and rough hanlmer. 

SF 690 from Phase 6 is a split peach pebble, chipped along its edges . It 
is uncertain whether Ihis is manmade or natural due to erosion. 

SF 706, Phase 7. has a polished surface where it was used as a 
\\hetslOne, but has additional. deep peck marks down its si des, at both 
its ends and on the non -smoothed surface The stone is also fractured. 

SF 1112, Pha~e 6, is a large rounded cobble with a natural hollow on 
one surface . The hollow may have been en larged faT the stone to 
function as a Pivot stone 

SF 1429 is rul ullstratified, largd} unaltered cobble, excepl for slight 
peck marks al ils ends and on one surface . II also has two fracture scars 

DISCS 

T\\ o discs ofllllCaceous sand:.tone were found at the Sile. SF 618 from 
Phase 3, from hchind the Nt:: bench of the stqfa was a thin rounde!. 
roughly chipped around its edges SF 691, unstratified, was slighll) 
larger at 501ll1ll diametl!T. and \\ as totall) smooth . One surface was 
highly polished 

Haifa stone disc S F 1384, with a diameter of 16mm was identified as a 
sl ate button or washer with a central perforation. It was fo und between 
Phases 4 and 5 in a pit (EJ2) 

LAMPS 

One example of a ]XJssible lamp is a sandstone block. SF 687 from 
Phase 7. wilh a c 150mm deep hollo\\ 111 onc surface. It is an irregular 
block of stone \\ hieh has broken at the depress ion. The hollO\\ and the 
area immediately around it is slightly blackened and burnt 

,\nother artdm:1. SF 1098. froll1 Trench F excavated III 1977. is a 
~al1dS I Onl! bloc!.. \\lIh a flat hase Its upper 1:1.ce IS sligh tl~ hollo\\ed ruld 
bunll, whill! Ihe edges of the stone reveal nidencc of pecking. The stone 
ha~ broken at the hollow and it is uncertain whether this represents a lrunf} 
fragment or si mply a piece of burnt stOne. The shaping by pecking may 
suggest that the !omler interpretation is more li kely. 

7.5 LATE NORSE AND MEDIEVAL WOODWORKING, WOODEN ARTEFACTS 
AND PRODUCTS 

Carole Morris 

This report brings together wooden objects and samples 
collected over five seasons of excavation benveen 1977 
and 1990. These objects represent by far the largest 
co llection of domestic and utilitarian wooden material 
ever excavated in Shetland at any period. Taken together 
with the ceramic and stone domest ic vessels and utensils, 

they give us a rare g limpse of late Norse, medieval and 
post-medieval household life. 

Each object is ident ified. where poss ible. in terms of 
function, species and conversion, (ie, how the timber was 
converted from round wood raw material into the fmi shed 
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product), and uses the terminology outlined in English 
Heritage 's guidelines for record ing wate rlogged wood 
(Morris 1990, 12-1 4, fi g 2). Most of the objects were 
made from wood which had been convened radially. but 

some staves and other small objects were made from 
tangcnr ia lly convened pieces. The spec ies identification 
was by the late Cam illa Dickson. 

7.5.1 WOODEN ARTEFACTS 

DOMESTIC VESSELS AND IMPLEMENTS 

On most of mainl and Britain, any Anglo-Saxon, Ce ltic , 
Viking period or Med ieval household, whatever its soc ial 
scale, would have had a large range of wooden vesse ls 
and utensils for storing, preparing, presenting and 
consuming food and drink. and many other household 
purposes. From the extensive study of surviving wooden 
artefacts from excavations, it is cenain that on most 
mainland sites, nearly all one-piece, open-topped, 
c ircular wooden vessels (ie bow ls. cups, dishes, etc) were 
lathe-turned rather than carved, and wou ld have been 
obtained from a speciali st woodwork ing craftsman 
(Morris 1984, Ch 8). The larger vesse ls were usually used 
as dairy and kitchen wares, whil st the sma ll er ones were 
used mainly as tablewares. 

Many different kinds of stave-built (or coopered) wooden 
vesse ls would also have been found among the range of 
containers used for food and drink preparation. These 
were made of narrow staves of wood bound together in a 
circular fonn by either wooden or metal bands. 
Stave-built vesse ls complemented the lathe-turned 
wooden bowls and cups, the wooden spoons, ladles and 
spatu lae, the pottery jars, jugs and cooking pots, and the 
metal cooking vessels in the complete househo ld range, 
and stave-bu ilt containers were a lso used for commercial 
purposes, especially the transportation of goods. 

Such a comprehensive use of wood depends on it bei ng a 
widely ava ilab le resource to exploit, with the craftsman 
being able to choose the right form of wood, whether green 
or seasoned. and the most sui table species for any 
particular task, and the consumer hav ing a wide choice of 
wooden vesse ls and tools. The resulting socia l pattern 
book of vessels and utensi ls (at any given period) includes 
exactly the right sort of vessels for a part icular task, 
whether they be made of wood. ceramic. metal or various 
other materials such as hom, leather or even glass. 

Th\.! serious shonage of renewable and manageable 
timber on the Northern Islands. and especia lly Shetland, 
in the time of the Norse and medieval settlement , means 
that the soc ia l pattern book of vessels and utens ils us~d in 
Shetland. and the material s they were made from , dillers 
greatly from mosl main land British si tes and even Ill ost 
sites in Norway. The vessels found at the Bigg ings were 
mainly wooden stave·built containers of oak and pine, 

complemented by coarse loca l hand-m ade and imported 
whee l-thrown pottery vessels, some steatite vessels and 
baking plates (7.2 and 7.3 above). Even on the mainland. 
wood as a raw material for making vesse ls was never a 
cheap substitute for other materials and each seems to 
have been used for the tasks it was best suited fo r. In 
Shetland. however. wood was a lmost certain ly an 
imported lUX Ury item . 

The soil conditions at the Biggi ngs allowed organic 
materia ls such as wood, hom and textiles to be we ll 
preserved, but linle bone or meta l has survived. Even 
wi th such exce llent wood preservation . it is c lear from 
the entire assemblage that there is definitely no evidence 
at any period for lathe-turned vesse ls or their 
manufacture. Thi s is not surpri sing as the craft ofturning 
vesse ls requ ires plentiful suppli es of rene\'.'ab le 
un seasoned wood of spec ies such as a lder, ash, field 
map le or fruitwoods, of between 100 and 300 mm 
diameter (ef Morris 1982; 1984, Ch 8 and Morri s 1985 
for a history of lathe-tum ing and techniques in Bri ta in ; cf 
especially Morris fort hcoming a, for a detai led study of 
lathe·tum ing in Viking period York. contemporary with 
the earl ier sett lement at the Biggings). 

There are plenty of examples of wooden tools and 
stave·built vessels at the Biggings. however. most of 
which must ei ther have been made from imponed 
seasoned raw material . or imported as fini shed products. 
probably from Norway or the Scotti sh main land (6.3 
above). Some consumable commodities may have been 
im ported in stave-built conta iners, then the empty 
containers re-used either complete. or stripped down for 
raw materi al. Stave-bui lt vessels need to be made of 
seasoned timber, and large staves could have prov ided 
nat boards o f seasoned oak or pine to be made into 
smaller vessels or other objects. 

SPOONS AND SPATULA E 

(iltus 100) 

WOOl.kn spoon~ \\uuld havc b!.:cn Ihe Tllalll Norse and IIlcdicval cati ng 
,lJlJ cvo].;ing uh:n~il aliCf the knife . Sincc '1ll1 conditMh al Ihc Blgglllg~ 
~ II~" \\crc nOi partll'ularly suilabk lor prc ~er. mg iron . Il lS nOI surprl smg 
th:lI k\\ J...ni\l."s h:l\c s ur.· i\l.~d. ho\\evcr common a fmd they ma~ ha\c 
been on mOSl medieval siles in Brilain . The lWO spoons SF 405 and SF 
385 (ill us 100). hOlh from Phase 4, however. arc a welcomc ad dilion to 
a growing body o f wooden uten sil s whi ch havc on ly becn found in 
quantity in recent excavations 
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Wooden spoons had a greater variery of bowl shapes than metal ones. 
and although it is possible to classifY medieval non-ferrous spoons 
according to thei r bowl shape (ego Ward Perkins 1940. lig 41 a-c). this is 
inappropriate for wooden ones since each was individually carved. not 
cast in a predesigned mould. Wooden spoons from British sites show no 
apparent chronological variation in their bowl shapes. The oval bowl. 
SF 405 , from Papa Stour is similar to those o f a 12th-/13th-century 
spoon from Dublin (O' Brien 1978.6 1), 11th- and 13th-century spoons 
from Lund, Sweden (Blomq vist & MAnensson 1963. fig 153: Nil sson 
1976b, fig 185), a 14th-century example from Kings Lynn (Clarke & 
Carter 1977, fig 17 1, I), and two 13 th-century finds from Cork, Ireland 
(Hurley 1982, fig 16.2. 1 & 3). The round bowl of SF 385 is rarer and is 
remini scent of medieval bronze. lanen and pewter spoons (Ward 
Perkins 1940, fig41b) . 

Like recent Engl ish and Welsh spoon carvers, the makers of the two 
Papa Stour spoons seem to have chosen split sections of round wood of 
su itable length. used an axe to cut an appropriately-shaped roughout 
spoon. then completed the final bowl-and-handle shaping with kn ives. 
and ho llowed out the bowl with gouges, chisels or perhaps a hollowing 
knife . The oval spoon SF 405 could have been a home-made item, but 
SF 385 required a greater degree of skill and craftsmanship to make . 
Some fi nely carved spoons from York , Dublin and Haithabu were 
almost certainly made by specialist craftsmen (Morris forthcoming a) 
and 12 spoons from Trondheim, Norway were also the products of 
specialist carvers (Fuglesang I Q81, 23-5. pi s 5- 11). SF 405 is probabl y 
an imported finished product. 

Spoons such as SF 405 and SF 385 had straight, thin handles with wider 

illus 100 
Wooden spoons SF 385 (PIII IIS 

cJsylveslrisl and SF 405 
(P I/1US s)'!ve.Hrls ). 

holl owed bowls. SI-" 383 (Phasl! 3). SF 1577 and SF 399 (both Phase 4). 
on thl! other hand, are termed spatulae here sin ce I!uch has a !lal 
cross-section without genuine hollowing of Ihe blade to form a bowl. 
The distinction between the two can often become blurred. especial1~ 
when item s wcre horne-made and intendl!d fo r si milar tasks in the 
kitchl!n. such as slirring.. scoopmg and spreading. Spatulae can vary 
considerabl y in size and shape , and were presumabl y intended for 
different household tasks in cooking and food preparation. Sparulae uf 
various species. sizes and dates have been found at sites such as York 
(Morris fo nhcoming a). Newbul)·. London. and Nonon Priory. Runco m 
(Morris 1984, fig 69. M44 , M4 2 & M45 ). 

WOODEN LID 

(i1lus 101) 

SF 426 (Phase 6. the Gorl ) is the hinged lid of a type of slave-bu ilt 
container which looked like a tankard but was made in various sizes. It 
was o tten cal led a flgg and was common in northern Europe from the 
16th century onwards but may occur earl ier. Many examples of 
lankard-like tiggs have been e .... cavated from the wreck of Henry VIJI" s 
sh ip .llary Rose whi ch sank in 1545. and an illustration of a complete 
conlainer of this kind can be seen in Amman & Sachs' Sliindebuch 
(Book of Trades) firs t published in 1568 (R ifkin 1973 . 5 1). A smaller 
but thi cker lid similar to SF 426 was found on the Queen Anne House 
site in Shrewsbury (Morris forth coming bl. probably dating from the 
15th/16th century. This had one surviving lug perforall!d by a peg on 
which it had hinged. fastened to an upstanding stave on the vessel. The 
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lugs on SF 426 arc very fragmentary, and the object itself wa<; ve ry 
flattened and compressed when found . Although it has the same 
leaf-shaped outline as the lid from Shrewsbury. it com!.!s from a bigger 
vessel, perhaps a milk container. wherea<; the Shrewsbury tigg was 
nearer the size of a large tankard . 

Similar lids Cru1 be found on olhe r northern European stave-buill 
vessels. such as Icelandic porrin gers and Norwegirul bulle r moulds (eg 
Pinto 1949. 104. pi 128 & J08. pI s 136-7). but the laller were often more 
t: laborate ly decorated. 

or great interest is the cross inci sed in the upper su rface of SF .t26 
Although it could possibl~ bc an U\\l1er' s or maker \ mark a<; arc 
sometimes fo und on the base of lathe-turned bowls, in thiS case il is 
Illllch more likel y 10 be a symbolic mark or dcvice to protect the 
contents of the vesscl and to keep away the evi l ..:ye. There is a 
cons iderable body of evidence from throughout Eu rope which supports 
the idea that the cross symbol has a long history as a protectivc devi ce to 
ward off evil and to bring good luck (Brears 1989.26). There are t\\ O 
striking parallels fo r the Papa Stour symbol : a cross on a [ate 
IOth-Jlhh-cenlUT)' lid from Exekr ~A\\an & Monis \984. fig 174. \6) 
which had incised lines across the ends of the anns instead of trian g1es. 
and wa<; inc ised into a bucket. rail. tub or keg lid along with a pentack 
and a deeply incised cross with expanded triangular cnds on a medieval 
lid fragment from Os lo (Weber 1990. fig ~ 7). [3oth l id~ had one or t\\ ll 
opposing notches in their circumferences to fit awund raised sta\e~ Oil 

lh~'ir vessel 

Ot her examp les of wooden containers with cross symhols 0 11 tll'::lf lids 
at.:: a medieva[ stave~built vessel head from York \\hich has an 
elaborale saltirc-l ii-.e cross \\ ith lhe ends of its fOllr amb CUI h~ semi
ci rcles made \\ Ilh a wmpass (CA i\lorris forthcomin g a [981 -222. <';F 
3.t 7). a rectangular box lid and a ! (Jth-century ci rcular pot[id from York 
Ilbid. 1976~81.7 . SF 2486 & SF 13664), and a [ate 13th cemur:- dwm 
lid from Southampton (Platt & CnJcm3n-Smi lh 1975. fig 227.1619) 
I'he symboli c protection could have been thought particularly necessary 
if the contents were. fo r examp\c. a da iry product such as milk or cream 
which could easily spoil. The Papa StoUT. Exeter and Southampton 
vessels may all have been used with dairy products. 

, I 
I 

i[1us 10 [ 
Wooden lid SF 426 (Quercus) 

STAVE-BUILT VESSELS 

There were no amateur coopers (Kilby 1971. 15). Coopering, or the 
manufacture of stavc-bui[t vessels. is a skill wh ich is acquired gradual[ y 
by experience . illld a craft wh ich has to be taught ill1d kamcd. As such. 
all the stave-built vessel fragment..<; found on Papa Stour were either 
made by a cooper on the island frorn raw material irn lXlrled a<; timber or 
larger staves 10 be cuI down, or they were imported as finished products 
from Scandinav ia or mainland Britain. All the pieces tound at the 
Biggings were only discarded components of vessel s. No complete 
vessels \\erc found /1/ situ. Thc~ \\cre probab[~ frllm npen-topped 
buc kets. pail s. \UOS etc. illld differl· JlI."il.~·~ llf casks 

SF 431 (Ph ase~) (illus 102) incl udc~ an almost complete stave from a 
small open-topped bucket or smaller vessel. perhaps even the sort of 
vcsst!1 which had a lid similar 10 SF .t26 (Phase 6). SF 1582 (Phase 4-5) 
is a stave of a larger open~topped vesse l such as a large bucket or tub 
Similar staves from open-topped buckets and tubs have been found at 
many sites in northem Europe. including 9th -/ llth -centur~ Haithabu 
(E lsner 1990.2\ fig .t), 9th-II [th-centuT) York. ranging from vessels 
as small as lJ2mrn high las Papa Slour SF 431) \0 some ncarly 600mm 
high (t-.'torri s forthcoming a), Viki ng period Dub[in (National Museum 
1973. pi [2). 12t h-to [6th-century Tonsoerg, Norway (Marstrander & 
Sjovo[d 1979. IIO-! II), medieval O~ [ ll (Weber 1990. ti gs .t5-6 & 50). 
13th-century l.und. S\\ eden ( \1artcns~on & \\'ahIM 1970. fig 73) and 
rncdie \ a[ )'\llvgllTnJ (Ku[chin I 9X9. pis ~q-3~). 10 Il<UIl..: nul a fe\\ 

13ases of huci-.l"b. nr head." of l·;t .... f,.." (a[though II I~ IInplb"'lhlc to tell 
which ) arc represe nted by SF 393 (Phase 3) (co[ illus 13). SF 422 Phase 
6 (i llu s [OJ 1. SF.tn (Phase 5) illHI SF .\.t8a Phase 7. SF .t37 (Phase..J ) is 
probably a bung or spigot from a c;l-;k'~ bunghole 0r \enthok 

.\10re charactcnstll' pieces of [arge cas khcads arc SF I .'IS9 and SF 1.'179 
(both Phase -I ) The [aner co uld haVl' functioned ellhcr as a ea~khead or 
a removable stave-built ca<;k lid wilh a batten. Similar ballened heads 
have been found in [Qth~century Winchester (Keene 1990. fig 298-
3428), 10th-century York (Morris forthcoming a: SF 13201 & SF 
7761 ), II th century Dublin (Morri s [984 , t1g I II. C27 [ iii ) and 
[3th-century Exeter (Allilll & Morri s I 98.t . fig 178. 72). These battens 
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Ducket base/cask head SF 393 (Pinus cIsylvesfrts) , SF 422 (unidentified) and stave SF 43 1 (Pmus sylvestns) . 

arc not repairs and medieval illustrations o ften show them m situ on 
casks in use. An English med ieval ill ustration of c 1325·)0 in the 
Holkham Bible Picture Book shows two casks with two-piece 
caskheads across which are fi xed two rectangular battens (BL Add MS 
47682 fo 9). These casks have ventholcs and spigots (such as SF 437) in 
their heads. and bungholes in side staves. Most illustrations of casks 
with banens seem 10 be wine casks resting horizontally . It is possible 
that the battens were ori ginally used as strengthening dev ices 10 

reinforce heads on casks which were often used in this position . 
Bmtened caskhead s removed whole from the cask could be reused as 
lids. 

Staves from indetenninate vessel s are represented by SF 1575 (Phase 
5). SF 39 1 (Phase 6) and SF ISSI (Phase 4-5 ). SF ISSI and SF 15S2 
(Phase 4·5) may have ended their lives as Ooor planks. 

BARK VESSEL 

(ilIu , 103) 

These fragments of bark SF 1469 Phase 3. may be part o f the walls ofa 
lath-walled box. a type of container which had no metal or other fittings 
and was constructed entirely of wood and/or bark . In some northern 
European countries they arc often rcrerred to as chip boxes. This type of 
container has bee n found on sites dating back to the Iron Age, for 
example at Hall slalt (K romer 1960, taf 2). Examples found in Vik ing 
period levels in York. and other sites in England, Ireland and northern 
Europe are made from several pieces. each often a differenr form or 
even species o f wood. due to the individual properties of each. 

ilJU5 ) 03 
Bark vessel SF 1469; reproduced at approx . 211 . 
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Box bases are often flat circular or oval picces of solid wood which 
fonn a rigid support for the wall s. No such piece survives with the Papa 
Stour fragments SF 1469, but it may originall y have been a radiall y split 
piece of a species such as oak . as was found on the 9th-/ IOth-century 
box from Haithabu (SchiclZcl 1970. Abb 6.1). an almost identi cal 
9th-flOth-century box from York (Hall 1984, 93. fig 100; Morri s 
forthcoming a). and other singl e finds. for examplc from Oslo. Norway 
(Weber 1990, fig 38) . 

Box wall s can be various heights and arc usually formed ora single th in 
lath of wood or a strip of bark. The species used must be strong. pliable 
and fl ex ible. The York and Haithabu boxes already mcnt ioned had ash 
lath wall s, a 14th-century box from Kings Lynn had birch lath walls 
(Clarke & Carter 1977. fig 172, 60A-C). a 13th-ce ntu ry box from 
Lydford, Devon had will ow lath wall s (Saunders 1980. fig 27 , 1) and 
12th- and 14th-tentury boxes from Novgorod, Russia had birch-bark 
walls which were used in the same way as the laths (Kokh in 1968. fi g 

41. I &2 ; 1989. pi s 70-73). The Papa StoUT bark walls were probabl y 
used in a similar way to those from Novgorod, although unlike the 
latter. they were undecorated. Sometimes walls were decorated with 
incised designs. fo r example those from York . Haithabu and Novgorod. 
Other decorated walls were found in the Ose berg ship burial and in Os lo 
(Weber 1990, fig 40 1 a-b). 

The laths or bark were bent (perhaps around a bl ock) to foml a circle or 
oval shape, and the overlapping ends pegged or sewn together. The 
rebate on the Papa StoUT bark fragments shows that the ends o f we bark 
were pro bably overlapped at this point, and pegged together by \\ ooden 
pegs, two of which survive . The wall s of the York. Haithabu and Oslo 
boxes were stitched together. It is not cellain what the larger holes 
through the Papa StoUT bark wall s were for, although they were 
purposefully made and countersunk, suggesting they were o ri gi nally 
pegged in some way. (Fragments of the wall s of a birch-bark box with 
similar holes are di splayed in Stavanger Museum (S2584n) . 

7.5.2 TOOLS AND IMPLEMENTS 

TEXTILE TOOL 

SF 1588b from Phase 4 could be a pinbeater. threadpi cker or similar 
textile too l. Its rough upper end shows signs of it having been hel d in the 
hand , whilst the smooth almost polished pointed end would be ideal for 
work with threads on a loom. Such too ls are illustrated in use in 
18th-century drawings of Icelandic warp-weighted looms (HolTman 
1964. 126) . They wen: used for pushing up the weft threads and 
rearranging di splaced warp threads. A smooth. polished working end is 
essential. Anglo-Saxon and Viking period pin beaters are common 
finds. but they arc usually made of bone, for exmnple from 
Southanlpton (Addynmn & Hill 1969. 76, pi 7b), Birka (Graham
Campbell 1980, pi 79) and Arhus. Denmark (Andersen er at 1971. 
III.CEC). Wooden examples were found in Hai thabu (Schietzel 1970. 
fig 8.4 ; Graham-Campbe ll 1980. pi 78). 

ROPEMAKING TOOL (SF 1066) 

(illus 104 and col ill us 21) 

SF 1066 from Phase 4 ( illus (04 ), is a ro pemaker's 'IOP' or strand-layer 
repaired with balsa (6.3.3 above). A ·top ' is a conical wooden block. 
scored with three or more grooves (such as SF 1066). used in the 
rope-making process to ensure that the strands be ing made into a rope 
were laid evenl y together. and that the rope did not become a knotted 
tangle . The number of grooves is rela{l!d to the number of strands being 
laid-three in the case of SF 1066. At the Biggings it could have been 
used to make ropes from straw, hay, heather. rushes or various grasses 
II is the onl y example of a strand-layer which has been found on any 
archaeological site in the Brit ish Isles Rope-making in the Northern 
Isles using various spec ies of natural fib res is discussed by Fenton 
(1978.264 4 9, figs 113. 11 9). Various names have been given to the 
conical strand-layer used in the process . including snott in Shetland and 
snudder in O rkney, both of which are related to the Norwegian 
dialectical snud. tw isting. the Swedish dialectical snod. a t \\ 1St 111 a 
thread and O ld Norse snudr. a tum (Ibid. 269) 

DISCUSSION OF TH E ROPEMAKING TOOL SF 1066 

Christopher ilarris 

There is no doubt that th is object is a too l used in the ropemak ing 
process and in the Engli sh language literature on ropemaking It is 
usually termed a 'top ' (sec references in Harris 1986). 

The lOp is used towards the end of the ropcmak ing process. \\ hen many 
fibres have already been spun into long yams and these in tum arc 
twisted into thicker strands which arc laid to make the rope. Three or 
four strands are twisted or laid together using a combination of too ls, 

10 66 

dlus 104 

SO m m 
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Ropemaker' s top/strand layer SF 1066 (Befula) . 
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one of wl1l(;h IS Ihe lap . Lb ual1y three ~\rands are alla~hed 10 a single 
hook alone end of the narrO\~ area used j(lr ropcmaklllg ,llheT an open 
or cO\ered-1il ropewal l.;- \~hlle Ihe OIher ends of the Ihfl:l' 'trands are 
each atlm;hed 10 se parale hu()k~ at Ihe other end of the \\ alk rhe top I~ 

placed oclween the strands at the one-hook end ofthl! walk. the strands 
resting in the grooves of Ihe lOp . \\'hen Ihh hook or er:m klllg-iron is 
\limed. the lOp ensures Ihat the si rands are g.1 \ en all e\ en la~ , Ie each 
strand IS kept equidistant from Ihe central ;l\IS llfthe rope helllg formed 
behind the lOp. The hooks at ei ther end nf the ,\alk arc turned in 
opposite direct ions so Ihat while Ihe 1\\lsl IS taken oul h) the single 
hook , il IS pUI back by thc turn lllg of Ihe three hooks at the tIl her end . [f 
the process IS succcssful an equ ilibrium I ~ reJched and Ihe linal rope 
\\111 nol ent<Ulgk IIself\\hen released fromlhe hool.;s 

rhe ropt:maklllg proce~s use~ simply-made lools 111 a ~k1lful amI 
complicated craft. The ropcmaker 's lOp IS onc of the ton Is which 
ensures a good final produci The process using the top needs nu less 
than Ihree people. one at either end of the \\alk to lum Ihe hooks or 
cranks. and aile to hold Ihe top as it IS pushed to\\ ards Ihe three hooks 
b~ the Slllgle rope \\ hich I~ formed behilld Ihe pmnled or narnl\\ end of 
the conical top (see fig 7 III Fellton 1961. ofa ·wimikin ' ff(llll Shetland). 

Although the top IS pushed along b~ the t\\i~ting behind. lh~ ~rson 
holding the rope can hrakl: Ihl: proces~ h~ hl)ldlllg 11 back ,Iightl~ In 
some literature Oil ropemaJ...lllg there has ocen a 1111',underSitUldlllg about 
the top II IS ~ald that th~ roper"s as~i stmll rulls thc !np ur the \~alk 
tnwards Ihe Ihn.:e hooks. when In actual fact the rope ~all he rushl!d 
quite rapidly hy the force of th~ twisting hehind . If the top moves too 
quick!) thl: mpl' heing laid \~Ill be too slack I~~ holding hack the top. 
the an10unl Oft\~ISt is Incrca~ed In the Hlpc I(lnned behind the top In 
the larger C0mmercial ror(\\alks, from the l,sth cemul') lll1\\ard<;. \\herl! 
the thick roP(S needed largl! tops, somellllle<; <; upportcd (In th(l r o\\n 
sledges, a hraking system had to be deVl'lnp(d. usual1~ applied to the 
runners or wheel s. Anllther hraking s~slelll \\a<. [0 \~ind ~ h(mer pieces 
of rope fllund Ihe top and f()Pl' hcing formed rhcse \\er~ II1(n \\ (l und 
ro und a ~Il-cal!ed 11 oolle) ~ llcl.; \\hich \\,b u,,:d rather like a to urnIquet 
As \\ell as aCllng as a hrak~. th~se pieces of rope also pllll~hed the 
linis hed rope hchind the lOp. Alt hough thesc braking processes belong 
to the COllllllcrcial ropemaxlllg of modern limes. the poli shers do seem 
to havc been use d in smaller countl) rnpCf1CS and on ~lll11e farms . 
L"s uall y there are handles or lugs on ellher side of the lOp and Ihe 
rope-bn.:aks arc \\ ound round Ihcse. The handles \~ere abo u:-.ed to hold 
the top. l/ll\\ever. no S lH.:h handles or lugs have been 1ll)(1I.:ed on the 
smaller tops such as Ihe one from Papa Stour or the one frOIll the 
ncavatiolls 111 Tonsberg. r-;on\'ay . 

I he top IS lIne of Ihe roremaker" s too l~ \\hich b :-'11 funcllonall) 
completc Ihal It llla) 11I)t ha\e devel oped lypologlCall) much III form 
sll1ce the Illiddle ages,lIr even earlier. The top found durlllg L\cavations 
in Ton:.berg. m1d dated bel\~e(,11 AD 1:::50 :mu c AD I-tOO. \\\luld not 
have looked nul of place 011 a :-..rol'\\egiall farm 111 the late 141h centur;. 
Il. ll1dh 199:::. 193. 19-0 Indl'l!d man~ of thl.' t{)P~ \\hlCh are \lIu~trated 111 

the Illeraturl.' on ropemak1l1g III the 19th t:enluf\ are stnklngl) "lIll1lar III 
SF 1066 fml11 Papa Stour 

There are vcr;. fe\\ know n I1lu~trations ur mpemaking from Ihe middle 
ages and none of them ~hO\~ a top The earliest 111ustratll1m of la~ IIlg a 
rope are from the \ er;. late 17th centur;. . and coml' from the 
Netherlands. but cven here Ihe top is not ~ hll\\n There arl! a number of 
seals !Tom ropemakers ' guilds from the 16th centul) and (specially the 
17th and 1~lh centurie~ ()nl~ on the seal fmm the guild ill Ikrgen, 
Noma) (175-1 ) is there anything \\ hich t:ould lx' IIlterpreted a;, a top 
rhe earliest pictorial desc ription ofa top is from the Faeroe Islands, and 
IS illustrall'd 111 JC Svabu \ ,·oroyajerdm ':'81-178] (T or~ha\ n 192-1 ) 
("he ropcmak lllg tools are ~ald to be ·vel) ~Ilnple and vel) lll d· in 1781 
The encyclopaedias whic h hegan to aprl!ar ITum the last two decades of 
the 18th ccntUI)'. all show the ful l) developed SCI ofropemakcr' s tools. 
mcluding the lOp 

In spite of the fact thallhere are no Illustrations of tops bdi.l re the 18th 
century, there is no doubt that the (Dol must have been in widespread 
usc in the middle ages in Europe. Ropers making hempen rope in 
Bridport. Dorset. from the 13th cemul) and possibl) earlier. would 
have used a top, and ropers III the major lIanseatic ci tie, \\ nu ld ha\c 

been uS1l1g toP\ II) produce hempen ropes lor thelT lrading shIps 

It has to he ~a ld Ihat the pau(lt~ (If 1I1fom1all0n aoout the toP\ 1:-' not 
'peclal for r{lpel11at;lI1g 1001" I here are man) craft~ \1 here the tooh are 
n(lt to he seen on Illustrations eUld where they arc firs t illustralcd III Ihe 
I Xth-cel1lul) h\)pks on cr(lft:-. and manufacturing industrics. I l!l\\('ver 
the lack of COllcn'le IIlfommtlllll ahout these 1l1(l1~ mat;e the find~ from 
Papa Stour and I llllsherg l ml11en"cl~ Imponalll "il· J 066 I~ Ihe n nl~ 

example llf a ropemaker·s top \\hlch has heen found on an) 
archaeological slle III th~ BTltl~h Isles. A n1l1llb~r of conl(al \\\loden 
ohjccls ha\'~ heell found in th~ m,uor excavatinns III Trondhellll , hut as 
~et none ofth("lll ha~ ·e been Identified as roper,, · t\IPS 

R.OPD1AKERS· TlX)LS lI.IATl:RI ,\LS ,\ND t..:S,'\GI· 
r hc lOpS kn()\\n frnlllthe post-I Kth centuf) have almost ah\a) ~ been of 
hardwood when used in commerCial ropefles . rh~ lOP suflc red a great 
amount of friction as it was pu~h("d along and Ihe grooves would easily 
heC(ll11e \\ am If a hard fibre \\ it!> helllg used . It docs Ilot appear Iha\ the 
\\l)()d used fOf Ihe TOllsberg lOp has been Identlficd other than ,l'i dl-cld
\lOllS ('l) "\Jone ()flhe other tor~ Irolll i\ol\\eglaIllllllSeUms ha\ e heen 
:-t udied in detail and there is no mt(mnation on the t}lX!s of .... ood us ... 'd. 

t\ lOp the si/c llf Ihe a ile tound at Ihe Blgglllgs ("fluid prcs ulllahl~ be 
replaced ('asl" 11nel' \1 0m. a~ long as the ra\\ materials \I ere a\adahlc. 
and 11 \\ould not necessari1~ reqUire hard\\ ond I(lr the tool. ·1 hl' Papa top 
has been \\orn and ft:pmrcd. perhars made ne(;e~~a0 b) thc shonage of 
\\\lod. \\h('re;b 11 \\ould ha~e heen replaced cbcwhere . The us( of 
hal sawood 111 the repair rcmams all enigma Another ('l1lgma IS Ihe 
p~rpendicular h\lk \~lIh an ~1,1k plug 111 the tnp. for \\hich there IS no 
apparent usc 

rill" lOp \\tl\1ld have been used \\Ith a varlet~ of flhre s, especlall} for 
the domestic ropemaking assocmted \\ ith fam1 production. A VilTlety of 
!ihres from plants (and tree~ III other areas ) \\ as lI~ed. as \\ell as hal f 
frolll horse~ and lI ther allllT1al s I he collll11erclal ro pefle~ u~cJ hl.'l11p 
\\ Ithout e\Ccpth>n. unul ne\\ and more exoti c libre~ \\ ere Il1tmdlh:ed In 
the second half Il l" the 19th ce nlUl) (Harns 1486). From Ih ... 17th 
century, hem p was undoubtedl} Ihe best fihre to use fo r ropes used at 
s(a and the bulk of the hemp \\,15 imported frol11 the Baltie co ullifles 

["here is a ~uhstantial anl11unt of literalure on non-colllmercial 
ropel11aking III IJntam and In the t'.'ordic COltnlnes. using \\{lI.10 fibn:s 
'i uch as basI. eUld Slra\\. heather and reeds . .-\t the Biggings thl' t(lP could 
haw been u~ed 10 make ropes from stra\~ , hay . h(mher. rushes. \,anous 
grasses and anlllJaI hair. Rope-making in the :-.Jorthem 1~1e~ usmg 
\:lnllU5 specle~ (If natural fibre~ I~ discussed b~ I·emoll (1978. :::6-1-9. 
ligs 113. ! 19) Reference 1\ ah{l made 10 !lat slrand-la~er~ or 
~tral1d-separatnr~ as \\ell as the coJ1lcallOps. [nlhc :'-Jordlc counlf1CS. It 
appears that nat slrand-separators \\cre used predominantl) lilr lihres 
lither Ihan hemp, hut tht:rc \\m: n ce pliom. For the time bClllg \~C do 
Illlt kno\\ \Ihat ra\\ material, \\ere used "ilh Ih~ rllpemaklng tl1p from 
Papa ~ lOur 

I he rnpcs made u~ll1g a lOp could have a numher of uses and II 1<; nOi 
possible from th(' lools to say c.'GK"tly what products wt!rc made II has 
heen suggest~d that the TOI1~hcrg top ma~ have Ocen used for ma]..1Ilg 
thm ropes or hnes called lelllt'( Ie the upper and Imler line~ nn lishlllg 
nels. But it could equall~ ha\\.' Ixell used for prllducing rope~ necl's~ ar;. 
lor the con~lrLJc tllll1 of churches and other hwldmgs . Ropes \\I!re 
lleeded in agnculture as well a~ lor lish ing and shipbuilding. 

St j ~1!\.tARY 

rhe ropema]..d ~ wp from Papa Slour is vcr;. specml. It is pfl\bahl~ the 
wcolld oldest n,Ultpie of t1115 100 1 kno\\ n in L: urope, and the nn!) one 
lound on an c ..... C:l\ atlon 111 the IJntlsh Isles In "'pl te of Its rclall\ cl) 
simple app(armlCt:, it make!:> a val uabl e contribution Iu the hislory of the 
f(lpemakers ' crall . 

II I ~ a tool used in the la)ing of the strands. to\\anis the end of the 
mpel11aking process, and il \\\luld have required al It!ast three penrlc to 
make a rope usi ng this as one ufl he tools . This lOp would have produced 
a three-strand rope or line, but it is 110t presently p{lssib le to say lor what 
purpose the rope \\ould have been used. The repair with balsa \\ (){x! and 
the oak plug are Jll5t two enl gll1a~ ~~ hich ha\ c )(1 \{l be soh ed 
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7.5.3 WOODWORKING AND WOODWORKING TOOLS 

WEDGES AND PLANKS 

Axes and wedges for felling, hewing and splining wer~' used by all 
woodwork ing craftsmen to prepare suitable pieces of wood lor use in 
ooth the building trades and the crafts which made small domestic 
ohjects. The axc has always been the woodmaker 's basie tool, and a 
111<l>;ter craftsman could fell a tree, split sections of roundwood. roughly 
shape pieces oftimbcr and smooth planks by using only an axe (although 
felting and shaping wen! usuall y done with different types of axe). 
Although no axes were found at the l3iggings, there is evidence of the- ir 
usc in the toolmarks found on variolls floor-planks, and especial ly on 
ohjects such a~ SF 436 and SF 1586 (o ITcuL~/rniscellaneous . hot h Phase 4). 

Wood, especially unseasoned oak but al so pine, can be splil ca'i il y al ong 
Ihe principal planes of weakness which follow the medullary rays. ie 
radial splining (Edlin 1949. pI s 91-2: Darrah 1982.220). Of hy splin ing 
tangentiall y across the grain. Splits arc normally started by dri ving 
sc,l~oned oak wedges inlO the side of the trunk ncar one end and 
cont inued by driving in wedges further along (ibid, 221). In radial 
splitting, hal f-sections arc then split into quarter-sections. quarters into 
eighths etc, using wedges. The wedge SF 438 from Phase -l (il1us 105). 
could have been L1sed for small -scale splining of roundwood into 
sections suitable for slaves or boards. Thineen wooden ,md four iron 

illus 105 
Wedge SF 438 (Pinus sy/veslris ); reproduced 
at 211 . 

illus 106 
Plank SF 1583 (Quercus ): 
reproduced at 1/5. 
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wedges were found in York (Morns forthcoming a). whilst others 10 
compare with that from the Biggings come from 6th-19th-century layers 
at Ballinderry Crannog 2. Ireland (I-Icncken 1942. fig 26. W9). from a 
9th-century well at North Elmham. Norfo lk lWadc-Manins 1980. fig 
108. 19-20), and 11th-century deposit at New Fresh Wharf. London 
(Pritchard & Morris 199 1. fig 3. 130,384) and at Arhus in Denmark 
(A ndersen el 0/1971. 155, EVQ). 

The unstratified plank SF 1583 (1llus 106) shows the characterist ic 
wedge-shaped cross-section achieved when rad ially splitting planks. SF 
1584 from Phase 4 and SF 1587 (unstrati fi ed) arc other good exam ples 
o f plan ks split radially; SF 1589 and SF 1579 al so from Phase 4. arc 
ex amples of staves made from boards spl it tangenlial ly. 

AUGERS 

Augers for making circu lar ho les in wood had iron spoon- or twist-bits 
to fit in a transverse handle. a brace or a breast stock . The unusual 
survival of SF 16 17 (Phase 4 ) (i llus I 14 below: see also section 7.7) in 
an almost complete conditi on give us a Tare example of an iron twi st-bit 
in a transverse handl e. Spoon-bits arc the most com monly found type of 
hit; twist-bits arc rare . Two t\vist-hits from York (Morri s forthcoming a. 
SF 2267 & SF 1561. one Viking period, the other medieval), a 
13th-century twi st-bit with a barrel-shaped lathe-Iurned transverse 
handle from Dublin (O' Riordan 1971. pI X, B) and SF 16 17 from the 
Biggings arc noltrue twist-b ilS \\hich remove shavi ngs from the cutting 
point. but gimlets for making stan ing cuts for spoon-hits to enlarge imo 
holes. Other Vi king period twi st -b ils havc been found m Norway (Rygh 
1885. 417: Petersen 1951 , fig 124). 

PEGS AND TRENAILS 

Wooden pegs are essential ele ments of timber technology where 
\\ ooden planks, hoards , blocks or beams need to be fastened together 
Pegs were often used in largt; quantities as componen ts of larger 

- - - - -
i1lus 107 
Examples of wooden pegs found at the Biggings . 

objects or structures. but are generall y fo und s lngl~ i.lT 111 small groups 
on archaeol ogi cal sites. unassoc iatcd with the object or structure with 
wh ich thq were used. a fact \\ hlch call be a problem when trying 10 
Identify a speCi fi c usc . All the pegs found at the Biggings were 
headless (ill us 107). Headless pegs were used for fas tening pl ank s and 
timbers and component pieces o f smaller woode n objects. None oCthe 
Biggings pegs can be assigned a particular use . Similar ones (of 
various sizes) have been found at s ites such a~ York (Ma TTI S 
forthcoming a). Oslo (Weber 1990, fig 6 1). Shackerley Mound. 
Shropshire where they were used in the construction o f a wooden 
br idge (Morri s [987. fig 10, 1-4), in Hu ll (Watkin 1987. fig 124.353), 
Beverley Ea~tgate (Morri s & Evans 1992, fig 94, 632-4 & 636-R) and 
Beverley Lurk Lane (Foreman & Hall 1991. fig [24. 970 & 97IA ). 
where rhe~ survive in IwO oak joinls 

ST RUCTURAL COMPONENTS 

1\11 the floor planks examined from the Biggings were radially split 
from oak or pine roundwood. They could have been imported either as 
roundwood or splil planks. Most of the planks arc very worn and 
abraded from years of wear. bUI pieces in better condition such as SF 
1583 (unstratified ). suggest that the planks cou ld have been originally 
20-30mm thick or more . 

The fl oor in the sWfa in Phase 3 ( fragments recorded but not recoverable 
are therefore not included in the catalogue) was constructed using flat 
floor planks laid parallel tll each othcr across narrO\\ er floor joists set 
perpend icular (0 !.he planking (i ll us 108). The planks nm parallel to the 
possible benches on either side of the s tructure, whereas the joists ran 
perpendicular to them, ori ginall y stretching across the entire room 
space from one moldbenk 10 the other. 

illus 108 
Detai l of the \~ooden floor. Phase 3. scale in 0.1 m intervals: from W. 
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Excavated wooden floors in structures on mainland British and Irish 
sites are rare at any period . The best surviving example 10 compare with 
the planked l1 00TS from the Biggings site was found in a IOth -century 
Viking period sunken-featured bu ild ing at Coppergate, York (Hall 
1984, 72. pi 77 ). Here, l100r planks were laid parallel 10 each other 
across more substantial floor joists set perpendicular to the planking 
above. The edges o f the planks nearest the timbe r wall s were cut to fit 
snugly around upstanding wall timbers . Parallel planking laid on 
perpendicular joists was al so found in house VI on the PK banken site in 
Lund , Sweden (Nilsson I 976a. fig 32), and it wa'> also a regular feature 
of medieval log-built houses in NO\!gorod (Koroshcv & Sorokin 1992, 
142 .5, figs IV. 25-9). Floor planking has al so been found in certain 
areas inside al least three 1 Oth-112th-ccntury buildings in Dublin (eg 
Wall ace 1992, pi Xb & figs 138- 140) . In these bui ldings , il was 
noticeable that the planking was placed in a restricted area just inside 
the door, and we ll away from the central hearths which were located 
further into the buildings between the side benches. This pattern can 
also be seen in the 11th-century house I in Lund. where floor planking 

was pos itioned just inside a side entrance of a longhouse (N ilsson 
1976a, figs 21 & 23; see also iUus 137 below). 

OFFCUTS AND MISCE LLANEOUS 
FRAGMENTS 

Offcuts such as SF 427 (Phase 4-5), worked and unworked roundwood 
such as SF 1586, SF 1593 (both Phase 4), SF 1594 (context unknown ) 
and even bark fragments from the site suggests that woodworking at 
eilher a primary or secondary conversion stage (or both) was being 
carried OUI on or ncar the sites. Pegs and offcuts in this wood 
assembl age strongly suggest some aspects of timber construction wa,> 
carried out on or ncar the site at some periods. The charring observed on 
pieces such as SF 436 (Phase 4) is to be expected when small fragments 
of wood have been lying around on a site where there arc hearths. and 
where many wood working waste products and worn o ut wooden 
objects which could nOI be reused ended up as fuel. 

7.5.4 BIRCH-BARK ROLLS AND FRAGMENTS 

Small fragments of birch bark (Betula sp.), larger sheets of 
birch bark and small strips of tightly-rolled birch bark have 
been found in most areas of the site dating to all periods 
(see table 16), although never in large quantities or in any 
particular concentration in one context. Birch timber may 
have been impol1ed to Papa Stour from Norway (see 6.3 
above). Some or all of the pieces found may be waste 
products of debarking birch timber in advance of 
converting it into useable pieces and working it into 
objects such as the rope top SF 1066. However, the bark of 
other species such as oak and pine, wh ich were also widely 
used on the site over a long period of time to make small 
artefacts and structural work. does not occur in the same 
way. It is more likely that bi rch bark was collected (and 
possibly impol1ed) for a number of particular uses. 

Birch bark can be readily peeled from the tree in thin 
stri.ps and used in various ways. In medieval Novgorod in 
Russia, wide strips of birch bark were used to make 
difTerent sizes of round and rectangular containers with 
or without lids (Kolchin 1989.75-6, pis 70-3) in a similar 
way to lath-walled boxes (see Biggings SF 1469 Phase 
3), and also for documents where leners were made by 
pressing a hard pointed instrument into the 50 ft fibre of 
the bark (Thompson 1967,55-63, fi gs 55-66). Birch bark 
has also been used for insulation , roofmg materia l and 
making canoes (Edl in 1949, 41 & 45). It is possible that 
some of the larger natter sheets ego SF 382 Phase 5, (illus 
109), SF 134 (i llu s 44) and SF 1578, both Phase 4) could 
have been intended for roofing material. 

illus 109 
Birch-bark sheet 
SF 382. 
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SF No LAYER PH ASE DESCRIPTION MI .(mm) MW MT 

37 M7 3 bark rolh. 2:=; 
62 E66 7 bark -l5 .10 

65 E68 4 bark 4-- IS 
71 E66 7 bark 40 2S 
81 J7l 5 bark 50 25 
102 1.16 6 bark -l5 25 
113 ,lq8) bark 45 40 

122 l24 3 2 barK rolls 35 18 
45 22 

123 [ 40 4 bark 80 33 
125 1'40 4 barK 55 15 
126 U 7 bark 
129 111 2 4 bark 
130 E? 9 bark 90 65 
I J I U 4117) 4 barK 17 17 

U3 l'78 4 bark roll 85 70 

IJ~ 1-7R 4 bar~ . large piceI.' 110 SO 
two edge, , IJO\\ 
delibcrah: ClitS (It right angk .. 

IJ:" 1- M 27 

137 1..:66 40 30 
138 lSI -l-5 62 40 

139 ) , 34 20 

140 UI 4 :=;8 25 
142 K71(-l-l) 4 -l5 2) 

36 )S 

200 (2 ) 6 roll 42 35 
226 1-19 4 piece 115 90 

228 L4 6 bark 20 )0 

nq "0(81 bar" 25 I" 
231 K7110(8) bark 22 III 

2JJ ,8 5 bark 180 II 

234 [30 6 bark 4O .IS 
2-l 3 H-l 4 piece 135 46 

2-l S 1'44 4 bark 10 " 25 [ ,8 bark 30 16 
260.}, U 7 bark 40 17 

382 LJ2 5 roll/stTip 310 )00 " -l06 US 4 bark 
-lS.2 III J J bark 
1359 JISl l H bark (e ... SF 2.26) JO I' 
IJ60 J[ .5 6 bar. 40 20 
1477 E4 6 large picce. IIllworked 190 140 

1578 jL.'i l J fragment uf origina[[~ Ila! reclangular 92 40 

piece (rcwn"iructed 150 ... (2111111) 

Tahle 16 
l3irch-bark rolls and fragments (Bellt/a SP) from th e IJiggillgs. 

However, (hree of the most probable uses for birch bark 
in the settlement at the Biggings were the same as for 
most of the birch-bark fragment s and rolls found in 
York (Morri s forthcoming a) ie eith er as a tanning 

material , for burning as a li ght source or for making 
g lue. As late as the 19th century in Scotland , birch bark 
was harvested and used for tanning hides, sail s_ nets and 
cordage where the inner bark was whittled from the 
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wood and chopped up into linle pieces to be sold to the 
tanner, and when dried and twisted into a rope, birch 
bark would also function as a candle (Ed lin 1949,45). 
Birch bark also contains a high proportion of pitch. and 

rolled pieces such as SF 122 Phase 3 (illus 45), wou ld 
have burnt with a c lear flame. If the pitch is extracted 
and prepared, it can be made into a res in- like glue 
(Taylor 1981 , 47). 

7.S.S DISTRIBUTION OF WOODEN ARTEFACTS AND BIRCH-BARK REMAINS 

Beverley Ballin Smith 

(table 17) 

PHASE 3 

No wooden artefact survived before Phase 3. but a lotal offive came the 
Phase 3 stoia and a single one from the adjaccnt building (Trench E1[J). 
The latter was the bark vessel. SF 1469. On the wooden floor of the 
stoia birch bark (SF 1578 and 122), a spatula (SF 383) and a stave-buill 
vessel base or head (SF 393) were found . The latter was situated close to 
the sump/well (col illus 13), but was 100 small to have been its cover. In 
addition. there was a piece of birch bark (SF 452) from the possible 
destruction deposits (1-113) of the cookhouse. 

PHASE 4 

Thirty-six artefacts of all type:; wc,;rc recovered from thi s phase. From 
the destruction levels of the Phase 3 stoia came a spoon (SF 385) and a 
spatula (SF 399). The largest group of artefaCl~ (12) came from pit Jl.55 
dug into thc Phase 3 slOla. II included a spatu la (SF 1577), pieces of 
easkheads (SF 1579) and a stave (SF 1589). the ropemaker 's top (SF 
1066), a bodkin (SF 1588), three pegs (SF 1577 & SF 1588) as wel1 as 
pieces of floor planking (SF 1584-85 & SF 1587) and miscellaneous 
wood (SF 1586 & SF 1591). 

Another peg (SF 428 ) was found in separate pit dug into the remains of 
the Phase 3 stoia. pit 1.29. 

The remaining artefacts are assoc iated with the buildings on the western 
side of the site . From beneath Ihe building in Trench K was a piece of 
rine (SF 436 ): birch barl; (SF 142. SF 129. SF 131 & SF 226) was found 
on its fl oor and in surrounding p!.!aty contexts. The laller may indicate 

PllASE 3 3-4 4 

Spoons 2 
Spatulae 2 
Box lid 
Stave-buill vessels and 4 
bung 
Bark vessel 
Bodkin and roper's 'lOp' 2 
Wedge 
Pegs and trcnail s j 

Planks 1 
OtTcuE and misc 3 
Rirch-barl-; mils 4 14 

Totals 7 36 

Table 17 
Wooden artefacts from the Biggings by phase. 

survival of roof material from this bui lding and earlier structures on this 
part of the site . 

Se\'cral artefacts were found in the dwelling-house (Trench EIEJ) 
which replaced the Phase 3 stoia. The wedge tSF 438) was foundjusl 
below its floor. and a peg (SF 123) and several pieces of birch bark (SF 
121, SF t25. SF Ill. SF 134. SF 241. SF 245. SF 406) on the floor. A 
single piece of birch bark (SF 65) was found in immediately overlying 
deposits, possibl y from the roof of the bui lding. 

PHASES 

In a pit (L32) on the eastern side of the site were pieces of slave-built 
vessels (SF 384 & SF 423) and a birch-bark rol1 (SF 382). In and on the 
paving ofthc eastern building were other staves (SF 53 1 & SF 1575). a 
peg (SF 398), fragments of planks (SF 1580) and a piece of bi rch bark 
(SF 81 ). 

Other plank fragments (SF 394) were found just bclow the floor of the 
new dwelling-house (Trench K) as well as a peg (S F 430). Several 
birch-bark roll s (SF 113. SF 229, SF 231, SF 233, SF 25 1) were al so 
found on the !l OOT oflhis building. 

PHASE6&7 

In the lasl bui lding on lhe site, the Gml, a wooden lid (SF 426), a 
fragment of stave-built vessel (SF 422) and birch-bark rolls were found. 
The distribution of other Slaves, pieces of wood and birch-bark suggest 
thc disturbance of earlier levels as well as the usc of wooden artefacts 
up 10 the present day. 

4-5 5 6 7 uls r OIal 

2 
3 

2 6 4 19 

2 

2 I 9 
9 2 14 

5 
2 7 6 5 6 44 

24 II 7 II 10 I 
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7.6 TEXTILE, YARN AND FIBRE FROM T H E BIGGIN GS 

Penelope Walton Rogers 

The excavat ion at the Biggings yielded a number of torn 
fragments of textile. together with spun yam and clumps 
o f unprocessed animal fibre. Altogether there were 64 
separately itemised fi nds of textile. representing over 200 
fragments. with 30 examples of yam and 47 oftibre. a ll of 
which are described in full in the archive catalogue. 
Unfortunately only a few of these finds came from the 
secure ly dated lower leve ls in the mai n area (trenches 
J/LlP). Most of the remainder were from trenches 
(E/EJ,'H/K) which had seen consi derable disturbance and. 
to judge from the pottery ev idence, these later finds may 
belong anywhere in the latc medieval. post-medieval or 
early modem periods. Detailed anal)1ical work. in the 
fo nn of dye, fib re and fleece-type ident ification, was 
therefore concentrated on the more finnly dated earlier 
pieces from trenches J L P. together with a Il.'\\ se lected 
items from the later material. 

Most of the woven fragments are coarse tweed-like 
fabrics, typ ical of peasant c lothing over a long period of 
ti me. Although the fannstead was for a time the property 
of a Norwegi an duke and the residence of his bai liff 
(Crawford 1985), there is nothing in the co llection to 
suggest an ari stocratic or wealthy owner. There is no silk 
until the modem period and (he smal l amount of 
panerning in the woven pieces is based on natural fleece 
co lours; dyed text il es are rare. Knitted goods are well 
represented in the upper levels of the site. but. aga in , 
these are plain fabrics. with non e of the fancy stitches for 
which Shetland knitt ing is nowadays famou s. The 
general flavour of the collection is of simple workaday 
fabrics wi thout luxlI!), or ornament. 

Copu:s of the catalogue of tc"tiles (an.:hi\"e tabk I) and tatJle of fleecc 
I~pt.'~ (archl \e table 1) c,m be (lhlamed from Te .... lIk Research 
A~soclates, 8 Bnotham I errace. Yor l-.. Y030 70t L 

7.6.1 EARLY FINDS FROM THE STOFA - PHASES 1,2 AND EARLY PHASE 3. 

Three fragments of textile (SF 1623. SF 1624 and S F 
1626), a bundle o f yam (SF 1628), a thick spun strand of 
wool (SF 1629). and sOl11e parts of a fleece (SF 1633). 
were found below the 12-/ 13th-centu!), wooden floor of 
the stofa. A further texti le (SF 1625). some yarn (SF 
1627), and clumps of wool. cattle- and goat-hair (SF 
1630-1632 and SF 1634). la) just above. or on the sallle 
leve l as the floo r. 

FIBRE 

.... ome of the \\001 i~ ~tdlln the nrlgmallocb offibrt'. nr · sl aple~· . Ul 

\lIl1ch!l \\ ould ha\e (111llO;: from the lleecc In lme ... a~l· ( .... F 1633).lh..: 
~Iapks arc 75-80mm lung and p1l1l1ted and m ,mother (\F 1634). a 
~Ingle staple is appro,\II11ately 150ml11 long, pOllltcd ,mJ wavy All Ihe 
!lnds from the Biggmgs are heal lIy stained h~ hllmlC acid~. hUI 
mlcroscop~ has shO\ln that the earlIest ra\\ \1001 of\gmall~ had a line 
\Ihite undcrwool. wllh a pcrcciliage of co<m. ... r black or bro\ln ribr ... ~ 
(archive table 2). The coarser hairs protrude beyond Ihe undercoal . to 
give a darl.: fringe to the \\001. This is typical nfth(.' nalive sheep ufthe 
Northern Isles (discus~ed belo\\ 111 the Comment 7.6.4 ) and the \\ 001 
described here may \\ell represent wool from the island",; own sheep 
rhe cattle and goat hair may also come from localliveslOc l.: . 

On farms \\here wool I~ Immedmtcl) to hand. \\lSpS of fibre are otten 
lL~ed as a makeshift string. The long staple (SF 1634). has hcen tied 111 a 
Inop with a tight triple knot: and the thread (SF 1629) ~eenl S to be two 
\\001 staples \\ hich ha\ e been te,bed out lengllm ays and then [\\ is!ed 
logether Wool \\a~ evident!) also Ocltlg spun into \\ea\"ing yarn III the 
f,umstead. Sp11ldle whorls for suspended spll1dle spinl1t11g were found 
scattered about the site and the fibre. SF 1631 . is a1mnst certa inl y 
spinner's waste. The \1001 has been partly processed and includes half· 
spun ends t1f~am, typical of the uddments dIscarded b} a hand-spinner 

TEXTI LES 

rhe ra\1 \1001 and the spun )arn an: almo st Identical \llIh the \1001 and 

th..: \am m the labb)'\le;l\e te.\tile. a good qllallt~ medlll111-\l elghl 
fabTic (SF 1613) (illus I [Ua. archive table 2). SImple fabncs such a.~ 

Ihis rna) ha\e heenmadc althe farm~lead. as \\eavlng \\~ stlillargel) a 
domestic craft at thiS time and discarded weights from a .... arp-weighled 
100111 \Iere fnund as pan Ill' the stone lining of a Phase 4 pll In area J I. 

-
b --, . 

c 

illus 110 
The \\ea\cs of the textiles from the Biggings a) tabby: 
h) 211 t\\ ill. c) 211 {\I III 



(C rawford 1987.4). The piece of 211 twi ll (SF 1626), however, is made 
from en tirely white wool (i llus II Ob; archive table 2). While native 
nocks could sometimes yield al1·white wool. th is texti le would also fit 
comfortably in any 12th-/ l3th-ccntury collection from mainland Britain. 
At this time urban weavers were producing clothing fab rics \\ nve n in 
2/ 1 t\\ ill with a fclted weft face ((' rO\\ foot 1979: V .. 'alton 1989, J XS·6 & 
unpublished data) and drawing on wh ite wool simi lar to that in SF 1626 
(Ryder 1983a. 473; Walton 199 1, 320). Further exantph::s of thi s 
fabric-type arc included in the later material. discussed be low 

The two 12th·/ l3th·century textiles woven in 212 twill (SF I h2-t and SF 
162:' ) arc heavy fabrics with a smooth warp yarn made fTO m a I lair:- type 
of wool (illus III ; archive table 2) and a softer well yarn which has fe lted 
in places. SF 1624 has a dark grey warp and a fl ecked grey/white weft ,Uld 

'Ir·.x riLES. YA RN AND FI8RE FROM T il E BIG(;INGS . 195 

SF 1625 has a pale grey warp and a white weft, the usc of the different 
colours emphasising the diagonal line of the twil] weave (illus I1 0c) 
Fabrics such as these wcre current in the Nordic world from the 10th 
celliury onwards. fragments being recorded as far apart as the Norse 
settlement at Narsaq . ( ireenland (Walton Rogers 1993) and Anglo· 
Scandma\'ian levels of Coppergate, York (Walton 1989, 324 ). All 
examples in which the wool has been studied have proved 10 have a Hair:
wool in tht' warp. which is often darker Ihan the weft . This may have been 
achieved by using wool from a coam:r, darker fleece f(lr the warp. or, 
perhaps. by combing the wool imended t(u the warp in order to remove 
some of the fine wh ite undem ool: the diflcrence between \\arp and \\eft 
wool is too great to be explained by summer- and winter·gro\\ n nee..:c ~ 
(Schjolbcrg 1992. 153), These 212 twills arc almost certainl y examples of 
the fabric known as lI'odm(l1 (discussed funher below). 

7.6.2 THE LATER MATERIAL - LATER PHASE 3, PHASES 4,5,6 & 7. 

The large co llec tion of later material consists of wool and 
hairtexti les. 16 woven in tabby, 24 in 2/2 twill , five in 211 
twill and five knitted, together with 24 examples of cords 
and yam and 41 ofraw fibre. As already described. few 
can be given any firm date from the archaeological 
evidence, although some of the text iles themse lves can 
help with dating. Knitting. for exampl e, was a relalively 
late arrival in the Shetlands and can be used to give a 
post- 16th-century date to any woven texti le found in 
close association. 

FIBRE 

To {he naked eye. most of the dumps of raw fibre from later levels 
appear si milar to those of the 12th/ 13th ce ntury. Three representative 
samples from JL51 (SF 17 19- 1721 ) were sent for specialist examin ation 
hy HM Appleyard atld did indeed prove to be cmtle hair and sheep' s 
wool of the same son as in the earlier group. A fourth . unusuall~ 
short·fibred, specimen was also se nt for study and proved 10 be fur , 
possibly from stoat. 

The winter coat orthe stoat is bettcr known as emline. a fur used in thc 
medieval period as a gannent trimming. The c:omlplc from the Biggings 
\\ as found in close association with a heavil y felted t\\ ill (SF I h 76) and 
rnay represent a fur lin in g or edgi ng for the f~lhri..: The fun Clill11 llf the 
other raw fibre is less clear. Much of it was loose libre. but SOJlle of it 
had been wor].;ed into spongy oval pads. eg SF 1719 and SF 172 1. SF 
722 and SF 1730 Similar pads of fibre have been found as caulking in 
boat timbers (Walton 1988,78) and may al so have been used to block 
holes in drafty timber buildings. Other pads of fibre have been 
recovered from cess-pits in Anglo·Scandinav iiUl and medieval Yor].; , 
where they arc assumed to have been used as latrine wipes (Wall0n 
1989. 31 I ), Signi ficantly , some of Ihe pads of flhre from th e Biggings 
were recovered from a Phase 4 pit in Trench JL, tentatively identified by 
the archaeologist as a latri ne. 

rhe intact wool staples (SF 1703, SF 1712 and SF I T21) are pOJllt..:d and 
90· 120mlll long. As befor..:. all the ra\\' wool. whether in ,,[apk~ or 
vth crwise. incl udes significanl Tllllllbcrs of nalurall) coloured Ilhre~ 
I he plgllll.:l1l is largel) conc..:n traled in the ":(lar~er libres, Cxcqll III SI· 
172!. \\hi cl1 is cnlirel~ hnl\\J1 or black I he unden\o(11 Il l' the 
dar].;·\\oolled neece is coarser than in the ot her ~al1lples. but C\cn ~o it 
falls in the same eategor:- of ' neece t~pe ' as Ih..: 01 her ra\', \\(l(1h from 
Ihe sile (archive table 2), The e\ idcnce from Ihe Biggings sugge.,>b that 
Ihe local nl.:eces wl.: re all mu ch the same in typc. but that th eir variety Iii) 
in the ran ge of co lours. 

WOOL 2/2 TWILL 

The textiles woven in 212 twi ll arc coarse and medium-weighl fabrics, 

ranging from 5 x 4 threads pcr cm to 12 x 10 per em. Some, such as SF 
1646. have a thin warp and a thic].; welt, while others. such as SF 
166 1 i/ii. are more balan ced fabrics. Most commonl y the warp yam is 
Z·spun and the weft S·spun (Z and S indicate the lie of the fibres in the 
yam. renccting the direction in which the spindle has been turned) but Z 
x Z (SF 1654) and S x S (SF 1643 and SF 1671) fabrics arc also known. 
SOllie pieces are felted. presumabl y a<; a res ult of fulling the fabric in 
water aller weav ing. whi le others have heen left without an y obvious 
fini sh 

The most significanl feature of these twill s is the extellsive usc of 
natu rally coloured wools Some, such as SF 1656, were made from a 
dark brown or black wool throughout. but most would have been 
mottled shades of gre) or brown: white textiles such a <; the fragment 
SF 16-l6. seem to have heen rare. Six examples have a dar].; \\arp and a 
pale weft (S F 1659. SF 166 1ii. SF 1663i. SF 1665. SF 1667 and SF 
1669i ) in the manner of the 12th·/ 13th-ce ntury 2/2 twil ls ,md three of 
these later examples W\:Te in close association with ].;nilled goods (SF 
166 1-1663 and SF 1669), which suggests that the fabric type persisted 
into the post·medie val period at least. 

The presence of dye seemed unlikel) \\here naturall y cnloured wool 
had been used, but four Z oX S fabr ics (SF 1644, SF 1669ii and SF 
1669iii. SF 1676) wcre tested by solvent extract ion foll owed by 
absorption spectrophotometry (Walton & Taylor 19(1): a visibly 
colomed piece of S x S tw ill with gre~-green warp and red \\eft from 
upper le vel s of Trench L SF 1671 Phase 7. was also [e~ted . The 
coloured sample pro\ ed to have been d~..:d \\ Ith at least onl.' s~ nthetic 
dye. indu.:ating thai it was made some tlllle aller the lR50s . Three of the 
others had no evidence fin dye. but one, a heav ily felted pi..:..:e. SF 1676. 
shoW!.:d" trace of an orange colorant ThiS \\<1S difficult III identify. but 
it was clearly not any of the commonl y used med ieval and 
post-medieval dyes . It may have been some local plant or lichen dye 
which has not yet been full) characterised, This fabric \ \ ib the one 
which seems to have had a fur trim. 

Heavy and mediunHwight 212 twill s such iLS those from the Uiggings. 
especially those madl' from pigmentcd \\ !101s. are comparali\ cly rare in 
medieval and pllsHlledie\ al textile clllleclions from t(mns of 
nonlH\esl Europe, rhe lew exmllp!c~ found III hlghsh porl~. 
l\e\\c<bt!c upon Tyne. King'~ Lynn and London. arc r..:garded as 
ilTlport~ from the nonhcrn world (Cnn\li){li 1977: Walton I 'iSS. Sl--l : 
Crmd il!lt t'f al 1992, Y}-lO). !n S..:nllalld and ;-.401\\") thl.' \\ea\c is 
belleT represented. bUl III dUTllllishing nllmher~ 0\ er tlrllC At Oslo the 
:2 /2 1\\ III \\ ea\ e represcllb :2500 of all e\c,!\ ated textiles fmlll the 11th 
centur:-, 2-l°o from the 12th, 15~o froTll lhe 13th%. 9°0 fmm the l-tth 
and 5°0 ffllm the l.'ith (calculated from data in Kjcllb..:rg 1979 and 
Kjellherg & Hoffmann 1(91); and at Penh. Scot land. Ihe weave forms 
18~/o of Ihe 12th·ce ntur~ C!llkction, 9°/u or the 13th and X% of the l-llh 
( rWIll data!ll Rennett unpublished) , 

Such fabri cs arc. however. more common III the Norse settl ements in 
Ice land (Hoffmann 1974, 21 0. 21 3--l. 21R. 3(7) and Gr..:cnland. The 
best cvidence comes frorn Hcrjolfsnes in southern Green land , where a 



196 • 1111 R I GGlNG~ " 1'"1''' STOLH · 11 11 \RTEFACI1 ' ,,1 IVIOEr-.;(I 

no. 

20 
A 

10 

o 
20 40 60 80 100 12 0 

20 
B 

10 

o 
20 40 60 80 100 120 

20 
c 

10 

o 
20 40 60 80 100 120 m icrons 

ill us III 
The fleece types of the w(lols from the BlgglngS. a) Hair) \\ arp from 2/ 2 1\\111 SF 1 62~ . b) lIalT) M edium \\ cft from 2/2 t\\l1I SF 1624 . 
c) raw wuol SF 1632 McasuremcnlS arc of fil1re diamc li.:r<" 111 microns. 



small iso lated community lived \\ ith lillie contact with the outside 
world until about AD 1500. Scverill gannents excavated from the 
churchyard there proved to he in the fashions of Europe in the 13th. 
l.lth and 151h centuries. hut made in local fabri cs (Norlund 192-1. 
!P-1 91. Ostergard 1982). These were predom inantly 2/2 1\\ ill s. on 
average 1 OZ x lOS per ern (Norlund 1924, 190). They general ly have 11 

d<lfk hrown or grey warp and a paler weft. the co lour depending 011 

natural pigment in the wool. although III some instances it may IUI\·e 
been topped up with brown d~e ~Ibld. 90: Ostergard 1982.273) . The 
clolhing fabrics from lJerjolfsnes can he easily matched wilh Ihe 2/2 
1\\ ills of the Biggings. 

It has been shown that on Papa Stour at least these fabrics continued 
well in to the period in which knitting was in usc -in other words. well 
after Norwegian control of the Shetlands had come to an end in ,\D 
1472. This is supported hy evidence from Gunnister on Mainland 
Shetland, whcre a Illan was huried ill the late 17th cent ury, wearing a 
long coat. breeches. shirt and outer jacket al l \\oven in 2/21\\·ill and al l 
e.'\cept Ihe shirt in natural w(lol colours (Henshall & Maxwell 1952) 
Similar types ofl:1bri e were probably current elsewhere in the Scottish 
islands . A man who died at Amish Moor. Lewis. in the OUlcr Hcbridcs 
inlhc early 18th cen tury wa<; also \\caring ajacke!. shirt and undershirt 
of2/2 twill (Benne II 1975), again in naturally pigmented wool (Ryder 
1983a. 515-6). On Hirta in the St Kitda arc hi pelago. the village 
community was sti ll using similar textiles in the late 19th orcarl y 20th 
century. although by thi s time dyes wcre more commonly in usc and 
the heavy twill s lay alongside modern machine-woven fabrics (Walton 
unpub) . These te." tiles may IIK.'rcfore have had an unbro"cn period of 
usc in the Scotti sh islands fr()m Ihc \J orse occupati on to Ihe 20th 
centu ry 

CH ECKED 2/2 TWILL 

One large fragmenl from the upper levels of the stoja. SF 16751. is a 
handsome broad chec" . worked in nalural wool colours . Burial in the 
peaty Shetland soil has given it a warnl honey and brown lone, bUI 
originally the check would have been greyish brown with natural white . 
The alternaling bands of light and dark are 56Z threads wide in one 
direction and 32S or 30S threads wide in the other. Chec" palterns in 
natural wool colo urs lirst appeared in the Iron Age (eg Hcnshall 1952, 
8) but they disappear from view in post-Roman collections. They may 
have re-el1l~rged with the early tartans which \\CTC being worn hy 
Highlanders by the 16th century tScarlett 1987). Most tartans arc . of 
course, dyed, but the Shepherd Check a traditional plaid of the border 
counties which Sir Walter SCOI\ made popular a" a trouser lilbric. was 
made in a :-.mal1er clleck of natural charcoal gre~ and white (Gulvin 
1973. 70-5: Panting 1987. 79·S I ). Sir Walter's trousers were probably a 
more lightweight fabric thaIllhe examples from the Biggings which an; 
more li ke a heav~ \\ inkr dres" ur sha\\ I material 

WOOL 2/1 TWILL 

rhe small numbe r of 2/1 t\\lll s tSI-" 1638. SF 1645. SF 1655i, SF 
1657ii/iii. SF 1658ii. SF 1674) ure simi lar grades of fabric to the 2/2 
twills. from 6 x 5 to 12 x 8 threads per em, and the yarn again Z x S 
Unli"e the 2/2 twill s they arl' made frOIll while wool and Illost arc 
felted on one face . As already described. technically Ihese fabrics 
could have ol!cn woven loc al I} . but the y arc more likely to have been 
lI11Poned . 

The tirst appearancc of2/ ltwllI~ of this .;ort in an} numbers \\,lS in the 
IOtllillth ce ntur: (Cru\\!oot 1')79. Pntchard 19X2 ). by the 12th and 
13th ~·enturle, they \\ere e~tabll ~h ed a.-, the main clothing fabrics l!l 

towns acro:-.., north-we.,t Eurorc (Crowf(lo t (.'1 a/1992 , 27; "arninska & 
Na hl ik I 96() : Tido\\' 1982: Von~-Com is 19S2: Lind ~ trom 1982) 8~ the 
mid I .. hh l'entury their lbe \\ as hegllllllllg to dcclme In England and t he~ 

had all hut di~appeared by the I:,th (C rU\\loot e! al. 1992, 2S: Walton 
19BI and ullpublished data). although in Nomay 2/1 twill ~ecms to 
ha\c continued for a centul) longe r (Io..:jellberg 11J79; Kjellberg & 
Ilotlinann 1991). In Ihe 17th cenlury the 2/1 t\\ itl \\eave re-appeared in 
England ill lightweight worsteds (Walton 1983) and in Scotland as a 
ground for checks tllenshall 1l):,2, 21--1). but at this stage it was 
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generally worked from Z x Z yam . II is difTicult to be certain that no 211 
twills similar to those from the Biggings were woven in the 
post-medieval period. out on balance it seems more Ii"d y that they arc 
datcd so mt:\\hcre betwccn the 12th and 15th ce nturi es . Iflhi s IS correct 
Ihen it provides a rough dating lor the sock made from one of Ihese 
fahrics tsee bdow). 

WOOL TABBY 

The textilcs \H)Ven in tabby weave are much more variable than the 
twill s, in Ihread-coun!. \\eave. )anH~pe . raw material and fini sh 
Some of the coarser pieces such as SF 1647 and SF 1659. arc Z x S 
fabrics made from pi gme nted woo l. with warp dar"er than the weft 
The~c are clearly relatives of the 2/2 1\\ ill s already desc ribed and ma~ 
havc been woven locall y. A funher coarse piece made from 7.. ,x Z 
yarn, SF 1642. probably belongs to the same group. At Herj ol rsnes 
coarse tabby-weave textiles such as the se were uscd for ho~c . in 
contrast wilh the 212 Iwills which were used for dre sses and llther 
garments (Norlund 1924,88). 

Three fragment s. SF 1640. SF IMI and SF 1664. arc more li"d~ 10 
ha\ e been prnll.: ss ionally made and imponed inlo the Shetlands. These 
arc Ihi ck fabrics. felted on both faces and SF 1641 and SF 1664 li ghtl y 
teaselled and sheared ; SF 1640 and SF 1641 are both spun S x Sand 
SF 166-1 is 7 x S. Anal ys is oflhe wool in SF 1640 showed itto be 
diflcrent from the wool in the native fabrics ( archive table 2) and all 
three proved to have heen dyed red. Alilarin and purpurin were 
detected b~ analysis (\\"alton & Taylor 199 1) \\hich indicate ~ the 
pn; ),t:nCC of ihc red m.uhkr dye. from rOOb of Rub/U Imclorwn L. In 
England heilvy fabrics with a nap on both nlces arc more COllllllon 
from the post-medieval period onwards The dye. wool. Spill 
direction, weave and finish can all be matched wilh 16th- and more 
especia lly 17th-cenlury tail or's o tTeuts from Newcast le upon Tyne 
(Walton 1981 ; 1983). Simi lar fahrics nlily have heen produced in 
Nomay and Sco tland at the same time, but they are Iypically a product 
of spcciali st craftsmen and il is highly unli"ely that anywhere in the 
Nort hern Is1cs had the expert ise or the raw material s 10 ma"e them. 
Their use \\as probably as jacket or coat material . A further tabb~ SF 
163 7 has al so becn dyed , in Ihi s inslance bro\\n or black. and has yam 
spun S x S. Although thi s piece docs not havr.: a teaselled finish , it may 
belong wilh Ihe same group. 

Anot her easily Idl!ntified fabric-IYpc is the coarse tabby from SF 1670, 
wovel! from plied yarn . This is poorly prescrved. but it is clearly made 
from some .:oarse aI1llllal hair . Tex tiles of thi s son. l!eneralh made 
from .:aute or gnat hair. k~ ~ frequellily ofkm-grade w0~ L arc r~gularly 
recovered frollllllcdieval levels of porls in Norway, Sweden. Germany 
and lireat Bntain (Schjolbe rg 19H-l: Waltnn 1988). \\here the} are 
as suilled 10 rcpre:-.cnt \\ rap ping fahn c~ for mCf.:handise . The piece from 
Thc Hlggings came from hmer 1cvds of area 10..:. \\hi ch would cnnlbnn 
wilh a medieval date . 

One funher fragment of labb~ , SF 1636, has plied yarn in one direction, 
pres umably the warp, and single yam in Ihe other. Texliles which blend 
plied yam with single arc known from 15th-centur: Oslo (Kjellbe rg 
1979). but thc~r.: arc coarser fabric~ Ihan al the Biggings . The use of 
plied ~ilm in liner lextiles is more common in l1lachinc~woven textiles 
and this piece, from upper level s of area f-" is perhaps intrusive and 
modern 

SEAMS AND SEW I NG '1'1 IREAD 

~lan~ Dflhe \\,,\ell fragments sho \\ signs of \\car and were pr\lhahl) 
alre<ld~ rags whellthey W!.:f!.; buried. Sume include remains of seams of 
differellt sorts ~i llus 112 ). I he se\\lI1g ~arn 1~ ah\a~~ 2-plied from 
smooth glos~~ \\ 001 ~arn and I~ rel ali\d~ coarse al 1.2·151ll111 
diameter. A larg!.: numher Ill' si milar plied lhr~ads were Ii.lund, together 
with :-. run weaving yam. in h.:vels close to thc 17th-century Il oor in area 
E. ThiS sugge~L~ that SC\\ Ing yarn \\ as being made or used in the 
d\\elting·house at this lillie. It is imposs ible to identify the ganllenls 
fro lll which the Iragments have come, except in the ellSC of a foot 
covering SF 1655. probably the fOOl part of some hose . 
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WOOL SOCK OR HOSE 

(dlus 113) 

When the fool covcrmg SF 1655 from Trench X. w illeS! 8, \\<15 firs! 
excavated III 1978, it was exalllllled hy Dr Ilden Bennett. who Wfllte the 
tillillwing description 

Foot of a sad, or stocking, IIlCOmpio.:!lC, compll:>cd of I\\ ll dlfferclll 
textiles. lmc fanning the toe ,md thc lliher the heel section, 11 Omm ,\ 
1130101 

1. Toc section of lightJmcullIm weight 211 \\\111 , rcddl~h bro\\ll , 

\\o\Cn from smooth c\l:nl~ spun ~arn (lor tedmical details ~l'c 

tabk 1 III archive) The ~ection l ~ funned frnm a ~lngk pieel'. 
folded and seamed under the foot 

ii . Heel seCllon of a heaVIer. more llpen and e\ en fabnc. tabb~ (Ie 
plain weave) , reddish hrown (see archive table I). ThiS section IS 

considerably damaged ,md it is no longer clear whether it was 
constructed from one or marc pieces of fabric. It is joincd 10 the toe 
with a ci rcular seam and a second seam runs under the fOOl and up 
the heel. As far as can be seen the sewing thread is the same in all 
scams. suggesting that the toe is pan of the (lriginal rather than a 
repair. but the plcce is 100 incomplete for ml~ 10 be ce nalll 

rhe leveLs from which Ihe foot covering SF 1655 was excavated (KR) 
mcluded 17th-century Contilll.:ntal redware poner.' as \\ell ;l" undated 
warse \\<In:: s and fragments o(,teatite \e ~sc!s \5.6.6 abO\cl The ZS 211 
tWill with one face ICl ted is, however. t)1"lIcal urthe Illh*15 th centUr1e~ 
(~ee abovl') and it is lenlativcl~ <;uggc~ted that the sock is re*deposited 
frnm a medle\al contexi . 

Dr Bennett' s report <':lllltinues 

Despite the fragmental) cond itlun of thiS pIece its ldentlflcatlon 
seems rcasonabl) cenam There are no comparable survlvab 
from medieval Scotland but parallels arc offered by the 
HerJolfsnes site from \~hich \\c re recO\ered a variety of clOlh 
hose in various stales of preservation (Norlund 1924. 183-190) 
The seam under Ihe fOOl seems <In uncomfortable arrangemelll 
but is repeah.::d in al least £\\0 of Ihe Greenland example.;; 
Norl und also cornmenb lin the practice o r~'ulting the leg and tilut 
se paratel y, the leg and heel being In one, \d\1ch is likel) to have 
been the stru cture of this piece . The finding of a clot h stucking is 
appropriale to the medin al penod as knillinf!, is un1ikd~ to have 
reached north-wcst Europe until Ihe late 15th ccntur~ Until that 
t imc coverings lor foot and leg were ei ther worked direct from 
the yarn by sprang or f/(i/ebmding (lr. more frequently. made from 
\\oven cloth t Hald 1953). Even after Ihe introduction ofknittmg. 
cloth stockin gs continued to be preferred in so me are as into the 
17th and 18th centuries (eg Benm'lt 1975. 176: lIenshall 1952. 
26) 

Aller Dr Uennelt had completed her research, funher cloth hose was 
recovered from 14th-century I.ondon (Cro\\ footer al 1992. 187-9) Thi~ 

~~ 

b 

IIlus 1[2 
Scams uscd in the garment 
fragm ent~ from the Bigging~ 

\\a" made from wool tabby and thc foot part had been constructed in a 
si nlliar \\a~ to Ihe foot eo\ CTlng from the Biggings. \\ ith a seanl around 
the fll1ddle of the fOOl and a Icngth\\ays semn along the sole. In 
addition, the fully clotlu.'u hody of a man n:covered from a bog lit 
Bocl.,<;ten . Sweden. in 1936. has ht'cn published (Nockcr! 1985 ) The 
Bachten man \\ as wearrng garments of a laiC 13th or l~th centu0 Sl~ Ie 
and hi s legs find feet were covered with long hose. very wom ,Uld 
repalTl::d. made ff(1Il1 2/1 twill with a seam under the f(lot (Nocken 
198~. 121 -2\ tl.ln!.t post-mcdieval hll~e seem ~ to haH the sole \\orked 
as a ~..:rarate pll'C": lCro\\i~Jo t el a/1992. 18R-9. Orr 1922. 215 .2 19). 
excepl wherc rags havc been cohhlcd togct hcr as a foot wrapping 
(Bennett 1975) Ih is tend" to suppon the \IC\\ Ihat thc soc k or hose 
from the Blggmg~ IS medle\ al in date 

KNITTING 

Thcrc arc five examples o f knitting (SF 1639. SF 1661111. SF 1662. SF 
166311 and SI· 1669 i, ) '\lone is particularl~ tine. the coarsest heing 
comparable \\ Ith modem Aran-\\elghl knitting \\ 001 and the fine~t \\ Ith 
a hcav) double-knit All fragmcnts were made from plied ) am. 

generally Z-plied. but in onc instance S-plied (SF 1662). Three were 
made from \\ hill' wool and two from natural fleece colours. SF [661 iii 
being (lTIginall) dark grey or bro\\ n and SF 1662 similar. but paler. It is 
impossi bl e to tell what kind of gannenl the fragments came from as 
the~ arc mostly small and knitted in plain sto..:king ~titl:h The largest 
piece. the pak gre~lbro\\n exampk from Sf· 1662 . has a cast-on edge 
but no increa~..:s or decreases or pattcming over 220rnm x 2 [5mm. One 
of thc small Iragments SF 166 I iii has several decreases. arranged in a 
circJ t' , as mlghl he expL't:lcd at !hc ccmre CTO\\n oflhe large flat Scots 
bonnet The onl) decoration is 1Il "iF [6691\. \\hero.: a ~lIlgk r,1\\ of 
rl:vcr~cd slOc1-111g stitch limns a crossways ridge 

Shetland h<l'. ho.:come famous fo r It:. knitted gnods 111 recent centurie s. 
allhough the ( ralt \\lt~ ~IO\\ to reach the Islands f....nming elHcred 
Europe in the mcdieval pcriod. but was not tako.:n up in Uritain untIl the 
late I ~Ih centu!! Prolc~~lOnal bunnct*makers first be gi n to appear III 

mc records of the burgh~ ll f Lo\\ I,md Scotland about AI) 1500 ([Jennett 
1987) and at some stage In the 16th cen tury the craft seems to havc hecn 
takcn up domestically III Scotland AI about the saille time 1-nining 
spread 10 Denmark and Iceland. although \~hcn it armo.:d in NOf\\a~ is 
les~ de<l( and !I mil)' no / ha\'e rcached Sucdm bctorl" Ille 17th century 
(Kjc llherg 19X 1.237). 

u) Ihe earl~ 17th centul) 1-nlUlIlg had been established l!1 Shetland (see 
below. Commcnt). The mIDI buried at Gunn ister on Mainland Shet lIDId 
III the late 17th centlt!!. described arnwe. wore knitted stockings. hat and 
glm o.:~. \\ itlt a second hal and a knllled dra\\ s\rmg pur~l: on hl ~ person 
(HenshaH & Maxwell 1952). Tilesc were all made from natural tleece 
colours. although some dyed yam had been used in the patteming of the 
purse All knllllllg \\a~ mainly Slacking slitch. using i.-plied or S-plied 
yarn. The coar'iest knitting was in Ihe stockings. bUI even this was finer 
thIDl the knitting from the Biggin g..~ . Both the Gunnister hats had round 
crowns. when:as the circular decreasing on Ihe fragment SF 166(iii is 
more like the almost flat crowns ufthe bonncts from 17th*centur, Dava 
Moor. Morayshire, mId Tarvie, Ross-shire (llenshall 1952,21-5. plate 
IV). these arc on ly a liult' finer th,U1the knitting from the Biggings. 
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7.6.3 MODERN MATERIAL 

The s ite at the Biggings was in continuous occupation 
until the 20th century and the stone Gor! or croft 
bui lding was abandoned in the 1930s. Su rface nnds 
include a wool tex ti le in 312 twill SF 1743, dyed w ith 
Saxe Blue, an indigo derivati ve in use from the mid 18th 
to the late 19th century: a fine black ?silk tabby SF 
1741 . poss ibly the remains of a r ibbon: and two pieces 
of twill, SF 1742 and SF 1740, rem iniscent of the 
medieval textiles. A furth er three textiles below the 
surface but still in the upper layers of the excavation are 
probably also re latively modem . These include a second 
example of 312 twi ll , SF 1651, very like the surface 
find S F 1743: a fine tabby-weave textile. probably 

machine-woven (SF 1(36): and a sYlHhetic-dyed twill 
S F 167 1. 

Similar find s were recovered frolll St Kilda, from leve ls 
dated to 1860-1930. There were severa l examp les of 312 
twill and a black s ilk bow on a meta l pin . On both Papa 
Stou r and St Kilda the heavy style of tw ill seem s to have 
continued in use alongside machine-woven fabrics and, 
more rare ly. s ilk . The St Kilda twills were s imi lar to the 
old wadmal. but were now more freq uently dyed a da rk 
blue. By this time they were known as 'tv.·eed', which 
was to become one of the main exports of the Hebrides 
and ot her Scottish islands (Ryder 1983a. 5 1 I , 5 16-7). 

7.6.4 COMMENT 

It has become clear during th is study that most of the 
text iles from the Biggings match those of the Norse 
sett lements of the North Atlantic. These island products 
are significantly different from most textiles excavated in 
the towns of the Scandinavian homeland--or indeed else
where in north-west Europe- although a smail number of 
rhe [Own texri les do OCCur in the Biggings co llection. To 
understand how this came about , it is necessary to See the 
Shetland finds with in the broader contex t of the European 
textile industry, its products, tools and rdW materials. 

RAW MAT ERIALS 

During the Iron Age the primitive brown-fleeced sheep of 
northern Europe were joined by a new strain which Dr M 
L Ryder has dubbed the European vari-coloured short-tail 
(Ryder 1968; 1981 : 1983b). These introduced a whole new 
range of fleece colours : black, brown, white , grey and 
occas ionally roan (Ryder 1968). Further introductions 
and se lective breeding were to make white wool more 
commonly avai lable through much of north-western 
Europe. but the vari-coloured short-ta il continued to be 
farnled in Scandinavia and north Britain. 

The Norse took the same stock to Iceland and thence to 
the Faeroes and Greenland (Ryder 1983b, 543). so that 
the same co loured fl eeces were available through all the 
Norse settlem ents from Greenland to north-west Scot
land. Modem descendants of these sheep, such as the 
Spael of Norway. the Gotland of Sweden , the Orkney of 
the Northern Is les and the present-day sheep of Ice land 
and the Faroes, still have substantial numbers of coloured 
fleeces, which , from Dr Ryder 's measurements, can be 
matched with the wool s from the Biggings in staple 
length. pigment and fibre diameter (Ryder 1968, 155; 
1983b,542-3). 

URBAN VERSUS RURAL PRODUCTS 

The Norse al so took their traditional looms and weaving 
practices 10 thei r ne\\ settlements. At the time that they 
were first moving out into the North Atlantic in the 9 th 
century, textile production through much of north-west 
Europe was still largely a domestic craft carried our b~ 
women using an upright warp-weighted loom, The prod
ucts of these looms were variants of2/2 twill and tabby. as 
can be seen for example in the Viking burials of the 
Scotti sh is lands (Crowfoot 1949: Hensha ll 1952. 9-17). 

By the 11t h century, however, matters were chang ing as 
the arri va l of a new horizontal 100111 in northern Europe 
coincided with the ri se of new urban markets for cloth. 
Spec ialis t weavers , generally men, cou ld now produce 
quantities of c loth for sa le and the weave thi s new breed 
of artisan seems to have preferred was 2/ 1 twill. Hun
dreds of fragments of wool 2/1 twill have been recovered 
fro m medieval levels of town s in Gennan). Ho lland, 
Great Brita in and Scand inavia. In England, where craft 
weavers became organi sed at an early age. the change 
from 2/2 twi ll and tabby to 2 ' 1 twill for c lothing fabric s 
seems to have happened relatively quick ly in the late 
10th and early II til centuries. In Norway and Scotland 
the changeover was more gradual and in Scotland, at 
least, pale grey or faw n woo ls seem to have played a 
morc s ign ificant ro le than in England -alt hough white 
woo l clearly had a foothold (Ryder 1983a. 5 15). When 
ZS 211 twi ll made from white wool appears in the 
collect ion from the Biggings it set.! ll1s most like ly that it 
represents an import made in some European town. 

Medieval 2 ' I fabrics often had a felted face on one s ide 
and the development of this kind of 'fin ish' represents 
the next change in tex tile production. In England 211 



twill was replaced by tabby weave in the course of the 
14th centul)' as a teaselled and sheared nap was now 
applied to both faces of the fabric (Walton 1991: C row
foot el al 1992.43-4). Again. in Norway and Scotland the 
same changeover took place. but up to a centul)' behind 
the English industry. The finish was at first applied to 
dress weight fabrics (Walton 1981 ) but by the 17th 
century it was more commonly applied to heavy coat and 
jacket material s (Walton 1983). At the Biggings. the 
three red-dyed tabbies SF 1640. SF 164 1 and SF 1664, 
are representatives of this later type . 

These changes in texti le products have been identified 
from the surviving fragment s of cl othi ng worn by resi
dents of towns. How country peopl e dressed is less 
clear. In England in the medieval period, ' russets', ie. 
textiles in natural fleece colours, were regarded as the 
proper clothing for 'all labourers and lower c lasses of 
the people ' (Strun 184211970 ii , 106) and in Germany 
'grey cloth ', was a rura l product (Hoffmann 1974,2 19). 
The weave of these country fabrics is not known , but it 
may be that they were similar to the tex tiles of the 
farm steads of the North Atlantic is lands. On these 
is lands, through centuries of change in north-western 
Europe, weavers stalwartly produced the same 2/2 twill 
texti les as they had done since the Viking Age, using th e 
same looms and the same coloured fleeces as before. 
Although European gannent fashions such as the 
liripipe hood and the long, close-buttoned man' s dress 
reached sett lements such as Herjolfsnes, European 
fabrics and the new loom do not appear to have fol
lowed. These traditional 2/2 twills make up the bulk of 
th e tex tiles from the Biggings. 

WADMAL AND OTHER NORTHERN PRODUCTS 

Documentary sources from Iceland. some as ea rly as the 
11 th century, describe a fabric called wadmal which 
seems to have been woven in 2/2 twill on th e warp
weighted loom (Hoffmann 1974, 194-226). The work 
was carried out by a woman servant. vejkona, with 
special respons ibility for making cloth (ibid. 199, 219). 
The c loth was between two and three-and-a-half ells 
wide and 20 or more e ll s long. 17th- and 18th-century 
documents describe severa l different qualit ies of wad
mal and calculations based on an ell or 556111 m suggest 
that these had thread-count s in the warp bet\vcen 7 and 
12 threads per cm. All but the coarsest of the 2/2 twills 
at tht: Bi ggings fit within thi s ran ge. Anot her t:1bric. 
einskepl, seems to have been a wool lJbby of equal or 
les ser value to wadmal (ibid. 2 10, 363 -5). Again, this 
would fit most of the tabbies woven from natural fleece 
colou rs from the Biggillgs. 2/ 1 t\Vill 011 the ot her hand is 
nowhere descr ibed in the Icelandic sources (ibid, 200). 
Finds of textiles woven in 211 twill with typical warp
weighted starting borders from Oslo (Kjellberg 1979, 
86-7) and Lund, Sweden (Lindstf0m 1982, 182-3, 191), 

TE XTII I'S . Yt\I{N Ar-.:[) 1· lI3RE I·ROM lilt 13IGGINGS . :!O! 

show that the o ld loom cou ld sometim es be adapted to 
weave 211 (will. but thi s seem s to have been only in or 
near towns. presumably to compete with the hori zonta l 
loom 's products. The 2/ 1 weave is not a natural product 
of the warp-weighted 100111, nor is it the traditional on e. 

Wadmal woven on th e warp-weighted loom was Ice
land 's ma in medieval export. Wadmal was al so made in 
Norway, the Faeroes. Orkney and Shetland (Hoffmann 
1974.212,365, 368). all places where the warp-weighted 
100111 continued long af1er it had been replaced e lsewhere 
(ibid. 52-3). In the Northern Is les th e hori zonta l 100111 

may not have arrived until the 18th century. which is 
when it reached Iceland and the Faeroes. Certa in ly. the 
old loom was still known in Orkney in 1790, although it 
had j,lIlen out of use by that time (ibid, 51). There is no 
reason why wadma l should not be woven on a horizoJl\al 
loom, but its production seems to have been t:!specially 
centred on the more remote di stricts where the warp
weighted loom was the main weaving equipment. 

In Shet land wadmal \vas used to pay skatt, a forlll of 
land tax. payable to the jarls on behalf of the Norwegian 
crown (Bennett unpublished, 32) and according to the 
accounts from the Roya l Res idence in Bergen hjelte-
\'admall, Shetland wadmal was imported into Norway in 
some quantity (Hoffmann 1974. 368 n I 02). The quality 
of the traded fabric is not known. but it seems reasonable 
to call the 2/2 twills from the Biggings hjellevadmall. 
Wadmal continued to be made long after the is lands were 
no longer under Norwegian control and it remained the 
main c lothing fabric of working people into the late 18th 
centUl) ' (Fenton 1918. 461-2). In the followin g century 
the name wad mal was still used, but by this time it was 
more frequently dyed and presum ably woven on the 
horizontal loom (ihid). 

KNITTING IN SHETLAND 

Dr Ho ffman n has noted that the craft of knitting often 
took hold in those areas where wool was plentiful but 
the rather s low and cumbersome warp-weighted 100m 

was the on ly means of weaving it up (Hoffmann 1974. 
225. 369. n 113 ). Kn itting seem s to have reached the 
Shet lands in the late 16th or early 17th ce ntuty. when it 
\\'as taken up by the famil ies of tenant farmers as a 
casual occupati on. to be fitted in bel\vecn chores about 
the fa rm (Bennett 1(8 7). Th e local sheep. as has beell 
described, were sim il ar to the Ork ney (th e present-day 
Shetland breed has been selec ti ve ly bred from lhi s stock 
within the las t hundred years: (R)der 1983a, 535) and 
had a line underwool espec ially suited to knitted goods. 
The fleeces could be 'rooed· . that is , plucked from the 
sheep in midsummer, whenlllost orthe hairs in the fl eece 
would be IeI'! behind (Ryder 1983a, 53 1). although there 
is no evidence for this in the knitted goods from the 
Biggings. 
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From sheep to knitted gamlent did not take long. In 161 5 
a coup le contrived to steal a black ewe from a neighbour 
and ' make ane pair of sock is of the wall (hair of befor~ 
they could be caught (Bennett 1987, 49). In the long 
winter even ings of the Northern Isles, stockings. gloves 
and nightcaps cou ld be knitted up from homespun yam 
and then sold to merchants, or more especia lly visiting 
Dutch and English seamen who called at Lenvick on their 

way to the northern fishing grounds. Some of the knitted 
fragment s from the Biggings are typical of early Shetland 
knilling in the use of natural colours of the fleece . The 
present-day use of Fair Is le patterns and fancy lace 
stitches were 19th-centuT)1 introductions (Bennett 1987, 
55-60) and the pieces from th e Biggings are from coarser. 
more functiona l garments , 

7.6.5 CONCLUSION 

Although the textiles from the Biggings came from 
insecurely dated levels, exam ination of the find s sugges ts 
that their date-range runs from the 12th cen tury to the 
present day. The textiles have proved to be typical of the 
clothi ng of the famling-fi shing communities of the North 
Atlantic islands: solid. naturally-coloured twills and 
tabbies, with the addition of knitted goods in later 
centuries, Only one of the twill s seems to have been made 
into a better class of fabric. the heavily felted. dyed piece 
SF 1676, which may have had a fur trim. 

Unlike the settlements of Greenland, the communi!) on 
Papa Stour seems to have had access to some traded cloth. 
renecting the Shetland Isles closer lin ks with pans of 

north-west Europe through traders and visiting fi shermen . 
It is already known that in the 18th century better-off 
citizens of the Shet land townships would wear English 
cloth, while poorer people wou ld wear locally made 
fabrics. except perhaps for Sunday clothes (Fenton 1978. 
460-2), Such a position may have obtained in earlier 
centuries. as \\ell. No doubt linens from Orkney or from 
Scotland (ihid. 6. 49 1-3) would also have been worn. 
although these would ha\·e peri shed rapidly' in the peat) 
so ils of the Biggings. The surviv ing imported fabrics are. 
however. represented in only small numbers and spread 
over a long peri od of time: on Papa Stour at least. the bulk 
of the clothing. from the 12th century onwards. seems to 
have been solid home·l11ade Shetland wadmal. 

7.6.6 TEXTILE DISTRIBUTION AT THE SITE 

Beverlev Ballin Smith 

Stratigraphically the earliest textiles. as described above. 
were recovered from the eastern side of the excavation, 
around and beneath the Phase 3 stoIa. Two pits from 
Phase I. J I 10 and PL 161. produced Iragmen ts of :' :' 
twill textil e and yam . 

PI-lASE 2 

In Pha.~e 2 there was somc \\001 tabb~ ,mrJ ra\\ Ikeee from the curncr 
hearth J 108 of the dYIlWa and a bundle of \\001 yam from the cut 
surrounding the lire-pit JL84. 

PHASE 3 

In Phw;e J. the majorit~ nftextll es, fibres and yam. again come fromlhe 
eastern end of the site. where a new stoja was en:cted above thaI of 
Phase 2. A fragment of 2/ 1 Mill. the earliest. was found just below the 
wooden floo r of the stoja. and both unprocessed fibre and fleece \\cre 
found on the floor. In addition 10 fleece . cattle and goat hair \\a~ also 
found . In a contemporary building at the west side of the sitc . the shill. 
both textile (tabby ) and unprocessed plam fibre were fOlLnd in depos its 
immcdiately abovc the oven. 

With the end oruse orthe Phase 3 slOja, there is a related decline in the 
number of textile samples from the east end of the si le. Fragments of2/2 
twill from a pit L24, dug into the remains of the s/oja, are the only 
textiles from th is part orthe site. 

PHASE 4 

II contra:,t a large number oftc",til es \~ere fnund III a<;!'>OClatl0n \\lth th~ 
Phase.t d\\clling-house (Trenches I:/EJ) which replal.;cd the ~·to/(l . Over 
·to fragments of ~~ t\\ III \\ Ith some plalld \\ 001 ,md animal fibres 
\\ere fOllnd benealh the \\\loden floor of thl.., building This ,UllOunt of 
material Illay indicate di~turbance of earlier co ntnts beneath th e 
d\\elllllg·lwuse llr an acu\e ('ontemporar~ textllc production ro 
..,upport the latter, the 1I0I1f. and conte\ts around lhe hearth of the 
dwelling-house produced fragments oftabhv textile, wool yarn . animal 
f'lhres and 5e \·eral examplcs of knllung. the first at the si te . Ab<ne the 
tlnor \\ere found 2/ 1 tWill and tabb) textiles. \\001 yam ,1Ild 
un processed \\ 001 In peaty depos its (K 17, 1(98, 111 2) surrounding th~ 
building. .. on thl' \\CSI Side of thl' ~lIe and a \\all CUI (K 127). \\ere 
..,c"cral !'>ample!'> (If 2/2 1\\ IlL a IInle tabb) and man~ fragments llf 
I..nining as well as plant and animal tibres. l .i ke the matcrial beneath the 
tlnor of the d\\elllI1g-hou,>c. somc of the other sampks found in th iS 
Phase could ha\e demed from Phase J dqmsits or could ha\e been 
discarded from thl' dwelling-housc itself In all 41 samples l.:amc from 
thi s ph,bC 

PHASE 4-5 

I1ct\\een Phases .t and 5 (Phase .t-S) sc\cral textiles. notabl} 2/2 [\\111 
with a littl e 2/ 1 twill and animal fibres were found in, or lining, pits 
(1.41. E6.t) or in a sil t context (P1.I.t.t) 10\\ ards the eastem si de of the 
slIe . A Ill tle 2/2 1\\111 and some anm131 fibre "erc found in peat and sand 
at the weslern end of the site 



PHASES 

The Phase 5 dwelling-house (Trench K) produced the majority of tabby, 
2/1 and 2/2 twill s as well as wool yam and pl an t and animal fibres of 
this phase : 15 sanlples in all includ ing the foot coveri ng. Fragments 
were fo und just above the 110or, and in the drains (K20, K34, t9 ) 
associat ed with the building. Ahhough it is quite poss ihle that some 
tex til e production was carried out in this dwelling-house. many of the 
sampli::s we re found in disturbed contexl5 
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PHASES 6 & 7 

All the samples (including the modem material) from Phases 6 and 7 
were from the topsoi l and distu rhcd contex ts. A litt le tabby tex tile . \H)ol 
fi hre and cord came fro m the Gorl to ind icate that tex ti le production 
survived at the site to modem times. 

7.7 HORN ARTEFACTS 

Sonia O'Connor with 0 James Rackham 

Six item s of hom were submitted for study. Five of them 
had been kept wet as found and required some 
conservation treatment ; the sixth from L 14 SF 16 13, had 
previously been treated elsewhere. Four were cattle hom, 
one most probably goat. and one could not be identified 

to species. In addition there are five other artefacts, three 
previously identified by D James Rackham , one 
classified under ' Iron artefacts' and one found among the 
plant samples. The latter two have not been identified to 
specIes. 

7.7.1 THE PIECES 

CONDITION AND CONSOLIDATION 

SF 1612 (lU). SF 16 t 4 (PLlI l ) and SF 16 15 (PLl 64) were all 
packaged wet. They all had friable . flaking or delaminating surfaces 
,Uld , after removal of burial deposits using a soft brush, the decision was 
taken 10 consolida\e them by impregnating with an aCl)'1ic dispcr5ion 
polymer. Consolidation was achieved by immersion in Revacryl 452 
(Harlow Chemical Company) di luted to 50% with dislilled water 
lo llowed by air drying. 

SF 16 16 was lifted on a block o f peat. underlain by a bu ff coloured clay, 
and was kept wet until it was freeze-dried. The entire block was 
prepared lor freeze-drying by immersion in a so lution of po lyethylene 
glycol and then dee p frozen , The water was then removed from th..:: 
frozen obj ect as water vapour under hi gh vacuum. No dimensional 
changes wcre observed. The so il block was then carefull y excavated 
revealing the remains o rmore hom beneath the pcg 

S F 1617 was also I illed on a block of soil incorporat ing a lllasS of iron 
corros ion. After careful excavation of the soil bloc k the object was 
X-rayed revealing the nature and extent of the iron component. The 
hom was then consolidated as described above and the outer corrosion 
Cnlst was removed using an airbras ive unit to expose the surviving 
ddail of the object. 

DESCRIPTION OF THE PIECES 

SI ' 16 1 2 fro m Phasc 6 is the d istal tip o f a cattle ho rn 511l1ll long and 
c JOmrn x Dmm wi de at the basal end, wit h the ho rn co re cavity 
~urv iving to a depth of 4mm. The e.xtcmal surface is eroded but the 
~hape of the hom is well prescrved and gives no indication of\\orking 
The basal edge ha~ been cut straight across and the very point of the 
horn tip removed . The re is also a vcry rough. sub-circ ular hole. of 
nHlximum diameter I J mm. through the lateral surface of the horn 
sheath at the distal end of the hom eorc cavity. The sheath is vel) thin 
here prohabl y due 10 erosion rather than work ing. and the re is no 
evidence 10 suggest that thi s hole is aJl)1hi ng other than a natural 
conseque nce of this decay. 

SF 16 13 from the Gorl (Phase 6) ( illu s 114) is a longitudinal strip o f 

horn 62mm long, lOmm wide and 5mm th ick, whi ch is s lightl y curved 
al ong its length. There are no diagnostic features which all ow a 
con fident species identifi cati on. The margi ns of the concave surface 
are rounded and one end is roughly pointed and the other had been cut 
flal. Below the flat end three V-shaped notches have been cut on either 
edge over a di stance of 18mm, There has been some damage to the 
notched decoration but ge nerall y the surface detai l o f thi s object is 
well preserved . 

SF 1614 from Phase 5 IS a hadlyex lo liated. di stal hom tip. 95 mm long, 
the very point of whi ch had been cut off. No other evidence of working 
has surv ived. Although the surface and interior o f thi s hom is very 
eroded neither the overall shape nor the grain of the hom di sphl} the 
curvature or tors ion associated with cattle horn. Indeed the horn is vel) 
straight with a fl attened. pronounced el liptical. cross section. Altho ugh 
il allening could have bee n deliberate or havc occurred duri ng burial. on 
balance the cvidence suggests that this is goat hom 

SF 161 5 from the fill o f a feature in Phase 4-5, is a well preserved 
sectiu n of a cattle hom with a maxi mum length and width of 62ml1l and 
54rnrn respect ivc1} . Thc section has been taken from the basal end of 
the hom by two transverse CUl~ . It may have been an entire circle of 
horn as the longitudinal edges of the section are broken not cut. The 
cur. ature of the hom has sur.'ivcd and the katures of the external 
surface and the horn core .:av ity arc vel)' well preser.'cd indi cating that 
these surfaccs have not hccn worked. 

SF 1616 from Phase 4-5 is a \\ ooden peg \\ ith :l',sociated hom 
fragmcnts , This whole ste rn peg i~ made o f \\ illow (Satlx sp) ,Uld was 
idcntilied b) Dr Allan Ilall of the Environmental :\rchaeolog~ Unit. 
Uni \ ersit) of Yurko It IS II mm thIck and I 7mm \\ ide and 81 mill lung, 
ending in a break . The lOp 15mm of the peg, which \\a~ \\ ithin Ihe area 
of the hom rragments. swells 10 16mm thick by 2.tmlll wide ahove 
wh ich the edges have heen bevelled , The I(mer surface of the peg. 
wh ich had remained embedded in the peat. ha~ some longillldinal 
corrugations and exam ination of the end grain shows a coll apsed wood 
structure . Both these fea tures indicate that the wood. once degraded, 
has at some point dried out and shrunk. The top of the peg beneath the 
hom has shrunk less possibly because it wa<; protected in this position 
and remained less degraded. The lower surface of the peg is smooth ly 
curved transversel y whil st the e.xposed area of the upper surface is 
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Wo rked horn SF 161 J. wooden peg with asso(.;la\<:d horn fragmems. SF 1616. and horn and Iron 1\\ Ist·bll SF 1617 . 

coarsel~ faceted longnudinall} . Abs,nCl: of longltudmal ~mrugall\ln~ 
on thi s surface may indicate that these facets arc not (hI.' res ults of 
deliberate working but damage sustained upon e.\cflvation 

Only two small fragments of horn surv ived above (he upper ~ urface uf 
the peg. but a much larger piece was located withi n the peat a few mm 
helow the peg. Thc orientation of the gram of thc hom and lhe position 
of the fragments in relation to the peg suggest that the top o f the peg \qL'i 

IIlserted through the side of the basal end ofa horn (illus ll·n As the 
object lay in the ground the hasal end u f the horn was to (he left of the 

po:g ikcalhl.' ,If lhe pilOT pn:~'1"\ all on of 1111.' small amOUIll (1f hom 
\\hid. has sunl\'c d 11 l ~ IInposs lblc to speculate ahout the Original 
extent or shape of the hum element of this object. but the surviving 
surfaCi.'S detatl docs indicate that th l~ was mll"l probably cattle hom. 

SF 1617 from burnt deposits over the Phase 3 stoIa (Phase 4) (i llus 
11-\ ). IS a horn·handled lroll twist-bit/gimlet Additional infomlati on is 
b) Carole A l\.lofTls (set: also 7.5 ). 

Th~ handle is rnade fromlhe distal tip of a cank hom. II is 1 05mm long 



and c 33mm in diameter at its widest poim, where th~ iron rod passes 
through il 55mm from the lip. The longer end tapers naturally to the tip 
of the hom but thc basal cnd has heen cut or shaped to produce a similar 
taper ,md many overlapping facet:; are vi sihle:_ The top of the hom core 
cant) protrudes into the basal end for c 15mm and thi s end is ncatly cut 
aem,,~ where the taper impinges 011 the cavi ty. 

The Iron bit is 95-1 OOmlll long \\ ll h an unknO\\T1 tang. shape . On~' cnd 1~ 
flush with the w ncavc lateral surl:lcc of the hom and il protrudes from 
the convex surface for 67mm perpendicular to the long a ... i ~ of the 
handk It ;s hammered !lat and ha.~ a rounded square cro~!>-"c.:tioncd 
shan (9mm thick. The di stal cnd shO\\ s the beginning of a doekwisc 
twist hdore it ends ill it hreak . This object is perhaps [! hom handled 
gimkt or twist hit. 

Th ree other pi eces of cattl c horn sheath were previollsly identified by 
D James RackhlUll and these an: llIciuded here. All three fragmellts arc 
from the solid porlion of the hom sheath althe tip of the hom and above 
the hony core. It is possihle that paIl of the sheath surrounding the eorc 
where the hom is thinner and illore prone to exfoliate has failed to 
su rv ;ve burial. although the sol1d lip llla~ have heen cu t 00" the 
remalJlder of the sheath . 

SF 16V9 from a drain cut in Phase 5, Ihe best preserved of the pieces is a 
worked portion of thc dislal tip of the horn sheath . One side of the 
shcath has becn faceted by the CUlling or shaving of horn from the outer 
surface and c 25mm from the surviving tip of the fragment a smal l hole 
ha<; heen cut out of the facet. On the i1ppositc si de of the sheath from the 
facet nmch of Ihc hom ha.<; bcen illS\' either h) erosiI\n or \\\}\ \... Ing . or 
both, and the cavity for the horn core tip i" expo~l"d_ On the lateral 
surface (the ouler curvature) of the horn. a second facl'l has been cut on 
Ihe basal half of the fragmcrn, apprdximatcl) at right an gles 1(1 the firST 
facct. It is poss ible that the tip may also be wurkcd but Ihere arc no clear 
cut surfaces indicat ing anllicial damage . 

SF 1610 from Phase 4 shows no evidencc oh\orking It is thc lip of the 
horn with Ihe outer laye rs erodcd and cxfoliah:d 

A piece, now lost from Phase 5. had lost the lip of the horn, and one 
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side uf the sheath was badly eroded. but a portion of the hom core 
cavity was present at Ihe basal end of thc fragmen t. This piece was 
al so not worked. 

Subsequent tn Ihe \\Tiling of Ihi !> reran . I\\il addi tional horn pieces 
werc located 

SF 119 from Phase -l (1IIu .~ 115) IS a hom r0\111dcl, cut throug.h a ,ection 
of prc_~l1Inabl) cattle: horn Its l11e,l~ urement s arc 44mm x 22111111 ,md 
although broken Ihrough. it was originally a complcte circle orhom. It 
~ho\\ ., no surfacc \\ Orklng. and appears 10 be \cr: SimIlar to 51· 16 15 . 

SF 1062 is al so from Ph'l.~e -l (illus 90 abovc) , but found in a pit fill at 
the e,blem <; ide (lf lhe sIte II is a kn ife hand le \\jth Ihe remnal1l" of the 
iron hlade stilll'rc'!)cnt. The handk is o\'al in I.:ross sec\i~m. some l }mm 
.X 15mm and has a cylindrical body which measures 70mm in length. 
The IWn] is crad.cd and ~hO\\ s S0 111e exfoliation oflhe surface. 

11 9 

illus II ~ 
I lorn ring SF ! 19; reproduC\,:d at approx II I. 

7.7.2 DISTRIBUTION OF ARTEFACTS 

Be'Trle\ Ballin Smith 

(table 18) 

Pl--lASE 5 Very few of the horn arteL1cts are from well stratified 
contexts which te ll us about its use on the sile. The 
earl iest pi eces arc from Phase 4. sugges ting that 
fragments from earlier phases have not survived the 
depositional condi tions, Th e condition of the recovered 
artefacts is poor but the survivi ng fragments indicate that 
hom was a reso urce which wou ld h,we been usecl from 
earliest times on the s itt:. 

The three llen h from tim ph[l.")e Hcre founu 
mixed ~Llll. sprt"ad across Ihe site . 

PHASE ..J 

r he J..1I1fc Sf 1 06~ \\as di~carded 111]( ) a I'll flllm Ph~I"l' -l : thc III lSlbl! 
or gimict SF 1617 was found 111 conte\b as~ l le lated \\lth thl.' 
dc stru ..; ll on of Ihe Phase 3 sroja. ;md es pe cl all~ Ihm ll f liS rl)\1 1" The 
remalll111g 1\\ 0 artefact s ffl)rn Ihi \ phase . \\I.T~' from predolllinantl) 
peaty ,,;ol1\exts below or surrounding buildjll~s on the \\cstern part of 
the s Ite r"o other artct~\ClS , inclll ~\!l1g the l]l1m and \uloden \)cg SF 

Tn.-ncll 
Ii 

" H .I 
1 11 

P 
R 

Total 

1616. \\e re found al Ihe east side of Ihe SHe III a lewl11ng la~er and a 1 able IS 

Pha\~' 

·1 -l IS 

0 
II 

II " I 
II 

" I 
IJ (I 

4 , 

; 

I) 

I 
II 

I 
(I 

I 
U 

J 

111 a dram cut sill lUld a 

6 Total 

, 
IJ , 
0 IJ 
U 
II 
I) , 
2 II 

shallow femure fill. J lorn <lTlefaets from the lJiggings - numbers hy phasc and trench. 
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PHASE 6 

The last two artefacts from the site were found within the lill of the Gor1 . 

Although there are only eleven artefacts. they do reflect some of the 
uses to wh ich horn was put. The sheathing of an iron blade and the 
metal twist bit in hom handles , reflect the everyday usc to which the 
resource was put. Hom was a by-product of animal husband!)' and as 
such was a material which was readi ly available on the island. The items 

made from hom an: those whi ch could have been easily made al the site 
and did not require any outside experti se. 

Note 

The conservation of these finds was carned out b) Sonia O·Connor. 
except for the freeze-drying of SF 1616, which was performed by Jim 
Spriggs at the Conservalion Laboratorics of the York Archaeological 
Trust 
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THE BUILDINGS AT THE BIGGINGS: SEQUENCE AND FUNCTIONS 

Barbara E Crawford & Beverley Ballin Smith 

8.1 SUMMARY OF THE BUILDING HISTORY 

Phase I: The oldest C 14 date obtained at the cast end of 
the site (cal AD 597·820: GU 1629) may suggest pre· 
Norse act ivity, but the peat charcoal from which Ih t! 
estimation was taken is not considered to be a reliabl e 
material for such dating methods. 

Phase 2: (1 1th- 12th centuries). The phase compri ses two 
structural subphases: 
2a: The earl iest structural ~vidence is for the sunken 
floored building. the dyn[!ja, Evidence of comparable Ice
landic and Norwegian structures ind icate that it waS a bath
house or weaving house. probably dating to the J I th cent
ury. which was (he period when such stnJClures were in li se. 
Phase 2b: The change of heating from wall-hearth 10 central 
fire-pit suggests a development of this build ing along the 
lines orthe Sl(ya type. built of wood and with wall benches, 
dating to the 12th centllry (C 14 date from wood charcoal 
from fl oor J I 07 cal AD 101 7-1256: GU-1 603). 

It was accompani ed at the west end of the si te by 
evidence for two structures. probably all \\!ooden. 
interpreted as a possib le elJhus. and a hall or sk(ili. There 
are no radiocarbon detenllinations from these buildings. 
but the artefacts are not incons istent wilh a construction 
lying between the middle of the I \ th to the beginning of 
the 12th century (evidence comes primarily from the 
Norwegian bakestone fragment s and the Paffrath war~ 

found in later d isturbances). and its use end ing c AD 1250. 

Phase 3: (c 1200 - c 1400) There was a ckar remodelling 
of the eastem Phase 2 stnIcture into a classical slOjil 

building along Norwegian lines. with wooden 110or, and 
wood-coven:d benches. comer heanh and well-built 
stolle si[1 foundation lor wesl gable \\all. Thi s is likel~ to 
he linked with the ne\\' political circumstances aner 1195 
and the establishment of a royal Norwegian admini st
ration in Shetland. The C 14 date of cal J\ l) 999-1214 
(GU 1775) was from a 110ar plank (which may have been 
re-used). and the archaeological evidence points to il 
being in use for two cen turi es. The protective wall on the 
sOll lh side was added perh aps towards the end of the li fe 
of the building. Addition of privy outside west gable 
allocated to this phase. 

At the west end, modificati ons lOok place and two 
structures could still be iden tified : the sk,ili was probably 
rebuilt. or remodelled, and its fire-pit was replaced by an 
oven: th e westernmost buildin g became a new and larger 
eldhus, with stone wall s. Fragments of a medieval jug. 
and pumice dated to after AD 1362, are consistent with a 
use from approx imately the midd le of the 13th century to 
th e beg inning of the 15th. 

Phase 4: (e 1400 - early 1600s) The Phase 3 slOla cont
inued in LI se but a decline in it s status could be identified. 
showing ev idence of hard domestic usage. Wooden 
Ilouring needed to be covered with groups of flagslOnes, 
and pits were dug for steeping or dyeing of texti les. 

In the west end. two buildings replaced the earlier 
structures. both with stone walls. One is a two-roomed 
dwellin g- house. th e other an attached anci llary structure 
with a hearth possibly continuin g the function of the 
ear lier etdhlls. Th eir suggested dat ing is fro m the begin
ning of the 15th centll!)' to probably the mi dd le of the 
171h. The end date is based 011 the evidence fro m 
imported continental redwarc ceramics. 

Phase 5: (earl) 1600s - mid 19th centu!) ) This period saw 
the building of a stone dwelling-hou se \vhich is depic ted 
on 1846 plan (Endpapers). It remained in use from the 
early 17th th rough to the mid 19th century. In the west 
end there was a single dwelling-house at the beg inning of 
lhe phase with at least two room s. with the addition of a 
possible yard or byre/barn . Additional wa lling suggest 
further bu ilding took place prior to 1846. 

Phase 6: (mid 19th CL'ntlil-: to 1930s) Destruction of the 
existing hOllsing and previolls settlement alignment took 
place bet\\ een 1850 and 1880. The small croft hOLise 
called ·the (jorl' was buil t nearly at right angles over east 
end offonna houses. It was in lise until 1930s. 

That.! were no recogni sable structures for this phase at 
the west en d. 
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8.2 PHASE 2: BUILDINGS OF THE 11TH AND 12TH CENTURIES 

At the east end of the site thi s phase is characterised b) a 
wooden building. a dyngja, with internal banks. a central 
fire-pit (J I 05). and a hearth (J I 08) abutt ing the north 
bank. To the west. there is a rectangu lar structure, 

funct ioning as a probable hal l or skeW. with a fire-pit 
(Hi20) at one end and " hearth (EJ22) at the other. In 
add ition there is an assoc iated building with a heanh 
(K 156) which ma) have been a cookhouse or "Idhlls. 

8.2.1 THE EAST END OF THE SITE: THE DYNGJA 

(illus 24: 116) 

The fi rst recogni sed buildi ng at the cast end had been dug 
down below ground level when constructed, therefore 
appearing slight ly sunken. and thi s feat ure was noticeable 
throughout the two succeeding phases of occupation. TIle 
banks at the sides were 0.3-0.4m. higher than the earliest 
floor level (illus 117), and the nature ol'this relat ionship was 
particularl y clear at the building's west cnd. The dimcn s
ions of the building \\ere c 5.4m :\ 4.-t1ll (the latter being 
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'" 

i l lus 1[ 6 
Interpretation o f .; tru c tun: ~ 111 Phase 2 I'kidl and etdh lls 1\ Ith the dyn?J(l 

the width between the banks). Barely any evidence of a 
slnJCture survived. although th ree smallish postholes were 
recorded at the western end of the bui lding. and a larger 
one at the NE comer, which may have had something to do 
\\ ith a \\looden superstructure . There Vvas no ev idence 
which could be llsed to indicate w'here the entrance had lain. 

Internal fl'aturcs consisted of a Illassi \e central lire-pit 
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(J 105). with its associated soak away (J95b), and a 
rectangular wall-hearth (J 108) abutting against the north 
ban k. There were also clusters of stake-holes at the 
western edge of the flooring and cast of the hearth-pit 
(il lus 117a). The flooring (J I 07) was of trampled clay and 
ash, with some areas of pav ing at the lowest level. 

COMPARISONS FOR THE SUNKEN BUILDING 

What could have been the use of this smalli sh, s lightly 
sunken and rather clean building, with two remarkable 
hearths of different types? The sunken nature of some 
Norse dwelling-houses occasionally appears in the 
archaeologica l record . At the si te of Herjolfsdalur in the 
Westmann Islands in Iceland it appears that 'all the 
houses had lowered floors, and thi s indicates that the 
inner spaces of a house were fanned by sinking th e floor 
level before work began on the wall and roof-bearing 
structures' (Hen113nns-Auoardottir 1991, 23). The 
buildings were mostly ' hall-like ' houses or longhouses 
and not sunk very deep except for Room VII , a 
food-preparation room, which appears to have been 
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illus 118 
Plan of the pit·house at Stcdjc, 
Sogndal , Norway (from 
Martenson 1(93) 

0.7-0.8m deep. and according to the excavator a real 
'pit-house (groplllls) (1989.71). She claimed however 
(nol without much adverse comment) that the site was 
pre-Viking. extending back to the 7th and 8th centuri es. 

Pit-H ouses 
Small su nken buildings with some particular functi on 
have been excavated in Iceland. and recently in Norway. 
dating from the late Viking Age. Similar sunken houses. 
associated with weaving and usually known as gruben
houser are wel l-known from nOl1h Gennany and 
southern Scandinavia in the Migration period (the 5th-
6th centuries AD) as we ll as from Anglo-Saxon England. 
Those excavated at Oddernes in southern Norway are 
rather typical, dimensions being roughly 4.0m x 3. 0m 
and 0.45m deep, but with insubstantia l hearths and very 
few finds (Rolfsen 1976). 

Viking-Age examples from Scandinavia are less plentifu l. 
and until recently were barely represented in the 
archaeological record in NOf\lJay. Excavations at Stedje in 
Sogndal have now produced a classic example of a 
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sunken-noored building (graph"s), of rough ly rectangular 
dimensions (5 .6m x 4.8m) and with roof-supponing postS 
near each comer as well as wall posts wh ich probably 
supponed a plank wall (MAnensen 1993: 1997) (illus 
118). It had a stone-slab heanh built into one wall and the 
finds (72 loomweights and 15 spindle-whorls) prove 
incontrovertibly that it had been used for texti le activityl. 

Sunken-flo ored structures have been found in several 
different IDeations in Ice land, dating from the early 
centuries of the settlem ent. These are thought to have 
functioned as e ither bath-houses, or weaving-houses. or 
both (Olafsson 1992). We also have the remarkably 
interesting wrinen evidence for just such a structure 
be ing used as a bath-house in the fam ous passage in 
£yrbyggja Saga which describes the fate of the trouble
some berserks, who were k illed emerging from the bath
house at Hraun . The description of thL' bath-house 
specifica lly says that: ·It was partly below ground leve l. 
and imm ediately above the fire-place there was a skylight 
fo r pouring water through from the out side' (trans 
Palsson & Edwards, 78)'. 

I The au thur (BEC) is gratcful 10 both Mona MArtensen. and '] rond 
I.oken for providi ng gcne rous amou nts o f information ab0uI the 
groph lls at Stcdj e and olher pit -houses in Norway. 
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illus 11 9 
Plan oflhc pit-house at ( iranastaOir. 
Ice land (from Einarsson 1994) . 

Excavat ions at Hvitarholt have uncovered five small pi t
houses al the faml sen lemem, one of them wi th a covered 
drain leading outs ide through the wa ll , and they were 
generally interpreted as bath-houses (Magn usson 1972). 
At Gre lutonir there were (WO , the largest measuring, 4 .2m 
x 2.2/2.5m and 1.2m deep (O lafsson 1980.73). The more 
recent ly excavated pit-houses at Hjallllsstoolllll and 
Granaslaoir on Iceland were dug down (" 0.7501 and 0.6111 
into the ground respective ly. The first measured c 4.5m x 
2.5m, the second 3.5 m x 2.99m interna lly, both with 
rounded comers (Olafsson 1992, 5 1; Einarsson 1994. 
75-6). The Granastao ir pit-house ( illus 11 9) was 
surrounded by a marked eanhen bank . which would 
appear to bear some similarity to the nonh bank (P2) at 
the Biggings ( illus 11 7b). All of these examples have 
postho les, mostly around the periphery, although 
Grelulott ir I was more rectangular and had them nearer 
the comers. These were for supporti ng a roof \\ hich 
probably came down 10\\ over Ihe turf \\ a ll s. Th L' 1110St 
striking internal features are stone fireplaces or ovens, AI 
Hjalmsstooum there were two large OVl'ns. on t: in the 
NW comer and the other aga insllhe southern wall. under 

1 The <lu lhor t l3lT) is grateful to Paul Sihlrl.: for dr:twing th is 
description 10 her atten ti on. 
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a mound of cracked lire-stones (illus 120). The fanner 
was 0.3 m high. made of three large flat stones and with 
one open s ide 1O\\ards th~ room. It \\ as O.8m broad and 
0.6111 deep. and said not 10 be of the sort found in a 
dwelling-house (Olafsson 1992 . ..t7). Finds were fe\\· but 
ofa categol) \\ hi ch sup pons the interpretati on that its li se 
had been for women ' s activities. panicularly wool
working: there were some spinning-\\horls. a I..nife. a 
broken sherd of steati le (used for a loom-weight'?). a 
stone lamp and an iron wool-cardi ng tooL Recognisab le 
tinds at Granastaair were primarily lool11weights and 
spindle-whorl s. while Cirelutottir " produced 13 of the 
latter (Einarsson 199~. 78: Olafsson 1980. 76). These 
clearl] functioned as \\eaving houses . 

Clusters of stake-holes arc recorded in all these 
pit-holl ~ es in Iceland and ha\ c been thought \0 ha\ e 
something to do with wooden structures such as benches 
(see 111 .17 in Magnussun . 1972. \\ here the] are desc ri bed 
as being 2-4clll in diamell:r) . Similar small holes found in 
one corner of the eanh floor or the I Olh-/ II th-century 
house on Viaey. Iceland . were interpreted as marks left 
by the supports oran upright 100111 (Hallgrimsdonir 1991. 
124). lIowever those found at Hjalmssto<)um (illus 120) 
have been given a no\el interpretation . Over 200 of them 
\\ere recorded there (in the lower nour level) and 
grouped at the west end. around the centre of the room on 
the nonh and soulh sides. but not along the north or south 
walls. There wcre vel)' fc\\' at the east end where the door 
is thought to have been. They were 10~50mm in diameter 
and 50-300111111 deep. Gudmundssoll' s innovative 
suggestion is that these are the marks left by the long 
distaff which the women had stllck into the ground in 
order to steady the distafT while spinning~he supplies 
some medieval drawings which indicate how it would 
have been used. 

dlll~ 120 
PI(lll of I-Ijalrnsstm)u1l1 . 
Iceland . sho\\ lIlg the 
staf..t'hol es ( fnml 
Olafs ~()n 1992) 

It is dirticult to know what other explanations for the 
stake-holes in the Phase 2 building at the Biggings 
(mentioned abO\e ) could be suggested. There \\ere ten 
recorded at the \Vest end. underlying the slones of the later 
west gable wall (J22) and 14 to the south of tile tire-pit. in 
front of the sOllth \\all (illus 24a above). The] \\ere 20-
..tOmlll in diameter and ranged from 21.5-120111111 deep, 
and thus of similar dimension to those recorded at 
HjalmsstOOLl11l (it is not known whether the greater depth 
recorded there is nonnal or exceptional). The 
interpretation of such stake holes is as great a problem in 
this instance as in the Icelandic examples. where guesses 
about internal features are not very convincing. If they 
could be interpreted a:-. being in some way connected with 
textile manufacture as they have been in Iceland, then the 
c1ustcring-\\ould presurnabl] be explained b) the location 
of the sitters or loom s. If that \\ere the case. the 10 
clustered at the west I! nd would preclude the entrance to 

the Phase 2 building being in the \\est gable . 

T H E SUNKEN BUI LDING: DI SCUSS ION 

No such buildings ha\·e previously been recorded on 
Norse sites in the Nonhem Isles. The closest simi lari ties 
bet\\e~n the range of excavated examples in Iceland and 
NOT"\va). and the earl) Phase 2 bu ilding at the Biggings 
would appear 10 lie with thejurJ/ius at Hjalmsstooum and 
the g"opl1lls al Stedje in NOT"\va). The latter is closely 
comparable in size to the Biggi ngs struc tu re, and thus of 
rather a different catt!gol)' from the smaller Iceland ic 
examples. A number of factors suggest a simi lar usage for 
such buildings: the evidence of a fl oor having been dug 
dO\\11 0.3 OA 'O.5m belo\\' ground level: a source of heat 
coming from a large comer oven or. in the case of the 
Biggings and Stedje, a wal l-heaJ1h: the small ish post-holes 
providing some evidence for the above-ground structure: 



and the rather limited range of finds. In the case of 
Hja lmsstooum (but not at Stedje) there were a lso the 
mysterious small slake-holes in various places on the floor. 

As regards dating. there is close correspondence with 
Stedje. dated to the late V iking Age or ea rl y Middle Ages 
from two radiocarbon estimat ions (cal AD 810-910: 
940-11 00). The broad bracket fo r pit-houses in Iceland is 
similarly I Olh century. with use into the I J th , and dat ing 
from the oldest period oCthe fa rm s where they arc found. 
It has been suggested that sunken-floored buildings were 
the initia l type of dwe llings const ructed by the II rst 
senters on Ice land before the nomla l long-houses. bams. 
byres and storehouses of the peonanent faml slead were 
establ ished (Einarsson 1994. 110)'- They seem not to 
have been built afte r 1200. and may indeed have been 
replaced by stoja-type buildings (Agustsson 1982. 255 ). 
Their use is poorly-docum ented from this ea rl y peri od 
but they may represent the buildings referred to in later 
saga sources as dyngja, a lerm translated into English as 
' lady's bower' (C lcasby-V igfusson)4. The wo rncil ll sed 
them for weavi ng act i vities ~ as we ll as for bath ing. 

The close conjunction of two sou rces of heat- both of 
them substan ti al- which we have in the Phase "2 east 
building is rather unusuaL a lthough pit houses with two 
hearths do occasiona lly occur in Gemlany and sout h 
Scandinavia (M~rte nsen 1997). At the Biggings it scelllS 
very unlike ly that both were used at the same time un less 
for compl etely d ifferent fun ct ions. Certain ly they are 
both quite di ffere nt forms of heating. and it seem s vel)' 
like ly that the \Va ll -heart h (J 108) was original and the 
central fi re-pit (J 105) rep laced it. It is poss ible that the 
wal l-hearth coul d have been recessed into the north bank 
(the later covering over of the wall-hearth made it 
d ifficult to be certain about its exact position in re lat ion 
to the north s ide or the building in Phase 2) (illus 26 
above). It compares quite c lose ly with the firc-p lnce in 
the bath-house at Gn--lL Ice land. which was 'built into' the 
wall to the left of the door (Eldj am 1965. 16)" and the 
dimensions of which were 1. l m in depth to the 
fro nt~most stone and O.-l-O.S m in width ( 1.1 III x 0.8m for 
wall -hearth J 108). The prob lem of what such hearths 
were used for is not casy 10 solve, and is the subject of 
some disc uss ion in Nonvay7. Maybe hearth J 108 was too 

It sho uld be noted that Ikrrl1ann~-Au(~ard(1Ulr I\arm 1\1 tlw 
mis-identification o f ~ lI g htl ~-~lJn ].. cn buildings a~ pll-huuw \. II hcn 
In fact \Iooden or turf buildings call hale sun ken Iloor~ (19Xll . --, I) 

~ rh lS is not quitc thc ~an1l' lJ~agc as 'bo ller" for cc rt al n hullJlll g~ In 
,·\ngl o -Saxon England (( )I hurl \lhlCh seem to ha\ c hcc n wp:lrate 
~' hambcrs for the pfI\atl' USt· of the lord's faml l ~ (sce JI~l'lb~l (l n h~ 

(j l3eresford 1987.59) 

5 Such a bower appears in the scc nc of Darraoar' s vision in Callhn css 
aner the batt le o f Clontarf(rcco rded in /yj'a"s Saga ch 157) , lie saw 
12 riders ap proac h a womcn 's hower (dYllgja) and looking through 

PII:\SE2 AIJII!>IN(;;-'(lt, ttll ttIIlAI\DI21HClNtIJl<IIS . ~ 1 1. 

open- without th e stone s labs at each s ide and on top- to 
be considered a sauna oven, where water was spr inkled 
on heated stones and on the walls of s llch a fi re-place in 
order to produce steam, Nor were there any of the sma ll 
stones which are recorded in connection wi th most of 
these oven hearths (M~rtensen 1993. I I). 

The large central fi re-pit (J I 05) wh ich probably succeeded 
the wall -hearth was of qu ite diffe rent charac ter. It may 
have been associated with bath ing act ivities, for it must 
have produced a large body of heat: its careful 
construct ion. w ith pavi ng stones set in clay form ing its 
base. was clearly devised for some functional use (illus 25 
above). The amollnt of peat ash in and around th is fi re-p it. 
some of it in bri ll iant hues of orange and veml il ion-red 
(col il lus I I). and the degree of burning on the stone 
surrounds. provided vivid ev idence of the ex tcnt of its use 
and the intens ity o f the heat engendered in the pit. The 
small amoun t of iron and s lag, and the w hetstones fo und in 
the fire-pit could suggest its use in some light smithying 
act ivity such as sharpen ing too ls/weapons. 

On the basis of these two ver: different hearths it is lik e l) 
that the function s of the Phase 2 period structure of the 
east bui lding at the Biggings were many and var ious. 
They also suggest that we shou ld divide the phase into 
two, an early an d a late. The dates obtai ned from 
rad iocarbon es tim ations fo r the whole of Phase 2 span the 
t Ith , 12th and earl y 13t h centur ies (discounting the 
anoma lous early determ inat ion from GU- 1604). The 
earlier part of this period fi ts in with the current dates for 
the fe\\-' excavated Nonvegian and Icelandic buildings of 
dyngja t~·ipe, It should be noted however that buildings 
ca ll ed dyngja were still in use in some Nonvegian fann s 
in the early 14th century. for such buildings arc li sted in 
an inventory frolll the farm of Kvale in Sogn dal in 13 14 
(DN. vi. no 84), Oye ( 1986_ 412) trans lates the term as 
vevstova = 'weaving-house'. The eastern Phase 2 structure 
in its earliest use will therefore be interpreted as a 
bui lding for spcl:ia lised activities such as weavi ng and 
light meta l-working. with the possibil ity tha t it may have 
functioned as a balhhouse at some time. This accords 
well with the (~\'ngja type of building associatt!d I\lith 
Icelandic farm s orlhe Settlement period. hence the use of 
this term for the Phase 2a building, 

the \lindo\1 he ~<I\\ Val]..~fic~ \\Ith a InolT1 \IC,l\ Illg rnl'!I -~ b tl' \llth 
cntrails for \\arp and 11l'l!. :J1ll1 hcads for 1(101ll\\Clghh 

~ ThIS bath-hOlbC I~ built (luI from the rear l'fthc ~' Ilht~'r llfrpollh and 
\Ias reached h~ a pa~~a!:,-l'·\\a~ leadmg thTllugll thc Cl'n tre Ill' the 
budding It IS thtl' a qUite (lifkrent t~pc of ha!h-h!.l ll ~C than th~' 

se parate jard l/lls and thc farm at Gr(lf is tl1t1u~ht In Jate frum the 
l-tlh cen1Ur~ , 

7 See publication oj" IJd stedseminaret Are og Ho)'ko\'f/ t19771. 
produced by Kun sthi storiske In stitutl, lJ niv Bergen 
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PHASE 2B: CHANGE-OVER TO A STOPA-TYPE BUILDING 

As noted, on Iceland ic fanns the building of pit-houses is 
believed to have ceased by 1200 'and it is quite likely that 
the sining-room (slq(a). which cou ld be used by women 
to carry on their handiwork, partly or wholly replaced the 
bower' (Johanesson 1974. 340). 111is is preci sely what 
appears to have happened at the Biggings. where 
remarkably. the slOjil was built d irectly on top of the 
earlier building. with s lightly altered dimens ions. A( (his 
point the s imilarity with Ice landic fam1-bui ld ing 
development ceases, for where a stoIa has been 
recognised in Iceland (and there arc few examples of 
them). it was added on to the end of the hall (skidi) and 
entered from in side. as in the class ic example at Stong 
(illus 138 and discuss ion 8.3.1 below; also Vilhjalmsson 
1991. 98). The measu rements of the Stong sloJa (8.0m x 
4.5m) are remarkably si milar to the Phasc 3 stoJa at the 
Biggi ngs. \\' hi ch however continu ed to be a separate, 
detached building. as the d)'l1gja had been. Nonetheless 
the Stong Slq/ll has some useful parallcls for compari son, 
not least the central fire-pit . 

The construction of the central fire-pit (J I 05) may be, as 
already discussed, an indication of the change of bu ilding 
to a sloJa typc. already in the laner part of Phase 2. and a 
preliminary conversion before the completc remodelling 
to a stoIa in the subsequent Phase 3. Al though it is not 
possible to be certain as to whether the central fire-pit 
succeeded [he wall-hearth, we have to regard the two 
fonns of heating as mutually excl usive and therefore that 
onc replaced the other Uust as the central fire-pit was 
itself replaced by the later different hearths). The square. 
stone-lined fire-pit in the centre of the floor of the stoia at 
Stong meaSlires OAm x 0.6m wit h a depth of 0.5 m and 
has a stone surround at floor level - ve ry similar dimen
sions to fire-pit J I 05 which also has the burned remains 
of a stone s urroulld~ the stone facing the door has been 
clearly shaped to a blunt triangle (i ll us 121). This is a 
much more formally constructed hean h (han the wal/
hearth which it probably replaced. There are very few 
such fire-pits in the Norse archaeological recordS and the 
indication from the parallel Icelandic example a[ Stong is 
that such a fom, of heating is suitable for a building of 

ill us 121 
"lre-pit J 105 ~ho\\ lng the trian gular kcrbswne which faced the main 
entrant:!: ( VIC\H:d from above) 

s[(?iil type. and for the uses to which such buildings were 
put. However at the Biggings we also have the const
ruction of an associated soakaway at this point (J95b: 
1.1111 x 0.8111 and OA-0.5 m deep: i Ilus 121). which was 
dug into the noor immediately south of the fire-pit , a 
feature not present at Stong, 

The dimensions of the Phase 2b replacement building to 

the dl'l1?,ia were the same width and definitely longer. 
The width of 4.8m is reasonably firmly defined by the 
wall benches and evidence of flooring . An earth bench 
(0.4-0.5m wide) was reconstructed on the NE side. 
covering up the wall hearth (J I 08). while the SW bank of 
the dyn?Ju was converted into an earth bench (c 0.5 m 
wide). The construction of the \\est gable was clearl) 
defined by the stone si ll foun dation (J22) which must 
have carried a wooden superstructure and doorway. but 
this is probably to be associated with the Phase 3 slOla. 
for the car1h flooring (and some wood) from Phase 2 was 
recorded underneath thi s west gable wall. The length was 
increased to c 7.0m. 

8.2.2 PHASE 2 STRUCTURES AT THE WEST END: THE ELDHUS AND SKALI 

(illus 36) 

Structural ev idence for Phase 2 on the west side of the 
site is confined to a fire-pit [Hi20] and a nue [Hi7] dug 

S That in ! louse I at larlshof is somewhat dlflcren t in scale and 
function . and appears to be a cooking-pit. Thc hugc cent ral fire-pit in 
House V I (111 the Arough of Birsay must be cun nec ted \\ ith some 

into bedrock. the fonner partly surrounded by a large 
deposi l of ash. There are no walls. but a cut in the 

speclall scd bath- house function fo r the earldom eli te (see Crawford 
1987. figs 52 and 53 fo r com pari son o f the se 1\\ 0 fire-pit s). 



bedrock and subsoil to the nonh and east of the fire-pit 
hint at the possible wall alignments (NE/SW and 
NW/SE). In the SW of the area (Trench K), a large 
circular depression, interpreted as a post-hole [K 155 J and 
a large spread of ash are all that remain of the Phase 2 
stratigraphy and to the SE there are the sparse remains o f 
a fragment of a hearth [EJ22 ] w ith some ash and stones 
[EJ20], and the intrusion of a pit dug at the end of this 
phase or at the beginning of Phase 3. 

INTERPRETATION (illus 116) 

Some of the stratigraphy at this end of the site was not 
completely excavated or bottomed therefore this 
interpretation must be con sidered as tentative. However, 
it is quite obvious that there were no indications of where 
walls were located in any of the trenches apart from the 
possi ble cut and hard-packed wall-bases in the nonhern 
half of the area (Trench H), suggesting that~as at the east 
end of the site--only wooden buildings existed. The most 
important question to ask is how many buildings were 
present at this west end during this phase of the 
settlement, and to what use were they put. 

The three separate areas of stratigraphy at the west end do 
not at first give a clear indication of the pattern of 
building. However, if inference can be made from what is 
known of the eastern dyngja, the fo llowing could be 
suggested. The dyngia is aligned roughly NW/SE, and 
followin g Norwegian fann stead traditions, it is quite 
likely that the other main building followed the same 
alignment. A sing le building, 4.501 wide (approximately 
the same width as the dyngja), could have spanned the 
archaeological remains in the centre of the area. and 
attained a length of at least 8 metres (illus 116). Both the 
heanh and the fire-p it would have lai n in the middle of 
the \""id th of the building and towards t ither end of it. th us 
a llowing for smoke to percolate out through the top o f the 
gabl e wall. The fiu e/drain may have been situated 
parallel, and close to, the NW gable wall of the building. 
A larger building than the dyngja, it may have formed a 
skal; or hall. The remains to the SW of the area (Trench 
K) do not unfonunatcly aid the interpretation of the 
settlement in this phase, but they may have fomled pan of 
a separate structure- an eldhus , aligned at right-angles to 
th e assumed skeili. 

I'lIASE 2 Il lJ lLDINGS OF Til l::: IITIIAND \2 TH c! ~ NT U RJI:::S . :! J5 

The anefacts from the area of the eldhlls (Trench K) give 
an indicati on of both domest ic (food preparation with 
some spinning) and perhaps some industrial occupation 
(the bar Illould). Few of the finds were found in situ in the 
ash or postho le. The area (Trench H) of the skali 
provided some finds but the bakes tone (present after AD 
1100 frolll ev idence in Oslo - see 7.2.3). and the sherds of 
locally made coarse ware (usually of cooki ng pots - see 
7.3.1) suggest, with the fire-pit and the hearth , more 
emphasis on domestic ac ti vities. especia lly baking and 
other food preparation ( if not consumption). 

The paucity of both structural and anefactual remains at 
this end of the site, make the above interpretation of what 
buildings could have been present at the Biggings 
extrem ely tentative. Comparison with the few contemp
orary buildings known. for example at Jarlshof 
(Hamilton 1956) and the Stud io Site at Beachview Birsay 
(Morris 1996, Chapter 7), do not funher the under
standing of the pattern of building present on Papa Stour, 
as the nature of the structures is very different . The 
paucity of contemporary buildin gs is due to the 
continualioll of medieval building on the same site, as is 
seen at the Biggings itse lf and as experienced at Skaill , 
Deemess. Orkney (Buteux 1997,265). 

CONCLUSIONS: PHASE 2 WESTERN STRUcruRES 

Contemporary with the dyngia there are poss ibly two other 
wooden structures at the west end of the site. Phase 2 
provides evidence for the first structural remains at the 
Biggings. The function of those remains are uncertain: the 
heanh and pit to the SE may have fomled. together with 
the remains to the north- the fire-pit , ash heap, flue or 
drain- a rectangular hall or skeili. Cooking may have been 
carried out there but this was probably not the main 
function orthe building. The remnant structure in {he SW 
produced the greatest number of artefacts to be found at 
this end of the site, and of the si te as a \\lhole during this 
phase (39 anefacts). Whatever the building was, its 
function was varied and it may have been the location of 
the eldhus. Compari son of this structure with its Phase 3 
replacement (where the structural evidence was better pre
served). and the fact that it was probably detached from. 
smaller than , and at right -angles to, the other buildings of 
this phase. may aid its interpretation as the cookhouse. 

8.2.3 HISTORICAL CONTEXT FOR THE PHASE 2 STRUCTURES 

The most helpful para lle ls for the earliest , sunken, 
bu il ding at the east end. the d.l'ngja. have been found in 
the Icelandic excavated fanll s. Thi s is nol so surpr is ing. 
Variolls items of information in th e sagas give plenty of 
evidence of contacts with Iceland at the earldom level ; as 
for instance in 102 1 when Earl Einar was murdered by 

Thorkel l Amundsson. clearly aided by 'an lee lander 
called Havard from the East Fjords' (OS. chap 16,43). In 
the late 11th century Earl Erlend's wife Thora was Dfthe 
line of the famous Ice landic fam il y of Si de. and links 
between the earls of Orkney and southem Ice land were 
close in the late 12th century, when comings and goings 
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were recorded between prominent Icelanders of the 
Oddaverja family and members of the earldom circle 
(aS, 13; Thorlaksson 1979, 66-7). There were negot
iations over the marriage of Earl Harald 's daughter, 
LangIif, to Saemundr Jonsson, which, however, came to 
nothing. Pall Jonsson, his brother (both of them foster 
brothers of Snorri Sturlason) spent some time with Earl 
Harald around 11 75-80. As a future bishop ofSkalholt he 
would doubtless have been instrumental in fostering the 
cult of Magnus Erlendsson, and Papa Stour was an island 
which, as has been argued, probably had assoc iations 
with the ear ldom saint (see 2,3 above): it was a natural 

place at wh ich to stop en route between Orkney and 
Iceland. The farm at the Biggings was most probably a 
possession of the earls or members of the earldom aell 
(as suggested above, 2,2) whose c lose connect ions with 
Iceland at this time could easily have been a source of 
influence on developments in house-style on their 
estates, linked to similarities of life-style. The lack of 
evidence for a sunken bui lding of s imilar proportions 
from Birsay (Brough or Beachview) (CD Morris 1996 
and forthcoming) reflects probably the partial nature of 
the excavation of these complex ear ldom si tes. 

8.3 PHASE 3: WOODEN AND STONE BUILDINGS OF c 1200 - c 1400 

This phase is dominated by the reconstruction of the 
Phase 2 dyngja as a slOla whose internal fittings, 
including the benches and the fl oor, were of wood. It has 
a comer hearth (J27), located in the SW comer. The 
Phase 2 structures in the west are probably replaced or 

--~, I~_-

illus 122 

rebuilt , but continue their earlier function as ske/li and 
eldhus. The main food preparation and cooking probably 
took place in the eldhlls, which had a large kerbed hearth, 
and the baking at the NE end of the skeili where an oven 
was si tuated. 
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8.3.1 THE EAST END OF THE SITE: THE STOFA 

(illus 123) 

At some date in the early 13th century. the east building 
underwent a re-modelling along class ic stoia lines (i llus 
123) according to the fashion currcnl in Not"\vay at the 
time (i llus 124). It must have been a substantial wooden 
building from the dimensions and solid construction of 
the west gab le wall (122) (a row of large nat stones of one 
or two courses c 0.3 m high). At th is phase it was poss ible 
to recognise that the main entrance was located in the 
west gable. There was no indication at all of the 
dimensions and structure of the doorway, which was in 
the centre of the west gable wall. However, the location or 
the large stone (86) ins ide the bui lding appeared 10 have 
funct ioned as a threshold stone in the middle of the west 
wall. The stone se tting to the north s ide of thi s threshold 
(84; 85) was a lso suitably located for the placing of liquid 
containers just inside th e door . 

INTERNAL FEATURES 

The most rem arkable survival Oflh~ Phase 3 building was 
its wooden fl oor ( illu s 125) which ran lengt hways 
between the east and west gab les. The underlying joists 
ran across from bench to bench ( illus 126). Fragments of 
wood survived to suggest that the benches on the south 
and nonh sides had been covered with planks in fro nt 
( illus 127), while several of the wooden pegs wh ich held 
thc front planking securely in place we re still in situ ( il1us 
107 above). There was no evidence ofa bench against the 
west gable wall , and later disturbance at the east end 
precluded any recogniti on of a pailI' (dais) which was 
usuall y in that position . opposite the main entrance". The 
dimensions o f the wooden fl oor were 30 .7m1. 

The fireplaces in this new building were of quite diffe rent 
type and locati on from those in Phase 2. The centra l 
hearth-pit and wall-hearth were replaced by a comer 
fireplace (127) (hjorneildsred) and a central fl at-paved 
hearth (L3 0) or lire. It is unli ke ly that these two were 
contemporary: poss ibly the series of nat stone hearths 
bui lt a long the central ax is (illu s 128) was part of the 
original remodelling of this buildin g, and the comcr
firep lace (J27), in the SW comer near the gable wall. was 
a later addi tion (illus 129). The com er firep lace is s imilar 
in s ize and dimen sion s to those found in the wooden 
houses excavated at Oslo (Gamlebyen), and located in 
exactly the same pos ition too (Sorhe im 1989, 99, 109; see 
illus 135 below). The sump (195b) recorded in Phase 2 

'l The best-preserved paflr from excavated wooden houses in Norway 
is that in the aresflla at Borgund. raised O.2-0.3m above the floor on a 
s tone base and planked (Il erteig 1975, 33~ Sorheim 1990. 125) 

illus 124 
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Section and plan of a rural log-hulll .\"I0la existin g al FUHle . Voss. 
\\ est Nom a~ . \\ IIh 'enlral hearth I ()N are) and corner fire-place (ON 
hjorne-ilds/N/l \dra\\11 by 1311.\ !Tl 1~88 and taken fro m La..:rum & 
Brek lo; e 1990. fig. -l 10 ) 

was apparently maintained in this phase, partl y lined with 
timber and covered with removab le stones. 

A si ngle radiocarbon estimation from a floor plank gave a 
date-span of cal AD 999- 1214 (GU-I775). It is not 
poss ible 10 know whether the noor was constructed of 
newly-fe lled wood, or whet her the planks were re-used 
and th erefore not new when taken to Papa Stour for this 



illus 126 
View of wooden fl oor. withjoislS; from NE. 
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illus 125 
View of the wooden floor 
(from above): sca le in 0 1m 
interval s: from E 

stoia re-model ling. The identified noor planks are all of 
pine. presumably imported from Norway. There is no 
doubt that the noor was used for a long time. Its 
long-lived nature is evident from the stone flags laid on 
top of the planks in Phase 4 in various location s (illus 140 
below), and the fact that the planks were never lifted and 
re-used when the room changed function. 

EXTERNAL FEATURES 

A small annexe (measuring c 1.3 m x 1.5m) attached to 
the south end of the west gable is interpreted as an 
outside privy (col illus 12). The nat sill stones (l 2 1) 
suggest that it was built of stave construction surrounding 
a pit. fill ed with stones and capped with gravel. A privy is 
not a feature recorded often on rural medieval s ites, nor 
even from urban excavat ions. There is a we ll-preserved 
late I I th-century example from Dublin, outs ide the east 
end ofa wooden hOllse which measured 2.6m x I.Om (the 
pit itse lf being 1.6111.\ 1.0m) (M urray 1983.9; illus 130). 
At Bryggen several were fou nd from 12th-II 3th-century 
phases, outside and in passages between buildings 
(HeJ1 eig 1994). The comment is made by HeJ1eig that 
privies are not commonly found in medieva l urban 
contexts, and they were rare in rural areas in Norway 
until th e 19th century ( 1994. 295. 299 ). Garderobes were 

illus 127 
Plank in front of th e bench: 
scal e in 0. 1 m intervals: from S. 
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itlus 128 itlus 129 
The ccntral hearth or are JUO. scab 111 0. I m 1I1h:rvals~ from \,\\ The corner hearth J27 halfc\ca\ a\cd ; scales in 0, 1m inten als. from NW 
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ill us 130 
Plan of the 12th-century wooden house (phase I. CP851l) excavated at Wood Qua\,. Dublin. shO\\ ing the cen tral hearth and priv) pit. with the 
remains of the wooden shelter at the cast gable {from Murra) 1983, III 38). . 
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illus 13 I 
Protective wal l J 13 and the 
Phase 3 fl oor. gable 
foundation and co rner hearth: 
scales in 0,1 m intervals: 
from S 

illus 132 
Plans and rl.:cons trllctions uf 
th~ vari{lll'i rhas~s n fthl.: 
I.:x ~' a valcd church at Sandur, 
Faeroe _ The protl.:cli ve stone 
walls wc r~ found in most 
ph ases (from Krogh 1975. 
52-3) , 
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found in a rural context at Goltho. Lincolnshire, attached 
to one end of the 10th- and 11 t lH.:e ntur~ \\ ooden halls. 
These are sa id to be "\\'ithout parallel in pre-conq uest 
Britain ' (Beresford 1987,79) '''. 

Running along th e SW side of the Phase 3 building. 
inc luding the privy, lVas a protective stone lVall (J 13) 
(i llu s 131). This lVas detached from the timber building. 
and the function of such a wc- II-buil t wall appears 
merely to have been to protect the house on its most 
exposed s ide from the detrim ental effects of the 
prevail ing south-westerly weather (Cra wford J 996, 
151). Protecti ve stone walls have been found in 
association with the earli es t woodc-l1 churches of the 
Faeroc Is lands (illus 132), and (Irc a rccognised feature 
of wooden- always apparently stave-built- holl sc-s there 
into the early modern period (Thorsteinsson 1982, 155: 
Stok lund 1997.9. 119) (illus 133 ). Where th e climatic 
cond itions presented prob lcms fo r the maintenance and 
conservation of wooden buildings such wal ls evidently 
proved essenrial , and the mass ive stone and turf wa ll s 
down each s ide of present-day Icelandi c churches which 
give them such a di stinctive appearance have the same 
function. Huge stone protective walls (vernemurer) arc 
a familiar s ight in coastal parts of western Norway 
(al though it has recently been suggested that such a use 
of stone for the protection of wooden wall s dates on ly 

10 The fir st measured 5.1 In x 2Am with the pit 2.1 01 x 1.801 X 0901, the 
second me asured 2A m x I 8m x 1,5m The re is no mention o f the pit 
fill. At Bryggen the prlVlcs \\cre of s lIllilar ~ILC to the I3lggings 

1I1u~ 133 
I{e(onsl ruction nf the 
~ Iru(\ure of the Faeroese 
stoja. \\ Ith outsi1o\ 
bo x·bed s and location o f 
protcdlh· ~Ionc \\all ~ 

~hO\ql (afte r Sloidand 
1996. fig ~7 ) 

from the 19th century: Hjelmeland 1996, 125). Even in 
the faeroe Islands it is diffi cult to know from what 
period such walls started to be used for dwclling·llOuscs 
IStoklund 1997. 119). We can perhaps assume that the 
protective wall at thc Biggings was not contempor· 
aneOlls with the initial building of the stoIa, but was an 
addition to the SW side as the structure became old and 
started to su ffer from the effects of the exposed location 
urthe island. 

Roofing structure and material s werc also vitally 
important faCiors in the buildings of the wet and windy 
At lan t ic islands and these would include several 
insu lating laycrs of lurf. and perhaps stone wherc such 
\\as available. AbO\e Ihe rafte rs and below the insu latin g 
turfit \\as customary inlo modern times-i n both Norwa~ 
and Faeroe 10 lay several impemleablc layers of birch 
bark IHjelmeland 1996. 126-7: Stoklund 1997, 62) (i1lus 
134). This ofcollrse had to be imported into the Atlantic 
islands. and we cannot doubt that there would be the 
same deman d for this material in Shetland. The di scovery 
of pieces of birch bark all over the Biggings site provide 
pkntiful ev idence -the first such evidence from Shetland· 
that it was an important material in the roofing of houses 
of the wealthy in the period during which links with 
Norway were maintained (i llus 109 and 7.5.4 above). 

cnmplc and co nlllllled moss and a greasy ligh t-brown substance 
interpreted as excrement. 



illius 134 
Suggested method of roof construction on a log building. 
showing birch-hark lining beneath lurf sods (from Christie 
t974. fig 22) 
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THE STOFA: DISCUSSION 

Excavated stoia-buildings in Norway and the 
North Atlantic 

In Trondheim and at Gamlebyen, Oslo, timber buildings 
of the stoia kind have been uncovered dating from the 
early 11th century (Christopherson 1992, 73; Fett 1989; 
Loken 1997, 16). Most of these were of ' Iafted ' timber 
construction. that is built of notched logs, and by AD 
1100 a standard type ofstala building had been adopted 
in Oslo: a two-roomed structure with an almost square 
main room and an ante-room through which the building 
was entered (illus 135). The whole measured on average 
7.3 m x 5.3m. This was probably developed for urban 
living and the constraints of building in a densely-settled 
environment. in rural areas it seems I1ke\y that there 
wou ld have been a slower change from the older long
house to the new stoia-type structure although evidence 
is less plentiful because of the dearth of excavated 
medieval fannhouses in Norway. At Lurekalven and 
Hoyboen, both in West Norway and abandoned after the 
Black Death. the different rooms of the dwe lling-hou ses 
cont inued to be under onc roof, al though the structure 

illus 135 
Plan of log- limbered .Hofa al 
Gamlchycn, Oslo, daling to 
the 12th century (frolll Fe t! 
19&9. fig 70). The cemral 
room was entered throu gh the 
porch (on left) and had a 
stave-built extension added 
ton right) . 
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may have been a mixture of stave-bui lt and 'Iaftcd' 
construction (Loken 1997, 16) (illus 136). For the clearest 
excavated examples of rural s/(!j"u buildings one has to 

look to Iceland where they arc additions attached to the 
main halls excavated at Stong and GroL apparent I: 
constructed quite differently 10 thc main halls themselves, 
although ne ither of them were of 'Iafted' timber, perhaps 
unsurpris ingly. They are both now dated to the 12th 
century with habitation continuing through the 13th 
century (Vilhjalmsson 1989, 15: 1991. 98) (illus 137). 

These additions arc smaller and narrower than the o lder 
skcili because the method of construction was different . 
Instead of the three-ai s led plan with the roof limbers 
resting on the ais le pOSts, the stoia had a clear opr.;n 
floor-space and the roof rested all the walls. Although 
this limited the width of the building it must have made it 
more open and convenient for moving around. Once log 
tim bering was introduced into Scandinavia in the early 
Middle Ages the length of the building was probably 
detennined by the -lafted' method of log construction and 
the length of logs used for the s ide walls. In the north 
At lan tic where the wall s were more usually built of turf 
on stone foundations th is was 110t a determining faclor, 
but the roof-weight was still bome by the walls and slo/il 
dimensions conformed to a short rectangle. Despite the 
absence of log timbers here the concept of the small, 
enc losed room, separate from the main working and 
sleeping area, was still adopted, and it was probably lined 
with wood. In Iceland , for example, where houses were 
constructed primarily OUt of turf, perhaps with stone 
foundations, and increasi ng ly en tire ly out of stone, there 
were undoubtedly panelled interiors in some of them 
(Ei narsson 1994, 114-16). 

IIlus 136 
l 'o njc(,;tural reconstruction o r 
H r{lfal Jongho{l~~ o:ca\Cat~d 

at I.urckalven, Nord 
lIordaland. 11 shows how the 
S/n(a (central section) IS 

Incorporated Within the 
longhollse alignment. 
accord ing to tht: w~s ( 

Norwegian tradition The 
e\act method of tim her 
c()n~truction could not be 
de termined and two possi ble 
alternatives (combination 
S!.1vC and laflcd .::md. below. 
stave only) arc shown (A N 
Shepherd after Brek.ke and 
I..: <Jland in Suiebus l 1997) 

Along tht: walls orthe interior of these smalIer buildings 
\\ere narrow earth-filkd benches. usually covered with 
wooden planks (moldhellk). and these remain a fea ture of 
the log-built stoja (or slua as it comes to be ca lled) on 
medieval NOf\vegian (anns. Us ually the surviving exam
ples have a central hearth (are) (com pare illus 135 and 
124 above), but the excavated houses at Gamlebyen 
(Oslo) demonstrate a change-over to a corner hearth in 
the 12th century. However. the famous aresfUa excavated 
at Borgund. near Alesund. a large and impressive 
building with \\-'"ooden floor and dais at one end still 
retai ned a centra l hearth (Herteig 1975,32-3) ( illus 138). 

It is hopefully clear from the foregoing discussion that 
there is ullcertaint) in archaeologica l circles in Scand
inavia as to exactly how stoja buildi ngs might be const
ructed in different social and geographical circum
stances. In western NOf\\·ay \,,·here su itable timber was 
not always ava ilable the 'Iafted' (illus 16a above) method 
might be replaced by 'stave' or grind structure, that is or 
plank s (either vert ical or horizon tal) s lotted inlO sill
beams and comer posts (illus 16b above). The 'stave' 
fonn of structure was of course used for stave chu rches. 
but was also used ill west Norway for secular build ings. 
The earliest houses and warehouses excavated at 

Bryggen in Bergen were of stave structure. al though 
apparen t ly su perseded by 'Iaftcd' buildings c 1200. In 
Faeroe excavated medieval houses of stave type a lso 
show that this method of build ing was used in some of 
the Atlantic is lands. However, the magni ficent survi vi ng 
example of a Reykstova at Kirkj ub0ur in the Faeroes, 
dating from the 13th century (co l illus 8), proves beyond 
a ll shadow of doubt that ' Iafted ' timber buildings cou ld 
be and were exportt!d from NOf\vay ready prepared for 
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illus 137 
Plan of the excavated turf-built farmhouse at Stong, south Iceland. The older ska/i (on right) was the main liv ing space, and the stoja was built 
on to the west gable in the late 12th-earl y 13th century (from Stenbergcr, 1943). 

erection in the islands. The import of SlOkkaslovllr (as 
they were called in Faeroese) is recorded from the 17th 
century (Stoklund 1997, 68). Such buildings, s imilarly 
known as 'stockstoves' were also imported into Shetland, 
the earliest record of which is from 1577, although this 
trade must have been going on in the Middle Ages 
(Stoklund 1997,68,99, 135)". 

THE BIGGINGS STOFA: 'LAFTED' OR 
STAVE-BUILT? 

The problems of determining the nature of wooden 
buildings archaeologically are well recognised in 
Scandinavia (Myhre 1980,372). Where the structure was 
of stave constructi on then post-holes may survive as a 
very visible feature of the excavation. Where. however, 
the structure was of horizontal timbers, resting 011 the 
ground, there need not be anything surviving in the 
archaeological record to indi cate how the building was 

II As Stoklund explains (1997 , 135 ), Jakoh Jakobsen' s description of 
a ' stoc kstove' as he heard it in Unst in the 1890s, and wh ich sounds 
more like a stave-built structure than a ' Iafted ' one, could be o f a 

constructed if it was totally dismantled. Sometimes the 
logs or sill-beams would have rested on a stone 
foundation, but the surviving foundation stones will not 
reveal whether they supported horizontal timbers or any 
other fonn of wooden superst ructure. Even walls of stave 
construction might have used stone plates as foundations 
for the comer staves and not have left any post-holes 
(i1lus 16b above). So the absence of any large post-holes 
at the comers of the eastern structure at the Biggings 
cannot be used as evidence that it was never a stave-built 
structure. As regards the stone foundation of the west 
gable (J22), it could have supported either a sill beam for 
plank or horizontal notched, lafted, logs. The strange 
fact of the dist inctive survival of this stone foundation 
~where no others were installed to carry wooden super
st ructures-may simply be a resu lt of the need to bui ld up 
the west gable foundation in order to make it level with 
the banks along the sides. 

particular Faeroese method of timber constructi on called 
rammevaerk which in ils older form was mo re like ' Iafti ng' . 
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111us 138 
The aresrua excavated at Borgund (More) with thl.: rl.:mains of dias (ON pallr) at Jo wl.:r gable and log- built porch at 
entrance gable . There was no corne r hearth or wall-benches in thi s unusuall y large example ofa woodl.:ll sTOia. Stone 
ruhble from Ihl.: wall s or protective walling lies along the sides (fro rnllen ig. 1975). 
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It is now recognised~since the excavations of the wooden 
houses and wharves at Bryggen in Bergen- that there 
were many different methods of stave construction, and 
indeed of combinations of' lafted' (or notched logs) and 
upright planks (Stoklund 1997. 126-30). Where a 
wooden house had two storeys, the upper one might be of 
different construction from the 10wer12 , or a notched-log 
siofa might have a planked verandah (sva/gang) around 
one or two walls. The vulnerabi li ty of timber to rotting in 
a maritime c limate meant adaptation and improvement of 
protection methods forthe prec ious timber wall s. Repairs 
and alterations must have been carried out every few 
decades. These circumstances make it a lm ost impossible 
to be certain which method of construction might have 
been used unless the lower timbers of the bui lding were 
left in the ground (as they were in the urban environment 
of Bergen and Oslo). 

There is useful comparative evidence of sio/a with 
wooden floors from two sites in the Faeroe Is lands, 
Kirkjubmu and Tj0muvik, where wooden, stave-built 
houses have been excavated (Thorsteinsson 1982. 155; 
Stok lund 1997). Post-holes from earth-fast staves were 
recognised at the fonner, and s ill-stones with remains of 
notched sills and upright wooden panels found at the 
latter. Both houses were surrounded by protective stone 
walls. The house at Tj0muvik was 4.2m wide (and the 
length could not be ascertained). It was floored with 
planks, lying lengthways on cross-joists, and the main 
room had a stone comer-heanh and traces of stone-filled 
benches along three s ides, C O.sm broad and at least 0.3m 
high, fronted with upright planks. It is on ly dated to the 
' high middle ages '13 (Thorsteinsson 1982. 155). The 
method of stave-building was most usual in the Faeroe 
is lands, although the excavator Comments that 'Iafted ' 
timber houses were to a limited extent ut ili sed in the 
higher social circles -as the ' R(-)ykstova ' at Kirkjub0ur 
which was built for the bishop of Faroe. Similarly in 
Ice land. Bishop Audun (a Norwegian) is recorded as 

having imported timber to bui ld a siofa at Holar early in 
the 14th century, which is said in the Lawman 's Anna l to 
have been the first timber slo/a in Iceland (Laurenlius 
Saga Biskup". 66: Stann 1888). This 'Iafted ' tim ber 
building lVas still standing in the 18th century. 

SUMMARY 

The Phase 3 building was of the dimensions and structure 
of the s[o/a bui ldings which are known from excavation s 
in Norway (sec full discuss ion in Crawford 1996). Th ey 
were always built of wood and with the roof resting on 
the walls so that there were no interior posts; they had 
narrow earth-filled benches around the wall s covered 
with wood and finin g close ly against the wooden floor. 
The entrance was in the middle of the gable, and the Os lo 
examples usually had a corner hearth. These are all 
unmistakable features of a sio/a and their survival 
-except for the actual wall s- at the Biggings fully justifies 
the use of the tenn slofa for this bui lding. The protective 
wall also proves that our building was wood. as above all 
does the presence of the wooden floor! Archaeological 
ev idence suggests that it may have been constructed soon 
after AD 1200 and was in use until a linle after AD 1400. 

The function of such a building or room was discussed 
above (4.5). Finds from the siofa accord with its use for 
many daily act ivities, although not heavy domestic use. 
The number of artefacts is fairly small , but there is a 
higher number of bakes tones than found in other trenches 
which certain ly points to the use of the hearths for baking 
flat-bread (see 7.2.3 above); and th ere are some imported 
wares in ev idence for use at table . 

This still leaves open the question of the form of structure 
of the Biggings stoia, and in the end it may be necessaT)' 
to decide on historical grounds, and the known status o f 
th e s ite as a roya l fann. whether it would have been a 
stave-built or 'Iafted' timber building ( illus 16 above). 

8.3.2 PHASE 3 : THE WEST END OF THE SITE: RECONSTRUCTED ELDHUS AND SKALI 

(illus 37) 

The survival of stratigraphy in this phase is much 
improved in comparison with the evidence from Phase 2, 
but the lack of horizontal continLJit~ of la:crs prohibits 
firm conclusions. There was some evidence of 
modification to structures in the north of tile area (Trench 

l~ That such t\\a- sto reyed houses existed in Shet land in the Middle 
Ages is suggested from the 1360 pu rchase of lan ds in Sandwick. 
llnst , by Lady Herdi s Tharv ald sdallcr, where the tran saction is said 
to have taken plaee' j lopt' (DN. iii. 3 10; Orkney Reo, 14) 

II ). The tire-pit was rep laced by an oven [Hi 13] whose 
cntrance was from the easl (i llus 37 inset above). The 
flue 'drain \\'as still in use. but was capped by large ston es. 
sO l11e of which were broken quems. The oven was 
surrounded by a huge pile of ash on which was placed 

IJ In Scandinavian terms this can Illl'an the 12th- 14th cent uries . 
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three large slOnes [H 17J which demarcated the work area 
in front of the oven. The stratigraphic evidence from the 
centra l area (Trench E) remained sparse. but the remains 
of a hearth IE45J with ash and a gra vel spread [E49J 
partly surrounding it , were found. The pi t lying south of 
the hearth in Phase 2 \\as probably dug at the end of this 
present phase. 

The ash in the northern area (Trench I-I) flowed outwards 
to the SW almost meeting that derived from a large 
rectangular kerbed hearth IK 100J in the west of the 
sen lement (Trench K) (il lus 38 above). The hearth was 
aligned approximately NW/SE and was opell to the NW . 
It was surrounded on three sides by wcll-laid paving 
I K85J . A Ithough separated fro m the hearth area by a later 
feat ure. the foundation s or a stone \\all [E65] aligned 
NESW \\ere identified as part of this building. lying 
towards the SE. 

As in Phase 2. the largest Ilumber of artefacts at the \\ est 
end of the si te came from the eldhus area tTrench 1\. ) 
which produced 33 fragments of steatite. the majorit) 
from vessds, with one or two pieces of bakestone. In 
addition there was a single piece of a medieval English 
ponery jug with applied dt:coration (S F 810). \\ hich camt: 
from the hearth. 19 sherds of coarseware and -1. other 
artefacts including some ~arn. \1 ost of the artefacts carne 
from the hl"arth deposits and to a lesser ~xtent from tilt: 
surrounding paving. COil rseware. textiles. querns. 
steatite, birch-bark vessel (SF 1469) and a pumice whorl 
came from the north and cent ral areas. 

INT ER PR ETATION 

(i liu s 122) 

A. similar situation seemed to ha\e e\isted in Phase .3 J~ 
did in Phasc 2, in that the wcst end of thL si k probably 
had two separate bui ldings. in ilddition to the s/f~la at the 
cast end. It is suggested that the northern area (Trench II) 
\\ ith its oven and stone surrounds. \\ as part of a \\ ooden 
building which also included the rel11ains (0 its south 
(Trench I::) forming a rectangular hall or skid; approx
imate ly4.5m wide and 10.Omlong. It cel1ainly had a turf 
roof as the birch bark and wood indicate (evidence from 
both Trench H and Trench E). It is also conceivable that 
this building was remodelled intemall~ and not necess
arily rebuilt at the beginning of this phase. Although the 
use of the central area (Trench E) is important from the 
evidence of the finds. therc is virtua ll) no infomlation 
from the st ratigraphy to add to the size and function of 
this structure. Evidence pointing to the union of the north 
and central plots (Trenches H and E) as a si ngle building 
inc ludes simi lar information to that given in Phase 2. The 
building was on the same alignment as the slo/a. bu t 
physically separate from it . The skcili in thi s phase wou ld 
have had hoth oven and hearth lying cen trally at their 

respective ends of the building wit h access to the oven 
from the east. Although the stratigraphy in both trenches 
remained separate. the interpretat ion of the remains is 
more coh~ s i ve than in Phase 2, and espec ially when the 
al1efactual evidence is considered: steat ite bakes tones, 
coarse potier) vessels and a linle textile are common to 
both areas. Food preparation including baking. some 
cooking or evidence of food consumpt ion . and textile 
processing lOok place herc. 

rhe weslemmost structure (Trench K) had a hearth 
(K 12-1.) that \\as aligned NW SE suggesting that the 
build ing was also orientatcd in the same direction, th us 
making it parallel to the skcili. The survival of the wallar 
foundation in what could have been the southern gab le 
helps provide evidence for the size of the st ructure. If the 
hearth was sit uated centrally. as was traditional in smaller 
buildings on Norwegian fanns (sec: ~xall1ples at the 
Norsk FolkeJ11useum in Oslo, NOi\-vay), the structure 
could have been c 6.0m in length. From the evidence or 
the extent of pa\ed tlooring. it is also likel~ that thl" 
building \\-as c -1. .0m in \\ idth. The combined wood and 
stone st ructure would be more in keeping with its 
function as an e/dhus with clements of partial stone 
walling for protection against tire. The s ize of the largc 
open heanh indicate thai this building was the primar: 
place in the settlement for ·\\ashing. bah.ing. bre\\ ing and 
slaughtering' (as for th~ !!I{/hlls from Nes. Varaldso) in 
Hordaland. West Norway in the Norsk Folkmuseum 's 
Guide Book. 1996). A lthough the NOf\v~g i all exampl e is 
approximiltcly 200 years younger than that from the 
Biggings. the dimension of the structure. its use of stone 
walls and its relationship with surroundi ng buildings. 
fonns a strong parallel. Hearth 124 was somewhat 
smaller than that excavated at Lurekalven. Hordaland. 
but s imilarl~ filled the building space \\ithin which it was 
located: this room \\ ithin the medieval longhoust' at 
LurekalvLn \\as detint:d hy the excavator as the eldlllls 
(Kaland 1987). 

From thL L'\ idcllce of thL andacts: an imported ceramic 
jug. and steatite bakestol1cs and vessels. this structu rt: 
seemed to have been l"xclusively used for tood 
preparation and support its interpretation as an e/dhus. 
There are no additionallinds. apart frolll a si ngle piece of 
~ arn to suggest altern at i\ t' uses . 

The ev idence for ru ral \\ooden buildi ngs of 13th-I 
15th-century date at the Biggi ngs is virt uall y unique in 
the northern part of Britain. Direct parallels are hard to 
tind as the archaeological evidence has been dominated 
by excavation of urban build ings. in Dublin. York. 
Bergen and Oslo. Even rural excavations in Norway 
ra rely produce bu ild ings as at the Biggings. The closest 
parallels S~C Il1 to be the bu ildings at open-a ir museums in 
Norway which can survive from the 16th century. In spite 
of the differences in time and regional placing, the 
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survivi ng examples suggest what the build ings at the 
Biggin gs Illay have looked like, and rein force their 
Norwegian origin . 

CONCLUSIONS 

The pattern of two buildings and thei r di str ibution 
relative to eac h other and 10 the building at the east end 
of the s ite, now the slo/a. was presum ably maintained 
and reinforced dur ing this phase, It would appear that 
the function of the northernlllost structure remained the 
same as in Phase 2 except th at the fire·p it was replaced 
by an oven, There is no ev idence to suggest whether the 

structure was rebuilt or simp ly maintained, The 
structure 10 the west may have been comp letely rebui lt. 
as the stont! wa lling or foundation suggests, \vith the 
addi ti on of a large cent ral. open hearth set in a paved 
noor, thus emphasisi ng its fun ction as an eldhus in 
Phase 3. 

I\t the end of this phase, these buildi ngs were 
demolished, while the primary funct ion or the stoia came 
to an end , Peaty deposits accumulated (poss ibly the 
remain s of the roofing of the wooden structures· see 6.3 
above) over the NW of the area, and diggi ng of pits 
through the Phase 2 and 3 structures took pl<Jce. 

8.3.3 HISTORI CAL CONTEXT 

The known circum stances will once more be referred to 
when putting thi s phase into a meani ngful historical 
context. The dramatic events of 1193-5, when Earl 
Hara ld was implicated in the ri sing of the 'Eyiaskeggjar' 
and Shetland as a result was taken dir~ct ly under the 
control of the Non.vegian crown, were discussed above 
(2.4). As was pointed Ollt. this led to close ties being 
established wi th Non.vay, and the tying of the islands in 
with the royal administrat ion, which can be seen fully 
functionin g in 1299, No longer was Shet land bound up 
with the earlden) network and its close connections with 
powerful families in south Iceland, The bui lding of the 
stoia can be interpreted as reflecti ng thi s c loser link with 
Norway, which would have become more finnly 
established as the 13th century progressed. It is suggested 
that Papa Stour became part of the royal estates as a result 
of the con tiscations subsequent to the 1195 ('vents. and if 
the island was used as a base for the admin istration of 
financial affairs by a royal official. then a new S[rJjtl 
building would very likely have been erected. narurally 
based on the customary plan and lay-out of those known 
in the royal circle. If we return here to the C 14 date frolll 
one of the floor planks menti oned already, the latter end 
of the date estimat ion (ca l AD 980-1210) would provide 
th e date of bu ilding- if new ly- fe lled wood was used. Thi s 
would be in the years after Shet land came under 
Non.vegian authority, when the crown took over earldom 
lands and the estates of thost: who had been involved in 
the EYlaskeggjar ri sing, and who failed to r~deel11 them ~. 

It is not surpri si ng that there is use ful comparalivc 
materia l from Faeroe, which was similarly brought into 
the royal admin istration later in the 13th centu r~ as part of 
Duke Hakon' s appanage. The pol itical si tuation would 

1·1 Saga evidcnce s ugg~s ts that the eTO \\n 'S take-ove r of Shet land did 
not go uncon tested by Earl Harald ur hi s sons. and after th~ death of 
I\.lI1g Sverrc (1202) Harald took nvcr Shetland again . a Slluallon 

bring changes in the social circumstances as royal 
offic ials and their retinues became the trend-setters and 
the new moneyed class in both groups of islands. 
Building styles thus introduced would soon become 
adopted and copied among \!1 t;; \Vealthier families of the 
island commun iti es. 

We can regard the Phase 3 stoia as being a feature of the 
closer links with Norway put in tra in by the earldom's 
loss of Shetland in 1195. If. as argued from th e 
cumulation or evidence, it was indeed the sto/a of the 
ducal faml then it wou ld have been quite an ol d bu ilding 
when it was the meeting-place of Thorvald Thoresson 
and Ragnhild Simunsdatter at Easter· tim e 1299 , As the 
'lord of Papay", Thorvald would naturally have 
continued to use such a bui ld ing as the main li ving-room 
on the ducal faml which he probably came to regard as 
hi s own, and which wou ld have been inherited by hi s 
heiress. Fru I krdi s. She al so would ha \L' nct..'ded to 
maintain it for the visits she paid to the island (as a 
lllL'(,ting-place for the bus iness transaction s shc 
conducted with Shetlanders like Ravald Thorsteinsson in 
1355 for in stance: ON. i, 340). A fter this period we have 
n0 historical ev idence to give any backcloth to the 
archaeological story, and for how long such a bui lding 
would have been maintained for rhe visits of I;ru Herdi s' 
successors is very difficult to say. The economic 
problems for northern Europe following on the effects of 
persistent rlaguL' (see abO\L' 2.5 ), mu st 11'-1\(' rendered 
maintenance uf previous living ~tandard s \ L'I:- difficult. 
H) the late 14th century the .\'/(!f(/ was in any casL' getting 
vcry old, and the archaeological evidence suggests that 
chang ing circumstances \\'ere- taking place at thi s time at 
the- east end of the Biggings si t\.' , 

\\!lIch may ha\l'la~tcd until his SUIlS \\CllIto vi sit Kin g In g~ in 121 0 
~md had further conditions of appnintl1lent laid on thcm (see abO\c 
\CCllon A I. 11I1\C 4 1 
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8.4 PHASE 4: BUILDINGS FROM c 1400 - EARLY 1600s 

( ilili s 139) 

At the end of the main lise of the Phase 3 sloj(l, when the 
roof was still standing, a replacement dwelling-house 
was constructed in stone and wood, to the immediate 
west . panly on the s ite of the Phase 3 ska/i. Th is new 
dwelling-hollse was built at right-ang les to the hitherto 

prevalent structural plan. The s ite of the stoJa was now 
used for the construction of several pits, including a 
poss ible latrine (JLSS). The e/dhlls in the western elld of 
the s ite cont inued in use but in a modified fonn_ and the 
skeili was completely demolished. 

8.4.1 THE EAST END OF THE SITE: DECLINE OF THE STOFA BUILDING 

The sequence of habitation following Phase 3 becomes 
more disturbed and although the slofa building continued 
in use, the evidence suggests that its status declined. The 
number of pits dug now over thi s end of the s ite indicates 
heavy domestic use for different purposes as does the 
number and variety of tinds. Coarseware dominates the 

ponery finds at the east end o f the site, with a linle 
imported pottery and a few ear ly continental red wares 
(few compared with the assemblage from the western 
half of the s ite). Steatite was st ill very much in use up to 
the end of thi s phase. Although there may have been a 
continued li se of the central hearth , there was not the 



same quantity of ash to point to the building's primary 
occupation as the main dwelling-house and the archaeol
ogical evidence suggests that this was moved to the west 
end of s ite (8.4,2 below) 

Flagging laid over the wooden floor accords with a need 
for hard-wearing nooring (illus 140). The clay covering 
recorded over the sump (J95b) ( illus 141) is al so an 
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indication of the worn-down nature of the floor, which 
was needing some extra protection in an area where th e 
sump must have presented problems. Evidence of burnt 
deposits suggests that this building suffered ex tensive 
damage by fire at some point. The wooden structures of 
the Phase 3 stoia must have been dismant led during this 
phase, which dates to the 15th and 16th centuries. 

8.4.2 THE WEST END OF THE SITE: REALIGNMENT AND A NEW DWELLING-HOUSE 

(illus 39; 139) 

A remodelling of the settlement took place at the 
beginning of this phase when all the Phase 3 buildings at 
the west end oflhe site were demolished (8.4.1 above). 
This suggests that these buildings needed replacing, or 
that their use had changed requiring s ignificant building 
alterations. A radical reorganisation took place, and for 
the first time in approximate ly three centuries a new 
panern of building was established at the west end of the 
site inc luding a partial realignment of structures. In 

illus 140 
SlOne patch on the wooden floor; scale in 0. 1 m interval s; from N. 

contrast with the preceding two phases, the stratigraphy 
of Phase 4 was better preserved and in general there was a 
li ttle more of it. However, what did survive of the two 
buildings established at the west end was severely 
truncated by later buildings and by drains, and as with the 
previous phases, complete building outli nes were lacking 
due to a paucity of walls. 

After the demolition of the skeili, the area was no longer 
used for constructi on, and remained an open yard 
throughout the later history of the s ite. After demolition 
of the eldhus, the local ity was leve lled, poss ibly with the 
deliberate app li cation of a layer of burnt seaweed (see 
6.3.7); and clearance of it and the other Phase 3 buildings 
caused a large mound of rubbish [K98) to accumulate in 
what must have been a hollow between the skilli and 
eldhus. The eldhus was replaced by a new structure built 
almost on the foundation s of the old. The SE wall 
foundation [E65 ) was replaced by a new and para llel wall 
[K 19) lying to its imm ediate wes!. From the ev idence. 
thi s new stone \\/a ll was double-faced and a lso served as a 
C0 111111 0n wall with a new structure in the cent re of the s ite 
(illus 139). A second wall. at right-angles to the first. 
became the NE wa ll of the rep lacement eldhlls bui lding, 
poss ibly preserving the Phase 3 a lignment here. The 
rem aining two walls of the structure were not found, nor 
was the entrance. In terna lly the bu ilding rece ived a clay, 
or c lay and earth noor, which was capped by a small. 
probably rectangular. heanh slab. It is suggested that the 
hearth lay in the middle of the width of the building. 

The new building constructed in the area between the old 
ddflUs and st(fa was represented by a stone wall 
(described above) and surviving fragment s of a wooden 
fl oor. These sugges t that it rep laced the stoia in function 
and became a new dwelling-house on the s ite . The 
wooden noor [E40] of pine planks aligned NW/SE. 
surv ived in the southern part of tile building. To the north 
was the partial remains of a hearth [E33) and paved 
fl oor ing [E1 10) , A small packing of parallel upright 
stones [E44) was found in the centre of the trench, but 
lVas badly disturbed by the cut for a later drain . 
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For the first time in the recorded history of the site, there 
was activity south of the eldhlls (Trench M). The partial 
remains of three lidded dra ins. two running from the 
north, and one almost at right angles were found . 
However. it has not been possible to li nk these drain s 
with any features of the nearby structures. Although 
possib ly not all functioning at the same time. it is quite 
obv ious that they are of sim ilar construction and were 
built within a re latively short period of each other. 

Finds were abu ndant from thi s phase. with evidence of 
fragments of a 14th-century Yorkshire jug (S F 811). with 
a thumbed base (i llus 67). steatite artefacts of all types 
(including all the lamps). and finds contemporary with 
the structures of I 5th-II 7th-centu ry date. such as 
domestic pottery. fragment s of knitting and clay pipes. 
Much of the material came from the dump [K98] in the 
area behind the eldhll.\' (Trench K) where it was not 
poss ible to separate out artefacts from the demolition of 
Phase 3 buildings from those used during Phase 4. Morc 
steatite was found during thi s phase than at any other 
time, suggest ing that it was still in use for vessels and 
possibly bakestones, even though much of it had been 
di scarded. Also during this phase there is a dist inct 
change in the artefact assemblage, and for the first time 
items other than ceramics were imported : clay pipes and 
glass, and ballast such as flint and poss ibly coal. In 
addition, imported ceramics, continental redwarcs, 
although poss ibly present at the end of Phase 3, were now 
more abundant and date fro m c 1620130 (see 7,3,3 above: 
col illus 18 and 19). A few sherds of modem cerami cs 
were also found . These are probably intrus ive, resulting 
from the demolition at the end of this phase and the 
rebuilding at the beginn ing of the next. The floor of the 
new bu ilding in Trench E produced many textiles 
including knitting and weaving fragment s. In addili on, 

tll U~ 1 ... 1 
Ci a;. patch J60 on the 
\\()od(, 11 n OOT: scale 111 () 1 m 
intervals : from NW . 

there were spindlcwhorl s and wooden objects: a bung. 
\I,.'cdge and spoon. Birch bark was present. and found in 
both buildings. 

The stratigraphy sUITounding the drains in the S W 
(Trench M) contained fragments of conti nental rcdwares. 
some steat ite. stone artefacts and wood. 

INTERPRETATION 

(i llus 139) 

Not enough of the bui lding in the centre of the site 
survived for its overall ground plan 10 be interpreted with 
any certainty although an attempl has been made to show 
its poss ible posit ion in relationship with the bu ildi ng to 
the NW and the .I/o/a to the SE. From the limited 
evidence. it is suggested that the building was orientated 
NE/SW and had two room s. a la rger wooden floored one 
to the sout h and a smaller stone-floored one to the north 
with a hearth . The small SlOne packing [E44 J found 
between the two noors probably demarcated the di vidi ng 
partition wall. Alterna ti ve ly, it may have also marked 
part of a door housing. Measurements of the ex isting 
stratigraphy of this bu il ding indicate that it cou ld have 
been over 8m long and at least 6111 wide. A piece of 
wooden flooring close to the common wall with the eldhll.s 
is en igmati c, and may mark the floorin g to a doorway 
leading NW out of the bui lding. The new e1dhus was 
bu ilt probably on the same alignm ent. and possibly on the 
same foundation s, as the Phase 3 eld"u.\', perpetuating the 
older bui lding pattern and possibly its size of c 4.5111 x 
4.0m. However, in th is phase the structure was probably 
completely stone-built . Its hearth may have been placed 
centrally and it may have cont in ued the traditional 
fu nctions of an eldhus. Sometime towards the end of thi s 
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phase the Phase 3 slo/a burnt down. precipitating the 
burning of the Phase 4 dwelling-house during the middl e 
o f the 17th century. 

CONCLUSIONS 

Ph ase 4 is character ised by only two buildings at the west 
end: a two-roomed dwelling-house in the centre of the 
senl ement and an anached structure with a hearth to its 
west. possibly an eldhus in function if not in name (the 
use of the farm nam e 'Eldus' in the 1600s has already 
been discussed, 3.5 above). Lying close to the angle 

created by the two structures was a large dump of 
rubbish. Imported goods. espec ia lly ceramics, were used 
in the dv.'e lling-house, some found in situ . The range of 
other artefacts suggest that every-day act ivities took 
place there . The ev idence is more sparse for the 
rep lacement eldhus bui ld ing, but food preparation may 
have been one of its ma in acti vities, The digging of 
drains at the south em end of these bu ildings suggest that 
drainage \vas becomi ng a problem on the si te , The 
artefacts are consistent with a use of these structures over 
a 200-year period from the beginning of the 15th centu ry 
to the beginning of the 17th. 

8.4.3 HISTORICAL CONTEXT 

Although there was a political change in the history of 
Shetland during this period and it came under Scottish 
control. there is no evidence from the artefactual 
assemblage to suggest any great change in the cultural 
connections of the communi ty li ving at the Biggings. 
Tullochs and then Mowats controlled the is land 's rents , 
which were collected on behalf of the di stant owners. the 
Lords of Norway. These may have been paid partly in the 
trad itional way, in lengths of wadmel woven on the island : 
there was still plenty of archaeological evidence of textile 
activity. However, the fact that pit JL55 was lined with a 
quantity of loom-weights (i llus 146 below and discussion 
in 7.4.4 above) may indicate that they had been abandoned 
because of a decline in weaving activity, This could 
prov ide rather dramat ic corroborat ive evidence for the 
known dec line of rental payments in wadmel in the early 
decades of the 17th century (see above 2.6.2). 

This is the period when historical evidence shows yearly 
vis its o f Hamburg and Bremen merchants to be such a 
s ignificant feature of Shetland histol)l, Ev idence of Papa's 
importance as a shipping haven for the G~mlan merchants 
exists from the 1560s and the 'Duchemen of papa' are 
referred to c 1600 (see above 3.3.2). They. of course. 
would be the suppliers of the continental redwares which 

are a dominant feature of the pottery assemblage of thi s 
phase. particularly at the west end of the site. 

The evidence of dec line in status of the bu ilding on the 
east end of the site at the end of Phase 4 (early 1600s) is 
in accord wi th what is known about the circum stances 
surrounding wooden houses in Shetland at thi s date. The 
historical evidence te lling about th e importat ion o f 
timber from Norway ready cut for the constructi on of 
'stock-stove' hou ses (S mith 1980.221) has been referred 
to al ready (above 8.3. I). Thi s trade was probably in 
dec line by 1600 however and documentary references to 
such houses (called 'stoff/stoiff) become rarer 
(alt hough, there is one instance in the Court Book of 
Shetland for 1602-4 of a ' new sto iff hous: Donaldson 
1954.96). Ev idence suggests that they survived longest 
in the northern parts of Shet land. where the udal 
proprietors a lso maintained their independent status 
longes t1S

, It is ve ry probable that the wooden building 
suffered neglect. part icu larly if it was not the ma in 
dwelling-house, and the evidence of burning suggests 
Ihat it burned down at the end of thi s phase, Thi s may 
explain why the name 'SlOve' never ex isted for a holding 
at the Biggings. as it did in other parts of Shetland (or if it 
did it was never recorded). 

8.5 PHASE 5 - EARLY 16005 TO THE MID 19TH CENTURY: A NEW STONE 
DWELLING-HOUSE 

A dwe lling-house, rossibly converted from an origina l 
barn and/or yard, was constructed ill the east over the 
Phasc 3 structures. In the west the Phase.t dwclling-house 
was replaced by a new farmhouse. and pits are found dug 
into the ear lier structu res, A map of 1846 (Endpapers ) 
shoVJS that at that date, about a dozen dwelling-houses had 

I~ Doc ulllcnts refer to ' thc chcifc hous called the stove ' in two Yell 
townships and ·the ho us or Stove o f Sutherho us in Glus ' in \6-1.6 
Even as latc as the 1760s a stock-stove ho use \\ as maintained and 

been built c lose together in the North l1i gg ings yard during 
this phase . Site evidence in the fon" of incoherent 
frag.mentary wa lls is all that survived of the majori ty of 
thL'se buildings, as Ihey were all thorough I) demoli shed 
bd o re the constnJctiull of the Gorl in Phase 6, 

liv !;d in in C uppaster in so uth Yell . The author (BEC) is grateful to 
Ilrian Smith for these referen ces. 
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8.5.1 A NEW DWELLING-HOUSE IN THE EAST 

Whatever had been the status of the former stoIa si te in 
the previous phase. during thi s period of intensive 
popu lation growth (see 3.3.2 above) a rebui lt stone 
dwelling-house was located again on the same alignment 
as the earlier buildings at the eastem end of the s ite. 
Maybe this was when the name 'Gerl' was first given to 

the dwelling in th is position . Very little of it survived duc 
to later destruction. but the hearth \"\'as located towards 
the east gable, and some drains were found (illus 32). Its 
outline is delineated in the 1846 plan (Endpapers) where 
a parallel building to the north is also shown (which may 
have been found in a very fragmentary condition in 
Trench S). These two houses may be the ones remem
bered in local tradition and called 'Da Porrio (3.5 above). 

There was a rapid decline of imports of Gemlan redware 
during Phase 5 wh ich is explained by the historical 
ev idence for the late 17th-century decline of trading. and 
the end ing of the Gennan mercantile role in Shetland's 
history (3.3.2 above). It was replaced by modem 
ceramics from British potteries. This was the period or the 
Nicolson and Gifford control of all economic life on the 
island and the total ens lavement of the population in the 
fi shing tenures. Unfortunately the destruction of these 
later phases of the archaeological investigation by the 
rebuilding of the Biggings township means that the 
picture ga ined was not clear, and the material evidence 
very disturbed. 

8.5.2 PHASE 5 THE WESTERN DWELLING-HOUSE 

(illus 40: 142) 

The pattern of buildings in Phase 5 is complicated by the 
addition of many Ilew stone features. including the 
remains of at least three drains. What is apparent is that 
the Phase 4 centra l dwelling-house (Trench E) was 
demolished at the end of that phase and the building in 
the original eldhus area (Trench K) was rebuilt. This 
caused a significant amount of rubble and peaty deposits 
[K 17x, 26] to build up across the area. On top of this a 
new structure was erected. The SE wall of the previous 
bu ilding [KI9] was retained but the NW [KII] was 
moved south at least one metre. A drain lK20J. aligned 
NE/SW, was built and formed a boundar)' to the building 
in the NW. It is unknown whether the drain was a 
contemporary or a later feature, or what was the nature of 
its relationship to the NW wall of the structure. Floors of 
two rooms, divided by a stone foundation [K 157] to a 
partition walL survived ins ide the building. although 
truncated to the south by later activity. The west room 
had an earthen noor rK91 which contained the remain s of 
a hearth, and the s lightly smaller east room noor was of 
clay [K I 0], which may have fornled the foundation to a 
wooden floor immediately above. 

Lying to the north of the building was at least one 
substantial wall [Hi22] a ligned NE/SW with fragments 
of paving to either s ide of it. In the north (Trench H) was 
part ofa drain [Hi2J], which may have been a northward 
continuation of the drain [K20] of the new structure 
(Trench K). 

After the demolition of the Phase 4 central 
dwelling-house (Trench E) the area possib ly becam e an 
open yard with the addition of a drain [E9] running 
through it from NW to SE, and a pit at its eastern end. AI 

right angles to the drain and running NE from it. was a 
\\iall or walls rE35] which bound an area of large paving 
slabs [E88] to ils west. The drai ns in Ihe SW (Trench M) 
[M9. M 10] may have sti ll been in lISC. but they were not 
found to be physically linked to any structure. 

Finds include the largest amount of both coarsewares and 
continental redwares found at the s ite in any onc phase. 
They came from both the floors of the new western 
structure and from its surrounding deposits. The 
redwares are of late 17th-learl), 18th-centul)-' date and 
some of the coarsewares are probab ly contemporary. The 
mix of earlier material , disturbed during rebui lding. is 
seen in the numbers of fragments of medieval wares 
present in this phase. For the first time modern wares 
were found in significant numbers. in the new western 
structure (Trench K) and from a pit in the centre of the 
site (Trench E). Some steatite was also present in these 
localities, but this is thought to be residual, derived from 
earlier deposits. Of more signi ficance are the text iles 
from the area orthe new structure (Trench K) including 
the foot of a slocking, SF 1655 (illus 11 3) (possibly 
redeposited from Phase 4), tabby and twill fabric ; clay 
pipes of possibly mid-17th-century date, and fragment s 
of boule and window glass. More find s were found in 
Phase 5 in this structure than in any other phase. and from 
any other part of the s ite. 

INTERPRETATION 

(illus 142) 

The number and variety of finds from the new western 
structure suggest that this was a dwelling-house, which 
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Interpretation of structures in Phase 5: dwelling-house and drains 

replaced the Phase 4 structure in the centre of the 
settlement. As with previous phases, the st ratigraphy is 
discontinuous and often miss ing, due to later 
disturbances. and interpretation of the surviving material 
is unsatisfactory. This new dwelling-house was at least 
4.5m long and at least 4.5 m wide. The structure was 
aligned NW/SE and divided by a partition wall into two 
rooms. There are fragm ents of two outer walls but there is 
no indication of where the entrance to the structure would 
have been. A hearth was located in the west room. TIle 
drain to the west may hav !.! truncated th e structure or been 
a part of, or lay beside Ihe NW wall. North of Ihe 
dwelling-house and running parallel to Ihe drain (1.5m 
away) was a substantially built stone wall , which may 
have been a yard or boundary wall. Paving to either side 
of it suggest that an open yard or yards , or even paved 
b)~es may have existed here (with the addition of the wall 
and drain 10 the east). 

J 
/ 
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CONCLUSIONS 

A new western dwelling-house was constructed (illus 
143) as both the stratigraphic and artefactual evidence 
suggest. However, the walls and drains of Phase 5 at this 
end of the site may have been complicated by the 
construction of new buildings at the Biggings during the 
early part of the 19th century known as , or associated 
Wilh, 'Da Porri e' (see 3.S above). The plan oflhe Phase 5 
features (illus 40 & 142) may indeed show more than one 
event at the site, but it has not been able to separate the 
features stratigraphically or by more detailed analysis of 
th e artefacts. The fragmentary nature of the stratigraphy 
due to the impact of later disturbances has made the 
features of the west end very hard to interpret 
sat isfactori Iy_ 
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8.6 PHASE 6 - RESTRUCTURING OF THE SETTLEMENT: MID 19TH CENTURY 
TO THE 19305 

This phase is marked by the dest ruction of the existing 
buildings and previous settlement alignment bct\\ cen 
185011880. A small croft house cal led ·the Gorl' was 
built nearl y at right angles across the eastern end of the 

former houses in th ~ SE of the site (illus 143). 11 remained 
in L1 S~ until the 1930s. There \\ ere no n:cognisable 
st ructures at the west end for this phase. 

8.6.1 THE CONSTRUCTION OF THE G0RL CROFT-HOUSE AT THE EAST OF THE SITE 

The total change wh ich occurred in the history of the 
Biggings in the mid· late 19th centu ry is reflected in the 
total chang~ which occ urred in tht: building histor; in 

Phase 6. The remarkab le conti nuity of dwelling·s ite did 
not cease, but the al ignment was turned round ninety 
degrt:cs. Betwe~n 1850 and 1880 all the old houses \vere 
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pulled down and a new dwelling built N/S across the east 
end of the fonner stoia. It was of the improved var iety 
with two room s, and eventua ll y a gable ch imney although 
it also had a square open heart h at th e south s ide of the 
main doorway. 'Da Gorl ' was only inhabited for 60 or 70 
years . and then itse lf abandoned. The still surviving south 

gable end ( illus 144) marks the s ite of a remarkable 
occupation of perhaps nine hundred years, from a semi
sunken Norse dynR/a ofa high~starus Norse faml ingestab~ 

lishment which probably contro lled most of the cu lti vable 
land in Papa Stour to the dwelling of one crofter with a 
small ho lding of land (but the heir ofa long tradition). 

8.6.2 LEVELLING OF THE WEST SIDE OF THE SITE 

After the end of Phase 5. it would appear that the 
structures across the west end of the site were levelled. 
and no bu ilding was erected here again. There were 
however. three wa lls. one in the north (Trench H) [H2] 
and two small fragment s in the centre of the s ite (Trench 

E) [E 87 and E86J, none associated with buildings. Phase 

6 activities do not further the in terpretation of the 
building sequence at the Biggings: these late events may 
have taken place during the latte r half of the 19th century 
or the early part of the 20th. 

8,7 CONCLUSIONS ON THE STRUCTURAL HISTORY OF THE SETTLEMENT 

The east end of the s ite was eas iest to interpret because of 
the bener nature of it s surv ival. \I,-Ihich by remarkable good 
fonune had preserved recogni sab le feature s of a wooden 
srola. However the buildings uncovered there were 
possibly not the most im portant units of the total 
settlement in tenn s of size and act ivity (a lthough the Phase 
3 stoia itse lf was the highest status building). The west end 
was where the hub of domestic acti vity was centred. 

Problems of interpretation make it d ifficu lt to class ify the 
buildings at the west end, or even to describe their plan. 
structure and l ay~out (5.6 above). The lack of survi ving 
stone walls do not peml it accurate estimations of 
dimensions. 111C poss ibil ity that all were of wooden 
construct ion cannot be n.iled out. but the only rost-hole 
recognised (in the ddhus area in Phase 2) does not prove 
that this was the case . Apart from the significant presence 
ofa sloia ofhigh-stallls type at the east end there is nothing 
much that can be said about the remaining struc tures 
which can add to the exi sting ev idence for Norse bui ldi ng 
types (as known from uthe r excavated sites in Shet land). 

PHASE 2 (11TH-12TH CENTUR IES) 

(.Ilu, 116) 

The earliest sunkel1 ~ tl oored bu ilding. th e (~\,lIgi(/, at the 
east end was not heavily used from the few num ber or 
artefacts found within it. The west em building was 
obv iously much the IllOSt important d\\·elling-hollse from 
the artefact ual ev idence. and presumabl) it was therdore, 
the main hall o r sk(i/i . Together with th e small er huilding, 
a precursor of the l! /d/lIIs. thi s fomled a complex that \\ as 
the centre of the living area. These three units were a ll 
distinct and non-contiguous bui ldings. 

The dyngja structure at the east end was rep laced by a 
slo/a~building, a s elf~ s tanding wooden building. with 
impressive s tone~ structu red centra l fire~pit. In the sk(ili , 
finds of bakestonc and coarseware point to cooking 
activities arou nd the remains of a rock-cut fire~pit. whi Ie 
the fragments of PafTrath ware (relocated in a late r pit) is 
significant first evidence of imported pottery on the s ite. 

PHASE 3 (c 1200 - c 1400) 

(.Ilus 122) 

The restructuring of the wooden building appears to have 
been closely modelled on the ' Iafted' s{(?j"a of eastern 
Norway (as compared archaeologically with the 
excavated exampl es from Gamlebyen. Oslo). 

The dwe lling~ hou se. th e sk61i, to the west had two 
sources of heating and cooking in this phase: a hcanh and 
baking oven. The tinds corroborate Ihat the oven was 
used for food prepara tion. (steatite fragmen ts, coarse 
ponery and quem stones). and the area of the hearth 
produced steat ite bakeslones and other stea tite fragments 
and a litt le coarscvo/3re (including a lamp ). This 
artefactual evidence pales beside the quant ity o f find s 
from the sma ll er western building however (sl:e 5.6.2 
above). most o f which came from the large kerhed heanh 
built in this phase, and the surrounding paving. 

This is the rer iod \\ hen Norwegian sources define the 
three lyp~ S of huilding which made up the normal 
famling or urban sett lement unit : the s((!j"a . ('ldlw"L and 
hur (or hu ) (di scussed above 3.5 and ~.5 ). The first is 
clearly present in thi s phase, and the smaller western 
building with large kerbed hearth would appear to qua li ty 
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for the eldhus category. We are continuing to identify the 
longer building. which must have been the main dwelling 
or ' living-room' . as the hall (skali). along the lines of the 
older longhouse, known apparently in Ice land as the 
eldaskali (Johannesson 1974, 338). This does not leave 
any c lear location for the bur among the indetemlinate 
house structures at the west end of the site a lthough (as 
discussed above 3.5) place-names do suggest that such a 
house may have ex isted at Upho Ll se. However the 
function of a bur is not exact ly clear and such a 
store-room or work-room might be rather difficult to 

recognise in the archaeo logical record. 

PHASE 4 (c 1400 -1600) 

(illus 139) 

The change from Norwegian to Scotti sh political sphere 
in thi s period is broadly reflected in the perceived 
archaeological circumstances. There was a decline in the 

status of the sloja build ing, and the structures at the west 
end become the main dwelling-house. This was on a 
changed a lignment, it was two-roomed and stone-built, 
and thus re fl ected more the Scottish influences of the 
period rather than being a continuation of a Norwegian 
type. The name ' Eldus' recorded as a raml residence on 
Papa Stour in 1625, very likely derived from the older 
Norse name -eldhus- for the small western building. and 
retained fo r (he dwelling-house in this phase. 

PHASE 5 (EARLY 1600s TO MID 19TH CENTURy) 

(illus 142) 

This was the period of greatest population growth, and 
the 1671 li st of tenants at Uphouse- giving ten names (see 
3.3.2)- provides the historical background for the sub
divison and over-crowding that must have happened. and 
which is reflected to some extent in the confused picture 
of structures at the west end of the site. 
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FINAL DISCUSSION 

Barbara E Crawford 

9.1 THE PROJECT 

As outlined in the Introduct ion. the intellectual basis o f 
this research project was always meant to be 
interdisciplinary. it is now time to attempt to draw some 
meaningful conclusions combining the resu lts of two 
diverse approaches to the study of the past. As has been 
rightly noted, in talking about ' interdisciplinary 
approaches' the stress should be on the ' di sc ipline' as 
much as on the ' inter ' (Page 1982. 3S I ). It is to be hoped 

that this publication shows the rigorous nature of the 
approach which has been followed w ith the subject 
material presented by two very different di sciplines. How 
successfu l has the project been in combining these t\.vo 
sources into a coherent study of the medieval and early 
modem communities living and farmin g at the Biggings 
on the is land of Papa Stour? 

9.1.1 THE NATURE OF HISTORICAL AND ARCHAEOLOGICAL EVIDENCE 

The primary motivation for the project, the historical 
circumstances as revealed in the 1299 docum ent , have 
been descr ibed in detail above ( Introduction). The 
ev idence contained in the 1299 document provided many 
po ints of discussion about aspects of the soc iety and 
economy of Papa Stour and Shet land (chapter 4 above). 
Above a ll it showed that the is land was a valued 
possess ion of the Norweg ian crown , probably as 
successor to the earls of Orkney (3.1.4). Indeed, if it were 
not for the 1299 document we woul d never have known 
that Papa Stour had be longed to the Norwegian crown. It 
is. however, well reco rded from the fo llowi ng ccmuries 
that it was the possess ion of powerful and wealthy 
members of the highest levels of the Norwegian, and 
Dano-Norwegian, ari stocracy (3 .2). 

In the late Norse period, including the span of time when 
the island was a possess ion of the Norwegian crown, we 
were therefore dealing with a high-status s ite. The fann 
of Uphouse was a power centre where roya l officials 
stayed when carrying out administrati ve, legal and fi scal 
bus iness. They would expect a res idence which befitted 
their statu s, and this res idence became a more pennanent 
one fo r Th orvald Thoresson who eventua lly held the 
is land in len (by royal grant ) from the crown. 

His daughter a lso res ided there on occasions, but as the 
direct political connections between Papa Stour and 
Norway declined in the period of social disruption in the 

14th century, the community at the Bigg ings became one 
of res ident tenants (there must always have been tenants 
there, of course , to farm the lands for the frequently
absent owners). The tenants ' own status is difficult to 
evaluate in the absence of detailed hi storical records . 
Settlement history tells of increas ing population on the 
island, and the growth in numbers of househo lds at the 
Biggings is refl ected in the change of alignment of the 
main dwe lling-house at the wes t end, the decline to 
workhouse/outhouse status for the stoia. the sub-di v ision 
of holdings. and the deve lopment of the Biggings 
township into a community of vi llage s ize. 

This s ite had a long-lived history and it has therefore 
been necessary to adjust to the fact that we were 
interpreting the surviving record of a comm uni ty whose 
status had changed drastically over time. What is meant 
by 'stat us' in this context? Thi s hi sto rica l lenn is 
norma lly assessed according to materia l criteri a: wealth 
measured in build ings, building structures and sty le of 
buildings: standards of material culture as seen in 
imported goods or quality of local products, w hich 
inevitably varied over the centuries. It was not easy to 
recognise such a change in the archaeological ev idence 
because of the ex tent of destruction. clear indicators for 
interpretation of ind ividual episodes be ing obscured by 
the di sturbance in subsequent; more recent, levels. 

Every archaeological site is different, and the length of 
period over which a s ite is excavated, the extent of 
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funding, and the local facilities are all relevant factors to 
the quality of the final result. In the case of the Biggings. 
the research-driven nature of the project and the lack of 
state funding meant that the excavat ion campaigns were 
sporadic, and resources were very limited. This was not 
an ideal basis for a comprehensive archaeological study. 
and yet our historical knowledge about the site gave us 
the research impetus and the intellectual inspiration 
which has provided an illuminating and ver: unusual 
aspect to thi s project. 

We chose to excavate in an area of fornler dense 
sett lement because it seemed the most likely place to lind 
the ducal farm of Up house. Excavating in the middle ofa 
croft ing community which has been the centre of island 
settlement s ince Norse times inevitably engendered 
profound difficulties of interpretation . As has been 
stressed. the growth of population at the Biggings from 
the late Middle Ages resulted in changes of house 
alignment. and multiplication of dwellings. even though 
the sam e area remained the focus of the main settlemcnt 
zone . It has already been explained (3A.3) ho" the North 
Biggings houses were pulled down in the Illid 19th 
century, and although this provided the opp0l1unit) to 

discover the sto}l} tlt the east end it left the west end very 
disturbed and thus incapable of revealing a reliable 
picture of phasing sequences or of house types. The 
COntrast between the unusual preservation of wooden 
stofa structures at the cast end and confusion at the west 
end indicates how conditions can vary within a few 
metres. without any indication of suc h variabi lity at the 
ground level. 

It can be argued that if we had not known that a particular 
building ca lled a slU/a had existed on Papa Stom in 1299 
it would have taken a lot longer to recognise the 
structures that were uncovered at the Biggings tlS the 
remains of a wooden building. As a result of the 
discovery of the s/(~l(J. excavators in Shetland, {]nd in 

areas of Scandinavian settlement in northe rn and western 
Scotland will be marc alert to the poss ibilities of 
recogn isi ng the remains of former wooden buildings on 
s iles dating to the latc Norse period. 

In looking for the site of Duke H~kon 's fann. and 
excavating what we believe to buildings of that farm, 
the investigation was concerned with the highest level 
of Norwegian society, a level which is rarely the subjec t 
of archaeological investigation. No known roya l farm 
had been excavated in Shetland (or in Norway) before. 
As far as royal estates in Shetland are concerned. 
evidence would suggest that they passed into the hand s 
of other land-owners fai rly rapid ly (as we know that 
Papa Stour did) . By the date of the first Shetland rental 
therefore (c 1500) the extent of the crown estates was 
not great. and they consisted only of small parcels of 
land (pers COIllIll Brian Smith). 

TIlis situation mah.es Shetland rather different from 
Orkne: \\ here the carl s had large estates throughout the 
islands, and sorne imponant and long-lived residences. 
such as Birsay and Orphir. have been extens ively 
excavated (Morri s 1989: 1996: Batey & Morris 1992). 
Comparisons are not easy but the most di stinctive 
buildings at the Biggings (dvl/gja and stora) have not so 
far been recognised on Orkney earldom sites or anywhere 
in Orkney. We have to look directly to Norway (2.4.2 and 
2.4.3) and to parallels found in urban excavations there 
for the most useful examples of this slO/a-type of 
building. It s imponation and use in Shet land must reflect 
the close politi cal links which are known from the 
historical evidence to have existed with Norway from 
1195 to 1470. The d)'l/gja is also now being found on 
rural sites in Norway, although the most useful examp les 
of these sunken structures have been excavated in 
Iceland. These distinctive buildings syrnbolis~ tht, 
cultural unity of NUI"«! j.!.swddl!l at the height of Norwegian 
royal po\ver and inOLJence.1 

9.2 THE SITE 

The Biggings has it s own features which make it 
distinctively different from all other Norse s ites 
excavated in Scotland. It is located at the heart of a 
crofting com munity, it had acidic preservative condit
ions, and it demonstrated a remarkable conservatism in 
the re-use of the same house site throughout its sett lemenl 
histol)'. In sca le it may not bear comparison with the 

I Soregswldef (= 'NnJ"\~eglan \\orld·) is the teml used b} NOJ"\H:glan 
historians of thc penod "hen the kings exercised pO\~t'f (Hcr thc 
skanlands in the AtlaJl\ic. and had some authority in European amms 

~ The n!ccntl}-publtshcd repon of excavati ons at Skall!. Hl Ikcmcss. 

remarkable multi-period senlement uncovered by 
Hamilton at jarlshot: nonetheless, in comparison with 
most excavated Norse s ites in Orkney and Shetland, 
which have been abandoned (and are therefore available 
for excavating). the LJphouse site excavated at the 
Biggings has a cenain s ignificance as having remai ned a 
centre of settlement fro m AD 1100 to the 20th century' . 

Orkne~. another multl-penod and high-status Norse site. mak(!s Ihc 
poml Ihat there IS ·arguabl~ an unbroken sequence· III bUlldmgs Dr 

Viking Age and late rm:dlcvul date undcrl)ing the prescnl-da~ 

farmstead (Buteu,< 1947. 21 :'i ). rhe excavated buildings are hO\I ever 
quite \~ idel~ scattered 



This makes the site primarily a 'late Norse ' one in terms 
of its Scandinavian time-span 3 although if Phase 2a is 
I Ith century in date as suggested (8.2 above), it can be 

THE SITE . ~ ·I I 

claimed that settlement at the Biggings started in the 
' Viking ' period (or preferably 'early Norse ' for pre-AD 
1100)' 

9.2.1 HOUSE ALIGNMENT 

The continuity of occupation is clearest and most 
impress ive at the east end where the succession of 
structures is unbroken from the I I th-century dyngjo to 
the 19th-century improved croft house called the Gorl 
(i llus 143 ; 144). These may not all have been dwellings 
(it depends on how one defines ' dwelling') as the stofo in 
Phase 4 appears to have suffered domestic industrial use, 
but thi s area continued to be inhabited. with, moreover, 
the house dimensions varying little. if at all , right up to 
the destruction of the houses in the I 860s. Even after that 
the builders of the Gorl chose to use the site of the 
destroyed houses, although they placed their new house 
at right angles to the previous house alignment. Despite 
the prob lems this latest structure on the site caused our 
excavation procedure, we have to recognise that the 
placing of th is house at the same location had done much 
to preserve the Norse house underneath and the wooden 
structures which were uncovered. 

3 The dating tenn inology used here is that proposed by Bigel ow ( 198.'1. 
10ol ) who used the tenn ' laiC Norse' for the period 11 00-1500 

Despite the remarkable continuity of settlement through
out the period outlined above, the partial nature of 
interpretable evidence from the whole excavated area has 
to be stressed. The west end buildings contemporary with 
the well-preserved east end slofa were the sk{i/i and 
eldhus. The number and variety of hearths and ovens (see 
8.3) give a vivid picture of the domestic activity which 
was carried out in the buildings, but the structure and 
dimensions of the buildings themse lves were obscured 
by later destruction. The reconstruction of the skeiN and 
eldhus are an approximation. It is not even possible to 
say what the houses were built of, whether stone or turf, 
or whether they might have been partly wooden const
ruction also. It was not easy to be certain about the 
different phasing which had been obscured by debris and 
intrusion into earlier leve ls. 

dlus 1-+-+ 
The Gorl hal r d~mo l ished. 
with wall J I J \ I~ibk in fronl 
of it 

~ The archaeological evidence from Phase I was not datable. It should be 
noted that parts of the west end (Trench E) were not fully excavated, so 
no conclusions about pre-Norse sclllcment at the Biggings can be fimlly 
made . 
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Change of house alignment is a problematical area of 
analysis in the Norse period. It is possible to theorise as to 
the reason for such changes, but in fact we have no real 
know ledge of the imperatives under which such changes 
were made. Suggestions ofa shift in wind direction have 
been put forward to explain a 90° change of axis 
orientation of houses on the north side of the Brough of 
Birsay at the end of the 10th century (Hunter 1983. 168; 
1986, 147). Much more theoretical concepts have been 
ex pressed as underlying the sw itch from E- W alignment 
of medieval slue in Norway to a N-S d irection in the 
post-Reformation period (Doxtater 1990, 183-210). The 
maintenance of the established E-W house alignment of 

the dyngja and stoia at the Biggings is notable, although 
it does appear that the shift of main dwelling to the west 
end in Phase 4 did involve the building of a new house on 
a N-S alignment (Section 8.4,2). The most dramatic 
change of orientation was of course the building of the 
Gar! diametrically across the foundations of the 
destroyed building in the I 860s170s. The imperatives 
lying behind this whole re-alignment undoubtedly had 
more to do with the priorities of the landowners and their 
estate surveyors' preferences than the wishes of the 
tenants. Such principles may perhaps have underlain the 
original planning of the buildings. rather then any more 
practical considerations. 

9,2,2 ABSENCE OF THE CLASSIC LONGHOUSE 

In contrast to the situation on most excavated Norse sites 
where the animals were housed close to or in an integral 
part of the dwelling-house. there was no evidence that 
animals were housed in any part of the excavated area at 
any period. It is likely that the byres. barns and stables lay 
near or under thc barns of today in the Biggings yard (see 
' Syres ' in plan of old namcs recorded at thc Biggings 
illus 13); however, nothing relevant was found in the area 
investigated which abuned these buildings. It should be 
noted that the dwelling-house at the NE comer of the 
Biggings yard is called 'Nordanor ' :Jlor is the Norwegian 
for cow-stall, which suggests that byres were located in 
this area at some date. This absence of animal housing in 
close conjunction with dwe ll ings is in contrast to other 
excavated Norse houses in Shetland. 

The provision of space for canle at the ends of dwelling
houses in the late Norse period can be seen at Jarlshof 
probably in Phase III (lOth century) and certainly in Phases 
V and VI ( 11th-13th centuries), while the medieval 
farmstead had a separate byre parallel to the house (Small 
1982, 248-50). The late Norse Sandwick house has an 
integral byre and Bigelow has disc ussed (1985, III : 1987, 
27-9) the 'radical shift in building design ' which generally 
followed on the addition of the byre to the dwelling-house 
which he suggests happened in the II th and 12th 
centuries. He has developed a very interesting theory to 
explain such a development, suggesting that there were 
economic reasons for this change which may have been a 

resu lt of the intensi fleation of dairying ( 1987, 33). Perhaps 
because of increased demands for taxes and tithes (paid 
primarily in butter and '\\'admel') it proved necessary to 
move the milk cattle nearer the source afheat in the house 
in order to improve the milk yield. ][ could also be 
suggested that the deterioration of climatic conditions 
from 1250 onwards may have induced changes in living 
patterns for can le and man- who would have benefited 
from the increased heat engendered from c lose pro.xim il) 
to cattle and cattle manure. As far as the Biggings is 
concerned there is no evidence to indicate that sllch a 
development took place, although the demand for 
increased 'wadmel' taxes may underlie the evidence of 
texti le production. 

Two factors may be relevant to the lack of evidence for 
any true longhouses (ie the combination of dwelling
space and cattle hous ing under one roof) at the Biggings: 
the high statu s of the site through the Middle Ages which 
could well explain a di sinclination to bring the byres 
nearer to the skJIi or the stoia. and the intensive nature of 
the arable cultivation of the Biggings fields. wh ich may 
have meant that cattle-raising was not such an important 
aspect of the economy of this farm. Clearly there must 
have been storage barns nearby which would have been 
likely to include com-drying kilns, as at Jarlshof and the 
Beachv iew site in Birsa)' (Hamilton 1956; Morris 1996. 
i1lus 126). 

9.3 NATURE OFTHE STRUCTURES EXCAVATED 

Of prime significance when assessing the nature of the 
archaeological discoveries at the Biggings is without 
doubt the sequence of wooden buildings, and the 
evidence for the use of timber on Papa Stour in the Norse 

period. Prior knowledge of the ex istence of a slo/a on the 
island in the late 13th century enab led LIS to recogni se 
that we had in fact found such a wooden structure when 
the planked noar was uncovered in 1979 (section 5.1) . 



However, the exact nature of this building was not easy to 
define, for the many and varied explanations of the 
origin, meaning and phys ical nature of wooden buildings 
have not been s impl e to understand. Recent publication 
of Stokl und 's st udy of Faeroese houses in the North 
At lantic context (1996) has helped to clarify many 
aspects ~. 

Behind our interpretation of the east end of the s ite lay the 
burning question: was the slo/a in west Norway like the 
separate "Iafted' timber buildings so familiar in east 
Norwegian architectural tradition, or was the term used 
for a boxed wooden room which was incorporated into 
the traditional longhouse buildings, lying alongside the 
rest of the dwelling-house, and under the same roof? It is 
a very vexed issue among Norwegian architectural 
historians (Crawford 1996. 143: Stokl und 1996. 118. 
120), and it had therefore to be very seriously considered. 
The evidence for such a stoia at the Biggings is very 
pertin ent to the problem and cou ld provide useful early 
ev idence for the longhouse proponents - those archit
ectural hi stor ians who see the traditional west Norwegian 
longhouse structure as continuing throughout the Middle 
Ages (Brekke 1997,34-5). 

Our ev idence points quite clearly to the Biggings slo/a as 
having been a separate wooden building, with one 
protective stone wall. and not built as part ofa longhouse 
structure. Even though the other main building (the skitli) 
was on the same a lignment, the ev idence showed them to 
be detached and with a stretch of open ground between 
them. This stretch of grou nd was full of pits, dug between 
the two buildings, which was never roofed over, as far as 
we could tell. In this respect the slo/a maimained the 
separate nature of the pre-existing building of Phase 2. 
the dyngja. Thus our sto/a builders were not following 
the usual west Norwegian tradition. but that is hardly 
surpri s ing, if. as argued (8,3,3 above). it was built in the 
wake of th e take-over of Shetland by the CrO\\ n in the 
early 13th century. Under the poss ible conlrol of Earl 
Sku Ie who shared the kingdom with H~kon IHkonsson 
between 12 17 and 1240, and under the certain con trol of 
King HAkon 's administration thereaner, a sl(~la const r
ucted on Papa Stour wou ld be in the style of what was 
familia r in the royal court ci rcle: and that could be a high
stat us "Iafted', log-built stoia of the east Norwegian type. 

5 In lll~ f1(lI~S III hi" ~~clitln Oil Ihe wider r-,·orth 1\I!al1\1C pl clure ')wl..lund 
COTll rn('nts on the dJscoveryofastoja at Ihe Bi gglllg.s : "hun (Cnl\\!ord) 
har il..I..c bioI ardackk~[ cI rum med stuens karaklcr isti l..a. men I..al1 ogsa 
sandsynllggorc . aI bc(cgncl sen stoja i rctsdokUlllcnl ffa 129() rele r"r (il 
denc rulll · 
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However. as already discussed, it is not easy to be 
certa in abollt the method of construction of a wooden 
building which has been totall y di smantled, except in 
thi s instance for the surviving planked floor ( see 
di sc uss ion 8.7 above). The deci sion has to be tak en on 
historical grou nds because the archaeolog ical ev idence 
for wooden walling is ambiguous, in fact non-exi sten t 
(sect ion 5.5). The representation of th e s/{?fa on the 
roya l fann as ' Iafted ' (Fronti spiece and illus 145 a&b) is 
based as much on th e absence of evidence for a 
stave-built struct ure, as on any positive ev ide nce for it 
being ' Iafted ' (the survival of the lowest logs being the 
only mean s of knowing for sure the former ex istence of 
a ' Iafted' bui ld ing) (Dahl 1968, 192). The Royk slOva 
at Kirkjubour in the Faeroes6

• believed to date from 
c 1300 shows that. at the main episcopa l residence. a 
log-timbered sU!fa was the major component of the 
estate buildings and. remarkably. it is sti ll standi ng (col 
illus 8 and 9). The ability 10 transport the t im ber to 
Faeroe. and a lso to Iceland (see ref to Bishop Audun's 
stoia in 8.3.1 above), is dramatic testimony to the power 
and wealth of the Norwegian chu rch. Even more, it 
gives us c lear evidence of the desire ort he church rulers 
to rep licate their cont emporary cultural li ving standards 
in their island diocese. Just as dramatically the 
neighbour ing stone ruin s of the cat hedral at Kirkjubour 
tell us of the church's des ire to replicate contemporary 
ecclesiast ical norm s in a quite un suitable environment. 
where good buildi ng stone is hard to come by. Both 
these buildings are alien element s in the Faeroese 
landscape. 

Such colonia l attitudes are also relevant in th e case of the 
slQ(a at the Biggings. We can assume that royal offic ials 
would be willing and able to emulate their ecc lesiastical 
counterparts and construct similar timber buildings in the 
North Atlantic colonies. It seems inherent I: li ke l: 
therefore that the royal administration would have 
en sured that it s main fann-and ad mini strative centre- in 
the Shet land is lands would have been adorned by a 
' Iafted' sIn/a of si milar type, if not of the same size and 
magnificence. T herefore the stoia at the Biggings has 
been represented as log-timbered. with a stave-built privy 
attached at the west gable end. 

(0 It is klHm n Ihat a ·,, \(lU.a~ !O\ u' also c'ostcu al(\l1g~luc Ihl..' Rll) I.. SIO\ U 

bUI on!~ pan ofil ~LJ r.i\l..'d a landslide in (hI..' ISlh 1..'I..'11IlII) t~cc dra\lin g 
in 8 erg 1995. 2:' I ). 
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lIIus 145a 
Conjectural recon structio n 
of the Phase 3 stoIa at the 
Biggi ngs. from the SO Ulh 
showing Ihe prulcctive 
Slone wall extending along 
the SW wall o f the 
living-room and pri vy 
(drawn by II <1ko n C hristie) 

illus 145b 
Conjectural reconstruction 
of the Phase J slO/a at the 
Bigglngs. from the north. 
ShOW lO g th e s tave- built 
priv~ against the \\cst gabk 
(dra\\11 b) Hakon C hrIStIe) 

9.4 THE IMPORTANT CONTRIBUTION OF THE ENVIRONMENTAL AND 
ARTEFACTUAL MATERIAL 

9.4.1 THE SURVIVAL OF WOOD 

Recognition of the wood-using cu lture that has existed 
pre-eminently in Scandinavian societies throughout 
history lies behind this whole research projeci. hi storical 
and archaeo logical. So rarely do cond itions a llow 
wooden artefacts to survive on excavations in the 
Northern Isles that there \s never sufficient focus on the 
important place that wooden articles must have had in the 
life of Ihe Norse colonists, although Ihat picture will be 
hopefully rectified to some exlent by the excavalions at 
Tuquoy on Westray (Owen 1993, 33 1). Siles in the 
Faeroes have been more suitable for the survival of wood 
and many tools and domestic utensils were recovered 
from the ex caval ion al Leirvik (Hansen 199 1, 49; 1993, 
479), whi le Ihe walerlogged condilions all he walerfront 
in Bergen have resulled in Ihe remarkably rich malerial 
now held al Ihe Bryggen Museum (Oye 1988; 
Christensen 1988: Herteig 1990; 1991 ). 

The wooden objects recovered from the l3iggings are 
therefore immensely significant for providing some 
comparative evidence from the Nonhem Isles, and 
panicu larly the information gained about the structure of 
the wooden floor. The small item s such as spoons and 
spatu!ae. lids, bases and staves from vesse ls and tubs, and 
pieces of buckets lell us of daily living and domestic 
aClivity. Mosl orlhese objecls would have been imported 
from Norway, as would the floor and log-buill sloia 
itself, but some wood-working seem s to have been 
carried on at the site from the surviving twist-bit and the 
pegs and off-culs (see Wood Report: 7.5). Wooden loo ls 
associated with text ile and rope-making were al so found 
(in a pil where Ihey had been dumped). Birch-bark 
fragments are among the most evocative of finds; the 
majority of Ihe pi eces found are indubitably from the 
insulating layer wh ich was laid under the turf roof -and 
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st ill is in parts of Norway (see section 8.3 and illus 134). 
These certainly must have been imported from Norway 
for this very purpose, and their recorded occurrence on 
this and other s ites in Norway and the Atlantic is lands 

tells us more viv idly than any other item about the 
standard nature of some building elements in the north 
Atlantic world 7• 

9.4.2 STEATITE AND COARSE POTTERY 

More usual artefactual ev idence like the occurrence of 
soapstone (steatite) is of course further evidence of the 
Norse identity of the culture, particularly in Shetland 
where it was easily ava ilable (7.2 above). Pieces of 
steatite vessels were present on the s ite from the first 
building phase up to the end of Phase 4, as well as a 
selection of other objects nomlally made from the same 
material -lamps, spindle-whorls, \oomweights. This is all 
as one would expect. However, it is the interaction of 
steatite and locally-made pottery which adds a different 
dimension to the pattern observed at other Norse si tes. 
General conclusions about the use of pottery in the north 
Atlantic point to its re-introduction in the late Norse 
period (Buttler 1991 , 230) - both as cnlde, locally-made 
pots and imported wares. The circumstances at the 
Biggings cannot really help with this vexed question as 

the s ite is primarily a late Norse one, with the first 
building dating probably from the II th centu ry. But what 
is clear is that coarse pottery is there from the very 
beginning and continues to dominate the finds assem
blage right into the early modem period . Moreover it is 
made and used right through the period when foreign 
wares are com ing into the is land, and does not appear to 
become less important to the indwellers at the Biggings. 
as a result of the availability of glazed ware and stone
ware, or indeed redwares (7.1 above). This points at the 
very least to a conservative streak in the community, and 
it may perhaps indicate a tenantry which could not afford 
to abandon thei r cheap and utilitarian home-m ade 
cooki ng pots, even though some dwellers at the Biggings 
had access to fine foreign tablewares. 

9.4.3 PRODUCTS OF EXCHANGE 

Another major iss ue in Norse studies is the dominance of 
fishing in the economy of island societies, and the type of 
fishing pursued (see discussion in Bigelow 1992, 18-1 9). 
Once again the Biggings evidence does not help us to 
understand any changes in diet or in the amount or type of 
fish caught by the community. Primarily there is a virtua l 
absence of bone surviva l, but even the numbers and 
distribution of fishing weights do not reveal any marked 
changes. Bigelow's model of economy-related changes in 
Shetland society in the late Norse period includes an 
'adoption of trading dried fis h for grain and other 
imported products' between AD 1000 and 1300 (ibid, 
19). Historical evidence discussed above (2.5.1 ) certainly 
shows an association of German merchants with Papa 
Stour, as early as the mid 15th century: the island 's 
location shou ld have made it an important centre of trade 
and exchange of dried fish from the very beginning of 
these developmcnrs-whi ch may well have s temmed back 
some centuries into the Middle Ages8• 

However it is highly unlike ly that gra in wou ld have been 
one of the products im ported into Papa Stour in 

7 See Herjolfsdalur in Iceland (llcrmanns-Au{)ardouir 1989. 84). 

exchange, when the island was probably always se lf
supporting in cereal products. The range of goods which 
Genman merchants were expected to provide in the 16th 
century was discussed in Chapter 3 above. Few of these 
items are w itnessed in the archaeologica l record from the 
Biggings, although the one impress ive and obvious 
product of thi s exchange is the quantity of fragments of 
German and south Scand inavian redware pottery, whi ch 
dominate the ceramic record in Phases 4 and 5 and which 
possibly appear ITom the end of Phase 3 (c 1400). 

As well as fish, it is very likely that locally-made 
wadmel cloth would have been an item which Hamburg 
merchants would have taken, and which may have been 
one of th e 'other wares' listed as objects traded by loca l 
people. The most important purchasers of Ice landi c 
wadmel in the late Middl e Ages \\/erc Hanseatic 
merchan ts (lioffmann 197-1, 222). Before tile growth in 
export of dried fish it was the coarse an d functional 
c lo th from the north which was probably the most 
va lued item of exchange. Quite apart from trade . the 
demands of payment of skat! (taxes) in length s of cloth 

8 Recent work by J 8arrett{ 1997) on tht: Norse dried-fish trade in Orkne} 
and Caithness suggests active trading from c 1300. 
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by the Norwegian administration meant that weaving 
was a most necessary activity in the 'skatt lands' of the 
nonh Atlant ic. This is one area of the economy of the 
islands which is well alleslcd in the archaeological 
record at the Biggings. Lool11-\\eights, for weighting the 
warp of the upright loom. and spindle-whorls, fo r 
producing the spun wool, are there in abundance. as they 
are on most Norse sit es: but a pin-beater for use in 
weaving and the ropemaker's fOp for fH iS fing fibres are 
remarkable woode n surviva ls (7.5.2 above). Al so 
unique-so far- on a Norse s ite in Shet land arc the 
remnants of c loth in tabby, 2/ 1 and 2/2 twill. and a piece 
of kni tt ing from the early modern period (7. 6.3 ). The 
introduct ion of the craft of knitting and it s popularity in 
the Shetland Is lands probably helped ca use a decline in 
weaving which Illay be attested by the evidence of pit 
JL55. lined with redundant loolll-wei ghts and into 
which pieces of wood (and the roper' s top) had been 
dumped (illus 1.16). 

rhe pits in general, found ill large numbas all O\er the 
si te. provide a remarkab le source of evidence about 
domestic activity and the household economy which has 
still to be fully understood ill all respects. Some of the 
contents ma) indeed have a connection \\ ith textile 
production. if the carbonised seaweed was heing stored in 
pits for use in creating an al~aline solution or lye. very 
necessary in the cleansing of raw wool and thL' dyeing of 
cloth (6.3.7 above) (Crawford 1991.42),. Burned seaweed 
was also used to create salt (ON sl"(lrrasalf = 'black salt'. 
or ON bllsa/I . . ~ sa lt for cattlc ') (Shetelig el ,,/ 1937. 3 I I), 
so vital in the preservation or meat for winter food, or for 
keeping butter. The making of salt in this way is referred to 
in the Old Norse laws. in a 17th-century description of the 
Faeroes and in a 19th-centlH) account of the process in 
Jutland (Finnbogason 1943. 1.10-1). 

Ill\l~ 1 ~6 
Partl~ c\('a\31I.'u rlt Jlj~ \\i!h ~{) Illl.' \\(loden o bJ",c t~ \ I\lhlc \\[[hlll 
lh \\3Ierloggcu (ill ~cak tn 0 1m tnll'n 31 ~. fro m S 

9.5 CONCLUS IONS: PEOPLE AND BUILDINGS AT THE BIGGINGS 

['his project produced much infonnation about one 
community over a long period of time and we were forced 
to take a very long look at the whole span of Shetland's 
hi story. Only for the period of the 11th to the 16th 
centuries (Phases:2 to 4) at the east end can we speak with 
any confi dence about the structures, the succession of 
buildings, and the status and probab le socia l connections 
of the builders. 

Those levels revealed a world [inked by close interaction 
of house type and material objects. These were specific 
house types. linked to specific wealthy groups of Norse 

'1 Al so posstbl) rur so ncning s toc kfi~h i -'-h,le/isk ), ! am graterul to Rcidar 
Iknelsen. Univcrslty orTromso. fo r liltS suggesti on 

society, and do indeed suggest that -i nteraction was 
strongest and most irnponant among the el it e' (Scott 
1994. 144). The sligh tly sunk en dyngja with two 
impressive heanh s (and not much else) has been 
interpreted as a structure \vhich can best be underslOod by 
comparison with Icelandic examples. and a few 
Norwegian ones. Links between the earldom famity in 
Orkne) and the Icelandic elite in the 11th and 12th 
centu ries (which are knO\\ J1 about from almost-comemp 
orary saga information) prov ide the hi sLOrical back
ground wh ich can he lp to explai n the appcarancl! of such 
a st ructure on a possible earldom farm. 
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The next phase (c 1200-1400), when the dyngja had been 
reconstructed into a classic wooden stoIa building, reveals 
the strong NOr\\'egian imprint on island soc iety brought 
about by the political di sgrace of Earl Harald. and the 
forfeiting of Shetland to his Nonvegian overlord. Colonial 
admin istrative links are seen as the reason for the 
prefabricated stoia being brought in from Norway: a 
carbon copy of ex amples excavated in Os lo. an urban 
dwelling unit transplanted to the most weste rly island of 
the Shet land group. This was indeed the importation of a 
style familiar to a Nonvegian administrative elite which 
was ' important for prestige purposes' (Scott 1994, 144). 
However unsuitable a dwelling for wet and windswept 
Atlantic islands, it satisfied some social need for those 
familiar with such buildings in the mother country, 
providing fonnality of space in which ro les of social 
interact ion could be played out. The ex istence of the 1299 
document remarkably provides us with a dramatic 
example of the sort of encounter which- not could but--<lid 
take place in that stoia between the elite and the ordinary, 
between Lord Thorvald and Ragnhild Simunsdaner. The 
players would know where their place was in the arrange
ment of the internal space; Thorvald in the centre. perhaps 
on a dais at the east end, Ragnhild standing. near the door: 
the wi tnesses silently arrayed around. some standing near 
the central hearth, others sining on the wall benches. 

It seems very likely that the stoia at the Biggings would 
have been one of the first to be imported into Shetland. But 
it was not the last, as the place-nam es in 'Stove ' tell us; 
and moreover the architectural concept of this rectangular 
wooden room, with square central firepl ace or comer 
hearth. and furnishings of wall benches. was adapted in 
less eliti st households, as excavations at Sandwick have 
shown. The importation of wooden build ings continued 
long after the Norwegian period: their funct ion was a 
valued one, their place in the colonial societ ies of the 
islands of the Atlant ic assured. Yet. at the l3igg ings. the 
place of the stu/a was not as long-lived as in ot her parts of 
Shetland. for the name of this building was not imprinted 
in the nomenclature, and the stoia itself decayed in the 
following centuries, until it burned down (fire probably 
having been a pennanent hazard). Indeed the period of its 
use as an eliti st dwelling was presumab ly short-l ived for 
the Nonvegian owners of Papa Stour only visited the 
is land from time to time. and after the 15th century 
probabl y not at all (chapter 3 above). The archaeolog) 
supports this picture. for the nature of the small tinds was 
not of particularly high status. For one thing the absence of 
co ins is somewhat surprising, although the nature of acidic 

10 The excavation of the archdeacon's teind bam at f...ehl .'> ter has si milarl y 
been ill uminated by the combinat ion of historical and archaeological 
di scovery (Owen & Lowe fonhcoming ). She tl and has thus two 

conditions could be the simple reason for the lack of 
survival: this factor certainly explains the regrettable 
absence of bone objects. Moreover, the imported pottery 
wh ich is our best guide to the status of the site - is there 
only in small quantities until the late Middle Ages and the 
appearance of the continental redwares. 

The Biggings is therefore. during the late Norse period_ 
initially a s ite of high-status ownership but with 
pennanent res idents of more ordinary standing. The 
archaeology reflects this dichotomy. The building at the 
east end could only have been imported by members of 
the wealthy and aggressively ambitious Norwegian elite. 
The privy. located against the west gable. could only 
have been erected by those accustomed to the hi ghest 
standards of li ving condition s. Although we do not know 
who was responsible for the erection of either the stoIa or 
the privy. by the time Thorvald Thoresson was in 
possession we have a well-documented example of the 
high-profil e royal official, a member of an upwardly
mobil e class. recognised as a feature of the late 13th
century Norwegian admini stration (Helle 1974, 262). He 
and his famil y (son Thorvald and daughter Herdis) would 
have continued to enjoy the same wealthy lifestyle. But 
the members of his household, who farmed the royal 
estates on the island and maintained the ducal residence 
at Uphouse. wou ld have had a less flamboyant and more 
humdrum ex istence. The majority of the finds accord 
with that more ordinary level of living. 

In these ways, the historical evidence and the 
archaeological discoveries can be made to illuminate 
each other. There is always the danger of employing the 
' textual imperat ive ' to explain the mute material 
ci rcumstances. It cannot be said for certain that the sloIa 
uncovered at the Bigg ings is definitely that featuring in 
the 1299 document. but the close conjunction of date and 
place make this hypothesis extremely likely. That 
document and (he later recorded history of th e ownership 
of tile island can be used to enl ighten our understanding 
of what otherwi se appear inexplicable archaeological 
circumstances. Seldom in enquiries of this kind can the 
two disciplines of archaeology and history be brought so 
close together to . Seldom can it be known who the people 
were who walked across a specifi c wooden fl oor. or the 
very day on which they did so. exactly 700 years ago. In 
the case of the Biggi ngs. the fortunate survival of 
hi storica l ev idence has provided some illu minating 
infonnation fo r qu~stion s that archaeologists can rarely 
ask with any hope of an answer. 

imponant sites where inter-disciplinary research has proven the val ue of 
co-ordinmed studies . 
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It is hoped that this publication, which concludes the 
research programme into the history and archaeology of 
the royal Norwegian fann at the Biggings. will not be the 
final end of the project. The building of a reconstruction 
of the wooden stoia close to the site is an asp iration 
which. if achieved. would dramatically recreate this 

sym bolic image of Shetland 's Norwegian history. It 
would serve as a museum of the island' s past. to rem ind 
islanders and vis itors a like of the place whic h Papa Stour 
once had in the North Sea world of the medieval 
Nonvegian kingdom . 
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GLOSSARY 

are: the nat open hearth usual ly placed in the middle or lhe floor 
of a stoja. replaced by the corner hearth (ON lijorneildsleci) but 
which contin ued to be ccnt rall~ located in the cldhus. 
bangsterie tScOIS): "violence to person or property" (COI/eise 
Scots Dictionary). 
Bryggen : the dock side area or wharf. in Bergen. taken over and 
dew loped by German merchants of the J-I ansL'al ic League. 
bu : word used in Orkney and Shetland for the large ¢arldom 
estates. 
bur (also bu ): thc th ird building of the medieval Norwegian 
farm unit. used for storing food and other goods. sometimcs a 
workshop. 
burnt marks (Shcl): marks or land originally \alw.:d in. 
(burned ) s il ver (Bal lantyne & Sm ith 1994), 

byr/bolsta(}r/-set r : the ON generic habitati\c l'lement gin:n to 
farms and each tenn having a slightl~ dilT(,fent rn('aning 
acco rding to the nature of the farm. 
eldhus: "fi re-house', the second dement (alkr slo/a) uf the 
three buildings wh ich made up the medieval Norwegian ram, 
unit. It was \~here tht: hea\"~ domestic \\ork of \\ashing. 
cooki ng, slaughte ring, brc\\ing and flat-brl'ad baking \\as 
carried out. 
Eyiaskeggjar: "Island Beardies', the name by which the 11 93 
rebels who attempted to replace Kin g. Sverrc with an alternative 
king were known. 
foud (ON [oged): the royal repn::sentativc in loca l district s. A 
te rm which came into usc in NOf\vay in the 1300s and 
eventually replaced sysse/man. The title \\as much used in 
Shel land, in contrast 10 Orkne~. 

handgangen menn : a tcnn for members orlhe king's hird who 
had Swom homage and fealty. 
Hansa (Ha nseat ic League): Union of north German 10\\ns 
primarily for foreign trade which estab[ishcd trading stations in 
Bergen, Oslo and Tnnsberg in the late 13th celllul)', and \\l1ich 
quickly obtained a monopoly of all export trade from Norway. 
Their trading station in Bergen (at Br:ggen) was called the 
Kan tor (Danielsen el al 1995) 
Herra : tit le (='s ir') which was givcn 10 the class of knights and 
barons created by King Erik Magnusson in 1277. Bishops and 
abbots wcre also so styled. 
hird (ON hiro): retinuc ofmedic\all\"of\\'egiwl kings. ariginall~ 
accompanying the king, but from thc 11th century man: of a 
secular ari stocracy comparable with the European kudal 
nobility. Its members remained close to the king howe ver and 
had their own code or conduct as well as their own court. 
husfraeyia/husfreyia : 'housewil;;:'. but with the meaning that 
the woman concerned was an independent householder. 
lafteteknikk: the mcthod by which horizonta l timbers \'lcrc laid 
and jointed at the corners in tim ber sroJa (lajiehus). To avoid 
the clumsy English term 'notchcd log' the anglicised word 
' Iafted' has been adopted. as used by Fett & Sorheim ( 1989). 
lagrettamenn : leading figures in rural (or urban) districts who 
were authori sed by the lawman to act as lay assessors and 

judges from the later 1200s onwards. 
landnam : settlement of land hy the Vikings in the Atlantic 
Islands. 
la ndskyld : [and-rent paid, initially in kind, by tenant to 
landowner. 
lendirman (lendmann ): baron who held land (ON lell. sirn ilar 
to a lief) administered for the crown in rctum for a sharc of the 
incorne produecd. 
moldbenk : the earthen bank which ran round two or three sides 
of a sloJa and was covered with wooden seating. 
nousl: boat-house (Shet). 
odalsrett , udal (Shct): the title h) which famil~ land \\as held. 
and m:cording to certain traditional restril:tions of inheritance 
and sa le. 
ore lora = ounce): the unit of \\eight lIsed in the Old Norse 
moneta!} s~ stcm : cight orc :=. one mark. 
retrarhoter (pi): rettar-bot (sing): a legal amendment 10 

existing la\V~codes, which wa:-. the main method by which laws 
\\ere issued umkr I·:rik and II;'tkoll Magnusson. 
skali : the main hall of the carl~ ~orse unJi\ided long·house. 
skatllskattland : royal ta"l,md :>ubjecI 10 la\:, and thc latter 
term was used for those peripheral areas. and Atlantic Islands. 
which had to pay skatt to the crown as recogn it ion of 
)!of\\egian o\"erlordship. 
skeo (Shet): hut. open-built of utlmortared stone. for d~ ing and 
storing fish and meal (Donaldson 199 1). 
stockstove : the Shetland variant of ON stokkastova house 
built of logs. or the timber frame\\ork of a house \\ith 
hori70rltal logs Illnlling ground-sill and lie-beam (Jakobsen. 
19321 
stofa /stova/stua : the variant forms used in ON and modem 
NOf\\egian for the prt:stigiou:-. \\ooden f()011l built or logs. or 
lined \\ ith timber. which hecame an irnponam clement of 
NOf\\egian medieval famls . 
syssclman (ON sysselmaiJr): a royal otlicial with fiscal. judicial 
and mi li tary functions who administered the 50 distric ts into 
which t'\or\\'a~ \\(\5 di\ ided b~ 1300. Thcir di:)trict came to be 
regarded as a len (Danielsen et af 1995). 
ting (ON ping): meeting/public assembly held primarily for 
judicial purposes. There were several levels. of which the 
La\\1ing (/agting) was a representative assembly covering large 
areas or I\OI\\ ny. or. in the case of Shetland. the \\ ho1c island 
group. II met annually at Tingwall (ON tiflJ!vollr = 'assembly 
field') near Scalloway. 
Cussa (ON): a /lat stone used for tht: parching of com. 
umbesetts/unsets : small farms attached to larger ones (Shet). 
umboc}: ·transfe r of full powers! admi nistration ' from which 
"umbodsmen' I 'urnbothsmcn' (Shet) = agen t. representative, 
factor or steward. 
wadmel. wad mal (ON vaomal): the coarsc woollen cloth wown 
in those pans of the Atlantic world \vhere climati c conditions 
allowed sheep-rearing on a gm.nd scale . It was an impor1 ,mt item 
in the payment of skatt and rent in Shetland. 
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IlahCl.sed references al the end oj an entry dellOle iIIustralion numbers 

1299. the document of xix . 5. 37, 47-58; /01 

admini stration 
royal Norv:cgian 15. 16, 30 
Scottish 19-20. 3 1-3 

agriculture 42 see al.w land. fertility of 
cultivation 98 
rOialion 42 

animal 
bedding 6 
husbandry 99 
remains 

bone 119 
fibres 104, 108 

architectural clements see a/so building tc.:hniqucs; buildings 
voussoir 70. 180; 98 

artefacts see also birch bark ceramics: gl:l",S: qucrns: spindlewhorl s: 
steatite: slone: wood 

amber 172. 173: 91 
beads 127: 

amber 172: 9/ . co/20 
jet 173: 91 

clay pipes 68, 69,70,85.93,94. 127. 168: 88 
copper all oy and silver 170. 171 
distribution of Table 7a. 7h 
fi shing weights. slOne 70 
nint 173 
hom 203-206; 114 
iron 68, 171, 172; 90 
lamps 139. 147, 15 1-2: 68,74. coil"/' 
lead 87, 171 
post-1930 96 
pumice whorl or fi shing fl oat 90. 177. 178 
quartz, arrowhead 175 : 9 I 

bakestones see stemite , bakeslones 
banks 

of Floruvoe ] 5 
benches 

earthen 66 
wooden 79. 108: 30. /27 

Biggings, the col 2 
excavation of 62-96: 17-4(}, col 10. col 12 
ho use alignment at 43 , 45,241 
JncJ:J[j on of 28. 62-3: 7. 8. 17. /8 
place-name evidence for 45 , 46: /3 

Oa Porrie dwelling-house 46, 65 
re membered names 46 

strllctural hi story o f 237 . 23X 
birch hark 67.87.93. ]04. 107. 109. 112, 117. 191-3: Table 16: N 

see al.w ruo fin g materials : \~' (l\)J 

artefacts of 186: 103 
di stribution o f 193: Tahk [7 
ro ll ~ of 11 2: ./5. /09 

Birsay. Orkney. Norse settleml.'rlts 216.242 
boms 23 

prcl~1bricated 2 1 
Bragll'>ter (Bragasetter: Brekasetter) sett lement 28. 39. 55. 56: 9 
bui lding 

materials 70. 222 
roofing materials 222: /3./ 

bui lding (cant) 
nomenclature 

bu 45 
bur 59 
eldhus 59 
slWli 59 
slQ(a 48. 50,5 8, 59 

techniques 73 
buildings see also longhouses 

1299. bu il ding of see sloft] 
dwe ll ing-houses 93, 233. 234 

western 94,23 1-233.234,235: ./0. N2, 1./3 
dynKfa (bath-house or weavi ng-room) 7\. 127, 207-213, 2 15, 2 16: 

N-26. 116. /17 
construction technique 73 
internal features 73: 2./-17 
use of 75.76 

eldhus (cookhouse) 59. 87 ,90. 129, 207.214, 215 
replacement 90. 227-30: /39 

pit-houses 210-13 : 118.119. 120 
sequence and functions 207-38 
sklih(hall) 59, 87 , 90.207.214, 215: 37.//6 

re modelli ng 90,227-9: 139 
abandonment 91 

sltJj(l {living-mom ) 46.50.58,59.66.67,77.78-80, 129,207.2 14. 
2 16-27. 230: 28-3/ . /16. 121-138. J./5a & b 

construction 79 
decl ine 230,23 ]: NO. 1.// 
defin ition 58 
destruction of 81 
Phase 3 internal features 77.78-80 

wooden 6 1. 7 1. 77, 79: col 8. col 9 
lai'ted 71:/6 
prefabricated 247 
stave-built J 6 

burn ing. evidellcl.' of 68, 81 . 9 1. 93. 94 
butchery. evidence o f 11 9 

ceramics 67.82. 127-9. 1-t4-168: Tablt.: Ila &b. 13a & h; coilS. c(} /19 
see also trade. imports 

14th·1l5th-celltury 82 , 85, 90 
17th-century North Gennan 70 
17th-century White Slip Green Glaze 85 
Anglo-Dutch 9-t 
I.kngerode/Sol ling proto-stoneware 80 
coarsewarcs 66. 144·56: 66-76 

grass-tempered 148: 69 
Cnppengravc!Du ingen \~afl' 8] 
Ell'> t Anglian 80 
English 81 , 9-t; 79 
latc Il1cdin"al oS 
Imle r Sax(l!1 g(J. 8:'. S7.lJJ. 156.157. -,'1 
mndem 69 
Pllffrath warc 67. 87,90.9.1, 156: 77 
post-medieval and modern 168 
Tl.'d\\ ares 39. 85 . 93. 94 

Nonh UCTTllaniSouth Scandinavian 157-67; Table 14a & b: flO-fli 
~ tonewares and other ml.'l.he\'al ceramic .. 39. 156-67: 77-S7 

cereal s 113. 245 
barley 105. \08- J ] 0 
here (bear) harley 6. 42 
oals 6, 42. IOH 

straw 108, 110 
charcoal 68, 7\. 75, 76, 81. 82. 85 , 90, 93, 94, 106 
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Christianity. in Shetland 9. II , 13 
Church, the 9. I I 

Celtic I I , 24. 25 
clay pipes see artefacts, clay pipes 
cloth, woollen (wadmal) 245-6 see also fibre; textile 

export 2 1. 128,20 1 
clothing 16 

socks, knitted 21 
coal and jet 173; 91 
coins see tokens 
cooking see food, preparation; hearths; ovens 
Court Book of Shetl and 

17th-century lawsu its 37-39 
crofthousc (the Gorl ) see 09(1 
crops see agricu lture: plant remains 

disease 
leprosy 42: 5 
smallpox 42 

inocul at ion 23 
disputes 36 see also lawsuits 
documentary evidence 16, 17 

1299. document of 5,28,36,37,39, 45. 47-61. 62; 48 
text of (i n translation ) 49.50 

contex t of SO. 51 
1307, document of 51 
Book of Settlements 24 
Complaint of the Shetl andcrs 37 
Historia Norvegiae 16. 24 
Icel andic Annals 17 
Irvi ne of Midbrake' s notebook 53.54 
letter from William, Earl of Orkney 48 
letters from Queen Mary 33. 34 
Miracle Book 13. 17 
Scottish Excheq uer Rolls 21 
Statist ical Account 6 
Zeno letters 19 

drainage 70,79,80,82,85, 94; 22. 88 
Dublin. 12th-<entury timber house 219; 130 

ecclesiastical appo intments 18 see also Church , the 
Edward 130 
env ironment of Shetland 

at time of Norse arrival 103 
following Norse arrival 103, 104 

env ironmental evidence 97-124 see also plant remains 
local flora 97.98 
palaeoenvironmental 67 
pollen 100- 104 
species preserved 97 

vegetation 94 
excavation, of the Biggings 62-96: 17· -10 

Faeroe islands II , 16; col 8, col 9 
comparative buildings from 222; 132. 133 
links with 229 

farmi ng pract ices 99. 10 
a<d 182 

farms. divisions of 39,40 
fauna 

evidence fo r 99 
feathers 105, 108 

ex ploitation of 99 
fire-pit 73 -5 ,87,2 13,214 ; 25.121. col /I 
fire-places see hearths 
fish 

cu ring and drying 23, 40, 41 
herring salted 23, 40 
ling and cod 23, 40 
oil 23, 40 
scales 81 

fi shi ng 22, 40, 245 see also artefacts; trade 
decline in exports 39 
disputes 18 
herring 7, 23 
importance o f 22. 23. 4 I, 245 

fleece see wool 

flint see artefacts, !lint 
floo' 

covering. of straw 108 
of clay 93 
paving 69,73.75,82, 87, 90 
wooden 66,67.79, 93 , Il l. 112. 117, 190, 191 , 108 

!lora. local 97, 98 
food see also animal bone: cereals: fi sh 

potatoes 6,42 
processing 138 see also qucms: steatite, bakestones 

Foula. island of I: call 
Fru Herdis Thorvaldsdatter 30.31 
fucl. sources of 6. 7 

gam ing pieces 141 : 64 
glass 68. 82. 169: 89 

window 169-70 
Gor!. the (croft-house) 46, 63 , 65 -67,82, 85 , 236,237: 33-35. 1.13. I.J.J 
Grana'ita<:li r, Iceland. pit-house 21 1; 119 
graves II 

Hakon Magnusson 50, 51 
1299 document 47 
charters 18 
farm 61 

Hamnavoe 40 
Hanseatic League 18 
Harald Maddadson, Earl 14. 15. 29 
harbours 40 
heather 71 
hearths 7.66.67. 73 , 75 , 76,79, 80,82, 90. 93.94, 96, 213 , 218: 26. 

128. 129 see also lire-pit 
stone-lined hearth-pit 67.73 

Hili D,:ke 6: 5, col J 
Hjalm~stooum . Iceland. pi t-house 211. 2 12 . 120 
houses see also buildings 

Norse 65 
stockstove 2 1. 233 

Iceland II 
comparative buildings from 243 

inheritance 
adoption o f primogeni ture system 22 
land 33 

inseci fauna 105,120-2; Tablc 5 
iron see artefacts, iron 
ironwork ing see metalworking 

Jarlshof. Shet land. multi-period site 12, 63 , 242 
Norse longhouse at 15b 
steatite material from 143 

kelp harvesting 22 
Kirkjub0ur, Faerocs, slo/a-buildi ng (the Roykstova) 243 : col 8. col 9 
knivcs 70. 17 I. 172 : 90 
knilling 93 , 198. 20 I. 202. 246 see also textiles 

land 
division 42, 43 see also Il ill Dykc 
fertility of 1. 7 
impoverishmen t of 7,42 
ownership di spute 30, 3 1, 34, 36, 42,43 
taki ng (landnam) 11, 12 

landl ords, absentee 33, 36 
language 

Nom 45 
Old Norse 45 

latrines see privies 
laws 

aboli tion by Scottish Pri vy Council 2 1 
Gulathing 20 

lawsuits 37, 38 
Lawthi ng assembl y 19, 37, 47. 50-53: col 6 

lawth ingmen of Shet land 47 
local resources 126. 127-9 
longhouses 5&,223: 15. 136.137 



Lords of Norroway 3 1, 33-6. 38 
Low, Rev George 5,53 

maritime network 
Viki ng 3 

merchants 233 
Dutch 18 
German 18,2 1, 23,39.245 
lai rds 41 

metalworking 142; 65 
moulds, steatite 142; 64 
slag 126,127, 17 1 

molluscs 123, Table 6; 47 
Mowat fami ly 29.33-8.40; II , col 5 

coat of arms 34,41;12 
decline of 40 
land rights 34 

Norse colonial settlement 13 ,243 
North Sea world, map of 6 
Northousc 29, 34.38,40.41. 45 ; 12 
NOT\\!ay 

maintenance oflinks with 2 1, 229 
excavated stoja-buildings from 223-7, 240; 136. 138 

nuts. hazel 97, II 7 

Oma, Rogaland, longhouse 15 
Orkney, links to 12 
Orkneyinga Saga 12. 13, 49, 59 
ovens 7, 90 

PapaStour 1-8,23; 1. 7.8, 10. 17 
climate of 4 
cultivation pattern 43 
famine on 41 
geology 3; 3 
history of 
land division 41 

run-rigs 43 
location of 1, 43.45 ; 3, 13 
name derivation 24 
natural fauna of 8 
prehistoric occupation on 24; col 7 
royal administrators of 15 
settl ement on 24 
soils of 5 .. 6 
survey of in 1846 42, 43 
vegetation of 7 

' papar' 24 
' papay ' names II 
peat see turf 
place-nanle evidence 29. 29 
plant remains see also cereals; environment : pollen anal ysis; seaweed; 

wood 
analysis I 04~ 11 7; Table 2. 3 
grass land , heaths and mires 11 3, 114 
medicinal 105, 11 7 
weeds 11 3 

plague, outbreak of 17. 18, 30 
pits 66-68,71 , 73,77,8 1, 90,9 1.93; 20,146 
po llen anal ys is 11 0 

of soi! 100-104 ; 41a. 41b 
population 

decl ine 23 , 45 
expansion 23 
increase 40. 42 

postholes 73, 87 
pottery see ceramics 
privies 77 . 80. 81 ,2 19, 222; f30 
property divi sions 3 1, 10 

quartz, arrowhead 175; 91 
quems 66. 178. 179 

rotary 87,178 
stones 90 
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radiocarbon (C I4 ) dating 67.7 1. 73. 76, 80, 87. 90. 94. 103 
Ragnhil d Simunsdatter xix. 55-8 see also 1299 document 
religion see Church, the 
renls 30, 50 

co llecting centres 23 
list dated 1884 45 
payment in kind 23 

roofi ng material 81. 93, 109 see also building techniques 
birch bark 65. 105 
slates 177 
IUrf covcri ng 81.114. 11 7 

sagas. evidence of 49 
Boglunga 15 
Hakon's 16 
Orkneyi nga 12, 13. 49, 59 

St Magnus (Earl) 29 
cult of 13. 17 

St Ninian 's Isle, treasure from 9 
SI Sunniva 14 
seaweed 68,7 1, 87, lOS , 106, 108; 46 

burnt 9 1. 93 , 106. 107. 109 
industrial use (production ofl ye soap and glass) 114. 11 5, 11 7 
use for salt production 246 

settlement 
Neolithic and Bronze Age 6 
Norse 11-1 2, 26-3 1 

nature of 11-\2 
Papa Stour 8 

shell 70, 82 see also molluscs 
Shetl and 2. 10 

as part of Earldom of Orkney 12- 14 
as part of kingdom of Scotland 19-22 
Christianity, introduction of 9, II 
climate of 3, 4 
historical setting of 9-23 
in later Middle Ages 17, 18 
in pre -Viking period 9 
in Vi king period 9- 11 
links to Faeroes 16 
Norse settlement of II , 12, 13 
political structure of 12 
severance from the Earldom of Orkney 14. 15 
'skattland ' of the Kingdom of Norway 14-- 16, 18, 49, 50 
strategi c importance of in Viking world 9; 6 

skatt, paymcnt of 21 
Sinclairs, the powerful Scottish d}nasty xx i. J8-J9 

David, Sir 20-2,3 1 
Henry, Earl 18-20, 3 1 

smuggling 22 
decline of 41 

soakaway see drainage 
soapstone see steatite 
spindJewhorl s. lead 87.1 7 1: 90, col 15, col 16 
spinning, evidence for 87 
stakeholes 73.90, 212; 23, J 1 7, 212 
steatite 12,65 , 67, 69, 70, 76,82, 85,87,93, 94, 127, 129-1 44; Table 9. 

10; 48-65 
bakestones 134-9; 52. 53, 56 

distribution of 137-9 
marking tool 136; 55 
Norwegian 81. 87. 90 

dating of I-B 
discs 141. 63 
di stribution of \43 
gami ng pieces 141 : 6-1 
lanlps 93, 139: 57. 58 
loom wei ghts 81 
Norweg ian material 134-6, 138-9; 54-6 
n;use of 126 
sources of 126. 130. 13 1. 136; 54 
trial pieces 142 
vessels 76. 13 1-1 33; 48-51 
weights 140. 141; 60-62 
whorl s 93 , 140; 59 

Stedje, Norway. pit-house 210-11. 2 12; U8 
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Stewart. Earls 20. 22 
Slone 65. 69. 70 see aJ.tO artefa<:ts. fl int artefacts. quart/ 

ai1gnment 71 
Jasper 11) 
Ime-sinkers 173. 174. 92 
loom·weights 81 . 176. 177: 95 . 96 
pebble. polished 179. 180: 97 
perforated 175. 176, 93. 9.; 
platform 79 
sockel 93 
whorl 177 

stnl clurcs see bUIldings 
defensive 12 

syssclman 30. 53 

1I:.'\tilcs 66. 127-9. 194-203 see al.w cloth . knJlt mg: \\ 001 
12th/13th century 82 
di stribution 202. 203 
fib res 9) , 194. 195 
fragments f:t7 . 7 L 76. QJ 
processing 76 
scamS and sewing thread [97: 111 
<ock 21. 66.1 98: IIJ 
tool. v. ood 187 
\Ieave 194-8 
yam 93 

Thorvald Thorcsson. the ro)al baIli ff ,ix. 6. 21. 29. 30. ~6. 37. 47. 
49·~3. 2-l 7 

Ill es 168 
modcm68 

tlmOrr, import of 21. Q8. 99.127. 12S 
tokcns 170·1. 90 
trade see a/~'o cloth : fish . kmltmg 

impons39. 107. 127-Q 
c'\pons 12. 2 1 
gro \\'th 39 

lure Oaying (cutting) of 6, 7, col '; 
typhoid 45 

Union of Scoll lsh and English Parliaments 22 
Uphollse 29.39.45, 5 [ 

Vlkmg selllement see setticment. Norsc 
V\\..mgs see also Norse 

arrival of q 
name for Shdland 10 
nature of carl} raids II 

wadmal 21, 128,201 
see also wool 

\1 ail s 
bound30 71 
protective Slone 83: /38. col 12 

wealth 16. 17 
\I Cal ' lng. loom \Ieights 81 
\\ haling 23 
\\hcbtones 180-183: 99. coIl? 
window glass 94 . 169. 170. Tahle I ~ 
\I ornen . position of in Viking world 54. SS 
\\ ood see also birch bark . IImhcr. impon 

halsa 99. 108. III 
beech 109, III 
hlrch 108. III 
w nifcr 1 0~. 

spike knots 109, 11 2: .JJ 
cork oak 99. I07 . 111. .J2 
fragmems 68. 71. 81. 93 
haLci 107 
oa~ 79, lOS. 107· 110. 112 
origins II [ 
rmducts 118 
pUle 79. 107 
SCOIS pine 79.104. lOS. 107. 109. I ll. 112. 11 7 
"urvlval of 244-5 
use of 111. 112 
\l l)(Jd and bark one:lIl ~ III 

\I ooden anefacb 67. 1s2-')3 
hark vessel 186. 187: 1(13 
bo, lid 109 
hucket has~ ("(II ! 3 
distribution uf 193. Tank 17 
lid 184. 185 : tof 
peg.~ IDS . 108. 112.1 9(1 : fn-

holes 79 
pUle 81 
"icots pine 79 

ropcmakers top 67.81.108. 187. 188 . JO'; .cuI2f 
spoons and spatulae 107. 183. 184 . /Of! 
-" tavc-built \cssds 18S, 186. 10] 

woodworking 189-191 
augcrs 190 
planks 189. I QO. 106 
\Iedges 189.190: 105 

\\001 
neecc 200: Tabk III 
Oceet: cleanmg II -l . 115 
~pun ~t rand 71 
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