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Upland Living. The Scandinavian 
Shielings and their European Sisters

‘In the shielings, often high up on the border between forest and mountains, the grass grew 
lushly, and in the autumns the forest grazing was eked out with an abundance of edible 
mushrooms, circumstances making it necessary to herd the cattle in the autumn and fetch 
them for the evening milking. 

Many old women from Jämtland and Härjedalen can still testify that the shieling summer, in 
spite of all the hard labour, was a kind of holiday in its time, when she could, at least within 
certain limits, decide her working pace and dispose of her time – milking, herding, making 
butter and cheese and scrubbing the milk vessels were tasks that had to be performed anyway’ 
(Nyberg 1990, 14).

In this article, the Scandinavian traditions of using shielings will be presented with emphasis 
on archaeological and palaeobotanical data from investigated examples, in relation to the 
‘model shieling’ pictured by ethnographic research. Ethnographers considered shielings as 
cultural expressions, based on functional needs, of northern Scandinavia. However, there are 
numerous examples of similar sites and land use both in Europe and globally. Very often, 
there appears to be flexibility and fluctuation concerning permanent settlement and seasonal 
use. Here, a selection of investigations from different parts of Europe will be used to discuss 
similarities and differences between Scandinavian shielings and their European sisters with an 
emphasis on medieval and early modern times. 

The ethnographic shieling
Shielings, fäbod or säter, were long-lived phenomena in northern and central Scandinavia. In 
areas where agricultural land was scarce and conditions were rough, cattle were brought out to 
the outland to graze during the summer, and winter fodder was collected for the long stabling 
season. Due to the distance from the mother farmstead/hamlet/village to the forest grazing, 
shielings were built with houses, stables, barns etc. for the herders and the cattle (Fig. 1). The 
female herders and the cattle stayed at the shielings during the summer, herding the cattle in 
the forests during the day and making dairy products after returning to the shielings in the 
evenings.

Shielings were in use in Scandinavia well into the middle of the twentieth century; in fact, 
there are still a few active shielings, but they were considered old-fashioned and relicts from 
a preindustrial agrarian system in the early twentieth century. These characteristics made 
the shielings interesting in the eyes of the scholars, especially ethnologists, at the time (e.g. 
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Erixon 1918; 1956; Frödin 1925; Hougen 1947). These early scholars expended substantial 
effort trying to sort shielings into different systems and geographical traditions. In Sweden, 
the shieling standard was set by the shielings in the province of Dalarna, and other ways of 
organizing a shieling were more or less treated as deviations.

Figure 1. The Backasätern shieling. (Photo: Eva Svensson).

The age of the shieling system was of great interest. That the system went far back in time was 
a natural conclusion from the relic perspective. But how far back in time remained an open 
question. An influential hypothesis was presented by the Norwegian historian Jørn Sandnes 
(1989; 1991, 219-220). According to Sandnes, shielings were secondary to the regular 
farmsteads, and it was the need for winter fodder and haymaking in the outland that was the 
genesis of shielings. Sometime in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, cattle were brought to 
graze close to the meadows, but this land use ceased during the late medieval agrarian crisis. 
‘Real’, or ethnographic, shielings, in the historically known sense, were not, according to 
Sandnes, established until the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.

The ethnographic shieling was confined to the central and northern parts of Scandinavia, the 
land north of the shieling border or the Limes Norrlandicus, crossing Scandinavia somewhat 
north of Oslo and the big lakes in central Sweden. This border was considered significant 
for several social, natural and cultural phenomena. The Limes Norrlandicus was depicted as 
the northern border for nobility, oaks and wagons, and the southern limit for sour milk and 
sledges. Also, it was presumed that land north of the Limes Norrlandicus was the home of 
freeholders in a fairly egalitarian society (Nyman 1953 with references; Berg 1983).
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Expansive shielings
The ethnographic shieling, appearing static in time and space, should be problematized. 
According to different data from shieling studies, there were periods of geographical 
fluctuations and changes in use of shielings within the system of relation farm – shieling 
(Karlsson et al. 2010). Shielings could be used periodically for, and sometimes transformed 
into, permanent living (Myrdal & Söderberg 1991; Svensson 1998; Emanuelsson et al. 2003). 
There are also several examples of the opposite, that deserted farmsteads were turned into 
shielings, not least during the late medieval agrarian crisis (Antonson 2004; Hansson et al. 
2005). 

Especially the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries appear to have been dynamic periods of 
shieling expansion, far south of the Limes Norrlandicus, due to increased cattle breeding, 
not least to support the growing Swedish mining districts and their need for food and ropes. 
According to Janken Myrdal and Johan Söderberg (1991), there was a kind of regional labour 
division, whereby regions in western Sweden promoted breeding of cattle as a commodity, 
whereas regions in other parts specialized in cereal cultivation. Thus, shielings also acted in 
a commodity or market economy, and not only in the rural self-subsistence economy as was 
often presumed for the ethnographic shieling. So, what constituted a shieling was under 
development and change through time. Or perhaps there should be a more nuanced way of 
using the expression shieling. 

Based on different names of locations in the outland where cattle grazed and hay was made, 
that is, the major land use on shielings, a kind of evolutionary typology has been suggested. 
Starting with special places in the outland where cattle were kept for periods (Sv: stöl), via 
an ‘institutionalization’ of the site, now being regularly visited, with the construction of a 
building and the introduction of dairy production (Sv: säl), to the historically known shieling 
with cattle breeding, haymaking and dairy production (Sv: säter) (Cabouret 1989). The results 
from archaeology and palaeobotany offer reasons to reconsider shielings as a developing 
feature, although in a more complex manner than presumed by this typology.

Enter archaeology and palaeobotany
During the last three decades, there have been a number of archaeological and palaeobotanical 
investigations of shieling sites in Sweden and Norway (e.g. Magnus 1986; Kvamme 1988; 
Emanuelsson et al. 2000; Øye 2002; Emanuelsson et al. 2003; Skrede 2005; Amundsen 2007; 
Risbøl et al. 2011). Some investigations have been research projects, some have been rescue 
projects. They have all contributed to changing the history of shielings, and have challenged 
the ethnographic shieling.

Palaeobotany, and to some extent archaeology, has pushed back the establishment of shielings, 
or at least shieling land use, in time. Palaeobotanical and archaeological investigations in 
western Norway have provided indications of shieling-like land use and what appear to have 
been hearths or cooking pits on shieling sites dating back to Bronze Age and early Iron Age 
(Magnus 1986; Kvamme 1998; see also Skrede 2005). This early use of the shielings appears 
to correspond to the permanent establishment of farmsteads in the rural areas historically 
associated with the shielings. During the late Iron Age and early Middle Ages, land use and 
buildings of the same character as on historically known shielings were established at the 
shieling sites.
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Investigations in Värmland and in Härjedalen in western Sweden come up with somewhat 
later dates for establishment. From the late early Iron Age to late Iron Age, grazing and 
sometimes also haymaking appear on a couple of shieling sites (Fig. 2; Emanuelsson et al. 
2000; Emanuelsson et al. 2003; Svensson 1998, and sources therein). In these cases too, there 
was a strong connection between the establishment of shielings and the development of the 
associated agrarian mother farmsteads or hamlets. In the Viking Age and the Middle Ages, 
buildings were erected and full-scale shieling land use, that is, forest grazing and haymaking, 
but sometimes also a little cereal cultivation, can be demonstrated.

Figure 2. Pollen analysis, Backasätern shieling. (After Emanuelsson et al. 2003, fig. 43).

A common feature on shielings appears to be 
the very thin cultural layers with few or no 
artefacts in the buildings, also the dwelling 
houses, from early periods (e.g. Emanuelsson 
et al. 2000, 127-128; Emanuelsson et al. 
2003; Amundsen 2007). With the arrival 
of porcelain and ceramics in modern times, 
the number of finds increases. At farmsteads 
connected with shielings, the artefact 
assemblage and the cultural layers are usually 
richer (e.g. Andersson & Svensson 2002; 
Emanuelsson et al. 2003; Amundsen 2007). 
The thin, artefact-poor cultural layers at the 
early shieling sites are probably the result 
of fairly few items being brought to the 
shielings, when most of the daily life took 
place outdoors and there may also have been 
a habit of tidying (Fig. 3).

Figure 3. Excavations at Deset Østseter shieling. (Photo: 
Susanne Pettersson, courtesy of Susanne Pettersson).
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In the Late Middle Ages, that is, during the late medieval agrarian crisis, and early modern 
times, intensified land use is manifest on the investigated shielings in western Sweden, 
especially in the pollen diagrams (Svensson 1998 with references; Emanuelsson et al. 2000; 
Emanuelsson et al. 2003). Also in Norway, otherwise pictured as comparatively strongly 
affected by the late medieval agrarian crisis (Gissel et al. 1981), there was a growth in the use, 
and even establishment, of shielings (Øye 2002; Amundsen 2007, Risbøl et al. 2011).

Haymaking in the outland, often on mires, and outland cereal cultivation also increased, 
whereas other outland production mainly aimed at the market, such as bloomery iron 
production and hunting, diminished. Microeconomies, probably to a large extent dependent 
on the market and on goods that could be acquired through the market, would entail a need 
both to become more self-sufficient and to find new markets. The increase in shielings, outland 
haymaking and cereal cultivation appears to be a way to meet demands both from the local 
rural economies and from the market in the shape of the expanding Swedish mining districts 
with a constant need for cattle, as has been put forward by the economic historians Janken 
Myrdal and Johan Söderberg (Myrdal & Söderberg 1991; Svensson 1998; Emanuelsson et al. 
2003).

Shielings – in between ethnographic tradition and  
dynamic land use
Different source material, methods, chronological perspectives and geographical investigation 
areas have produced different kinds of shielings, and interpretations of what a shieling is. Stig 
Welinder has pointed out that archaeology and palaeobotany have produced a new way of 
perceiving shielings as fluid and flexible, interacting with other rural and outland activities 
(Welinder 2002, 23; Karlsson et al. 2010). 

With the fluid and flexible archaeological and palaeobotanical shieling, another problem has 
materialized; can we tell the difference between a shieling and a farmstead? If there could be 
cereal cultivation and periods of permanent settlement at sites later known as shielings, were 
they really shielings? Or were they farmsteads? Or should the sites be presumed as some kind 
of ‘pre-shieling’ sites or maybe something else? According to the agrarian historian Jesper 
Larsson, the fluid and flexible shieling is unsuitable for historical analyses and should be 
excluded by definition. Therefore, a return to the ethnographic shieling, as a part of an early 
modern technocomplex, is necessary in order to have a rigid shieling concept (Larsson 2009). 

Excluding the fluid and flexible archaeological and palaeobotanical shieling from the 
definition does not make the sites and the documented land use history go away, or become 
less of a historical reality. There are a number of sites, known to have been shielings in early 
modern times, possessing a history of older land use of a ‘shieling-like’ character. In reality, 
the contrasting viewpoints, here represented by Welinder (2002) and Larsson (2009), proceed 
from different perceptions of Scandinavia north of the Limes Norrlandicus and outlands: 
either as a unique state reflecting specific natural and socio-cultural conditions, or as a process 
constructed and constantly restructured in relation to social, cultural and natural conditions 
and changes, and also in relation to the surrounding world. 

The ethnographic perception of Scandinavia north of the Limes Norrlandicus as culturally 
specific and different from the rest of Scandinavia and Europe is probably best explained as 
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an exotification by advocates of an urban centristic discourse. Parallel to the emergence of the 
ethnographic stories of the exotic and old-fashioned life in northern Scandinavia, there were 
bourgeois movements, belonging to the same style of thought, to bring (pure and righteous) 
traditional lifestyles, nature and heritage to the undisciplined growing working class in order 
to educate the workers into becoming good citizens (e.g. Ödmann et al. 1982). 

Recognizing the fluid and flexible archaeological and palaeobotanical shieling can be perceived 
as an empowerment of the past. In today’s urban-dominated society, rural landscapes, and not 
least the sparsely populated areas north of the Limes Norrlandicus, are often perceived as 
passive and both socially and geographically marginal. In contrast, the flexible and changing 
land use of the shieling sites shows that there were different strategies at work in the outlands, 
and it opens for many histories of active rural landscapes and people. Thus, there is reason to 
agree with Welinder when he stated concerning shielings that ‘some concepts are more fruitful 
to discuss than to define’ (conversation with Stig Welinder, 2009). Especially when looking 
out from Scandinavia.

Outland/upland archaeology – a new trend in European 
rural medieval archaeology
During the last few decades, rural medieval archaeology is increasingly coming out from the 
shadow of the hegemony of written documents, and from under the prestige dominance of 
research on urban, castle and ecclesiastical environments and institutions. In several European 
countries, rural medieval archaeology has emerged as a mature field with appropriate 
theoretical and methodological approaches (e.g. Bentz 2008). A growing understanding of 
the complexity of rural life, and archaeological approaches to unveil many different rural 
landscapes and activities can be followed across Europe in the volumes of published papers 
from the Ruralia conferences from 1995 onwards (Ruralia).

The appropriation of so-called marginal landscapes is an important indicator of the maturity 
and independence of rural medieval archaeology. Archaeology in outlying lands or uplands 
often requires more fieldwork to collect adequate empirical material, as alternative data, like 
written documents, are often scarce. The fieldwork is quite often of a demanding and time-
consuming nature as the terrain is often rough and distances long. The research of necessity 
has a more archaeological profile than other fields in medieval archaeology due to the sources 
available. In many countries, however, ethnography has provided important starting points, 
and palaeobotany has kept archaeology company out in the outlands and uplands.

With the growing interest in rural life, rural archaeology and outlying and upland landscapes 
of medieval times in Europe, sites displaying similarities to Scandinavian shielings, although 
under a great variety of names, have also entered the research agenda of rural medieval 
archaeology. In order to look out for comparisons to the Scandinavian shielings, the Cantabrian 
Mountains in Spain, the French Pyrenees, the Swiss Alps and the uplands in Northern Ireland 
will be searched.
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The Cantabrian Mountains in Spain
In northern Spain, there were several ethnographically known systems of transhumance, that is 
seasonal movement of people with their livestock between fixed summer and winter pastures, 
and grazing in the mountains in historical times (Álvarez et al. in press).The most shieling-like, 
Brañas, built sites that were used for summer grazing in the mountains, were in use at least 
from the thirteenth century and onwards (Fig. 4). There was also Vaquieros d’alzada, a socially 
marginalized group of people specializing in transhumance, moving between two farms with 
their herds. A third system, known from medieval times, was long-distance transhumance 
where herders brought large flocks of sheep and goats from the centre and south of the Iberian 
Peninsula to the Cantabrian Mountains.

Of the three systems, brañas, being part of a local rural system, is of greatest interest here. 
Most of the brañas were used communally by a village or a parish, and at the brañas, the cattle 
were free to graze without any privately owned, fenced fields, although some of them were 
equipped with fenced-in meadows. At the brañas, there were small circular or square buildings 
for lodging the male shepherds, and dairy facilities for making cheese and butter. 

Brañas are know from medieval times, but appear to have a long history. Archaeological 
investigations at brañas sites have so far come up with artefacts and datings from Neolithic 
times and the Bronze Age, when the mountains were taken into use for grazing. Brañas sites 
were used continuously into medieval times, also in periods of societal and settlement changes. 
In medieval times, the economic importance of cattle was accentuated, leading to an increase 
in the number of brañas and intensified use, causing a much stronger deforestation impact 
than before.

Figure 4. A brañas. (Photo: Margarita Fernández Mier, courtesy of Margarita Fernández Mier).
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The French Pyrenees
The French Pyrenees have also been used for transhumance and grazing into modern times 
(Rendu et al. 2009). As in the Spanish example, transhumance can be traced back to the 
Neolithic and the Bronze Age. From medieval times, two different systems are discernible. 
First, a more extensive system with mobile herds in areas of common grazing. Second, a more 
intensive system with more controlled and delineated pastures with built areas with male 
shepherd’s huts, where dairying was also practised. However, this system, as well as the lightly 
built huts, was quite movable. Also, there were combinations between the two systems.

There was an intensified use of the grazing areas in medieval times, and also increased 
competition between different kinds of superimposed land uses such as woodland 
management, grazing and cereal cultivation. From the thirteenth century, there was a socio-
ecological closing process through which the number of households with access to mountain 
pastures was restricted according to a hierarchical social system. But some flexibility was built 
into the process, as younger sons not inheriting the regular family farm were entrusted with 
bordes or cortals, that is, farms in the mountain pasture areas, where a family could settle. Thus, 
permanent settlements and transhumance facilities shared the resources in the mountains.

The Swiss Alps
There have been a number of investigations carried out in the Swiss Alps, revealing a variety of 
sites and uses from medieval times (Meyer et al. 1998). Initially, until AD 1200, permanent 
settlements and seasonally used sites were constructed in the same manner. Small wooden 
houses, often with built-in rocks, or adjusted natural caves, were used for human habitation. 
There were pens for the cattle, and various dairy facilities. Also, the subsistence was the same; 
herding of sheep and goats and some hunting. 

During the fourteenth century, there was an increased interest in and use of upland areas that 
had previously been perceived as marginal. At the permanent settlements, the houses were 
made bigger, and byres for the cattle were erected. This process was further accentuated in 
the sixteenth century when cattle breeding and cheese production, aimed for sale to northern 
Italy, increased. Often, the settlements were also moved to allow bigger houses to be built, 
with more rooms and more specialized dairy facilities. 

North Irish booley huts
In Ireland, booley huts were used in a seasonally based transhumance system, as an important 
part of an agrarian system (Fig 5; Gardiner 2008; 2012). In the investigated area of the 
Mourne Mountains, transhumance came to an end c. AD 1800, but its onset is unknown 
as excavations have provided little material for dating. However, there are different types of 
house remains to be found in the area. An earlier oval type appears to have been replaced 
by a square one around AD 1700. The new type of house corresponds to the downturn in 
transhumance during the eighteenth century. 

From ethnographic material and written documents, the area appears to have been free to 
use, without private claims of specific pastures. This freedom attracted poor people to use the 
pastures, at least in early modern times. The booley huts appear to have played a role as a safety 
valve for people with an insecure livelihood in society.
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Figure 5. Booley hut. (Photo: Mark Gardiner, courtesy of Mark Gardiner).

Upland living – shielings or something else?
The comparisons described above have revealed the existence of both variation and conformity 
in transhumance and grazing systems. The existence of parallel grazing and transhumance 
regimes demonstrates the elaborate systems of upland land use and practice staged in the 
Cantabrian Mountains, the Pyrenees and the Alps. The upland grazing system in Ireland, 
as indicated by the booley huts, appears to have been less complex. Also the Scandinavian 
shieling system, although flexible and fluid, is more straightforward as there were not 
competing grazing systems.

If compared, using the Scandinavian shieling as reference, there are some interesting similarities 
and differences to discuss, such as the relationship to permanent settlement, seasonality, 
character of land use, households and workforce, buildings, herding and dairy work.

Nearly all transhumance sites were connected to a permanent rural settlement somewhere 
else. In all the areas, there were local systems where the mother farm and shieling were closely 
connected. But there were also examples of long-distance grazing regimes, as in Spain and 
Ireland. There were cases of flexibility between permanent settlement and seasonal use, and 
expansion of permanent settlement in grazing areas in France and Switzerland. Here, the 
outlands or uplands served as resources for settlement expansion, when suitable land became 
scarce in the villages.
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In Spain, France and partly also in Switzerland, transhumance, both herding and dairy work, 
was a task for male herders on a more or less professional basis. In Ireland, the use of booley 
huts appears to have been a family business, at least among poor people. This is a sharp 
contrast with the Scandinavian tradition of women at the shieling. Here, an interesting 
cultural difference is at play. In Scandinavia, milking was a stigmatized task for men to 
perform. If caught doing dairy work a man’s reputation could be ruined (Löfgren 1982). But 
in the French Pyrenees, men were considered to have better hands for milking (discussion 
with Christine Rendu, 2007). 

The outlands or uplands were, in most cases, not only used for grazing but also for other, 
sometimes competing land uses. In the areas investigated here, there are examples of cereal 
cultivation, hunting and forestry. Production of goods for sale such as cheese, also for distant 
markets, occurred in some of the investigated outlands or uplands. There seem to have 
been different strategies, both in time and space, concerning production for a market, self-
subsistence land use and a safety valve function. However, the manifold use of a broader 
variety of outland resources characterizing many Scandinavian outland areas (e.g. Svensson 
1998) was not present or at least not reported. However, this may to some extent be a question 
of research tradition, and that other kinds of land use and production, e.g. iron production, 
are studied in other contexts by other scholars (e.g. Tauber 2007).

So, were booley huts, brañas and the other sites shielings? Or were the Scandinavian shielings 
brañas? This is of course an academic, or rhetorical question, clarifying the need to move away 
from the names and narrow definitions in order to gain new knowledge and insights. It is clear 
from the comparison above that the sites investigated here share several features. Not least, 
they were strategic ways of solving similar problems, namely a need to extend grazing, and 
to some extent also other agrarian activities, beyond the village and infield resources. Future 
studies targeting uses of outlying or upland areas could clearly benefit from broader outlooks 
and cross-national and cross-regional comparisons. 
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