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Commodity Production in the Rural Edges of Scandinavia
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Summary

Results from new methods for tracing provenience 
of objects and raw materials show that there have 
been networks of trade connecting the boreal 
 forests of inland Scandinavia to central agricultur-
al regions in spite of long geographical distances. 
As there is no information in written documents, 
we suggest that biocultural heritage, derived 
from the entangled socio-ecological processes of 
niche construction and landscape domestication, 
is the main source for studying the commodity 
production in these rural edges of inland Scandi-
navia. Biocultural heritage includes place names, 
diverse archaeological sites, shaped biophysical 
elements of the landscape, such as responses in 
vegetation and soils, species composition, fau-
na and bio diversity. This paper is examining two 
well studied forested areas of inland Scandina-
via where commodity production was performed 
in the Viking Age and medieval to Early Modern 
times (ca. 800–1700 AD); Dalby in northern Värm-
land and Ängersjö with neighbouring areas in 

northwest Hälsningland/south Härjedalen. Agrar-
ian settlement colonisation, by freeholding peas-
ants, in the early to  middle Iron Age (ca. 500 AD or 
a bit earlier) was based on an innovation package 
of farm-shieling-outland use, and on versatile and 
cooperative working systems. It was also a ques-
tion of resource-colonisation, with commodities 
such as furs, attracting settlers.

Three types of outland uses are examined: pit-
fall hunting, bloomery iron production and shiel-
ings (seasonally used sites for grazing livestock). 
In Dalby there was intensive pitfall hunting and 
bloomery iron production in the Viking Age and 
Early Middle Ages (ca. 800–1250 AD), resulting 
in a surplus-production for trade of iron and elk 
(Alces alces) related products such as antler. When 
the markets for these products were lost, the peas-
ants instead expanded the use of shielings in the 
Late Middle Ages and Early Modern times. In the 
Ängersjö-area shielings and bloomery iron pro-
duction were expanded in the Late Middle Ages 
and Early Modern times. Iron was probably pro-
duced for a domestic market and a small export. 
In the Late Middle Ages and Early Modern times 
there was an increase in cattle breeding and use 
of shielings in both Dalby and Ängersjö, with cattle 
being the new commodity for trade to the Swedish 
Mining Districts.

Setting the Scene

This paper will describe and discuss the biocultur-
al heritage of the Scandinavian inland areas  Dalby 
and Ängersjö by a review of previous research. 
The objective is to address commodity production 
and interregional interaction by analyses of the 
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biocultural heritage of the forests. New  methods 
have traced the provenience of many objects and 
raw materials found in the central places and 
early towns located in the central agricultural re-
gions of northern Europe to the boreal forests of 
inland Scandinavia, and it is clear that many  other 
items went in the opposite direction (e.g. Ashby 
et al. 2015; Baug 2017; Hansen et al. 2017; Karlsson 
2016). From an early stage, it seems like the central 
agricultural regions connected to and  interacted 
with communities in the inlands of Scandinavia 
despite geographical distance (e.g. Svensson et al. 
2008). These recent discoveries pose a challenge, 
not only to the current understanding of the ar-
chaeology of the forested inland region, but also to 
our understanding of Scandinavian and European 
history.

Two well studied forested areas of inland Scan-
dinavia where commodity production for external 
markets was performed in the Viking Age over 
the medieval to the Early Modern times (ca. 800–
1700 AD) will here be presented; Dalby in north-
ern Värmland and Ängersjö with neighbouring 
areas in northwest Hälsningland/south  Härjedalen 
(fig. 1; Emanuelsson 2001; Emanuelsson et al. 2003; 

Karlsson et al. 2010; Lindholm et al. 2013; Mag-
nusson 1986; Mogren 1996; Svensson 1998; 2008). 
Focus will be on the three so far best studied cat-
egories of biocultural heritage in forested environ-
ments: pitfalls for elk (Alces alces), bloomery iron 
production sites and shielings (seasonally used 
sites for grazing livestock). These will be intro-
duced from a general, Scandinavian, perspective, 
and then examined in more detail regarding Dalby 
and Ängersjö.

Introducing the Biocultural Heritage of Forests

The deep forests of middle and northern Scandi-
navia are often perceived to be a wild, pristine na-
ture, although others conceive them as tree plan-
tations for the forest industry to grab. Others again 
consider the forests as arenas for adventure, scen-
ery and healthy recreation of various sorts. Due to 
the different expectations associated with forests, 
it is also possible to see tension between interests, 
such as between nature conservation and forestry. 
This tension also seems to grow stronger with the 
demands for transition to bio economy and an in-
creased use of forest resources for replacing fossil 
fuels.1 However, two important things are often 
overlooked. First, there are people living in the 
forested areas. Second, the forests are certainly 
not pristine nature but  rather products of centu-
ries of human use of the many resources provided 
by the forest. Human land-use over the long term 
has shaped biocultural heritage, which includes 
cultural memory, such as place names; tangible 
material elements of human practice, such as di-
verse archaeological sites, which also comprise 
components of the biocultural environment; and 
shaped biophysical elements of the landscape, 
such as responses in vegetation and soils, species 
composition, fauna and biodiversity more broad-
ly, which can be considered as ecosystem memory 
of past human practice (Eriksson 2018; Lindholm 
2018).

1 BioStep, <http://www.bio-step.eu/background/what-is-
bioeconomy/> (last access: 03.07.2018).

Fig. 1. Location of Dalby and the Ängersjö-area 
(Map: Karl-Johan Lindholm).
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The great advantage of the concept of biocul-
tural heritage in landscape studies, especially for-
ested landscapes, is that it proposes an integrated 
view on heritages derived from the processes of 
landscape domestication, adaptation and construc-
tion of socio-ecological niches (Eriksson/Arnell 
2017; Hodder 2012). Biocultural heritage infers a 
view on the boreal forest as historically and social-
ly rooted in active human’s creativity, envisioning 
and practice over the long-term, in addition, the 
concept offers a platform for studying source and 
production areas, craft specialisation and hubs of 
communication and trade networks. Different as-
pects of the biocultural heritage can be accessed 
with different methods; such as archaeological sur-
veys and excavations, biological surveys of  fl ora 
and fauna, geological surveys, linguistic surveys 
of place names and palaeobotanical investigations 
to name some possibilities. However, in order to 
gain an understanding of the entangled  processes, 
triangulation and interdisciplinary approaches 
are necessary, calling for more complex research 
agendas. Knowledge on the biocultural heritage of 
the forests shaped in the Viking Age and medieval 
to Early Modern times, that will be in the focus of 
this paper, is very uneven, even if archaeological 
research on inland Scandinavia has grown,  albeit 
not continuously, during the last three decades. 
First, some human activities have been studied far 
more intensively than others. These are obviously 
activities leaving clearly visible traces which can 
be accessed with fairly straightforward archaeo-
logical methods, such as bloomery iron production 
and pitfall hunting, lately also tar production and 
stone quarrying. These were activities probably 
carried out by men. Of presumably female respon-
sibilities only shielings with associated activities 
have been studied to some extent. Second, most of 
the  forested and mountainous parts of Scandinavia 
have not been systematically surveyed, and only a 
few areas have been studied in depth.

Presenting the Study Areas Dalby and Ängersjö

So far, the most in depth studied areas in Sweden 
are Dalby, especially the Backa hamlet in north-
ern Värmland and Ängersjö with adjacent areas 

in northwest Hälsingland/south Härjedalen. Here, 
interdisciplinary projects have been carried out 
over several years generating rich and diversifi ed 
data (Emanuelsson 2001; Emanuelsson et al. 2003; 
Karlsson et al. 2010; Lindholm et al. 2013; Magnus-
son 1986; Mogren 1996; Svensson 1998; 2008).

Both Dalby and Ängersjö with the adjacent 
 areas Älvros, Överhogdal and Ytterhogdal, hence-
forth the Ängersjö-area, are characterised by 
 boreal forest covering a hilly topography with nu-
merous mires, lakes, streams and rivers. In Dalby 
an almost north/south running narrow river val-
ley with sediment soils and steep mountain slopes 
on each side, is a major topographical feature 
(fig. 2), where the hamlets and the main agrari-
an land were located in the Viking Age and in the 
middle ages. In the Ängersjö-area the sediment 
soils and agrarian settlements were to be found by 
the river Ljusnan, minor rivers and lakes.

Written documents dealing with either areas 
are scarce or non-existent before the 16th cent. AD 
cadastral land registers listing taxpaying units. 
Even if the lists of settlement units in the registers 
are most likely relevant, at least on a more gener-
al level, the information concerning settlements, 
also for earlier periods, is very limited. Therefore, 
the biocultural heritage is the main source for 
studying the Viking Age and medieval times, with 
the registrations of ancient monuments in the 
FMIS-database, place names and palaeobotanical 
investigations as the main data providers.

The two areas of investigation share many 
characteristics of importance for this paper. First, 
their location in the boreal forest with many wa-
tercourses, mires and limited sediment soils suit-
able for cereal cultivation setting the natural topo-
graphical conditions both concerning restraints 
and possibilities for livelihood development. There 
were several similarities in which resources were 
chosen for exploitation, and how the exploitation 
was carried out. Second, the social structure was 
dominated, almost exclusively, by freeholding 
peasants, which explains the scarcity of written 
documents. Peasants were apparently settling 
their internal affairs verbally. Moreover, the social 
structure appears to have been built around an in-
ternal communication of equality in between the 
peasant households, although some farmsteads 
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were obviously larger than others. To forest peas-
ants, the skill of working the forest resources were 
more important than landholding and most tasks 
in the forest required cooperation. Commons of 
different kinds played an important role in the or-
ganisation of resource extraction (Johansson 1994, 
21 f.; 2002, 15 f.; Lindholm et al. 2013; Sandström 
et al. 2017; Svensson 1998, 181–187).

Third, in spite of being located in what is pe-
riphery seen with today’s eyes, both areas appear 
to have been well connected with the surround-
ing world, and to have been both willing and 
able to respond to changing conditions at least in 
past times. The last decades have proven harder, 
and both Dalby and Ängersjö are today struggling 
with post-industrial conditions and the necessities 
for people to find new ways of making a living in 
the industry or in the forest. Due to depopulation, 
the closing down of social infrastructure and a 
top-down extraction economy allowing for a raw 

exploitation of natural resources such as forest 
and hydroelectric power by outside actors, both 
areas are facing great challenges for future sus-
tainable development (Johansson 2002; Sandström 
et al. 2017; Svensson 2009; 2010). The peripherali-
sation of the Dalby- and Ängersjö-areas are thus a 
fairly recent process, going hand in hand with the 
present increased urbanisation.

Outland Use: The Strategy for Domesticating 

the Forest

It appears that it was, in the fi rst place, an inno-
vation package consisting of farm, shieling and 
outland use that made agrarian settlement expan-
sion possible into rough terrains, such as dense 
forests or mountainous areas where land for cere-
al cultivation, grazing and haymaking was scarce 
and scattered over great distances. It was also a 

Fig. 2. View over the Klarälven river valley, Dalby, from the eastern mountain slope (Photo: Eva Svensson).
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question of resource-colonisation, with commod-
ities such as fur attracting settlers (Emanuelsson 
2001; Lindholm/Ljungkvist 2016; Svensson 2018). 
The land outside the farmstead and its infields, 
was shaped into a special category of land called 
utmark in Swedish, mostly translated as outland. 
The human practice of harvesting the gains of 
the forest has been called utmarksbruk, trans-
lated to outland use (Svensson 1998, especially 
10–13). However, outland use was not restricted 
to forests, it was also carried out by the sea, in 
the mountains, among the wetlands and similar 
contexts (Andersson et al. 1998; Holm et al. 2005).
The forest, or outland, was used both for the pro-
duction of various items, for which the resources 
of the forest provided the raw material, so-called 
non-agrarian outland use, and as a complement 
to the infields, so-called agrarian outland use. 
Non-agrarian outland use included activities such 
as iron production, hunting, tar production and 

raw material provision, while agrarian outland 
use comprised cereal cultivation, pasture and hay-
making (Emanuelsson et al. 2003; Svensson 2008). 
Many of the outland use tasks required many 
hands, and therefore co-operatives or commons 
were organised. The choice of work form had so-
cial importance, especially for the production of 
different community senses. It was also manifest-
ed physically as the well visible sites not only bore 
witness of a mentality that celebrated hard work, 
but also one that had an ideal of community. The 
hard work of the peasants and their appropriation 
of the outland were thus engraved in the land-
scape (Lindholm et al. 2013; Sandström et al. 2017, 
Svensson 2008, 59 f.).

Shielings were key to agrarian economy in 
forested and mountainous Scandinavia. They 
functioned as a means for expanding agrarian 
enterprises (mainly the grazing of cattle) from 
the farmstead or hamlet to outlying areas. The 

Fig. 3. The central part of the meadow at the shieling Kårebolssätern in Norra Ny (a few kilometres south of 
Dalby). Kårebolssätern is one of the few shielings in Sweden still being managed (Photo: Eva Svensson).
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distance between shielings and their mother farm-
steads or hamlets varied, not least due to natural 
conditions. However, a distance of about 10km 
was quite common. Shielings were only used sea-
sonally (most often in the summer). The classic 
Scandinavian shieling consisted of a fenced site 
which included structures for dwelling, stabling 
cattle, processing milk, making dairy products and 
meadows for haymaking. The cattle were grazed 
in the forests surrounding the shielings and were 
guarded by female herders. There are indications 
of shielings, or proto-shielings, coming into use in 
western Norway already during Bronze Age, but 
dates of the onset to the middle of the 1st mill. AD 
are more common (Emanuelsson 2001; Emanuels-
son et al. 2003; Kvamme 1988; Olsson 1998; Risbøl 
et al. 2011). Most shielings went out of use during 
the fi rst half of the 20th cent., although there was 

a period of increased usage during the Second 
World War. Today, there are only a very few shiel-
ings left which are still active (fi g. 3) and several of 
those are operated mainly as museums or tourist 
attractions.

Apart from shielings two non-agrarian out-
land uses aimed towards a market are examined; 
pitfalls for elk and bloomery iron production sites. 
Production of tar and furs, which were also im-
portant (Hennius et al. 2005; Lindholm/Ljungkvist 
2016), will not be included in this study.

Remains of pitfalls for elks are common in for-
ested middle and northern Scandinavia, that is in 
areas where the peasants kept their right to hunt 
game during medieval and Early Modern times 
(Tillhagen 1987, 18 f.). They are very unusual in 
southern Scandinavia. In mountain areas pitfalls 
were used for catching reindeer. Also, wolves and 
a few other predators could be caught in pits, but 
these pits were of a defensive character, to prevent 
unwanted attacks on livestock. Pitfalls for hunting 
elks and reindeer were sometimes build in long 
systems with fences in between the pits, some-
times separate. Pitfalls demanded regular manage-
ment, both to check on the catch and for repairs. 
They also required signifi cant initial investment; 
it has been estimated that it takes 19 working days 
for two people to construct a pitfall with a fence 
measuring 10m (fi g. 4; Jacobsen 1989, 128 f.). Pit-
falls for elks appear to have been in use from the 
Neolithic, or a bit earlier, to 1864 when they were 
forbidden by law. However, with different geo-
graphical centres of gravity, most pitfalls were 
constructed during the Iron Age and early medie-
val times ( Ramkvist 2007; Svensson 1998, 72 with 
cited sources). Elk were not only hunted for their 
meat. The hide and antler perhaps were even more 
important. At times they were highly attractive 
goods for trading. Studies in Norway have shown 
that reindeer was hunted in masses, and that ant-
ler was traded for comb-manufacturing in towns 
( Indrelid/Hufthammar 2011;  Mikkelsen 1994).

Bloomery iron production, making iron from 
lake or bog ore, has been conducted in Sweden 
at least since Early Iron Age, but on a very small 
scale in connection with the settlements. However, 
when increasing, the production moved out from 
the settlements into the forests and the ore- sources, 
lakes and mires (fi g. 5). In order to produce enough 

Fig. 4. Reconstructed pitfall for elk in Dalby. The 
pitfall has been excavated and dated to the 12th cent. 
AD. The reconstruction is based on a Norwegian ex-
ample (Photo: Eva Svensson).
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charcoal, charcoal pits were constructed. Bloomery 
iron production increased strongly during the Iron 
Age and early medieval times, but with regional 
differences concerning chronological production 
peaks. From the 12th cent. AD the blast furnace 
and the mined ore started to compete with the 
bloomery iron production, with signifi cant conse-
quences. However, bloomery iron production was 
conducted into the 19th cent., and in some areas the 
production remained signifi cant despite the large-
scale production of pig iron from the blast fur-
naces in the mining districts of Sweden (Englund 
2002; Magnusson 1986; Pettersson Jensen 2012).

Pitfalls, bloomery iron production sites and 
shielings are expressed in the landscape in differ-
ent ways, thus surveyed and investigated with dif-
ferent methods. The key to successful surveys is to 
grasp different components of the biocultural en-
vironment; especially responses in vegetation and 
soils, place names and traditions and archaeologi-
cal sites (Lindholm 2018). The ability to ‘read’ veg-
etation, topography, geology, manage information 

on faunal behaviour, understand the implications 
of place names and traditions is required to locate 
archaeological sites. Also, when making more in-
depth investigations, again, methods taking these 
components into account are necessary for valid 
interpretations. An important method, not least 
for investigating agrarian outland use such as 
shielings, forest grazing, outland cereal cultivation 
and haymaking is pollen analysis.

The Biocultural Heritage of Outland Use in 

Dalby and Ängersjö

Dalby and the Ängersjö-area have both been sur-
veyed in the national survey of ancient monu-
ments, which has covered large parts of Sweden 
and is the basis of the register of ancient monu-
ments (FMIS). There have also been some addition-
al surveys of more limited character also  recorded 
in FMIS. On top of that, a number of research efforts 
including interdisciplinary projects with important 

Fig. 5. Bloomery iron production site under excavation in Dalby. Remains of a furnace in the front, a slagheap 
in the back. There were remains of three furnaces and three slagheaps at the site. The site is dated to approxi-
mately 900–1200 AD (Photo: Eva Svensson).
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palaeobotanical components, have been carried out 
over several years generating rich and diversifi ed 
data, especially a number of strategically located 
pollen diagrams (Emanuelsson 2001; Emanuels-
son et al. 2003; Karlsson et al. 2010; Lindholm et al. 
2013; Mogren 1996; Svensson 1998; 2008).

In Dalby 611 sites of pitfalls, often compris-
ing of several or even systems of pitfalls, are 
registered in FMIS.2 In the Ängersjö-area the cor-
responding figure is 465 sites. The number of 
bloomery iron production sites are 218 in Dalby 
and 424 in the Ängersjö-area. However, a small 
number of these may have been smithies and 
not bloomery sites. 1995 sites of charcoal pits are 
registered in Dalby and 500 in the Ängersjö-area, 
most of the sites consist of several pits. Only a few 
shielings are registered in FMIS, but according 

2 The numbers used for the present paper are based 
on the dataset from 2018, <http://www.fmis.raa.se/cocoon/
fornsok/search.html> (last access: 28.06.2018), nowadays, 
<https://app.raa.se/open/fornsok/> (last access: 20.09.2022).

to place names, local information and tradition 
there were at least approximately 180 shielings in 
the Ängersjö-area and approximately 150 in Dal-
by (Lindholm et al. 2013, 17; Svensson 1998, 116). 
Due to the low priority, and little time given for 
survey of ancient monuments in forested areas in 
the national survey of ancient monuments, these 
figures, especially for pitfalls, charcoal pits and 
bloomery iron production sites, could probably be 
multiplied.

In Dalby 15 pitfalls have been subject for ex-
cavation and dated with the radiocarbon  method. 
In two pitfalls two, respectively three, phases were 
detected. Thus, there are 18 radiocarbon dates 
for elk pitfalls in Dalby spanning from the Stone 
Age to the Early Modern period, but with a clear 
concentration to the period from around 800 to 
1250 AD. This period thus appears to be the most 
intensive period for construction and use of pit-
falls to capture elk (Svensson 1998, especially 
fig. 18 and 21). Only three pitfalls have been  dated 
in the Ängersjö-area. Here again, the dates span 

Fig. 6. House foundation at the shieling Gammelvallen, Ängersjö (Photo: Eva Svensson).
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a long period as they reach from the Bronze Age, 
over the Early Iron Age to Early Modern times. 
However, for the region of Jämtland, to which the 
Ängersjö-area is affiliated, there is an increasing 
number of pitfalls constructed from around the 
beginning of the 1st cent. AD. Pitfall construction is 
intensified in the Viking Age and the early  Middle 
Ages until around 1200 AD, and again in the Late 
Middle Ages and Early Modern times (FMIS; 
 Ramkvist 2000; 2007, fig. 9).

19 bloomery iron production sites, one of 
them with two different phases, and eleven char-
coal pits have been dated in Dalby, whereas 19 
bloomery iron production sites and two charcoal 
stacks have been dated in the Ängersjö- area. In 
Dalby the oldest iron production sites and char-
coal pits were dated to the Mid Iron Age and 
the  youngest to the Late Middle Ages and Early 
 Modern  period. Most of the iron production sites 
and charcoal pits in the area date from 900 to 
1200 AD. In the Ängersjö-area both the bloomery 
iron production sites, apart from four sites, and 
the two charcoal stacks were dated to the Late 
Middle Ages and Early Modern period. Four 
bloomery iron production sites were dated young-
er than 250 years (Magnusson 1986, especially 
tab. 41; Svensson 1998, especially fig.  26–27). As 
there was a major change in technology at the 
bloomery iron production sites in Dalby in the 
14th cent. AD, it is possible to sort also non-dated 
bloomery iron production sites (provided they 
are well enough described in FMIS) in ‘ before’ or 
‘ after’ the 14th cent. About 75% of the sites appear 
to be older, 15% younger and about 10% are not 
possible to evaluate (Svensson 2008, 69).

Calculations on the scale of iron production 
have been made on the basis of the volume of the 
slagheaps. There are a number of source critical 
problems attached to all models for calculations of 
production volumes of iron, so the figures should 
not be considered as precise but rather giving an 
idea of the production size. In Dalby the bloomery 
iron production sites of older character were not 
only more numerous but also had considerably 
larger slagheaps, indicating that iron production 
had been of larger volume in the period from 
900 to 1200 AD. The calculations of production of 
bloomery iron in Dalby shows that 382t of iron 

were produced at the sites in use in the earlier pe-
riod, and 26t at sites from the later period. There 
are no calculations of the volume of produced iron 
for the Ängersjö-area in particular, only for the 
whole region of Härjedalen, where the production 
has been estimated to 2–3.5t/year or 1500t in total 
for the Late Medieval to Early Modern period. The 
domestic need of iron for the period from 900 to 
1200 AD in Dalby has previously been estimated to 
11t, but due to new research on wear on iron tools, 
the figure needs to be increased to approximately 
20t. In spite of the uncertainties concerning calcu-
lations on volumes of iron production and domes-
tic consumption it is clear that a considerable sur-
plus production of bloomery iron was carried out 
during the period from 900 to 1200 AD in  Dalby. 
For the later period, when domestic consump-
tion would have been about the same volume, 
bloomery iron production appears to have been a 
subsidiary industry. For the Ängersjö-area as well, 
bloomery iron production is considered a subsidi-
ary industry, albeit with some surplus production 
for sale on a market (Karlsson 2015, tab. 6:3; Mag-
nusson 1986, 279 f.; Svensson 1998, 100; 2008, 69 f. 
with references).

Four shielings in Dalby and two in the Ängersjö- 
area have been investigated with the use of pollen 
analyses. The four Dalby-shielings, Backasätern, 
Gammelsätern (Likenäs), Ransbysätern and Bänte-
bysätern, have also been mapped in detail. Ar-
chaeological excavations have been carried out 
at the shieling Backasätern in Dalby and at the 
shielings Öijingsvallen and Gammelvallen (fig. 6) 
in Ängersjö (Emanuelsson 2001; Emanuelsson 
et al. 2003; Karlsson et al. 2010; Magnusson 1989; 
Svensson 1998). The investigations show that the 
shielings were dynamic and changing over time. 
From the earliest times, when established as part 
of the innovative settlement package, shielings 
were few and small and mostly stations for forest 
grazing. Of the investigated shielings only Öijings-
vallen, Backasätern and Gammelsätern (Likenäs) 
in Dalby were connected to the earliest agrarian 
settlement phase in Dalby and the Ängersjö-area 
from the middle of the 1st mill. AD. Ransbysätern, 
Bäntebysätern and Gammelvallen appear to be-
long to the Viking Age and the medieval settlement 
expansion.
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The investigations show that shielings were 
flexible, and adjusted to changing local needs over 
time. In Dalby the shielings were used for small-
scale grazing from the onset until the Late Middle 
Ages, when the use was intensified. In Early Mod-
ern times grazing expanded considerably. Also, 
cereal cultivation appears to have been practised 
occasionally. The use of shielings thus expanded 
when the intense production of bloomery iron 
and pitfalls came to an end in the 13th cent. AD. 
The expansion of cattle breeding at the shielings 
thus appears to replace an intensive production 
in the non-agrarian outland use. This observation 
is supported by pollen analyses of mires used for 
haymaking showing a contemporary increase in 
the production of winter fodder for the cattle on 
these mires. The interdependency of the outland 
use activities, and the flexibility of the shielings in 
the agrarian system, is further emphasised by the 
fact that Backasätern was temporarily abandoned 
during the period of intensive bloomery iron pro-
duction and pitfall use in the Viking Age and in the 
first half of the Middle Ages. The shielings appear 
to slightly go out of use in the 19th and 20th cent. 
(Emanuelsson et al. 2003; Svensson 1998).

In the Ängersjö-area, the shielings appear to 
increase in number during the Viking Age and 
the Middle Ages, with the establishment of new 
shielings but also through the introduction of ce-
real cultivation at the shielings during the  Middle 
Ages. Here, the expansion of shielings in numbers 
as well as in intensification and complexity with 
the combination of grazing and cereal cultivation, 
slightly predates the onset of bloomery iron pro-
duction. Grazing is successively increasing at the 
shielings until the downturn and final desertion 
in the 19th and 20th cent. (Emanuelsson 2001; Karls-
son et al. 2010). Due to few and spread out dates 
of pitfalls, it is harder to evaluate their role in the 
economy of the Ängersjö-area.

Apparently, cattle breeding became increas-
ingly important both in Dalby and Ängersjö dur-
ing the Late Middle Ages and Early Modern times. 
In this, Dalby and Ängersjö are following a gener-
al trend of shieling expansion in Sweden (Larsson 
2009). The dairy products were important in the 
rural economy and diet. But, as will be discussed 
below, it was also a question of expanding the 
number of cattle as such.

The Market

What happened to the commodities produced 
in the outlands of Dalby and Ängersjö under in-
vestigation here? Interestingly enough, written 
documents are silent about the trade in products 
from the Scandinavian outlands, so archaeology 
is the key source. For southern Norway, a network 
of trading places served the export of bloomery 
iron and other outland commodities. The network 
consisted of markets of different character, from 
small seasonal market places serving local de-
mands to the medieval towns (Loftsgarden 2017). 
Probably there was a similar system in Sweden, as 
well. As there are no, at least not yet, provenience 
analyses matching the produces from our areas of 
investigation, the following will be a tentative dis-
cussion supported by proxy data.

Considering the results from Norway con-
cerning hunt for reindeer and trade in antler for 
comb-manufacturing in towns (Indrelid/Huftham-
mar 2011; Mikkelsen 1994), it is reasonable to 
draw a parallel to the many pitfalls for elks in 
Dalby and the Ängersjö-area. At least in periods of 
intense pitfall production, there must have been a 
surplus production of elk-based commodities for 
export. For the Ängersjö-area it has not been pos-
sible to establish chronological production peaks, 
but drawing from the chronology of the region of 
Jämtland the periods of the Viking Age–Early Mid-
dle Ages and the Late Middle Ages–Early Modern 
times, stand out as intensive periods of pitfall con-
struction. In Dalby it was clear that pitfalls were 
intensively used in the period from approximately 
800 to 1250 AD.

Concerning the period Viking Age–Early  Middle 
Ages, it is likely that the destinations for antler 
were the comb-makers in the two generations 
of early towns in Scandinavia founded around 
800 AD and around 1000 AD respectively. A possi-
ble destination for at least antler from the captures 
in Dalby was the medieval town Skara, founded 
approximately 1000 AD. The town was the seat for 
the bishop of the diocese of Skara, which included 
Dalby in medieval times. In Skara large quantities 
of elk antler were used in the comb-makers work-
shops up to the start of the 13th cent. AD. During 
the first decades of the 13th cent. AD, horse and 
cow bone replaced elk antler (Vretemark 1997, 
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146, 151). There were surely several areas of origin 
for elk antler in Skara, and several different des-
tinations for the commodities from Dalby, but it is 
worth noting that the cessation of use of elk antler 
corresponds in time with the sharp downturn in 
pitfall construction in Dalby.

For the later period of surplus production vis-
ible in the region of Jämtland, at least in the Ear-
ly Modern times, the elk hides were probably the 
main item, being an important component in the 
military equipment. When riding out to the Battle 
of Lützen in 1632, the Swedish King Gustavus Adol-
phus was only wearing a jacket of elk hide as an 
armour believing it to be magically bullet proof. 
Today, the jacket is on display in an exhibition in 
the Royal Castle in Stockholm (with bullet holes).

When it comes to iron there was a generally 
increased demand in society in the Viking Age and 
even more in the Middle Ages. More and more iron 
implements were used, not least in agrarian work. 
New research has also shown that there was a sub-
stantial wear of iron, meaning that there was a con-
stant need to renew the implements ( Jernkontoret 
2015; Karlsson 2015). Slag and smithies are com-
monly found both on rural settlements, castles and 
in towns, in line with the everyday need for iron 
products and in some cases for more substantial 
trade in iron products. However, for medieval 
times, at least in Swedish towns, it was probably 
rather a question of pig iron instead of bloomery 
iron (Pettersson Jensen/Magnusson 2005).

Iron bars are the best indication of trade in 
bloomery iron, and there are a few depots of iron 
bars such as spade shaped iron bars (fig. 7) found 
outside the production areas. Bloomery iron pro-
duction areas in northern Sweden produced iron 
bars of different spade shapes, probably as a 
quality signifier as bloomery iron from different 
 areas held different qualities, something consum-
ers appear to have been well aware of. But not all 
bloomery iron producing areas made specially 
shaped iron bars, and it was common to market 
cloven iron loupes (Englund 2002, 275–284; Mag-
nusson 1986, 273–279). However, as iron bars, un-
less they were somehow deposited and never re-
covered, were turned into different kinds of iron 
implements, it is not possible to determine the dif-
ferent destinations of bloomery iron without spe-
cial provenience analyses.

The invention of the blast furnace in the Swe-
dish Mining District, and the large-scale produc-
tion of pig iron from the Early Middle Ages on-
wards meant severe competition for the bloomery 
iron production. In Dalby, bloomery iron produc-
tion was severely hit, even if the peasants in Dalby 
tried to compete with the pig iron by improving 
both the technology and organisation of produc-
tion. Bloomery iron became merely a small-scale 
subsidiary production (Svensson 1998).

Unlike Dalby, bloomery iron production in 
Ängersjö appears to have started in the late me-
dieval times when the blast furnace iron industry 
was already up and running. Still, the peasants in 
the Ängersjö-area produced some surplus of iron 
for export well into Early Modern times. They 
were not alone. Peasants in northern Scania in 
southern Sweden, but at that time northern Den-
mark, and peasants in Småland on the other side 
of the border, continued producing bloomery iron. 

Fig. 7. Spade shaped iron bars (Photo: Lotta Fernstål, 
08.11.2010, SHMM Copyright: SHMM License: CC BY).
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For Denmark- Norway, bloomery iron was still an 
important product (Ödman 2001). The Ängersjö- 
peasants, close to the Norwegian border, were 
probably also relying on the Danish-Norwegian 
market on top of domestic needs. Swedish peas-
ants were apparently trading iron to another na-
tion, a nation in war with Sweden many times 
during the 16th and 17th cent. AD.

But why did the Dalby-peasants, who had the 
border to Norway on their doorsteps, not trade 
bloomery iron across the border? The answer is 
that they had found a new lucrative way of trad-
ing: not bloomery iron but pig iron instead. The 
reason for this was cattle. In both Dalby and the 
Ängersjö-area, the use of shielings started to in-
crease during the Late Middle Ages. From Early 
Modern times the increase in cattle breeding and 
use of shielings were significant. Actually, there 
was an increase in cattle breeding in most of west-
ern Sweden in Early Modern times, a relative spe-
cialisation of agrarian production (Jansson 1998; 
Myrdal/Söderberg 1991, 481–486). Cattle breeding 
was important in an agrarian economy and for 
self-subsistence, but a great deal was exported 
to the expanding Mining District with a never- 
ending demand for cattle for everything from 
food to ropes. Expanding the shielings became 
the main commodity production strategy for the 
 forest farmers of Dalby and Ängersjö in Late Medi-
eval and Early Modern times. The Dalby- peasants 
took yet another step in the market economy. For, 
at least some of the traded cattle, they bought pig 
iron. They then sold the pig iron on to Norway 
in spite of ongoing wars, and made good profit 
(Svensson 2008, 78).

The Historical Ecology of Outland Use in the 

Rural Edge: Some Concluding Remarks

Dalby and Ängersjö, today local communities, 
fi ghting not only the challenges of post-industrial 
effects on forested, sparsely populated areas, but 
also the marginalisation process of lost recogni-
tion for their historical signifi cance. Their prehis-
toric and medieval history, the history of the free-
holding outland using peasants, not recorded in 
written documents but inscribed in the landscape, 

has to be unearthed through studies of the forest’s 
biocultural heritage. The history is to be found in 
slagheaps, in pitfalls, in biodiversity as the vegeta-
tion responses to human impact, in pollen and in 
old names and traditions.

When put together, the different components 
of the biocultural heritage produce a narrative of 
versatile and dynamic communities, of innova-
tive forest peasants with strategic skills, interact-
ing with the natural conditions. There are three 
major phases, which can be considered as three 
successive socio-ecological niches. First, they were 
able to settle in harsh environments by the appli-
cation of the innovation package of farm/shieling/
outland use and created versatile and cooperative 
working systems. Second, they developed com-
modity production on the basis of the resources 
in the outland through advanced technology and 
sophisticated cooperative organisation of work, 
and operated on different markets. Third, when 
old markets were lost, they were able to find new 
solutions by expanding the agrarian outland use.

Somehow, these skills have been thinned out 
with the lost recognition for the historical impor-
tance. Thus, there are important lessons to learn 
from the past, not least about innovativeness, ver-
satility and community strategies. Such skills are 
crucial for turning the forest into new ways for 
making a sustainable living in the rural edges.
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