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Farmer-fishermen: interior lake fishing and inter-cultural and
intra-cultural relations among coastal and interior Sámi
communities in northern Sweden AD 1200–1600
Ingela Bergman and Per H. Ramqvist
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ABSTRACT
Although the productive fishing grounds had long attracted the
Crown and the Church to northern Sweden, it was not until the
sixteenth century that the judicial and fiscal powers of the
Swedish Crown were exercised in full. Records show that the
regular fishing in interior lakes formed a prominent enterprise
among coastal farmer communities. This paper examines the
social and economic context of farmers engaged in interior fishing
with respect to the internal organization of village communities,
principles of private and collective ownership, land-use strategies
and inter-community relations. There are no a-priori assumptions
about the coastal population being“Swedish”. Instead of applying
ethnonyms, the terms“farmer” and “coastal” are used throughout
the paper. The main area of investigation includes the coastal area
of northernmost Sweden and the western parts of Finnish Lapland.
The study shows that interior lakes fitted into village resource areas,
long sanctioned by usage, and that usufruct belonged to village
members collectively. A large part of the fishing lakes are situated
in interior Sámi territory. Fishermen were internalizing Sámi place
names, implying close relations between the groups. Archeological
investigations point to subsistence strategies including systemic
interior lake fishing being established before AD 1200. The authors
propose that coastal and interior communities should be perceived
as two economic strategies representing indigenous and pre-colonial
land-use schemes.
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Introduction and background

By the beginning of the fourteenth century, the richness in sought-after commodities, like
furs and fish, had already begun to draw the attention of both the Catholic Church and the
Swedish Crown, fostering initiatives to establish agrarian settlements in coastal northern
Sweden (collectively referred to as a colonization enterprise; cf. Sundström1984; Waller-
ström 1995, 47–50; and cited literature). Productive fishing grounds by the mouths of
major rivers were distributed among the nobility as deeds of gifts (Olofsson1962, 140–149;
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Sundström1984, 43–44; Berggren1995). From the perspective of the Swedish central
powers, the northern frontier of the“settled” area (Sw.bygd) reached only as far as Bygdeå
by the Bothnian coast (Figure 1). Accordingly, the inland and coastal areas further north
were considered to be wilderness inhabited by“hunters in forests and waters” (Olofsson
1962, 125–139), following a narrative discourse whereby hunting/herding and cultivation
formed oppositional pairs, implicitly equatingcivilization with cultivation and settled land,
and hunting/herding with wilderness and wasteland. It was not until the sixteenth century
that the judicial and fiscal powers of the Swedish Crown were exercised in full in northern
Sweden (and also in northern Norway and Finland). Fishing stands out as one of the most
prominent enterprises among coastal communities, carried out not only within local sea
fishing grounds but also in lakes located in the interior, at quite a distance from the villages.
From an archeological perspective, the implications of interior lake fishing for prehistoric and
early historical subsistence strategies and settlement history have not been recognized
(cf. Wallerström1995). Although mentioned in historical studies (cf. Göthe1929, 1–17;
Enequist1937, 17–29; Torstensson1977, 277–278; Berggren1995; Lundström2004, 53–66;
Tegengren2015, 160–161), the social, economic and cultural significance of this fishing
activity has not been much discussed.

Figure 1.Map of Fennoscandinavia with the counties of northern Sweden marked out. According to
fourteenth-century records, the parish of Bygdeå formed the northern frontier of the“settled” area. Areas
further north and northwest were regarded as wasteland or inhabited by“hunters in forests and lakes”.
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This paper is part of the research programmeRecalling the Past: Cultural Heritage, Land-
scapes and Identity Processes in Northern Fennoscandia(2012–2017). The overall aim of the
programme is to explore the multi-cultural history of coastal northern Sweden during the
period AD 600–1500. Research specifically focuses on deciphering different economic
strategies in relation to landscape affiliation and environmental impact (for further infor-
mation about the programme seewww.recallingthepast.seand www.silvermuseet.se).

In previous publications we have targeted, among other themes, the introduction of
cereal cultivation in the coastal as well as the interior areas of northern Sweden, challen-
ging the discursive connotations of cultivation and colonization (cf. Bergman and Hörn-
berg 2015; Hörnberg et al.2015) and the role of the birkarlar in relation to inter- and
intra-cultural contact between interior Sámi and coastal communities. The latter study
shows that birkarlar were acting as community representatives and agentsvis-à-visthe
wide and international trading networks of the time (Bergman and Edlund2016).
Another theme explores the impact of the agricultural societies of Central Norrland on
hunter–fisher communities further north. The establishment of Birka during the eighth
century as a trading node catalyzed the increased interaction between sedentary
farming and hunting–fishing communities in Central Norrland, in turn promoting special-
ization and surplus production. In a similar way, an increasing interaction between coastal
and interior communities of northernmost Sweden is corroborated by the archeological
record dating c. AD 500 and coincides with some of the earliest sedentary agricultural
settlements in coastal northern Norrland (Ramqvist2012, 2014; Ramqvist and Hörnberg
2015).

We suggest the papers be seen as pieces complimenting each other, successively build-
ing a full and solid framework. In this context, the present paper contributes to the overall
picture by illuminating the close and regular contacts between coastal and interior com-
munities in connection with the so-calledfjällträskfisken, i.e. the systematic fishing in
interior lakes by coastal farmers. Contrary to the colonization historiographies, there are
no a-priori assumptions about the coastal population being“Swedish”. The Iron Age
and Medieval coastal communities are examined in relation to prehistoric and historically
known Sámi contexts (cf. Mulk1994; Hedman2003; Bergman et al.2008, 2013; Bergman
and Hörnberg2015), however, not as oppositional pairs, but for the purpose of evaluating
the coastal settlement history as unbiased as possible. Therefore, instead of applying eth-
nonyms, the terms“farmer” and “coastal” are consistently used throughout the paper,
ending up in a discussion of the socio-economic and cultural context of the coastal
population.

Aim of the study

The focus of this study is on interior lake fishing during the late medieval period from the
perspective of land-use strategies in relation to fiscal and administrative structures. The
study aims at analyzing the social and economic context among coastal communities
from the perspective of post-colonial theory, combining archeological and cultural-geo-
graphical methods. We have scrutinized primary sources, mainly sixteenth-century fiscal
accounts, to extract new information and unveil underlying socio-economic patterns
that may originate from prehistoric times. Analyses specifically address the internal organ-
ization of sixteenth-century coastal village communities, principles of private and
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collective ownership, family structures and social hierarchies, and not least, structures of
inter- and intra-cultural contact.

Areas of investigation include the coastal and interior regions of the Norr- and Väster-
botten counties in northernmost Sweden, and the western parts of Finnish Lappland,
stretching from the valley of the river Torneälven in the north to the river Umeälven in
the south (Figure 2). The study draws on archeological records dating back to c. AD
1200 and on historical records from the sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries. Data
are compiled and analyzed from a landscape perspective, including subsistence strategies,
logistics and territorial structures. In addition, the social and economic relationships
between interior and coastal communities are examined with regard to cultural landscape
affiliation, specifically considering Sámi place names, in particular the names of lakes
(Lundström2004, 53–66; Korhonen2009; Bergman2010). Finally, we hope the data pre-
sented in this paper may be useful to other scholars engaged in the study of the cultural
history of northern Fennoscandia.

Figure 2.Map of the study area with the parishes marked out: (1) Umeå parish, (2) Bygdeå parish, (3)
Lövånger parish, (4) Skellefteå parish, (5) Piteå parish, (6) Luleå parish, (7) Kalix parish and (8) Torneå
parish. Localities mentioned in the text are marked as filled triangle.
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