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Abstract. The development and establishment of agriculture in Northern Sweden has since long 

been believed to appear during the Late Iron Age, close to the Viking period, but recent finds 

from the Bronze Age in Umeå has opened up new discussion of when agriculture first emerged. 

Although too early to discuss where and when it developed, the material currently available on 

the topic allows for discussion for how it developed. By looking at sediment and soil conditions 

surrounding the settlements in combination with palaeoenvironments and past climate one aim 

was to try and search for settlement patterns in relation to agricultural potential, this was 

however unsuccessful. Cultivation practices were analysed using weed and wetland flora as 

well as agricultural indicators in pollen diagrams. Most settlements appear to focus firstly on 

animal husbandry and secondarily on cultivating crops, and they might have because of their 

coastal positioning also relied on fishing. The results confirmed previous hypothesis about the 

development of agriculture and cultivation practices in Northern Sweden during the Bronze and 

Iron Age, however, some issues remain concerning the lacking osteological material. 

 

Abstract. Utvecklingen och etableringen av jordbruk i Norrland har sedan länge verkat 

förekomma först under yngre järnåldern, nära vikingatiden, men nya fynd från bronsåldern i 

Umeå har öppnat upp diskussionen igen om när jordbruket först etablerade sig. Fastän det är 

för tidigt att behandla var och när, så tillåter det nuvarande materialet att börja till att diskutera 

hur jordbruket utvecklade sig. Kringliggande jordförhållanden har undersökts runtom 

bosättningar i relation till palaeomiljöer och forntida klimat med målet att söka efter 

bosättningsmönster i relation till potentialen att etablera jordbruk, men inga mönster framkom. 

Odlingsmetoder undersöktes genom ogräs och våtmarksväxter såväl som indikatorer på 

jordbruk och betning i pollendiagram. De flesta bosättningarna uppvisade ett fokus i första hand 

på djurhållning och i andra hand odling, samt att dess närhet till kusten och havet troligen såg 

ett utvecklat fiske. Resultaten bekräftade tidigare hypoteser om jordbrukets utveckling och 

odlingsmetoder i Norrland under Brons- och Järnåldern, dock återstår vissa problem beträffande 

det bristande osteologiska materialet. 
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1. Introduction 
Northern Sweden has for the longest of times presented archaeologists with a conundrum. It is 

a generally accepted idea that most of Northern Sweden did not adopt agriculture until the Late 

Iron Age. This hypothesis, however, poses several issues. Why did it not occur earlier? Is the 

lack of evidence strong enough to support the hypothesis? Or was it only the Vikings who could 

truly adapt well enough to farm the land? Recent finds of Bronze Age farmsteads in the Umeå 

region is closing in on the knowledge gap, making such a hypothesis less likely to be supported 

in the future. It is still a question whether agriculture did manifest during the Bronze Age or if 

it is like the earlier Bjurselet settlement, a short-lived excursion. 

It is a complex situation where many issues limit the possibilities of studies to be written on 

this topic. Poor preservation of organic materials such as seeds and bones is a limiting factor. 

The acidic podzols in Fennoscandia rapidly deteriorate organic material making it difficult to 

observe crops grown and the presence of domestic animals. Because of this archaeological 

remains mainly consist of small pieces of burnt bones and charred seeds. Therefore, a 

consideration has to be made where no bones does not mean no animals, and where no or small 

amounts of seeds will not be representative but rather indicative of possible farming activities. 

This study will try and review a few selected sites in middle and upper Norrland to create a 

hypothetical image of the neolithization process of Västerbotten’s and Västernorrland’s 

counties (fig. 3). This will be presented in three chapters regarding the Neolithic, the Bronze 

Age and the Iron Age (fig. 1). The settlements and finds will be presented alongside a 

reconstruction of the paleoenvironment to better understand the viability and possibility to 

establish agriculture. After doing so the sites will become easier to compare with each other 

and other agrarian societies in Fennoscandia, examining similar marginal environments in for 

example Neolithic Norway and Bronze Age Finland. 

 

1.2 Aim 

The main aim is not to answer the questions of where and when agriculture established itself in 

Norrland, as the currently available material may provide too little information to be able to 

answer such questions. To understand our current knowledge of indications and possible 

introductions of permanent farmsteads and agrarian settlements, the local environments and soil 

conditions are of key importance. Because of the marginal environment in Norrland, it is also 

important to analyse how agricultural techniques developed, if they followed the trends of 

southern Scandinavia or if it developed differently, by adapting to the marginal conditions. By 

studying seeds, house compositions, settlement patterns and artefacts, their economy can begin 

to be discussed. These questions are therefore less direct and a more problem areas to review, 

 

1. Which key factors can be identified for the settlement of agrarian farmsteads in 

Norrland? 

2. What type of farming techniques were used during the different time periods? 

3. Can an adaption towards marginal environments be detected in the archaeobotanical 

material or does the northern neolithization process follow the same pattern as elsewhere 

in Fennoscandia? 
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Figure 1 Modified table of time periods based on Baudou (1995) and Eriksson (2017) going from ca. 6000 BC to 

the end of the Viking Age. This will give a rough timescale of the periods and climactic periods presented. 

Abbreviations in the figure: IA – Iron Age, P. – Period. 
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2. Background and concepts  

2.1 What is neolithization? 

How this process came to be has gone through several hypothesis throughout the 20th century. 

It has diverged from the more racial perspective of aggressive invaders (e.g. Rydbeck 1930) to 

a more benevolent bringer of social organization and civilization (e.g. Stenberg 1964, pp. 57-

60). It has always been about the immigration of an agrarian population looking for new lands 

to farm and a theory which continues to be used even today (e.g. Zvelebil and Rowley-Conwy 

1984; Baudou 1995; Welinder et al. 2004; Reitan et al. 2018, p. 549). This immigration is not 

entirely unfounded as new studies using more advanced tools to trace DNA show that it is likely 

that small groups of knowledgeable farmers first claimed the land, before agriculture began to 

spread and was adopted by the hunter-gatherers (e.g. Larsson et al. 2012; Sørensen and Karg 

2014). The theory of the agrarian pioneers has always persisted, what has changed is whether 

they were conquerors, bringers of civilization or what today is seen as a more neutral group of 

people claiming an otherwise sparsely populated Scandinavia. 

Neolithization can therefore in those terms be described as people arriving in Scandinavia as 

pioneers of farming, bringing with them a new set of beliefs and a lifestyle dependant on a 

different source of food and technology. The concept is not entirely well-defined and is unlikely 

to be as rigid as presented, although, these are the few reoccurring “criteria” often found in the 

literature. 

When discussing neolithization a phrase sometimes used is “the Neolithic package” (see e.g. 

Çilingiroğlu 2005). Regardless of the pace that a culture or people adopts this package, it is 

presumed to contain the same parts, meaning that a Neolithic culture would initially appear 

very similar before developing regional adaptations. The main emphasis is placed on the 

cultivation of crops and on the keeping of domestic animals. The adoption of animal husbandry, 

keeping cattle, sheep/goat and pigs is not only indicative of the early stage of neolithization but 

also the ending stage where bones from domestic animals begin to become more abundant than 

that of wild animals in the osteological material. The cultivated crops usually consist of various 

proportions of barley and three types of wheats (bread wheat, emmer and einkorn). These were 

the first to be grown and a common feature until later during the Bronze Age when new crops 

were introduced (e.g. Malmer 1975, p. 116; Shoch et al. 1988; Welinder et al. 2004; Larsson et 

al. 2012; Sørensen and Karg 2014). 

The second emphasis of the package is the adoption of a “new technology” such as flint axes, 

pottery and a developing form of prestige items representative of a growing hierarchical society. 

Although flint had been worked with prior to the neolithization event, it is seen as becoming 

more important because the tools are being made with different purposes than what a hunter-

gatherer would need, developing sickles and thin-butted axes. The adoption of this new 

technology can be related to the increasing demand for flint that results in a growing “mining 

industry”, where deep shafts can be found searching for flint nodules and processing the 

material on site, discarding the refuse back into the shaft to fill it up again (Rudebeck 1987). 

This adoption might therefore be more tied in with an intensification of its use and increased 

need for more flint. 
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The transformation of the society is also sometimes related with the introduction of longhouses 

and graves. It is therefore a social aspect to consider where a new way of practicing religion is 

suggested to occur. The new lifestyle thus demands a transformation in the way people in the 

past used to live, something that might be tied with functionality as both animals and granaries 

all gathered under one structure. However, the concept of a package also assumes that a society 

either adopts it or not, without taking into consideration the local and regional differences of 

the neolithization process. Although it appears true in many cases, neolithization in this text 

will be seen as the development towards a Neolithic society that relies on crops and domestic 

animals for its main source of food. This in turn will include what the package offers but will 

consider the regionalization of what an adoption of such a package would mean. 

 

2.2 The neolithization process in Sweden 

This chapter will briefly present an introduction to the colonization and neolithization process 

in Sweden to give a general overview of how agriculture was established and some key 

developments and crops grown in different time periods to introduce the reader to the subject. 

As the last glacial period came towards an end, Scandinavia was slowly colonized as hunter-

gatherers closely following the retreating glaciers. The coast of Norway was quickly populated, 

settlements began to appear in northern Norway around 9500 BP (Kleppe 2018, pp. 15-16). In 

Finland the Soummusjärvi culture with its origin in the east has its earliest settlements being 

dated to roughly the same time as in northern Norway, 9500-8300 BP (Bergman et al. 2004). It 

is likely that Sweden was inhabited from two directions, from Finland in the east and 

Denmark/Norway in the south and west. One of the earlier northern Swedish settlements is 

dated to around 8600 BP but the oldest site Aareavaara is dated to roughly 10 700 cal BP, a 

settlement so old it is hypothetically in close proximity to the ice sheet (Bergman et al. 2004, 

Möller et al. 2013). Southern Sweden and Denmark was occupied in almost direct relation to 

the retreat of the glacier (Jensen 1982; Larsson 1991). With the find of Aareavaara in the north, 

the rate Sweden was settled is much quicker than previously thought and closely followed the 

retreat of the glacier. It is likely, as seen from the osteological record, that the hunter-gatherers 

followed herds of reindeer (Rangifer tarandus) and elk (Alces alces) during this time. Bones 

also came from fishing and hunting the likes of beaver (Castor fiber), seals (e.g. Pusa hispida 

& P. groenlandica) and a variety of bird species. These hunter-gatherer societies were long-

lived even as they either directly or indirectly interacted with agrarian societies as neighbours 

or merchants. Some of these groups continued with their lifestyle well into the Late Iron Age, 

adopting only parts of the agrarian lifestyle such as pottery. 

Because of their proximity to Denmark, Scanian hunter-gatherers would likely be familiar with 

the existence and concept of agriculture before being introduced to it. In this initial stage, 

however, there is no question of the hunter-gatherers changing their way of production but as 

suggested by recent DNA studies, there was a colonization event of small groups of 

knowledgeable farmers immigrating from the south (Larsson et al. 2012, p. 46; Sørensen and 

Karg 2014). With time this way of life would successively be adopted by the hunter-gatherer 

population. When the first settlers arrived from the Funnelbeaker culture around 3950 BC they 
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settled inland and close to water, retaining their connection to the hunting/fishing camps. The 

sites were seemingly carefully selected as the settlements were built on well drained sandy 

moraines and clay soils of Scania. Many Neolithic settlements are found on sandy moraines, 

clay and other fine sediment (Malmer 1975; Bergström et al. 1989; Carlsson 2004; Welinder et 

al. 2004; Sjögren 2007; Larsson et al. 2012, 62-64; Reitan et al. 2018, p. 549). There is however 

a certain bias in the representativity of the sites as they tend to be discovered where current 

fields are ploughed and in relation to areas that are better surveyed, meaning that the perceived 

settlement pattern might be artificial. 

Introduced by the Funnelbeaker Culture, the “Neolithic package” brought with it not only new 

religious ideas but also series of crops and domestic animals. Most commonly cultivated was 

naked barley (Hordeum vulgare var. nudum) and hulled barley (H. vulgare) alongside three 

types of wheats, bread wheat (Triticum aestivum), emmer (T. dococcum) and einkorn (T. 

monococcum). As a later addition, spelt (T. spelta) was cultivated from the middle Neolithic. 

Besides cultivating crops, it was common to keep some animals such as cattle, sheep/goat and 

pigs (e.g. Malmer 1975; Shoch et al. 1988; Welinder et al. 2004, p. 96; Larsson et al. 2012; 

Sørensen and Karg 2014). This early stage of neolithization was not self-sufficient but more an 

addition to the overall food supply, hunting and fishing during the early/middle Neolithic was 

still very important and bones from both seal and reindeer is still prominent in the osteological 

record. 

It is during the Middle Neolithic that the Battle Axe Culture expands further northward than 

Uppland, as far north as Bjurselet in Västerbotten around 2000 BC. Around the same time in 

Central Sweden, the hunter-gatherer Pitted Ware Culture (PWC) produced pottery and at times 

builds mesula houses and possibly keeps herds of pigs. Although, it should be noted that the 

PWC was not an agrarian society and relied mainly on hunting, many settlements relying on 

catching seals. The PWC shift towards a Neolithic society occurred towards the transition 

between Late Neolithic-Early Bronze age, resembling the rapid expansion of agriculture in 

Finland and Northern Sweden (Zvelebil and Rowley-Conwy 1984; Welinder 2004; Larsson et 

al. 2012). 

The late Neolithic is characterized by a great change in material culture where axes and pottery 

are growingly simplified but daggers and spearheads of flint became more complex, acting as 

the new prestige item of the social elite. Longhouses grow exceedingly large, adding yet another 

10 meters or more to reach building sizes of 37 meters long by 7,5 meters wide, sometimes 

forming village like entities (Larsson et al. 2012). Agriculture had then become relatively 

stationary and the people farming the land depended on the crops and domestic animals as their 

main source of sustenance. This can also be seen in the decreased amount of wild animals found 

in the osteological record (Welinder et al. 2004, p. 104). A gradual increase in population is 

believed to have resulted in these enlarged structures meant to house bigger families and more 

animals, a trend that would gradually intensifying cultivation and grazing activities. 

During the Early Bronze Age longhouses grow larger and two-aisled houses begin to appear. 

Three-aisled longhouses appears towards the Late Bronze Age and in the Pre-Roman Iron Age 

(Edblom 2004). The farmsteads were still mainly built on sandy or light soils (Welinder et al. 

2004, p. 187). The grave system was represented by cairns, often built visible on higher points 
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along the coast. It is during this period that a rapid expansion can be observed as cairns are 

being built further northward than before, extending as far up as Västerbotten (Forsberg 1999). 

The practice of manuring allowed for the establishment of permanent field systems during the 

Bronze Age (Björnhem and Säfvestad 1993, iv; Engelmark 1996). Hulled barley became the 

preferred crop to grow in these conditions since the crops responded well to the added nutrients. 

Manuring also presented the farmers with a new type of weed flora that responded soil 

conditions and rising levels of nitrogen and nutrients (Engelmark 1985, 1996; Björnhem and 

Säfvestad 1993, iv; Viklund 2008). The growing number of livestock during this period also 

led to the adoption of dedicated byres where the animals would remain over winter, increasing 

the demand to collect winter fodder (Viklund 1998b; Welinder et al. 2004, p. 188).  

Towards the colder Iron Age during the first millennium AD, the two- and three-field systems 

developed with winter and summer crops, lowering the demand of manure in the fields. Rye 

also became a more common crop during this period. Barley and oats were also commonly 

cultivated during the Iron Age and they are found in charred bread (Viklund 1989, 1994). This 

stable and relatively homogenic cultivation practice remained until ca. 800 AD when the 

selection of cultivated crops again began to change (Viklund 1998a, p. 139). 

During the Roman Iron Age (1 AD – 400 AD), northern Sweden has a grave system developing 

from flat graves to gravemounds can be found in relation to areas with indications of farming 

and animal husbandry (Baudou 1995, pp. 115ff). 

 

2.3 Marginal environments 

With the aim of discussing and presenting marginal environments it is of utmost importance to 

define what such a concept means. To simply name Northern Sweden as a marginal 

environment would be to ignore the many factors that take part in that concept and therefore 

make it an arbitrary statement although carrying some truth to it. Furthermore, if the concepts 

are left unexplained the uncertainty of how to properly apply or understand how it might be 

detected in archaeological contexts will fall short. Therefore, this section will not only present 

and explain the concepts from different perspectives but also provide a hypothetical model how 

this might be interpreted in archaeological contexts. 

 

2.3.1 Agricultural concept 

The concept of marginal land has been used in very broad contexts from inaccessible or 

undesirable land to economic terms of often unprofitable production and biodiversity 

(Hollander 1895; Peterson and Galbraith 1932; Granström 1942; Dangerfield and Harwell 

1990; Merckx and Pereira 2015). In general terms, however, it is used to explain poor 

agricultural land with low output that is sensitive to erosion. 

The concept of marginal land is described by Peterson and Galbraith (1932) as “…those areas 

of such physical character or situation that the returns to production are either meagre or 

precarious”. They mainly discuss the relation of marginal land and agriculture in terms of 

economic gain but also considers the labour input and what would yield an acceptable way of 
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life. The quality of land based on soil fertility, topography and climate acts as elements to 

determine what a marginal land is in terms of cultivation output (which is presumed to be low). 

Peterson and Galbraith suggest that the importance of forestry and husbandry might have been 

an opportunistic approach to these marginal lands as an alternative to the low crop output. An 

interesting comment the authors mention in the text is that in the marginal environment the 

farmer would have to choose from either growing the same type of crop or none at all because 

of the limiting physical factors and production value. Peterson and Galbraith at times present 

the marginal land as an opportunistic situation to farmers where risky investments potentially 

could yield a good payoff. 

This would then mean that farmers would exploit the marginal landscape if it was suitable and 

economically sensible (Hollander 1895), resulting in a cultivation pattern that temporarily can 

increase or decrease in such environments. Kang et al. (2013) points out that because of this 

dynamic marginal land may not always be considered “marginal”; e.g. in certain circumstances 

such as economic gain and food demand. The insight gained from a pre-mechanised agricultural 

landscape shows that marginal lands although providing low yields might have been 

opportunistically exploited. However, if this dynamic is detectable in an archaeological context 

is questionable as the interpretation might be perceived as several sporadic and short-lived 

settlements. This type opportunistic behaviour might not be a considerable factor until the Iron 

Age, because a pioneering population establishing agriculture on new land would not 

experience the pressure of a society consisting of a considerable population. 

 

2.3.2 Environmental conditions 

Another aspect to consider in regard to marginal land is the environmental perspective. Most 

of Fennoscandia is subarctic with parts of Northern Sweden, Norway and Finland being found 

within the arctic circle. This taiga environment is in general not productive and is characterised 

by coniferous forests, peaty bogs, and acidic soils (Sonesson et al. 1975; Hinneri et al. 1975; 

Lindström et al. 1991). It is a very complex and varied environment with stark contrasts 

comparing the coast to the inland and river valleys to the mountainsides. Many factors may 

play part in the neolithization process of northern Sweden which currently are unknown or hard 

to perceive because of their complex relations. 

The most common soil found in Northern Sweden is podzols, a mostly poor sandy soil with a 

distinct eluviation horizon (Lundegårdh 1978; Rapp and Hill 1998, p. 33). Because of its 

nutrient poor and acidic nature, few cultivated plants can grow in this type of soil without adding 

nutrients and increasing the pH by e.g. manuring (Granström 1942, p. 320; Townsend 1973). 

The need for an intensively manured field to establish agriculture should leave indicators 

detectable in the archaeological material such as high phosphate accumulations and 

archaeobotanical remains. For example, the abundant presence of Chenopodium album in Iron 

Age farms in Northern Sweden suggests heavily manured fields (Viklund 1989, p. 131; 

Engelmark 1998). However, considering that there are no other options than manuring with 

dung from cattle or possibly leaves it should not be assumed that such occurrences are in direct 

relation with a farmstead found on marginal land. 
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Another aspect is the growth season in Northern Sweden, which is relatively short, even if 

considering that some plants are adapted and can start to mature even before optimal 

temperatures are reached (+3°C to +5°C). The average used in this study will only consider 

data from the years 1960-1975 as a general indication of growth season, after those dates the 

growth season is too affected by global warming to be useful. The average growth season in 

northern Sweden near the coast was roughly 150 days or 5 months and in the inland 130-140 

days or roughly 4 months and 2 weeks, starting in early May and ending in early October. In 

comparison, southern Sweden has between 180-200 days or roughly 6 months, starting in late 

April and ending in early November (Persson 2015). 

 

2.4 Paleoenvironment and paleoclimate 

The concept of marginal environments as explained above is based on current climate and 

environment as well as pre-mechanized agricultural practices, although the model is sound in 

thought it does not take into consideration the past climate and environment. This section is 

therefore dedicated to present the climate during the different time periods so the concepts and 

models used can better be understood when applied. 

Climate is of main importance here as it dictates the growth season and is a factor for what type 

of vegetation that can grow in a region. It is therefore possible to reconstruct vegetation history 

based on climate tolerances for which examples are provided below. Climatic changes can be 

studied through several means ranging from the climate range of beetles and vegetation to 

Greenland ice-cores to observe the climate on a local, regional and global scales.   

The sub-boreal period (fig. 1) was characterised by a slight climatic deterioration and drier 

climate, making Scandinavia more temperate (Bogucki 1988, pp. 18-22; Lindström et al. 1991, 

298-99; Karlén and Kuylenstierna 1996; Johnsen et al. 2001; see also Roberts 1998, pp. 118ff 

& 162ff). This deterioration from the warmer Atlantic period can be observed in the pollen 

record as temperate deciduous trees slowly begin to decline in northern Fennoscandia. 

Precipitation increased as climate continued to deteriorate during the sub-Atlantic period during 

the transition between the Bronze Age and the Late Iron Age. This cold and wet climate is what 

pushed back the last temperate deciduous trees to their current extent, allowing the taiga to fully 

establish in Norrland (Lindström et al. 1991, 299; Karlén and Kuylenstierna 1996; Johnsen et 

al. 2001; see also Roberts 1998, pp. 118ff, 162ff). Because most sites mentioned in the study 

belong to the sub-boreal period it is hypothetically possible that the growth season was extended 

by 10-20 days. 

The paleoenvironment will be represented by pollen diagrams to study the surrounding area 

and available resources that the farmsteads could utilize. The development of the cultural and 

natural landscapes documenting the existence of e.g. wetland meadows or major deforestation 

(landnám event) can explain the development of a settlement. Pollen can also be compared with 

the archaeobotanical material to confirm utilization of certain plants. The use of pollen diagrams 

however, becomes less useful in the north as time goes on because vegetation becomes more 

homogenous in the taiga environment. The lower abundance of competing flora makes it 
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difficult to detect subtle changes in the pollen diagrams; e.g. the presence of grazed areas are 

difficult to differentiate from natural meadows (Berglund 1985). 

 

3. Theory 

The author’s own views on the subject of theory mainly lies with classical or culture-historical 

archaeology and processual archaeology. The former because of the objective and uniformist 

view of categorizing and interpreting ancient tools and the latter because of its directions and 

applications of natural sciences in the field of archaeology, providing a framework for the 

interpretation of sites, past lifestyles and palaeoenvironments. Much of this thesis is based on 

the theoretical framework of processual archaeology and its way of analysing and categorizing 

the archaeological source material in relation to human utilization of raw materials (Olsen 2003; 

Johnson 2010). 

The processual framework strives to present the archaeological source material as objectively 

as possible (Olsen 2003), allowing for the reader to evaluate the authors intent and reasoning. 

And it is this objectivity that is to strive for considering the nature of the examined material. To 

process the available data and to be able to present vital aspects in a critical manner to best 

represent and discuss the matter at hand. Furthermore, the processual archaeology also strives 

for careful analysis of the archaeological finds, focusing more on the collection and presentation 

rather than constructing elaborate hypothesis. Because of the relatively small material at hand 

to discuss the development of agriculture in Northern Sweden this approach is again suitable, 

and this study will only be presenting possible hypothesis based on the material. This 

transparency of the collected archaeological material also makes it possible for the reader to 

reuse the source material to recreate thought processes as well as conduct further studies of the 

subject at hand. 

 

3.1 Applied models 

Zvelebil and Rowley-Conwy (1984) who studied and compared the transition in Denmark and 

Finland has described the neolithization process in Scandinavia as a three-step model. The 

adoption of agriculture by hunter-gatherer peoples according to their study is tied to the way 

people procure food rather than being culture-specific.  

The first phase is availability (1), it is defined simply by the knowledge of nearby agrarian 

societies and therefore the possibility to adopt elements therefrom. The phase ends when the 

hunter-gather people has adopted at least some elements from the agrarian lifestyle (e.g. 

pottery) or when farmers move into the region. The second phase is substitution (2), and can be 

defined in two ways; external, when farmers move into the region and settle or internal, when 

hunter-gatherers adopt farming as an additional source of food whilst remaining hunters and 

foragers. As demands for time and other resources increase, society is dragged in one direction 

and the phase ends when farmers replace the hunter-gatherer population. The last phase, 

consolidation (3), is therefore defined by the dependency on agriculture as a source of food, the 

soil begins to be more intensively cultivated and hunting activities generally decline. 
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Zvelebil and Rowley-Conwy claims that it is during the second phase that one will begin to 

observe the changes and where an emphasis to explain the transition should be made. This is 

because the adoption of certain farming elements result in changes in the settlement patterns 

and social organization diverging from the hunter-gatherer lifestyle. The two authors mainly 

focus on the more sedentary hunter-gatherers along coastlines like the Ertebølle culture, who 

might be more sensitive to climate change and therefore more susceptible to adopting 

agriculture as a supplement source of food during harsh times to their marine economy. 

The availability of local and regional resources is vital for the survival and establishment of a 

farmstead. It is of course limited to the current technology the farmers have at hand and how 

they choose to supplement their agrarian diet, but for a purely agrarian society to flourish 

Chisholm (1968, p. 104) identifies five important factors for the location of such a farm based 

on data from Europe (including Finland which is a good for comparative studies): 
 

1. Water supply 

2. Availability of arable land 

3. Availability of grazing land 

4. Fuel supply 

5. Availability of building material 

 

Water supply is not a problem in northern Sweden where springs, lakes and rivers can provide 

clean drinking water. The productivity and yield gained, Chisholm (1968, pp. 46, 49-53) argues, 

declines rapidly if a field is placed further than 1 km away from the farm and makes farming of 

arable land less efficient. The result is similar when applying manure which also declines in 

efficiency if the fields are placed too far away. Therefore, it can be argued for that the needs for 

a farm should be fulfilled within 1 km, although, other economic means such as fishing, 

hunting, animal grazing and other activities can extend further outside this radius (Ramqvist 

1983, p. 55). A radius of 0,5 km and 1 km should be drawn to evaluate immediate surroundings 

and local resources available to the farm. This model will be applied in a try to answer the 

research questions and allow for a more focused discussion on farming techniques and 

settlement patterns (see fig. 2). 
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Figure 2 Chisholms model visualized. The arable fields have been placed closer to the farmstead within the 0,5 

km radius because the horticulture would have been relatively small and intensively worked and therefore be found 

closer to the farm. Grazing animals might be sent out to the forest or elsewhere within and outside the 1 km radius. 

Similarly, access to trees for construction might have been collected outside the radius since there were only 

needed sporadically for building and repairing the settlement structures. 

 

4. Method 

4.1 Selection of sites and material  

Due to the currently available material being rather small in Northern Sweden, a selection could 

not be made on the basis of representativity. Some areas of the study are not represented by any 

data from certain time periods, meaning that interpretations regarding the development of 

agricultural techniques and neolithization of Norrland will be rather limited. This study can be 

seen as an initial overview and selection of the current situation to best represent the 

neolithization process. 

No graves will be dealt with in this study because of the already extensive discussions and 

literature available on the subject, they will however be taken into account because of their 

relation to the neolithization process. This is to focus the study on the farming aspects rather 

than the spiritual/religious aspect. 
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Stone age sites related to agriculture are rather rare and few between, regrettably with an often 

small material to work with. Bjurselet (Christiansson and Knutsson 1989a-b) in Västerbottens 

county will be analysed because it is a famous example of the northernmost indications of early 

agriculture and settlement of the Battle Axe Culture. Recently excavated Bronze Age sites in 

Umeå will be presented with some limitations because the excavation report from the sites is 

due to be published later this year. The focus will therefore be on published material from 

Mariehem (Viklund 2011), Klabbölevägen, Sockenvägen and Klockarbäcken (Lindqvist and 

Granholm 2016) where settlements have been found and where samples provide abundant 

archaeobotanical and pollen indicators. No Iron Age sites will represent Västerbottens county. 

Bjästamon (e.g. Holback et al. 2004) in Västernorrland will be discussed, the site however also 

suffers similar problems as Bjurselet in terms of representativity and material. No Bronze Age 

sites will be representing Västernorrland, the lack of interest in this time period has presented 

few excavated sites (Persson 2018, pp. 109-10 & pp. 178-80). Two Late Iron Age sites Gene 

(Ramqvist 1983; Edblom 2004) and Högom (Ramqvist 1988, 1990, 1992; Nocker 1991) are 

famous sites from middle Norrland and has extensive studies made about them already, 

therefore the focus will mainly be on the settlement environment and archaeobotanical finds to 

narrow down the material. 

Each site will be presented first through the current environment surrounding it and the 

hypothesis and reasoning behind the excavation. This will then allow for a deeper understanding 

of what the original authors were looking for and how some material is highlighted better than 

other. For the archaeological site the type of sediment the structures were built on will be 

Figure 3. Study area (stripped regions), 

Västerbotten and Västernorrland counties 

located in Northern Sweden. Stone age sites 

(triangle), Bronze Age sites (square) and Iron 

Age sites (circle) are all located close to the 

coast, often nearby a river. 
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emphasized, as this would be an important factor in how well agriculture could develop. 

Artefacts and structure type will be mentioned, although placing focus mainly on material that 

is indicative of agricultural activity to not strive away from the aim of the thesis. The 

paleoenvironment and -climate will be presented last as a means to understand the environment 

in the past as well as the possibilities to e.g. collect leaves as fodder or if there are major 

landnám phases or transformations in the landscape. 

If 14C-dated seeds are available from the selected sites these will be used to a greater extent than 

charcoal to analyse the temporal aspects of the agrarian activities. This is because the cereals 

found are more likely to have come from the latest harvest rather than over an extended period 

of time making them suitable to date settlement activities (Sveinbjörnsdóttir et al. 2004). 

 

4.2 Interpreting agricultural indicators from archeobotanical finds and pollen 

diagrams 

4.2.1 Plant macrofossils 

Acidic podsols in northern Fennoscandia often presents poor preservation of organic matter, 

finds of bones and seeds are often fragmentary. Therefore, it is not surprising to find that even 

the largest of settlement complex provides a relatively small material to work with. It is most 

likely that charred seeds would survive because the organic components of the seeds change 

considerably, allowing them to preserve better in the soil (Engelmark 1989, p. 180; Viklund 

2008, 1998a, pp. 31-32). Even though the material often is small it is still very useful when 

interpreting and analyzing farming techniques, and in combination with pollen can allow for 

further discussion of regional resource use and cultivation practices (Viklund 1998a, p. 130; 

Holmblad 2010, 135).  

To approach and analyze the agricultural development in northern Sweden this study mainly 

relies on works and hypothesis by Roger Engelmark and Karin Viklund. These two have 

discussed and analyzed much of the paleobotanical material in northern Sweden (e.g. 

Engelmark and Viklund 1986; Viklund 1998a, 2011), and have conducted several experimental 

studies on the matter of weeds and traditional cultivation (e.g. Engelmark 1989; Viklund 1989, 

1998, p. 36ff). The two have presented many hypothesis on the available material, many of 

which will be revisited in the discussion when added to the bigger picture. 

Although cultivated species are useful for interpreting what people sowed and ate in the past, it 

is the weeds and collected wetland species that will be used to explain the cultivation practices. 

This is because weed species are sensitive to the cultivation techniques used, reacting to e.g. 

fertilization, crops grown and whether farmers sowed in spring or winter (Engelmark 1985). 

Wetland and meadowland species might on the other hand be used to discuss the collection of 

fodder to feed stalling animals over the winter; it is important to consider the possible use of 

leaves as fodder as well because it does not leave any remains (Engelmark 1998; Viklund 

1998b; see also Ramqvist 1992, p. 150). 
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4.2.2 Pollen 

The idea of man’s influence on vegetation in relation to pollen diagrams was first brought up 

by Iversen (1941), something that later became commonplace for analyzing human impact and 

cultural activities in terms of landnám phases and changes in vegetation. However, it is 

sometimes left up to discussion whether certain changes truly were man-made or if climactic 

reasons or otherwise dictates the change in vegetation (e.g. Vuorela 1970; see also Clark and 

Edwards 2004 for another approach to the elm decline). Pollen in general is not enough to study 

the development of agriculture alone because the method is too imprecise (Behre 1981; 

Holmblad 2010, p. 135), it must therefore be used complementary to the archaeobotanical finds. 

Cultivation and the expanding farmland and meadows is not necessarily indicated by the decline 

of arboreal pollen (AP) but rather by the gradual increase of non-arboreal pollen (NAP). The 

increase of shrubs and herbaceous plants are indicative of an open landscape and can possibly 

suggest, if increasing and remaining stable over a period of time, the establishment of fields 

and meadows (Vuorela 1970). These indicators are however somewhat limited to where the 

samples are taken because pollen from plants suggesting farmland do not travel far and will 

therefore be underrepresented by plants and trees that produce pollen closer to the sampling 

site.  

Plants favored by man (hemerophilous) and accidentally introduced by man (anthropochores) 

are searched for in the NAP (Engelmark 1976, pp. 82-83). These plants are useful when 

analyzing changes in the landscape, which in this case is related to cultivated fields and stock-

raising. Finds of seeds such as Hordeum are more direct indicators of farmland and agriculture, 

indirect indicators from cultivars can also come in the form of pollen from e.g. Triticum and 

Secale that might be used to detect cultural activities (Vuorela 1970). Occurrences of NAP such 

as Artemisia, Chenopodium, Plantago, Rumex, Juniperus, Poaceae and Calluna are all 

indicators of a changing landscape influenced by man. Fields and settlements can be indicated 

by e.g. Artemisa, Chenopodium and Plantago major whilst grazing and stock-raising can be 

indicated by e.g. Juniperus, Plantago lanceolata, Rumex and Poaceae (Vuorela 1970; Behre 

1981; Engelmark 1976). However, the presence of these plants in the pollen record are 

indicators rather than direct evidence for the formation of cultural landscapes. A natural 

formation of e.g. a meadow might be hard to differentiate from one related to cultural activities 

(Berglund 1985). Many of the plants presented represents several habitat types meaning that 

the presence of certain species might not clearly depict what type of cultural landscapes are 

present.  
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5. Results 

The Stone Age 

The material from the Stone Age is relatively small and not representative enough to discuss 

questions regarding agriculture, however, it is still an important time period to consider for the 

neolithization process. Many sites are attributed to southern Scandinavian presence, the 

northernmost settlements can be found in Västerbottens country where many sites (e.g. 

Strandholm, Bjurselet, Kusmark and Kallbäcken) are related to caches and large finds of flint 

tools. Because of their established agrarian society it has often been a question whether their 

presence was a colonization attempt or a trading venture. 

 

5.1 Bjurselet settlement 

5.1.1 Site 

When presenting indicators of early agriculture in northern Sweden a famous example is 

Bjuselet settlement III (RAÄ Byske 14:2) found near Byske River. The site is sometimes 

referred to as a colonisation attempt by the Battle Axe Culture that slowly moved northwards 

and established a settlement in Bjurselet during the transition between the Middle and Late 

Neolithic periods (e.g. Baudou 1995, p. 74). 

Caches of flint tools have been found around Bjurselet since the early 1800s and have continued 

to be found even as late as 1966. The caches themselves have been thoroughly discussed and 

examined by Becker (1952) who presents the items as part of a far-reaching trade network 

connected by the Pitted Ware Culture, and Malmer (1962, 1975, p. 80-81) who argued that the 

tools were brought there as part of migrating groups from Southern Scandinavia because 

climatological and geological conditions were favourable for establishing agriculture. The latter 

hypothesis is more commonly referred to (e.g. Broadbent 1984, 54; Baudou 1988, 1995, 71-

73). It was with the colonization hypothesis that Christiansson excavated the Bjurselet site in 

1962-68 and excavations began around areas where caches previously have been found. 

The plateau where the settlement was established had formed as part of a gully in relation to 

the fine sediment transported by the shifting Byske river between 52 and 54 m a.s.l. nearby a 

delta-formation at the end of the river. The Bjurselet site was largely confined to a ‘thin’ layer 

of sand and silt sediment of post-glacial fluvial origin (Bergström et al. 1989). Today the site is 

found nearby a farmstead and on farmland. 

It was confirmed that Southern Scandinavian people had been living there as seen from the flint 

and pottery found in hearths. The amount of quarts, slate items and North Bothnian implements 

told of local cultures also inhabiting the location both before and after this short settlement 

period (Christiansson 1965; Christansson and Knutsson 1989a; Knutsson 1989, p. 257). The 

site, however, had suffered greatly from erosion in relation to the land uplift and soil formation 

and later also erosion from farming activities resulting in a possible mixing of the material. 

Christansson and Knutsson (1989a) suggest that an unknown amount of items and locations 

have due to this erosion been lost or moved downstream. 



16 
 

The carbon dating of the Bjurselet settlement ranges from 2020 BC to 1640 AD based on 

charcoal from hearths and seal bone. Because of the varied dates Knutsson (1989) used 

distinctive items found on the site to create a rough chronology of its settlement. He came to 

the conclusion that the south Scandinavian presence was likely to have occurred during the 

transition between the Middle Neolithic and Late Neolithic periods. Knutsson remarks that the 

complexity of the stratigraphy and chronologically mixed material because of ploughing and 

erosion makes both assumptions uncertain. 

 

5.1.2 Finds 

Finds of both postholes and burnt clay were first believed to be clear indications of past 

longhouses which have burnt down. This interpretation was later changed by the author as it 

was more likely to be recent historical features of hay drying racks and farmers burning clay on 

the plateau. More direct indications of a South Scandinavian presence were 112 pieces of type 

J Battle Axe pottery, and the many flint axes and adzes corresponding to the Middle Neolithic 

B and Late Neolithic periods (Malmer 1975; Knutsson 1986, 1989; Christainsson and Knutsson 

1989a; Hjelmqvist and Christiansson 1989; Húlten 1989).  

Bones from both seal and goat/sheep were found on the site indicating animal husbandry and 

hunting activities. The seal bones however came from a much earlier date at ca. 550-20 BC. 

Because of the context the sheep/goat bones were collected they were believed to be more recent 

(Christainsson and Knutsson 1989a, 15; Christainsson and Knutsson 1989b; Knutsson 1989; 

Lepiksaar 1975). 

A pollen sample taken nearby the settlement by Königsson (1970) showed pollen from 

Hordeum coinciding with a layer of charcoal dating to the transition between Late Neolithic 

and Early Bronze Age. Königsson notes that small scale cultivation might have occurred close 

to the settlement even if finds in the sample was lacking. A later analysis conducted by Olsson 

in 1971 and 1988, of samples taken from the fen, showed that the section where the barley was 

found had clear indications of contamination and that the upper segments of the diagram could 

not be used until it is revised (Olsson 1989). 

 

5.1.3 Palaeoenvironment 

A pollen sample was taken from a small fen nearby the Bjurselet settlement by Königsson 

(1970). The deepest part of the core is dated to ca. 1870 BC thus representing the region 130 

years after the settlements supposed abandonment. The forest during that time consists mainly 

of birch (Betula), alder (Alnus) and pine (Pinus) but indications of hazel (Corylus), elm (Ulmus) 

and oak (Quercus) can also be found. Willow (Salix) is abundant for most of this early warm 

period. The coastal landscape would have been rather open and wet as suggested by the 

abundance of Roscaceae, Artemisia, Filipendula and various sedge and grass undergrowth. 

Around 1600 BC most deciduous trees have declined and are likely no longer found in the 

region, alder trees are however still abundant although slowly diminishing. During this 

transition period the forest grow denser as seen from the lower indicators of grass, shrubs and 
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herbs. Spruce (Picea) appears in the region around 1300 BC which corresponds with the further 

decline of alder as well as to a slow transition towards a more open landscape. This rapid 

landscape opening is suggested by Königsson (1970) to be a landnám phase occurring sometime 

during the Roman Iron Age. 

 

5.2 Bjästamon 

5.2.1 Site 

In relation to the construction of a railway between Nyland and Umeå as part of the Botniabanan 

project close to the small community of Bjästa in Ångermanland, the site Bjästamon (RAÄ 

Nätra 307:1) was excavated from 2001 to 2003. The goal of investigation was to examine the 

chronological extent of the settlement area with the semi-subterranean pit houses and their 

economy in relation to the region and coastal positioning; one of the questions being if the site 

had been a permanent settlement and if so, did it have any indications of agriculture (Holback 

et al. 2004, pp. 9-11).  

The settlement area today is found on steep slopes on a hill between 48 and 62 m a.s.l. vegetated 

mainly by Pine with undergrowth of calluna and blueberry- and lingonberry shrubs. The soils 

of the region were characterised by finer and coarser types of sand and gravel as well as podsol 

(Holback et al. 2004, pp. 6-7). At the time of its occupation, the settlement area would have 

been found close to the shore by a large bay stretching far inland connecting to Anundsjö 

(Nyqvist 2007), see paleoenvironment below. 

Two graves are known from the period of Bjästamon’s occupation during the Middle Neolithic, 

one appeared in relation to the excavation on the settlement, dated to ca. 2300 BC and ca. 2700 

BC respectively. These two graves represent the older phase of Bjästamons settlement (Holback 

et al. 2004, pp. 51-52; Nyqvist 2007, pp. 24-25; Lindholm et al. 2007, p. 255). Nyqvist (2007) 

writes that a transition occurs around 2000 BC when cairns begin to appear along the coast in 

great numbers. Although Nyqvist is sceptical to if they were built during the Late Neolithic 

period, she is certain that increased contact with southern Scandinavia may be the reason behind 

it, based on the presence of charred seeds, stray finds of flint tools and boat axes as well as 

copper and bronze items (Nyqvist 2007, pp.  27-28). 

Carbon dates and distinctive artefacts from Bjästamon have revealed that the location has four 

main phases of activity; Middle Neolithic (2800-2400 BC), Middle-Late Neolithic (2400-2100 

BC), Medieval (1200-1300 AD) and Post-reformation phase (18th century AD).  The Middle 

Neolithic phase is characterised by a lack of ceramics and quarts, and an abundance of flint, 

arrowheads and spearpoints. The Middle-Late Neolithic transition phase is characterised by 

ceramics, an abundance of quarts and lack of flint, barbed arrowheads and spearpoints (Holback 

et al. 2004, pp. 50-52; Runeson 2007, pp. 80-92). Holback et al. (2004, pp. 53-54) suggest that 

Bjästamon might have been inhabited all year round during the whole Neolithic based on the 

finds (see below), something Olsson et al. (2007, p. 61) agrees with, although adding that the 

number of people living there would likely have fluctuated during the year as some might have 

travelled to inland hunting stations. 
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5.2.2 Finds 

Disturbed by three hearths from the late 18th century and a tar production pit from the 13th 

century was a semi-subterranean feature (A983) where roughly half of all the finds collected in 

Bjästamon were found. The Neolithic structure underneath these disturbances could be divided 

into two phases. A round hut structure from the older Middle Neolithic period, house 2 (2800-

2400 BC), and a younger mesula type longhouse, from the late Neolithic period, house 1 (2400-

2100 BC) (Holback et al. 2004, pp. 27, 46; Holback 2007, pp. 167-68). 

The older structure, house 2, was a roughly 5x4,6 meter hut with postholes following the 

outskirts of a slightly submerged floor. Although the structure lacked a hearth, three pits were 

found that were interpreted as storage pits. House 2 was mainly observable because of the 

submerged floor but further analysis of the structure was difficult because house 1 was built on 

top of it, mixing the find material to some extent. Finds distinctly belonging to the middle 

Neolithic was a slate spearhead, porous pottery and flint (Holback et al. 2004, pp. 30-31; 

Holback 2007).  

The younger house 1 formed most of feature A983 (fig. 4). A ca. 24x6,5 meter long structure 

was divided into three sections; a living area (12x6,5 m), a storage area (10x6,5 m) and a small 

entrance. The living area is characterized by 6 postholes and 4 hearths placed to their north, on 

two sides of the postholes are sandy embankments filled with fire-cracked stones. Holback 

(2007, p. 170) suggest the structure to have a type of wooden wall because of the lack of smaller 

postholes alongside the embankments. The storage area, similar to house 2, had a slightly 

submerged floor with roof bearing postholes and lacked any signs of hearths. Storage pits, some 

1m deep, were placed alongside the walls and the majority of finds such as axes, grindstones 

and some seeds came from this section of house 1 (Holback et al. 2004, pp. 28-30; Holback 

2007). 

Bjästamon has one of the largest concentrations of pottery in northern Sweden measuring to ca. 

42,5 kg; ca. 1,5 kg consisted of porous pottery and ca. 41 kg of firm pottery and some asbestos 

pottery. Lindholm et al. (2007, p. 205) suggest the porous pottery to have been tempered with 

organic chalky material such as crushed bones and seashells that disappeared through 

weathering; limestone was likely also used. It is possible that hair and plant material was applied 

as temper which burnt away when making the pottery (Sandén 1995; Lindholm et al. 2007). 

This type of ceramic usually occurs with comb or line decoration in combination with pits. The 

firm pottery was mainly tempered with granite but also quartz, muscovite and biotite. The firm 

pottery would have had a flat base and been decorated with comb, cord, pits and other imprints. 

The firm pottery, according to Lindholm et al. (2007, pp. 209-10), is reminiscent of Battle Axe 

Culture pottery type-C and –E, both are Late Neolithic occurrences (see Malmer 1975). The 

asbestos pottery was typical to that of other finds of its type. The pottery is chronologically 

placed in a Middle Neolithic phase (2800-2600 BC) with porous pottery, a transition phase with 

‘poor porous pottery’ (2600-2400 BC) and a Late Middle Neolithic/Early Late Neolithic phase 

(2400-2100 BC) with firm pottery. The decoration of the pottery seemingly belongs to ‘the third 

group’, a combination of Battle Axe and Pitted Ware pottery decorative styles found around 

Mälardalen and Finnish Battle Axe pottery (Lindholm et al. 2007, pp. 215, 219-220). 
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The sampled burnt bone material was found in large concentrations that have been interpreted 

as waste pits. The osteological study reveals that Bjästamon had a varied marine economy 

where fish, seal and coastal bird were hunted. Most commonly found were bones from seal 

(Phoca spp.) where two species were identified as ringed seal (P. hispida) and harp seal (P. 

groenlandica) as well as a large variation of fish. There is a notable lack of more common 

animals such as elk (Alces alces) and deer in the osteological material which is explained by 

the coastal location and focus. Most terrestrial animals recorded belong to Mustelidae spp. and 

beaver (Castor fiber) (Holback et al. 2004; Olsson et al. 2007). 

A total of seven charred seeds were found in Bjästamon, four were identified as barley 

(Hordeum) and three were unidentified cereals. A few weeds were also collected from the site 

consisting of goosefoots (Chenopodium album), field bindweed (Fallopia), hempnettle 

(Galeopsis), bedstraw (Galium), knawels (Scleranthus) and grass of Avena type (Holback et al. 

2004, p. 271). Three of the cereal seeds were 14C-dated, one barley, one naked barley and one 

unknown seed. Two of them belonged to a younger date, 2400-2100 BC, and the last one being 

slightly older, 2600-2350 BC (Runeson 2007, p. 80). 

Two grindstones were found in the storage part of house 1, in the same context as the dated 

seeds, belonging to the Late Neolithic (Runeson 2007, 85). The seeds have been interpreted in 

two ways. Olsson et al. (2007, pp. 62-63) suggest the seeds possibly being imported alongside 

the chestnuts found in Bjästamon, whilst Runeson (2007, pp. 94-95, 113) suggests that the seeds 

and weeds are a possible indication that a type of horticulture might have occurred as an 

additional source of food to the maritime economy at least until the Late Neolithic. 

There is no pollen data available adjacent to Bjästamon, however, ca. 2 km north in Anundsjö 

there exists two pollen samples. In between these two locations Runeson (2007, p. 95) points 

out the existence of fertile soils along the Nätra river valley suitable for agriculture. Around 

2500-2000 BC a rise in birch and Humulus/Cannabis, Chenopodiaceae, Artemisia and Urtica 

suggest cultivated fields with pollen indicating wheat (Triticum) and barley (Hordeum) 

occurring near Anundsjö around the same time as the dated seeds in Bjästamon. There are, 

however, no indications of forest clearings (Huttunen and Tolonen 1972). 

5.2.3 Paleoenvironment 

Two pollen diagrams taken near Anundsjö ca. 2 km inland represent the paleoenvironment near 

Bjästamon. The oldest section of the diagram suggests a shore-line forest developing into a 

denser forest as the land uplift moved the land further away from the sea. This forest would 

mainly have consisted of birch (Betula), alder (Alnus) and spruce (Picea) with some indications 

from elm (Ulmus) and hazel (Corylus). Surrounding the trees would have been a varied 

deciduous undergrowth of e.g. willow (Salix), Rosaceae, Artemisia and various types of grass 

and herbs (Huttunen and Tolonen 1972). 

Around 300 BC the deciduous forest begins to transition towards a mixed forest of birch 

(Betula), pine (Pinus) and spruce (Picea) with open landscapes inhabited by wild grasses and 

possibly some hornbeam (Carpinus) and oak (Quercus) tees. The broadleaf trees might 

however, according to Huttunen and Tolonen (1972, 21), been transported from a longer 

distance and is therefore not representative of the region. 



20 
 

 

 

  

Figure 4. Mesula type structures. These have 

one large posthole in the middle of the structure 

that the roof rests on with smaller postholes 

forming the walls. This is in Swedish also 

known as tvåskeppigt hus (Edblom 2004, pp. 

12-15). Bottom structure is Bjästamon house 1 

based on Holback et al. (2004, p. 326). 
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The Bronze Age 

Bronze Age cairns in Norrland have thoroughly been documented and discussed (e.g. Baudou 

1995; Forsberg 1999; Ramqvist 2017; Wehlin 2017), leaving only the question of the lack of 

settlements. Indications of small-scale agriculture have been found in pollen (e.g. Wallin 1996; 

Tolonen 1972; Engelmark 1976), although it would not be until the sites in Umeå were 

discovered that the Bronze age began to present itself in upper Norrland. The sites mentioned 

for the Bronze Age were unknown until recent surveys done in 2012 in preparation for the 

Västra Länken road construction project (Heinerud and Larsson 2013). It was previously known 

from a pollen analysis by Engelmark (1976) that Bronze Age farming occurred in the area ca. 

1500-400 BC. The sites were carefully examined to try and confirm such notions and to 

examine the extent of the settlements. The official report from the excavations is to be released 

later in 2019. 

 

5.3 Mariehem 

5.3.1 Site 

The Bronze Age site in Mariehem (RAÄ Umeå stad 16) consisted of two cairns and two pits 

with fire cracked stones ca. 35-41 m a.s.l. that have been investigated between 1988-2014 

before being removed (Armstrand and Johansson 2014; Johansson 2015). One grain of barley 

and one of naked barley dated to 1270-1040 cal BC were found in the bottom of the mound, in 

other layers higher up two more barley grains both hulled and naked were dated to 1000-820 

cal BC. Fat hen (Chenopodium album) and bones from sheep/goat were also found in these 

upper layers. A hearth inside the cairn was also dated which fell within the range of 2000-200 

cal BC which corresponds with the cereals. The cereal dates demonstrate a long settlement 

phase and follows the trend where the change from naked to hulled barley might be observed 

(Engelmark and Viklund 1986; Viklund 2011). 

The mound before its removal was situated close to a residential area in a forest consisting of 

pine and birch. During the Bronze Age the mounds would have been located between a bay 

close to the sea and Nydala lake on moraine, further away from the site can streaks of silty clay 

and postglacial sand be found. 

One pollen diagram taken in a mire nearby the settlement shows no indications of farming or 

animal husbandry during the Bronze Age when the site was nearby a meadow growing by the 

retreating coastline. The first agricultural activities in the pollen come from 1200-1300s AD 

indicating cultivation of rye and barley (Wallin 1996). 

5.3.2 Paleoenvironment 

The paleoenvironment in the region has been divided into three periods, beach meadow (1400 

– 700 BC), forest period (700 BC – 1350 AD) and a farming period (1350 AD – historical time).  

Birch (Betula) dominated during most of the first period, with instances of alder (Alnus), spruce 

(Picea) and pine (Pinus). The area was relatively open with grass, Cyperaceae and Rosaceae 

plants growing until ca. 800-700 BC, around this time the forest grows denser hense the name 
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forest period. Birch (Betula), spruce (Picea) and pine (Pinus) are the most common trees during 

this period and Oryza become the commonly occuring type of grass indicating a drier period 

(Wallin 1996). 

Around 1100 AD a transition period occurs where the Oryza grass is deminishing and being 

replaced by Sphagnopsida. The forest begins to open up ca. 1200-1300 AD where grass, 

Cyperaceae and Rosaceae again become more common. Small amounts of pollen from 

Artemisia and Chenopodioideae exist around this period, combined with the increase of grass 

it indicates the formation of meadowlands (Wallin 1996). 

 

5.4 Klabbölevägen 

5.4.1 Site 

On the other side of the Umeå river ca. 35 m a.s.l. is another Bronze Age settlement area (RAÄ 

Umeå socken 366), little is currently written about this site other than it belonging to the Late 

Bronze Age. The settlement area contains a round hut, hearths and cooking pits. Some ceramic, 

some bone fragments and barley seeds have been found, as well as a rhyolite chisel (Heinerud 

and Larsson 2013; for the rhyolite tool see also Eriksson 2017, pp. 31-33). The cereals have 

been dated to an interval ca. 1390-1080 cal. BC and one instance of burnt sheep/goat bone was 

found in a hearth dated to ca. 1400-1130 cal. BC (see table 1). Charcoal collected from hearths 

and some postholes are dated within an interval of ca. 1610-1050 BC correlating with the dated 

seeds and bones. 

The site is today found close to the Böle road in a pine forest. At the time of its occupation 

during the Bronze Age the settlement would have been very close to the Umeå river not too far 

from the river delta. The house would have been built on sandy soil with nearby postglacial 

sand, but most soils south of the settlement consist of mountain and moraine. 

 

Table 1. 14C-dated finds from Klabbölevägen provided by Nina Granholm from Västerbottens museum. 

Feature Find Calibrated 2σ Lab-nr. Date BP 

Cooking pit Burnt bone from sheep/goat 1400 - 1130 BC Ua-51020 3022±29 

Hearth Barley 1400 - 1130 BC Ua-49099 3023±34 

Posthole Cereal fragment 1390 - 1130 BC Ua-49101 3017±32 

Cooking pit Barley 1390 - 1120 BC Ua-49100 3010±31 

Posthole cf. Barley 1390 - 1120 BC Ua-49105 3007±32 

Posthole Cereal 1380 - 1120 BC Ua-49102 2990±32 

Posthole Naked barley 1380 - 1120 BC Ua-49103 2995±31 

Posthole Barley 1380 - 1120 BC Ua-49104 3003±32 

Posthole Naked barley 1380 - 1080 BC Ua-54878 2981±34 
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5.5 Sockenvägen 

5.5.1 Site 

Sockenvägen (RAÄ Umeå stad 479:1) is located under an arable field that has been documented 

to been in use since 1686. The terrain is relatively flat with exception for some old beach ridges 

and a steep edge to the south with clear indications of erosion and movement of soil. During 

the Bronze Age its position at 31-36 m a.s.l. would have placed it close to the outlet of Umeå 

River nearby the sea. The Bronze Age farmstead was built on sandy soil and river sediments 

with some locations of the settlement found on silt (Trafikverket 2011; Lindqvist and Granholm 

2016). 

The 14C-dated seeds suggest that the site was intensively cultivated between 840-400 BC, which 

corresponds to the pollen diagram from Prästsjön (Engelmark 1976) (see table 2). The 

settlement as a whole appears to be inhabited from ca. 1000 BC – ca. 360 BC as this is the 

interval for 80% of the 14C-dates (Lindqvist and Granholm 2016). 

 

5.5.2 Finds 

The settlement appears to have been intensively used. 165 postholes, 21 hearths and 5 cooking 

pits were documented in the settlement area amongst other indicators of activity. Only sparse 

information is currently available for the finds that consist of fire-cracked stones, quarts and 

quartzite, flint and asbestos ceramic that are commonly found artefacts during the Bronze Age 

in Norrland (Baudou 1995, pp. 109-10; Lindqvist and Granholm 2016). 

From the 165 postholes three structures could be identified (fig. 5). House 1 (1000-400 BC) 

measured 11x4 m, modern ploughing and erosion near the southern end of the house may have 

erased parts of the feature. Based on the placement of the postholes it is likely that the structure 

would have been a 15x7,5 m one-aisled house. House 2 (900-410 BC) resembles a south 

Scandinavian three-aisled longhouse from the Late Bronze Age or pre-Roman Iron Age with a 

distinct byre at one end and a more open living area at the other, the building would likely have 

been 11x6,3 m in its full length. House 3 (900-500 BC) is a three-aisled house of unknown 

dimensions with unusually wide and robust postholes and is likely to have been rebuilt several 

times with the same function considering the large concentration of seeds in the postholes. 

Lindqvist and Granholm (2016, p. 51) suggest that house III burnt down and that other large 

seed concentrations found in postholes in the settlement area would be contemporary. 

600 seeds and 1200 fragments of cerealia have been found in pits and postholes throughout the 

settlement area, most have been identified as barley with the majority being hulled barley 

(Hordeum vulgare var. vulgare) (Östman 2014a; Lindqvist and Granholm 2016). House 3 is 

interpreted as possibly being used for storage because of the abundance of barley found in the 

postholes (Lindqvist and Granholm 2016, p. 51). Other plants found were goosefoots 

(Chenopodium sp.) and sporadically found throughout the settlement were traces of sheep’s 

sorrel (Rumex acetosella), sedge (Carex sp.), corn spurrey (Spergula arvensis) and chickweed 

(Stellaria media). 
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Table 2. 14C-dated finds from Sockenvägen provided by Nina Granholm from Västerbottens museum. 

Feature Find Calibrated 2σ Lab-nr. Date BP 

Posthole cf. Naked barley 840 - 765 BC Ua-49079 2629 ± 31 
Posthole Hulled barley 840 - 760 BC Ua-49092 2617 ± 32 
Pit/depression Hulled barley 840 - 670 BC Ua-49085 2609 ± 32 
Settlement area Naked barley/Barley 840 - 670 BC Ua-45613 2608 ± 32 
Hearth Barley 830 - 670 BC Ua-49078 2607 ± 31 
Posthole Hulled barley 820 - 560 BC Ua-49082 2581 ± 33 
Posthole Hulled barley 820 - 590 BC Ua-49077 2588 ± 32 
Settlement area Naked barley/Barley 820 - 560 BC Ua-45612 2579 ± 32 
Posthole Hulled barley 810 - 560 BC Ua-49087 2573 ± 31 
Posthole Hulled barley 790 - 520 BC Ua-49081 2509 ± 32 
Pit/depression Cereal fragment 790 - 510 BC Ua-49075 2499 ± 30 
Pit/depression Cereal fragment 780 - 410 BC Ua-49084 2486 ± 33 
Pit/depression Hulled barley 770 - 410 BC Ua-49083 2477 ± 32 
Dark coloration Hulled barley 760 - 410 BC Ua-49089 2453 ± 31 
Pit/depression Barley 520 - 360 BC Ua-49080 2346 ± 32 

 

 

   

Figur 5. Sockenvägen houses (Lindqvist and 

Granholm 2016). House III does not have 
clear boundaries like the other houses, the 

placement of the hearths in relation to the 

postholes might suggest several structures 

being documented at the same place. 
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5.6 Klockarbäcken 

5.6.1 Site 

Klockarbäcken (RAÄ Umeå stad 589) is located under an arable field that has been documented 

to been in use since 1686. The terrain is relatively flat with exception for some old beach ridges 

and a steep edge to the west. During the Bronze Age its position at 35,5 m a.s.l. would have 

placed it close to the coast during a time when the sea was disconnecting with Prästsjön. The 

Bronze Age farmstead was built on relatively stone free sandy soil and silt, below the sand was 

clay/silty-clay (Trafikverket 2011; Lindqvist and Granholm 2016). 

This settlement appears to be older than Sockenvägen, marking the transition between the Early 

Bronze Age and the Late Bronze Age, since hearths burning alder are dated as far back as 1500 

BC. Most of the 14C-dates suggest the site to have been active 1230-820 BC, with barley seeds 

dating from the start and at the end of the settlement activity (Lindqvist and Granholm 2016, 

Östman 2014b, Östman et al. 2015) (see table below). 

 

Tabell 3. 14C-dated finds from Klockarbäcken provided by Nina Granholm from Västerbottens museum. 

Feature Find Calibrated 2σ Lab-nr. Date BP 

Posthole Barley 1260 - 970 BC Ua-49098 2906 ± 43 
Settlement Cereal fargment, cf. Hulled barley 1120 - 830 BC Ua-45610 2810 ± 48 
Cooking pit Barley 1090 - 890 BC Ua-49094 2824 ± 33 
Posthole Barley 980 - 810 BC Ua-49097 2746 ± 32 

 

 

5.6.2 Finds 

There are very few finds from this settlement area except for four charred seeds from barley 

(Hordeum) and some sedge (Carex spp.) and fat hen (Chenopodium album) were found in 

postholes, the few finds have not provided much to interpret the site (Östman et al. 2015). 

One foundation of a longhouse was outlined in the settlement area near a concertation of 

contemporaneous cooking pits. Two rows with three postholes each and a hearth at the center 

marked the foundation, based on the placement of the postholes it is likely that the structure 

would have been a 9x6 m three-aisled longhouse (fig. 6) (Lindqvist and Granholm 2016). 

Cerealia of barley (Hordeum) and wheat (Triticum) were found in a pollen sample taken in 

Hamptjärn dating to ca. 1000 BC and continue to occur sporadically until modern times. 

Triticum-type pollen has been dated to 900-800 BC and combined with the presence of greater 

plantain (Plantago major), sheep's sorrel (Rumex acetosella), cf. Artemisa and Cannabis 

suggest possible farming or grazing. Pollen from Prästsjön around this time indicate activities 

related to farms and grazing with the presence of Artemisa, Chenopodium, Plantago major, P. 

lancelota, Juniperus and Rumex and grass types. Pollen from barley, wheat and oats were also 

identified (Engelmark 1976). Although intensification of agriculture in the region does not 

occur until ca. 700 AD (Tolonen 1972; Engelmark 1976).  
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5.6.3 Paleoenvironment 

Prästsjön bog 

A predominantly deciduous forest existed in the area consisting of birch (Betula), pine (Pinus) 

and alder (Alnus) as well as smaller concentrations of hazel (Corylus) and elm (Ulmus) trees. 

Pollen from oak and lime trees might have derived from other areas because of its low 

abundance. Around 1000 BC the deciduous forest declines, resulting in hazel and elm 

disappearing from the region being replaced by a rapidly colonizing spruce (Picea) (Engelmark 

1976). 

Around 600 BC there is a decline of spruce whilst birch increases, Engelmark (1976, p. 96) 

suggests this being an indication of human activity as the values return to their previous state 

around 400 BC. The forest composition remains relatively the same and is dense until large 

scale farming can be detected towards ca. 500 AD when spruce declines significantly and open 

habitat plants Poaceae, Juniperus, Arthemisa and Rumex begins to occur on a larger scale. This 

opening of the landscape continues at a constant rate until the Late Medieval period when pine 

and birch become more common again and the farms are seemingly abandoned for some time, 

although the landscape remains relatively open (Engelmark 1976). This abandonment is 

concurrent with the black death. 

 

Figure 6. Klockarbäcken house (Lindqvist and 

Granholm 2016). This house much like house II from 

Sockenvägen are both clear three-aisled houses. 
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Hamptjärn fern 

The diagram shows a warm period with a deciduous forest consisting of alder (Alnus), hazel 

(Corylus), elm (Ulmus), lime trees (Tilia), Willow (Salix) and oak (Quercus) trees with juniper 

(Juniperus), Artemisia and various ferns and grass undergrowth. Other common trees that 

would become dominant later on are birch (Betula), pine (Pinus) and to some extent also spruce 

(Picea) (Tolonen 1972). This type of deciduous forest would remain during the initial 

settlement phase of the Bronze Age sites. 

Around 550 BC the deciduous trees in the area start to decline and are replaced by coniferous 

trees, mainly spruce (Picea). Birch and pine remain relatively common still during this 

transition, the former declining significantly as climate changed. During the sub-Atlantic 

period, ca. 800 AD, most deciduous trees can no longer be found in the region (Tolonen 1972). 
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The Late Iron Age 

It is from the Roman Iron Age (1 AD – 400 AD) that northern Sweden begin to more closely 

resemble the development of southern Scandinavia. The three-aisled longhouses and grave 

system developing from flat graves to gravemounds can be found along with clear indications 

of farming and animal husbandry (Baudou 1995, pp. 115ff). However, small scale farming 

appear to be most common and pollen diagrams do not show considerable clearings of land 

until the Viking Age (e.g. Tolonen 1972; Engelmark 1976; Wallin 1996). 

 

5.7 Gene 

5.7.1 Sites 

Gene (RAÄ Själevad 22:1) was excavated in 1977-85 by Ramqvist (1983) and Baudou, the 

latter conducted earlier studies on Gene excavating three graves nearby the settlement in 1962 

(Baudou 1968; Ramqvist 1983; Lindqvist 1985; Lindqvist and Ramqvist 1993). The Iron Age 

settlement is located ca. 20 m a.s.l. at Genesmon, a few kilometers south of Örnsköldsvik in 

Västernorrland county in a sandy forest patch consisting of pine and birch. At the time of its 

use the settlement would have been found on a peninsula with fine sand and sandy silt close to 

the sea when Moälven would have formed a larger river flowing out into the ocean (Ramqvist 

1983; Lindqvist 1989; Lindqvist and Ramqvist 1993, pp. 23, 27-29). There are beach ridges 

NW and W of the settlement stretching from ca. 29 to 5 m a.s.l. forming large terraces 

containing only sand except for the lower ridges that contain gravel. 

Research questions regarding the Gene excavation and analysis was to study the structure type 

and function, economy and how the settlement changed over time. Ramqvist (1983) notes the 

difficulty to analyze and discuss the material with so little to compare with, mentioning only 

three other sites; Onbacken, Trogsta and Högom. 

A small burial ground can be found ca. 50 meters from the houses, forming small clusters of 

shallow mounds built with stones from the nearby moraine. Some of the mounds appear to have 

had coffins as seen from the distribution of iron nails, handles and rectangular depressions. 

Artefacts suggest that the relative date of the mounds range from the Early Iron Age to the 

Viking Age (Baudou 1968; Ramqvist 1983, pp. 127-30). 

Based on shore displacement, the settlement could not have been inhabited until ca. 1-100 AD 

finding the closest beach ridge only 75 m away from the settlement. 14C-dates for the whole 

settlement lie within the interval 10 BC – 595 AD suggesting a quick colonization event. 

Ramqvist (1983, 184) remarks that because there is an overlap of three structures regarding e.g. 

house I that the range of dates reflects a variable timeframe. Furthermore, Ramqvist argues that 

because house I and II are located next to each other they could not have co-existed. By 

connecting the features, their artefacts and carbon dates the settlement provides two phases in 

the Early Iron Age. House I, IX and VII (100–350 AD) belong to an older initial settlement 

phase  and House II, IV, VI and VIII (300/400–600 AD) were used during the second phase 

until the abandonment of the settlement (see fig. 7) (Ramqvist 1983, pp. 183-88; Lindqvist and 

Ramqvist 1993, pp. 30-31; Edblom 2004, pp. 21, 23-24). 
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5.7.2 Finds 

Gene presents a great amount of wealth in its prestige items found on the site ranging from 

jewellery, pearls made from glass and bronze, and fibulas. Moulds and pieces of crucibles have 

been found throughout the site relating to the production of jewellery. Asbestos pottery believed 

to be related to metalworking have been found near House I and II. More common items such 

as knives, arrowheads and slatestones are also found throughout the settlement (Ramqvist 1983; 

Hultén 1991). In relation to agriculture are 4 pieces of iron that Ramqvist (1983, p. 166) 

interpret as possible fragments of sickles and possibly a scythe. A part of sheep shears was also 

found in a pit house alongside weaving equipment (Lindqvist 1989). 

The structures will be presented in the chronological order that Ramqvist (1983, pp. 183-88) 

proposed, see above, starting with the older phase (fig. 14). All structures mentioned are three-

aisled houses. The main structure during the older phase is House I, a ca. 39x9 m longhouse 

with defined activity areas designated to dwelling, a byre, storage and kitchen; the structure was 

abandoned after it burnt down. The hearths of the structure are found mainly in the dwelling 

area, with one possibly being located in the byre. House IX is a 16x4,8-5,1 m structure with 

unclear boundaries and use. House VII is a 23x5 m structure interpreted as a sort of workshop 

based on the moulds and crucibles found in relation to it, this structure when abandoned had its 

Figure 7. The Gene settlement. The older 

phase (yellow) is substantially smaller than 

the younger phase (orange), however, some 

uncertainty remains for the actual date of 

house X which could belong to either period 

but is placed into the younger because of 

how the walls are built which correlates with 

house VIII (Ramqvist 1983, pp. 21, 187-88) 
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postholes filled with fire cracked stones (Ramqvist 1983; Liedgren 1992, pp. 159-63; Lindqvist 

and Ramqvist 1993). 

The main structure during the younger phase is House II which is almost identical to house I 

with the difference being the size, 38x8 m. House IV is a ca. 13x5 m structure and serves the 

same purpose as house VII, showing similar finds. House VI is a 16x9 m horseshoe shaped 

smithy with fourth hearths, two big and two small, located in the middle of the structure. House 

VIII is a structure of undefined dimensions believed to be a storage building because of its walls 

that are double as thick as any other structure, better protecting it from weather and climate. 

House X is a 17x6,8 m structure that also presents double walls, it is perceived as a threshing 

barn or storage building because of the abundance of weeds and meadowland plants and a lack 

of hearths (Ramqvist 1983; Liedgren 1992, pp. 159-63; Lindqvist and Ramqvist 1993 & 2009).  

The bone material consists of less than 500 grams. The domestic animals represented most of 

the bone material did not show any signs of cattle, but bones from sheep/goat, pig and horse 

were common. The absence of cattle bones has not been considered as evidence for an absence 

of cattle on the farm. Wild animals identified in relation to hunting came mainly from seal, 

reindeer, birds and fish (Ramqvist 1983; Lindqvist 1989; Lindqvist and Ramqvist 1993). 

58 cereal seeds have been found in the Gene settlement, 55 seeds of hulled barley (Hordeum 

vulgare), three oat seeds (Avena sativa) and one seed from flax (Linum usitatissimum). The 

most commonly identified weed was fat-hen (Chenopodium album), chickweed (Stellaria 

media), birdweed (Polygonum aviculare) and corn spurry (Spergula arvensis). Common 

meadowland plants were sedge (Carex spp.), sheep’s sorrel (Rumex acetosella) and grass 

(Poaceae). This has been interpreted as indications for permanent fields being heavily manured 

and the meadowland plants being actively collected as winter fodder, possibly also using the 

barley straw as fodder for the livestock. Most weeds were found in house X and the rest of the 

cereals were mainly found in the many parts of house I and house II, the cultivars mainly being 

found in the dwelling area (Ramqvist 1983; Viklund 1989; Lindqvist and Ramqvist 1993). 

One undated pollen sample has been taken a few kilometres north of Gene, only the isolation 

of the lake is dated to ca. 600±350 AD (second settlement phase). Somewhat before this date 

there is an increase of Juniperus, Rumex cf. acetosella, Chenopodiaceae and Artemisa 

indicating an opening of the landscape and arable land. Pollen of Hordeum was found at the 

dated age of the lake. Large scale cultivation is not believed to have occurred before 1000 AD 

when the landscape is opening up considerably (Huttunen and Tolonen 1972). 

 

5.7.3 Paleoenvironment 

The pollen diagram taken at Återsjön in Självestad is undated except for the believed isolation 

of the lake, pollen will therefore only be used for that period. The open forest in the region ca. 

350-900 AD consisted of alder (Alnus), birch (Betula), pine (Pinus) and spruce (Picea) and 

various wild grasses and sedge (Huttunen and Tolonen 1972) (See also chapter 5.2.3). 
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5.8 Högom 

5.8.1 Site 

The Högom mounds (RAÄ Selånger 1:2) were initially surveyed in the early 1940s before a 

major excavation began 1949-1960 led by Sverker Janson and Dagmar Selling. Three of the 

mounds that had been directly damaged by farming activities were excavated (mound 2, 3 and 

4) with focus on mound 2 where a farmstead had been built at the edge of the mound. The 

material and excavation reports had largely been unavailable until a project began to recover 

the data resulting in two major volumes summarising the material and excavations (Ramqvist 

1990, 1992, 2016; Nocker 1991) and an additional study where the pottery found in the mounds 

were examined (Hultén 1995). The research goal for this site is therefore very mixed but mainly 

focused on the chamber grave, although the last excavation carried out in 1984 led by Ramqvist 

had the aim to find and analyse the house in mound 2 (Ramqvist 1988). 

The site today is located nearby an urban villa area just outside Sundsvall city close to the 

Selånger River. Placed a few kilometres from the sea at 21-22 m a.s.l. the site during the Iron 

Age would be found close to the Selångers fjärd, at a place where a small island had recently 

merged with the mainland. The houses would have been built on sandy soils and having access 

to silty clay soils directly to the east (Ramqvist 1992). 

The site is characterised by its burial mounds, especially mound 2 where a chamber grave was 

carefully examined in the mid twentieth century (Ramqvist 1992). This chamber grave was the 

focus of attention during the excavations 1949-1950, the focus on the chamber grave led the 

excavators to dig through a culture layer that later in 1984 was recognized as a structure 

(Ramqvist 1992, pp. 32, 42-43). Most mounds appear to have been built on top of three-aisled 

houses that burnt down, Ramqvist (2016) proposes the hypothesis that the house in mound 3 

was attacked and intentionally burnt down. 

Chronologically the site is very complex. The elevation that the mounds are built on would not 

have been accessible until ca. 100 BC, but due to the exposed soil conditions a farmstead 

according to Ramqvist (1992, p. 221) could not have been established before ca. 100 AD when 

land would have been available for establishing fields and pastures. The chamber grave in 

mound 2 can be dated using the items found within (e.g. clasp buttons, a wooden sword scabbard 

and a shears case) that were common during the sixth century AD, additionally a single charcoal 

sample was analysed from the grave chamber bed frame in the 1950s dating to ca. 380±70 AD 

(uncalibrated). Mound 3 presents a meagre material to date the house beneath the mound and 

the mound itself. A mould depicting a pin and a necklace with glass pearls suggest the house to 

have been in use during 300–500 AD. Two 14C-dates deriving from remains of the house walls 

(1700±60 BP and 1690±80 BP uncalibrated) supports this relative date (Ramqvist 2016). 

Mound 4 is easier to date, it is believed to be a cauldron grave and the items within (e.g. gold 

coins) and comparisons with Norwegian cauldron graves places the mound at an earlier date, 

ca. 350-450 AD (Ramqvist 2016 & 1992, p. 222). Because the house beneath the mound 

resembles house 1 in Gene (fig. 17), Ramqvist (1992, p. 222) therefore suggests the two 

structures might have been built around the same time, ca. 100-350 AD, correlating this to the 
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end phase of the house and the subsequent construction of the mound. Burnt human bones from 

mount 4 have been 14C-dated to 1515±31 BP with 70% probability ranging within the 6th 

century AD (Ramqvist 2016). Mound 1 has not been examined or excavated. Ramqvist (2016) 

concludes by presenting a preliminary order that the mounds were built to be mound 3 (400 

AD), mound 1 (450 AD), mound 2 (500 AD) and mound 4 (550 AD) (see figure below). 

 

 

Figure 8. A visualisation of the carbon dates and relative dates from items found in the Högom mounds as 

presented by Ramqvist (1992 & 2016). It would appear that mound 2 is older, however, the carbon was analysed 

in the early 1950s making it an uncertain date. It would also appear that Ramqvist mainly relied on relative 

chronology to date the mounds with exception for mound 4 where a more recent 14C-date was available. Some of 

these dates are however contradictory to each other. 

 

5.8.2 Finds 

The grave mounds and their finds have been discussed in a series of articles and books (Selling 

1952; Hultén 1995; Nocker 1991; Ramqvist 1992, 2016; Persson 2016), this material consisting 

mostly of grave goods and prestige items will not be presented. However, it is important to 

consider that the majority of items found at Högom is related to the chamber grave and might 

therefore not represent the site when it was in use. 

Pottery analysis of the vessels found in Högom showed great resemblance to those found in 

Gene, additionally many small crucibles and moulds for producing jewellery were found. The 

finer necked vessel and pottery containers was made from fine clay and sand with no temper. 

Pottery from two asbestos vessels were also found, one of which was bucket shaped. This 

asbestos ware was produced similarly to other asbestos wares found at Högom and Gene 

(Húlten 1985 & 1991, p. 38). Hultén (1995) remarks the many vessels found were used for 

metallurgy but also notes that there is a total absence of household vessels. 

The structure in mound 2 was missed during the excavations 1949-50, but the details 

documented in the field diary allowed Ramqvist to conclude that there was in fact a longhouse 

situated underneath the mound (Ramqvist 1992, pp. 146ff). The longhouse consisted of 10 
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postholes (with traces of smaller post holes as well) and 3 pits containing charcoal. The size of 

the structure, however, still remains largely unknown. The structure beneath mound 3 presented 

35 postholes and 5 hearths on a 25-metre-long foundation, presumably the house would have 

been 50x7,5 m structure (Ramqvist 1992, pp. 160ff). The postholes does not align themselves 

like the common longhouse, leading Ramqvist (2016) to present the hypothesis that it was a 

great hall with a big open space to hold feasts or ceremonies (fig. 10) (See also Ramqvist 1992, 

pp. 189-90). In mound 4 the structure was somewhat disturbed by ard marks perceived as 

possible ritual ploughing before constructing the mound (Ramqvist 1992, p. 200). The 15 post 

holes and many hearths make the longhouse likely to be ca. 40x8,8 m structure. The placement 

of the 15 post holes and hearths resembled the layout found at House 1 in Gene (see chapter 

4.7.2 and fig. 9) (Ramqvist 1992, pp. 200ff). 

The bone material at Högom is very small and is mainly concentrated within the house 

underneath mound 3. Most commonly found throughout the structure and cooking pits were 

bones from sheep/goat (Ovis/Capra). Small concentrations of pig (Sus), seal (Phocidae), elk 

(Alces alces) and bird were also found throughout the structure (Ramqvist 1992, pp. 177-79). 

Outside the house surrounding a hearth, interpreted as being used after the structure burnt down, 

were bones from cattle (Bos). 

A total of 169 carbonized seeds were found along the walls of the longhouse beneath mound 2. 

Only three cultivated seeds could be identified from a total of seven; hulled barley (Hordeum 

vulgare), oats (Avena sativa) and rye (Secale cereale). Fat hen (Chenopodium album) and 

chickweed (Stellaria media) were the most abundant weeds and sedge (Carex) the only wetland 

plant (Ramqvist 1992, 150). The samples taken from the longhouse beneath mound 4 is not 

entirely representative of the house because the samples were taken in 1956 without any specific 

sampling strategy in mind (Ramqvist 1992, pp. 208-9). However, a total of 106 seeds was still 

found resembling the amount in mound 2. Only 3 cultivated seeds out of 5 could be identified 

as barley. Abundant throughout the structure was fat hen as well as sedge.  

 

5.8.3 Paleoenvironment 

There are no suitable areas near the gravemounds at Högom where the sedimentation could 

allow for a good pollen sample to be collected, therefore no pollen records exist close enough 

to be useful to reconstruct the paleoenvironment. 
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Figure 10. The house foundation beneath mound 3 is in comparison to the other structures considerably open. The 

small dotted line in the wall is interpreted as a cooking pit built after the fire. Figure by Ramqvist (1990, p. 74). 

Figur 9. House 1 in Gene (a) compared to the excavated structure underneath mound 4 in Högom (b). The 

comparison (c) Ramqvist presents (1992, p. 212) shows that the foundations of the two structures were very 

similar. 
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6. Discussion 

6.1 A note about the sites and contemporary limitations 

Before the sites are discussed it is important to understand the contemporary views of 

archaeology and how the sites were excavated (table 4). If this topic is not touched upon the 

discussion will fall short because it would not consider the different sampling techniques used 

and the limitations posed to the archaeologists who might not know which features to look for. 

An example of this is the sampling techniques used at the Högom excavation where soil samples 

were taken without any specific strategy in mind, sampling different features throughout mound 

4 in 1956 (Ramqvist 1992, pp. 208-9). The sampling was carried out with little knowledge of 

the structure underneath the mound and the excavation was too early to consider archaeobotany 

as an option. However, the focus of the excavation was to study the chamber grave in mound 2 

and the surrounding grave mounds. The analysis and excavation was therefore carried out with 

this in mind and the chamber grave in mound 2 was thoroughly documented using advanced 

techniques, plastering the whole chamber and scanning it with x-rays. It is therefore not too 

surprising that a lot of features were missed when the sensational chamber grave was examined. 

Similarly, is Bjurselet that as excavated in the 1960s. The archaeologists were limited to their 

current knowledge of the time and did not sample for archaeobotanical remains from either 

hearths or postholes. Posthole features were excavated and documented in cross sections, noting 

the presence of coal or fragmented wood but were believed to be more modern (Christiansson 

and Knutsson 1989a, 101). They were very narrow, 0,05–0,1m in diameter, making it unlikely 

that they belonged to a longhouse. Postholes found in house 1 in Bjästamon were 0,12–0,7m in 

diameter (Holback et al. 2004, p. 25), the features are described similarly to those found in 

Bjurselet. If a longhouse was built in Bjurselet it would have been two-aisled, postholes in two-

aisled longhouses can have a diameter of ca. 0,14–0,5m (e.g. Björhem and Säfvestad 1993). 

Not sampling postholes because they were believed to be more recent and too narrow might 

have been a reasonable approach at the time, although considering that the hypothesis was to 

search for an agrarian settlement in Bjurselet samples should have been taken. Lastly, the site 

was not mapped for phosphates which could have led to a better understanding of the settlement 

area. If the Bjurselet settlement had been sampled for paleobotanical remains and phosphate it 

might have given a different view of the famous site, but contemporary restraints did not 

provide such an opportunity. 

The issues with phosphate analysis and sampling for paleobotanical remains becomes less 

prominent after the 1970s. The 1984 excavation of mound 3 and 4 at Högom shows the 

development of excavation and sampling techniques, where both samples for palaeobotanical 

and osteological remains came from samples from postholes and walls, and some effort was 

put into mapping phosphate in the surrounding area. This development and understanding of 

where and how to look for certain indicators of settlement activities provide the archaeologist 

with more material to work with to understand the past. Excavations at Gene, Umeå and 

Bjästamon were carefully executed to try and answer their research questions and taking 

samples where it is now known to be most likely to find certain items. Postholes were sampled 

for paleobotanical remains and as seen in Bjästamon using a sieve with smaller holes provided 

a significantly higher amount of fishbones (an otherwise underrepresented type of bone). 
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Tabell 4. All the settlements and information about the size of excavation and when they were excavated, this 

gives a certain understanding to the material found in terms of the scale of the excavations (material is very small). 

Below are the finds directly indicating an agrarian dependence of some scale, there is a trend moving from Barley 

to oats and rye during the Iron Age. 

 Stone Age Bronze Age Roman Iron Age/Migration P. 

 Bjästamon Bjurselet Umeå Gene Högom 

Excatation year 
2001-03 1962-68 

1989-90, 

2003-19 
1977-85 1949-60, 1984 

Excavated area 40 000 m2 ~1480 m2 ~28 000 m2 ~5100 m2 >1000 m2 

Above sea level 48-62m 52-54m 31-41m 20m 21-22m 

Settlement date 2800-2100 BC 2000 BC 1500-400 BC 100-600 AD 400-550 AD 

       

 Presence/absence of finds indicative of an agrarian economy 

Seeds     

Hordeum X X? X     

H. var. nudum     X   
H. var. vulgare     X X  X  

Avena sativa       X X 

Secale cereale         X 

Chenopodium album X   X X X 

Spergula avensis   X X  

Stellaria media   X X X 

Carex spp.     X X X 

Bones      

Sheep/goat (Ovis/Capra)   X? X X X 

Pig (Sus domestica)      X X 

Cattle (Bos)      X? X? 

Horse (Equus)       X   

 

6.2 Settlement pattern and agriculture in Norrland 

When presented with current maps of Northern Sweden it does not take long to point out all the 

major cities and towns, most of which are located in river valleys or by the coast close to the 

river mouths. The coastal position allowed for ships to sail up and down the Bothnian bay, and 

inland through the rivers. The river valleys and coastal position provided soil conditions suitable 

for agriculture. The inland has never truly been inhabited by farmers and remains mostly 

forested, even in modern times when Västerbotten’s inland experienced a rapid expansion of 

farmland during the 1920-30s has largely been abandoned (Granström 1942; Olsson 2017). 

During the medieval period when Norrbotten’s coastland was claimed by farmers it was done 

so mostly with animal husbandry in mind, and the semi-permanent settlements consisting 

mainly of byres resulted in many place names ending with -bo, -boda, -säl and -sätter 

(Egerbladh 1987, p. 17). Farming was bound mainly to the river valleys and coastland where 

the finer river sediment, silt and clay was located. The settlement process for this large landmass 

was slow and did not take off until the 18th century (Egerbladh 1987). It is therefore not 
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surprising to find that all sites mentioned going back to the Stone Age are located near major 

rivers or river deltas close to the coast. The spatial distribution however appears very 

coincidental considering that most sites mentioned were found under arable farmland where 

stray finds had previously been documented; the exception is Bjästamon, Mariehem and 

Klabbölevägen that were found in uncultivated forest patches. 

Another determining factor for the settlement and success of an agrarian society is the soil 

conditions. If the soil is too heavy it might become compact and hinder growth and light sandy 

soils on the other hand might be too loose to allow plants to set root (Townsend 1973, p. 123), 

lighter soils are however easier to work with. This is important to consider since most sites 

mentioned from the Stone Age to the Iron Age are located on or close to light sandy-silt soils. 

Technological limitations often saw the use of lighter soils until the iron plough was introduced 

allowing for heavier soils could be cultivated (Broadbent 1984; Viklund 1998a). However, 

lighter soils whilst being easier to work with are often nutrient poor and have a low water 

carrying capacity making them vulnerable to drought. To establish agriculture on sandy soils 

farmers need to add manure and sometimes chalk to the fields. Adding nutrients and organic 

matter using manure might improve soil conditions (e.g. improving pH and soil structure), 

which in turn improves crop yield (Townsend 1973, pp. 123ff).  Manuring was not common, 

or at least not used systematically, in Scandinavia until the Bronze Age. This might explain the 

mobility of the farmsteads between generations because the nutrients in the soils had been 

depleted, the farmstead thus had to claim nearby land.  This transition during the Bronze Age 

towards stationary farms as a result of manuring can be seen elsewhere in Fennoscandia, and it 

might be the reason for why agriculture was able to move northward and begin to establish 

itself (e.g. Bakkevig 1992; Welinder et al. 2004, p. 140; see also for Bronze Age development 

in Fosie IV by Björnhem and Säfvestad 1993). 

The soils near the coast and rivers around where the sites are located are characterized by river 

sediment which is a fine sandy-silt or silty-clay poor in organic material (Lindén 2002, p. 15), 

and fine sediment from post-glacial river sediment and/or glacial sand. All sites mentioned in 

the text are built on sandy soils. This would have made agriculture unsuitable because the 

farmers unlike those in southern Scandinavia would need to add a considerable amount of 

manure to their fields. An abundance of nitrophilic weeds, e.g. Chenopodium album, tells of 

heavy manuring and possibly also agriculture with a focus on animal husbandry. Tending of 

natural meadows growing near water allowed for grazing and collection of e.g. Carex spp. and 

Cyperaceae as winter fodder (Etherington 1983, p. 1; Engelmark 1985, 1996; Ramqvist 1988; 

Viklund 1989, 1998a, pp. 131-33); leaves might also have been a source for winter fodder. The 

site at Mariehem might have because of its location on shallow moraine soils been limited to 

pastoral farming (see e.g. Etherington 1983, pp. 146ff), keeping sheep/goat to graze the beach 

meadow. Similarly, during the medieval period farmers used natural meadows for grazing and 

fished along the coast, which resembles what has been found in the archaeological record. The 

medieval settlers also used slash and burn when farming (Egerbladh 1987), there are no 

indications of such events in the pollen cores with the exception for Bjurselet (see below); there 

is still a possibility that this might have occurred. 
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The sites 

Larsson et al. (2012, pp. 157-58) among others describe Bjurselet as an early agrarian settlement 

of South Scandinavian descent, mentioning barley cultivation and animal husbandry. Broadbent 

(1982, pp. 9-10) further specifies that slash and burn techniques might have been used to grow 

the barley based on the pollen diagram, and the burnt bones with relative certainty belonging to 

sheep had him call Bjurselet’s inhabitants “sheep herders in the far north”. Broadbent (Ibid., p. 

63) remarks on the uncertainty of the pollen diagram and its contaminations but argues that the 

evidence is still strong enough to support the hypothesis of an agrarian settlement. There are 

many questions remaining around Bjurselet regarding the extent of the contaminations and 

mixing of material due to erosion and ploughing. Even if the pollen diagram indicated what 

could be interpreted as presence of agrarian activities these could likewise be an indication of 

a natural meadow formation (with some human disturbances) or derive from a later date because 

of the contaminations observed by Olsson (1989). The osteological material is mixed and 

Lepiksaar (1975) remarks on the presence and mix of both recent and possibly older bones, he 

remains unsure of their age but carefully suggests that the seal and sheep bones belong to the 

Neolithic period (the seal bones are dated to ca. 20-70 AD uncalibrated). Because of these many 

contaminations and uncertainties about the origin of the osteological material, the site remains 

as enigmatic now as when the first flint deposits were found. However, even if the settlement 

did not show clear agrarian activities it is without a doubt as Stenberger (1964, p. 163 translated 

by author) wrote, “…Evidently an important settlement once existed here”. 

When comparing Bjurselet to the other settlements from the Battle Axe Culture in Västerbotten, 

it is strangely the only one to be interpreted as agrarian. Other sites such as Strandholm located 

near Rickleån River, were dated to roughly the same time as Bjurselet. Characteristic finds from 

the site were 10 flint axes, a chisel, transverse points, arrowheads of type C amongst other flint 

tools. The items found on the site led Huggert (1992) to interpret Strandholm as a seasonal 

hunting camp possibly used during the summer when both elk and beaver would have been 

targets. Found at the same height as Bjurselet and in a similar environment is the Kusmark site 

located nearby Kåge River. Around 68 flint axes were found in an approximate settlement area, 

the finds have led to the interpretation of a boat building site (Broadbent 1982, pp. 67-68). The 

only commonality seen in the interpretation of these sites is that they were short-lived. Few 

differences can be found in the archaeological material regarding the presence of e.g. flint axes, 

chisels and arrowheads that would differentiate them in any major way other than the quantity 

of said tools. However, not all settlement areas have been excavated (also not to the same extent 

as Bjurselet) and some only have known flint deposits making further discussion limited. 

On another note there is Bjästamon where palaeobotanical material more directly suggest a 

form of horticulture. This coastal settlement belongs to a hunter-gatherer population who 

around 2600 BC began cultivating barley on a small scale as an additional source of food to 

their otherwise marine economy (Runeson 2007). This site could possibly have been a 

steppingstone for the South Scandinavian people who later would travel up to Västerbotten, and 

the archaeological material tells that Bjästamon had substantial contacts with the south (Larsson 

et al. 2014, pp. 155-57). 
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Hunter-gatherer activities on the sites mainly manifested themselves by the abundance of fish 

bones found in addition to seal, beaver and other small terrestrial animals. The osteological 

material thus suggests a marine economy (Holback et al. 2004; Olsson et al. 2007). The absence 

of larger terrestrial animals such as elk and deer that are otherwise commonly found in hunter-

gatherer settlements supports this notion and it could be as Olsson et al. (2007, p. 61) argues, 

that these animals were hunted in seasonal hunting stations further inland. Bjästamon provides 

a rich material suggesting a possible stationary settlement in no need of agriculture to survive, 

yet it adopts first pottery ca. 2800 BC followed shortly by the presence of barley seeds in ca. 

2600 BC. The development towards an agrarian society thus appear to be internal (Zvelebil and 

Rowley-Cowley 1984). It is suggested by Olsson et al. (2007) that the seeds might have been 

imported, although this hypothesis seem unlikely because if the cereals had been imported 

fewer weeds should have been present. Humans have been diligent in their work to separate 

weeds from cereals as seen in longhouses from the Neolithic and onward, and they would likely 

therefore trade a higher quantity of cereals than low growing weeds. The many weeds present 

at Bjästamon would rather suggest inexperienced harvesting methods used on cultivated plants 

where distinguishing between a cultivar and a weed might have been more diffuse. The 

presence of grindstones might also be indicative of a growing farming tradition towards the 

transition to the late Neolithic, and Runeson’s (2007) comment on horticulture as an additional 

source of food at Bjästamon appears feasible. However, if farming manifested itself on this site 

is difficult to determine but following Zvelebil and Rowley-Cowley’s (1984) argumentation, 

the hunter-gatherer population would likely increase their dependence of agriculture if they 

continued their semi-stationary lifestyle by the coastline, and the warmer climate would have 

made farming more viable. The coastal position might also have allowed the utilization of 

spring floods when planting crops since no manure was available to add nutrients to their fields. 

The adoption of agriculture would in those terms be a prolonged event of transformation taking 

place during the Late Neolithic period, around the time the settlement was abandoned. 

An expansion of agriculture and subsequent transition by hunter-gatherer groups along 

Norrland’s coast should appear during the Late Neolithic, it would otherwise be unlikely to see 

such a rapid expansion of agriculture during the Bronze Age; this event appears to have 

occurred very rapidly and is mainly observed through the presence of cairns built along the 

coastlines (Baudou 1995; Forsberg 1999; Nyqvist 2007). Stray finds of stone tools also tell of 

South Scandinavian presence or trade remaining as far north as southern Västerbotten’s county 

during the Late Neolithic. The site of Kåddis ca. 3 km west of Prästsjön by the Ume River is 

dated to this period and has been suggested by Broadbent (1984) to be a coastal hunting station 

with agrarian implements. He is basing these assumptions on finds of burnt sheep/goat bones 

(undated) and the coastal position being close to natural meadows whilst also noting the prime 

positioning for fishing and hunting seals. In Central Sweden there are few such occurrences 

found yet, and recent isotope analysis suggest that people belonging to the Pitted Ware Culture 

mainly relied on a marine diet (Larsson et al. 2012, pp. 138-39). The pig bones found at sites 

are therefore not believed to be an indication of animal herding but rather used at feasts or 

ritually according to Larsson et al. (2012, pp. 129ff). The pig bones might also belong to wild 

bores because of the difficulty of determining domestic from wild (Rowley-Conwy et al. 2012). 
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The Bronze Age sites in Umeå are relatively new and are filling the knowledge gaps on the 

topic even if there are missing links in Central Sweden and from the Late Neolithic period. One 

of the first sites to have been excavated and analysed was in Mariehem. The finds of charred 

barley seeds, both naked and hulled, led Viklund (2011) to propose that the Bronze Age activity 

in Umeå closely followed the trends seen in the rest of Sweden; i.e. transitioning from naked 

barley to hulled barley as well as manuring fields. This hypothesis appears to be correct since 

the older Bronze Age sites have barley (Hordeum) or naked barley (H. nudum), and the 

transitioning taking place at Mariehem has older naked barley and younger hulled barley. What 

further supports this is the dominating presence of hulled barley at Sockenvägen which is the 

youngest of the farmsteads (compare with e.g. Bakkevig 1992; Björnhem and Säfvestad 1993, 

iv). The presence of Chenopodium album at some farmsteads show signs of heavy manuring 

and Spergula avensis and Stellaria media indicate farming on less fertile coarse-grained soils 

with low pH (Viklund 1989a, p. 135). The transition to hulled barley (H. vulgare) can be 

attributed to the crop responding well to manure and it was also well suited for the environment 

in Norrland (e.g. Bakkevig 1992; Viklund 1994; Engelmark 1996), and indeed there is evidence 

of sheep/goat livestock but there is a clear absence of cattle bones. The absence of cattle bones 

in this case cannot mean absence of the animal because of the need for such heavy manuring of 

the fields. See below for the settlement economy and manure discussion. 

If a diverging development occurred, it should begin to be noticeable in the archaeological 

record in the transition from Bronze to Early Iron Age. The persistent use of the one-field 

system and reliance on animal husbandry when compared to the continued development in 

southern Scandinavia where two- and three-field systems were implemented with the 

introduction of rye observed towards the Late Iron Age (Engelmark 1985; Viklund 1989, 1994, 

1998a, pp. 135-37), show a Norrland that does not follow trends. This diversion might be led 

by the narrowing climactic boundary of agriculture as the climate deteriorates towards the Iron 

Age and podsolization begins with the retreat of the deciduous trees, forcing the farmers to rely 

more on animal husbandry and a single crop to produce acceptable yields in a growingly 

marginal environment. The lack of finds from the Pre-Roman Iron Age (ca. 500 – 1 BC) is like 

the Late Neolithic, an issue when studying the development of agriculture in Northern Sweden. 

The different regional developments where rye (south Sweden), oats (west Sweden) and wheat 

(central Sweden) might become prominent in addition to hulled barley makes this a key period 

to understand where and when this development began (Liedgren 1992, pp. 176ff; Viklund 

1998a, pp. 132ff). This regionalization is especially highlighted by the prominence of 

Chenopodium in Norrland showing the reliance on manuring and animal husbandry on the 

unproductive podzols. 

The abundance of Chenopodium album at the Gene farmstead tells of such heavy manuring, the 

site was however not located on podzols but rather finer sandy sediment in an area suitable for 

agriculture (Lindqvist and Ramqvist 1993, p. 87). Hulled barley was cultivated during the older 

phase of the settlement and when the second phase begins there are indications of oat cultivation 

as well. Taking this and the weed flora into consideration Lindqvist and Ramqvist (1993, p. 88) 

suggest that it is unlikely that a two-field system or crop rotation might have been present. They 

compare this with a medieval farmstead located close to Gene where palaeobotanical finds 

would suggest this to be the case. What differs in Gene from the other sites mentioned above is 
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the presence of what has been interpreted as a threshing barn, house X. This has been seen as a 

threshold for agriculture to establish itself during the Iron Age in the north. Whilst manuring 

adds nutrients to fields it does not significantly improve the natural selection of the crops grown, 

but with the addition of indoor threshing and throwing (sorting) the farmer can collect and sow 

the heavier seeds that best responded to the manuring, climactic and edaphic conditions 

(Engelmark 1996). Another addition greatly beneficial to agriculture that relies on animal 

husbandry is iron scythes making it faster to collect winter fodder, although no scythes has been 

found four heavily eroded iron implements were discovered at Gene that resembled iron sickles.  

The presence of horses at Gene is connected with the second settlement phase and the 

introduction of oats is correlated with this event, because it is believed to have been used as 

fodder for the horses (Lindqvist and Ramqvist 1993, p. 88). Other more common animals were 

pig and not surprisingly sheep/goat that was the most commonly found in the osteological 

material at Gene (Ramqvist 1983, pp. 168ff), bones from these animals appear to be preserved 

at most sites mentioned. It could be that the preservation of these bones might have to do with 

how they were deposited, and it is suggested by Liedgren (1992, p. 183) that some bones might 

have been put in the manure (this would somewhat increase phosphorous and calcium content). 

It must be stressed that the absence of bones does not mean absence of animals, because without 

cattle it would not have been possible to manure the fields to such an extent as they believed to 

have been (e.g. Viklund 1989, p. 131; Engelmark 1998). Nutrients and amount of manure 

produced by sheep/goat is significantly less than cattle (Ogejo et al. 2010), the amount of 

animals needed to fertilize 0,1 ha would be two or three times as many; one cow can in general 

fertilize 0,1 ha (Lindqvist and Ramqvist 1993, p. 92). The osteological material can therefore 

not be relied on and indirect indications must be used to establish the presence of cattle. It is of 

course not impossible that sheep/goat herders were prominent, but more time would need to be 

spent collecting winter fodder and the larger grazing areas would likely have resulted in mass 

erosion events and be detected in the pollen record. Because the sheep/goat are smaller than 

cattle, difference in house length might not be a factor since more small animals can be kept 

within the same space. It is also possible that livestock might have been kept outside over winter 

under roofed windbreaks, a practice not uncommonly used in agriculture (see Zimmerman 

1998). Could it be that many farmsteads in the north were the homes sheep and goat herders, 

and that old manuring models might been too presumptuous that cattle need to be present to 

achieve such a high presence of nitrophilic weeds? Could it be possible that manure from 

sheep/goat could provide the same reaction in the weed flora? The limited possibilities in the 

Norse Greenland settlements show signs of a transition towards less-demanding sheep and goats 

on smaller farms to produce wool and milk, but even then it would appear that cattle have been 

argued for as a primary source for manure (Ross and Zutter 2007; Arneborg et al. 2012). The 

lack of cattle bones might then be a result of their limited presence, poor preservation or cultural 

activities which might have affected preservation of the bones. 

The development would not have been hindered by this, but rather must have flourished during 

the Late Iron Age considering the great hall built at Högom.  The wealth displayed in the grave 

mounds and the variety in them show a rich society, and if agriculture had been hampered it is 

unlikely to find such rich graves from what Ramqvist among others considered a chieftain. 

Although, it can be disputed if this is true but what can be said about the grave is that an 
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important or wealthy individual was buried there. What is important to consider for Högom is 

that there are no items deriving from everyday use, only prestige items have been collected 

from the site where even the pottery was made to impress (Húlten 1991). This location is 

difficult to determine to what extent it was a farmstead even if it could potentially hold animals 

and grow crops since most excavations only focused on the graves, the longhouses also show 

irregular features. However, it is possible to use this site to discuss what was grown in the region 

with the premise that it was a great hall (Ramqvist 2016), an analogue to this approach might 

be Uppåkra (Larsson 2018). If that were the case then goods would have been brought in from 

nearby farms and thus indicate that hulled barley, oats and rye has been grown in the region. 

Animals would likely have been kept within the longhouses for the duration of the festivities to 

keep the meat fresh, this is indicated by the presence of Carex spp. which might have been used 

as fodder. The presence of e.g. Chenopodium album amongst other weeds does not fit into this 

approach, however, and do suggest some sort of local cultivation to have been present (the 

weeds might also have grown close to the house as a reaction to the stalled animals). Similar 

archaeobotanical finds if compared with Forsa, Trogsta, Gene and Björka (Viklund 1989) could 

even in its scarcity suggest some sort of agrarian activity to be present. 

To summarise, it would appear that a trend can be observed in the material where cultivated 

plants developed from naked to hulled barley during the Bronze Age and additional cultivation 

of oats and later rye appear sparingly during the Iron Age on heavily manured fields. However, 

the main efforts of the farmsteads appear to have been the collection of winter fodder and 

tending to meadowlands (natural and cultural) to accommodate their livestock consisting 

mainly of sheep/goat and cattle, and later during the Iron Age also of pigs and horses. 

 

6.2.1 Applying the model 

Before applying Chisholm’s model (1968) to the sites at hand it was applied to Bronze and Iron 

Age farms in southern Scandinavia to affirm that it would be suitable. Well-documented farms 

were used, most came from the Iron Age where stonewall enclosures provided an insight to the 

extent of the infields (see e.g. Wellinder 1998, p. 302 & 304). Most farmsteads with stone 

enclosures and distinct infields and walkways to the outfields fell within the 0,5 km radius. 

Whether this is true for the Bronze Age is more difficult to determine since remains mainly 

consist of one or several farmsteads without clear boundaries. However, as mentioned before 

there is the issue of depleting the nutrients in the soil which might have led to small but 

intensively used farming units that allowed for greater mobility in the landscape during the 

Neolithic period and Early Bronze Age. It can therefore be assumed that most farmland would 

remain within 0,5 km from the farmstead, whilst other activities such as grazing occurred 

further away. 

The maps used relies on modern soil formations and conditions, meaning that certain formations 

such as the river sediment might not have been quite the same, and a more accurate description 

might be alluvial or deltaic sediment; this type of fine sediment is roughly the same, sandy-silt 

or sandy-clay (Toth 2019). A more distinct feature that would not have developed to such an 

extent as today is the peatland, however, this can be considered as possible wetland areas and 

a source for sedge. 
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The Stone Age 

Bjästamon needs to be examined as a non-agrarian settlement even as indications exist of a 

possible type of horticulture. The hunter-gatherer settlement is a clear case for the substitution 

phase (Zvelebil and Rowley-Conwy 1984), where an internal development has led to the 

adoption of pottery ca. 2800 BC and subsequent horticulture ca. 2600 BC, indicated by not only 

barley seeds by also common weeds that likely would not have occurred if the product had been 

traded. Within the 0,5 km radius the settlement is bound to the coast mainly surrounded by 

water, and the structures built on a beach made from glacial and postglacial sand. The location 

is ideal for fishing and hunting of seal. Expanding the radius to 1 km does not provide much 

for this settlement since the area consists mainly of fine-grained soils and shallow soils on 

bedrock to the west (fig. 11), an exception is the formation of river sediment in the east. The 

site in general is not entirely suitable for agriculture considering the large body of water nearby, 

but if the hunter-gatherers utilized spring flooding they might have been able to find land they 

could consistently place their horticulture. 
 

 

Figur 11 Bjästamon was located close to the coast on sandy soil. The water level at ca. 2500 BC is in the middle 

of the settlement activity phase during the time when indications of farming is dated to. 
 

Bjurselet on the other hand is found on a location suitable for an agrarian settlement. Bjurselet 

is located near to the river delta by the Byske River making fishing and hunting birds and 

collecting sedge a possibility (fig. 12), but the settlement does not however appear to have a 

maritime focus. The settlement within both radiuses finds mainly fine grain silty sand that 

would be beneficial for establishing agriculture, to the northeast outside the radius the settlers 

might have utilized moraine for forest grazing. The river would have provided a source of water. 
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Figur 12 The settlement was found close to the Byske river delta on postglacial sand. The plateau also provided 

river sediment and sandy-silt to grow crops on. Large areas of moraine and wetlands can be found to the north. 

 

The Bronze Age 

Klabbölevägen and Sockenvägen are located on the opposite sides of the Ume River not too far 

from the river delta, constructing farmsteads on alluvial sediment. Klabbölevägen has within 

0,5-1 km mainly the river and a thin section of river sediment following the river to the north 

and blocky moraine and mountain to the south (fig. 13). It is possible that the farmstead 

cultivated the riverbanks whilst sending animals to graze in the moraine forests to the south. 

Sockenvägen on the other hand consists only of river sediment, this is very beneficial for 

establishing agriculture and might be a reason for the large concentrations of seeds in this 

settlement (fig. 14). This settlements would also have benefited from spring floods and the 

closeness to collect sedges and rush from the river banks. 

The Klockarbäcken settlement is reasonably located for a farmstead. It has access to the 

Prästsjön lake within the 0,5 km radius as well as fine postglacial sand suitable for establishing 

arable fields (fig. 15). Further extending the radius to 1 km it also has access to river sediment 

that is easily cultivated soil that could also be used for grazing. The lake and closeness to the 

coast would have provided the settlement with rush and sedge as winter fodder, and it would 

not be impossible to utilize the closeness to the coast for fishing as well, much like the other 

settlements in the area. 

The exception for the Bronze Age sites is Mariehem that is located on a moraine environment 

between the Nydala lake and a small bay (fig. 16). Patches of silty-clay might have been used 

for cultivating crops in the west, but the land is largely unsuitable for cultivating crops unless 

cleared from stones (no clearing cairns have been found) or patchy horticulture using digging 
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sticks. The closeness to water, situated between two bodies connected to the ocean in an 

archipelago-like formation makes the settlement appear to have a maritime focus. Animals 

might have been sent to the south outside the radius to graze in the beach meadow where they 

might not need to actively be herded since the animals would need to pass the farmstead to 

reach mainland; if they did not swim across the lake. 
 

 

Figur 13 The Klabböle farmstead is located close to Ume river near the river delta. Large parts of the area is 

represented by postglacial and river sediment. The south is however dominated by shallow soil, moraine and 

gravel, which is unsuitable for agriculture. 

 

Figur 14 The Sockenvägen farmstead is located on river sediment close to Ume River near the river delta. Most 

of the settlement has access to river sediment and on the far outreaches also silty clay and postglacial sediment. 
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Figur 15 Klockarbäcken farmstead is located nearby Prästsjön on sandy postglacial sediment containing some silt. 

To the west of Prästsjön there are larger formations of sandy silt and to the east sandy glacial river sediment. The 

river delta can be found near Sockenvägen to the south, and to the east it has access to a bay leading to the ocean. 

 
Figur 16 The surrounding area at Mariehem ca. 1000 BC has the site situated between Nydala lake and a bay 

leading to the ocean. The area consists mainly of moraine and wetlands, a few strokes of silty clay are found to the 

west of the settlement along the coast. 
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The Iron Age 

The settlement in Gene is located close to the coast where fishing would have been available, 

making the settlement appear to have a maritime focus because of its location on the 

archipelago. Within the 0,5 km radius there is mainly fine grain soils (sand or sandy-silt) that 

are directly beneficial to agricultural activities since it is easily worked (fig. 17). The land uplift 

widens this area of usable fine-grained soils and the shoreline also provide the settlement with 

fields of sedge and rush. The area ranging within the 1 km radius expands the utility area mainly 

over coarse-grained soils and moraine areas which are suggested to have been used for forest 

grazing (Ramqvist 1983, pp. 52-55). 
 

 

Figur 17 The gene settlement is  built on a peninsula on sandy soil close to silt. Most of the settlement and the 

graves are found on the sandy side whilst it is suggested that fields were cultivated on the finer silt to the east. 

On the outskirts of the settlement area there is moraine. Figure by Ramqvist (1993). 

 

Högom is located beside the Selångersån river and a few kilometres from the past river mouth, 

the location does not have any distinct features that would benefit it. Within the 0,5 km radius 

its located mainly on glacial river sediment and to the north there is silty clay that would have 

been beneficial for cultivation, the river to the south could have been used for fishing and 

collection of sedges. Expanding to a range of 1 km radius the settlement area would cover 

mainly moraine and bedrock with shallow soil that could have been used as woodland grazing 

locations (fig. 18). 
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Figur 18 The Högom grave mounds were built close to the river mouth along the Selånger River. The mounds 

mainly reside on glacial river sediment near silty-clay, but to the north there is mainly shallow soils, moraine and 

some wetland areas. 

 

Concluding remarks 

The site locations do not provide any insight to the understanding of the farmsteads spatial 

patterning other than a preference to remain close to rivers and the sea, a pattern that might be 

coincidental. Fishing would be an important inclusion to their diet because of this; the inclusion 

of fish bones is rarely seen in the osteological record. The local vegetation seen from pollen 

could suggest that natural meadowland and locations with access to sedge or rush to collect as 

winter fodder might have been preferred. The blocky moraine lands might have provided ideal 

forest grazing locations. The soil formations do not for the time being add any substantial 

evidence for an active selection of where to build farmsteads since the soils along major rivers 

in Norrland are very similar. 
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6.2.2 A deeper look into the Bronze Age settlements 

Looking at the dated seeds, a narrow timeframe emerges along with a chronology based on 

direct farming activities. If this chronology then is applied to the pollen diagrams at Prästsjön 

and Hamptjärn it is apparent that most settlements belong the a period just before and during 

the start of the intensification of agriculture. The first settlement phase could have occurred 

during the Early Bronze Age (ca. 1500-1000 BC) as indicated by AMS dates from seeds and 

charcoal. This would have been followed by a more intense second settlement phase that can 

be suggested to have begun around 1000-900 BC during the Late Bronze Age, the rich cereal 

finds in Sockenvägen might be indicating the start of this transition and intensification of 

agricultural activities in the area. This second settlement phase is detectable in the pollen record 

(Tolonen 1972; Engelmark 1976). Furthermore, the closeness of the farmsteads both in spatial 

and temporal aspects could suggest the formation of a community (see e.g. Ramqvist 1983, p. 

5). The small farming community could have acted as an economic unit of sorts, exploiting the 

local raw materials and farming the area, in this case it is too early to discuss any type of 

hierarchy in regard to structure size or prestige items. Another aspect to this farming community 

is as found in Sockenvägen, the use of one farm with adjacent structures likely in use at the 

same time (fig. 20). Similar farmstead organization where one farm and nearby houses can be 

found in Bronze Age communities in Denmark (Jensen 1982) and later during the Iron Age in 

Hällsingland and Gene (e.g. Liedgren 1984 & 1992; Lindqvist and Granholm 2016). Although 

the placement of the structures at Sockenvägen are rather unorthodox when compared to other 

Bronze and Iron Age farms consisting of several buildings, this is because they are placed in a 

row rather than cluster. The structures might therefore derive from different settlement phases. 

The Bronze Age settlements appear to have an even mix of both cultivating crops and animal 

husbandry. Pollen diagrams from Prästsjön and Hamptjärn (Tolonen 1972; Engelmark 1976) 

show small open landscapes with indications of Plantago major, Rumex acetosella, Cannabis, 

Chenopodium, Junipernus and Artemis and various grass. These are all indicative of 

settlements, cultivated fields and grazed landscapes where sheep or goats would have been 

present, possibly also cattle even if no bone remains of the animal have been found. The plant 

macrofossils found in the farmsteads does not conflict with the pollen, rather the two matches 

well together where similar plants can be found. The weed flora, e.g. Stellaria media, also match 

well with the coarse soil type the farms were built on and likely also cultivated.  

Sediment from e.g. post-glacial deposits in hills and valleys have previously been suggested to 

have been good cultivatable soils and in areas often found close to the coast, or where the 

seafloor has risen with nutrient rich soil (Ramqvist 1983, p. 2; Egerbladh 1987). Although the 

reasoning is sound it would appear more coincidental that this would have been an active choice 

as much as it would have been the only option for new farming communities to settle. The 

coastal position also allows for fishing and hunting of seal, bird and other smaller terrestrial 

animals, although no bones from any wild animal has been found in any of the farmsteads. The 

coastal positioning might also have provided an easier patch of land to work with and maintain 

as open meadowland to cultivate barley and herding animals. The settlements that were placed 

nearby the Ume River might also have benefited from spring floods adding nutrients to the soil 

near the riverbanks that might have been cultivated or used as meadowland. 
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The house at Klockarbäcken is believed to have been ca. 9x6 m three-aisled longhouse, it would 

have been similar to other Early Bronze Age structures at the time (see below). Comparing the 

house size with e.g. Gene and the proposed amount of animals kept in the byre (Lindqvist and 

Ramqvist 1993, pp. 88ff), the structure could hypothetically hold 1-2 cows and 2-5 sheep/goats. 

The later farmstead at Sockenvägen that consisted of more than one structure could have held 

more. House 1 that was presumed to have been 15x7,5 m three-aisled longhouse could 

hypothetically have stalled 2-3 cows and 4-7 sheep/goats. This would have provided the farms 

with a source of milk, wool and meat and enough manure for a ca. 0,5 ha field. 

 

 
Figure 19 The 14C-dates from the Bronze Age farmsteads in Umeå represent a wide range of when the settlement 

could have been active. However, using the seeds as a measure to date the settlements a clearer chronology appears 

within the frame of the dated charcoal. It would appear that Klabbölevägen, Mariehem and Klockarbäcken 

settlements would have been inhabited at the same time whilst Sockenvägen possibly marking the continuation or 

start of a second settlement phase in Umeå. 

 

The excavation of a Bronze Age farm in Sandvika on the Lofoten islands in northern Norway 

led by Jensen and Arntzen is following a similar approach as this study (2016). The coastal 

alpine environment is within the arctic circle where fishing villages are occupied sporadically 

throughout the year. The longhouse found on the site is believed to be ca. 10x4 m, the same 

dimensions and the Umeå farmsteads. The site is dated to roughly the same time as well, ca. 

1120-799 BC. Few finds were collected from the site which had suffered from sand drift 

erosion, but some pieces of asbestos and soapstone ceramic was collected dated to the Late 

Bronze Age. Indicators of agriculture in the region came from burnt sheep/goat bones as well 

as a pollen diagram implying a grazed meadow environment and possible growth of barley or 

wheat. Jensen and Arntzen (2016, p. 193) believe that the settlements location in a marginal 

area likely exploited marine resources like fishing and hunting seal whilst also keeping a small 

heard of sheep/goat. This site is by all means the definition of agriculture in a marginal area 

where animal husbandry has been the focus. It would appear that in the case for farmsteads or 

satellite byres in marginal environments that a marine economy is key for its survival. 
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Figur 20 Even if most foundations at Sockenvägen appear to have existed within the same timeframe, as suggested 
by Lindqvist and Granholm (2016), the distance between the structures is considerable (even if the whole structure 

cannot necessarily be found), the largest distance is between House I and II of ca. 20m. This spacing is unusual 

for single farming units in Fennoscandinavia where distances for coexisting structures often fall within 10m or 

less. The farmsteads might therefore derive from two settlement phases still, where the uncertain settlement area 

might be key to explain this. The structures long sides all appear to be facing the river. 

 

6.3 A short insight to other finds in Northern Fennoscandia 

A recent study found lipids from dairy fats (milk) on Corded Ware and metal age pottery chards 

found in Finland suggesting that domesticated animals might have been present around 2500 

BC (Cramp et al. 2014), around the same time as the first domesticated animals appear in 

Western Norway (Rowley-Conwy 2011). The oldest sheep/goat bones in Finland dates to ca. 

2200-1950 cal. BC (Bläuer and Kantanen 2013), this has been shown to be the case for many 

of the sites discussed above and the first domestic animals in northern Sweden appear during 

the Late Neolithic period ca. 2400 BC. The spread of animal husbandry thus would appear to 

have occurred around the transition from the Late Neolithic to the Bronze Age in northern 

Fennoscandia. However, the presence of animal bones does not facilitate much in terms of 

agriculture since there is still the question of winter fodder and cultivated crops that can be 

consumed and whose straw used as fodder. This might especially be the case during the warmer 

climactic periods where sites such as Sandvika, mentioned above, today can be found much 

further north than what the climactic agricultural boundary is perceived to be, providing only 

evidence for activities of grazing animals. The poor preservation of bone and seeds make is 

difficult to determine the extent of the livestock and cultivated crops, but implementing new 

methods such as lipid analysis on pottery might further extend our knowledge on the 
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distribution of domestic animals. This approach might also further explore the idea of an 

agrarian society focused more on animal husbandry to produce milk and cheese alongside a less 

substantial cultivation practice in much of northern Fennoscandia and northern Europe 

(Rowley-Conwy 2011; Cramp et al. 2014; among other sources mentioned). 

Traces of cultivation are harder to find and consider since pollen diagrams are unreliable unless 

farming and grazing activities were intensive or within the direct vicinity of the sampling site. 

However, indications of farming activities along the northern coasts of Norway and Sweden do 

show activities around the Bronze Age (Engelmark 1997; Josefsson et al. 2014). Similarly, in 

Finland some short-lived cultivation periods occur during the transition from the Late Neolithic 

to the Early Bronze Age but is mostly confined to the Late Iron Age or medieval periods 

(Vikluna 1997; Josefsson et al. 2014). Such indications might suggest that only small-scale 

farming existed or if used as the sole mean to detect agriculture would suggest that only sporadic 

instances or none existed at all for large parts of our prehistory. However, when comparing the 

pollen with the spread of plant macrofossils around the Bothnian bay another pattern emerges 

where Neolithic hunter-gatherer sites, belonging to e.g. Corded Ware and Pitted Ware Cultures, 

appear with cultivated crops (Vanhanen et al. 2019), the date of these finds correlate with the 

indications of animal husbandry mentioned above. Nevertheless, much like with Bjästamon it 

is uncertain to what extent hunter-gather groups actually adopted agriculture, but it would 

appear that the groups at least adopted some sort of horticulture and later also animal husbandry. 

It is not until the Bronze Age that farmsteads appear according to plant macrofossils and pollen; 

the spread of cairns might also be used as an indication of a South Scandinavian agrarian 

culture. This correlates well with the material presented and might suggest that some sort of 

adoption was present among hunter-gather groups which allowed the rapid change to occur 

during the Bronze Age. The introduction of permanent fields and systematic manuring further 

supports this expansion; however, such innovations might not have occurred in the hunter-

gatherer society and might be a sign that the permanent farmsteads were originally from the 

south. One might think about how these settlements might have interacted and traded with the 

hunter-gatherer societies that had adopted horticulture and some animal husbandry, resulting in 

possibly further spreading the farming techniques at a more rapid rate. 

Concerning the finds of macrofossils and uncertainty of the pollen diagrams it can be said that 

the detection of agriculture is only possible when it reaches a certain level of intensification, 

meaning that some smaller farms (which might have been more common) that might be more 

extensive in its use of forest grazing in an area might go undetected. The finds of lipids in 

pottery, charred seeds and sparse sets of sheep/goat bones throughout northern 

Fennoscandinavia show the possibility of horticultures being spread over a large landmass 

without leaving an imprint in the pollen. A second wave of an extensive form of small-scale 

farming could then have been present from the Late Neolithic throughout the Bronze Age, 

leading up to a more steadfast establishment of agriculture during the Roman Iron Age when 

threshing and sorting techniques made the natural selection of seeds faster. The culmination of 

these events could have resulted in the third wave of farmsteads being built during the Late Iron 

Age where agriculture could be utilized both extensively and intensively. The agricultural 

techniques of manuring, threshing and sorting seeds would have allowed for larger farming 

units to be built as well as the expansion of agriculture from the coast to the inland. 
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7. Conclusion 

Technological advancements and agricultural developments in how fields were treated clearly 

had an impact in how agriculture spread and managed to establish itself. Although few seed 

macrofossils have been found and few pollen diagrams providing sufficient indications for 

agriculture, the available sources often correlate well. A trend appears to be present in our 

currently available material, however, it does not give enough detail to analyze agricultural 

practices and activities. What can be observed in the analyzed material is some key factors for 

the establishment of agrarian farmsteads in the north. 

What is currently known and what the sites show is that agriculture mainly focused on animal 

husbandry with small intensively cultivated fields on the side. Hulled barley became the crop 

of choice with few others being grown at the same time, possibly indicating a one-field system. 

Why a transition towards a two- or three-field system did not occur is uncertain, but climactic 

conditions might have limited autumn sowing. The focus on animal husbandry might also have 

limited the development of such field systems, later historical sources show that natural 

meadows and wetland meadows were more efficiently used to keep livestock than actually 

growing crops. This process might have roots in our prehistory, although too early to say. It is 

also likely that the coastal position also provided the farmsteads with an opportunity to both 

fish and hunt for seal and birds. Farming techniques do not appear to have changed much from 

the Bronze Age to the Iron Age, the rigid agrarian organization in the north appear to continue 

far into the medieval period; although certain phases of this development are yet to be observed 

or confirmed with knowledge gaps from the Late Neolithic period and Pre-Roman Iron Age. 

Plant macrofossils tell of farmsteads that have been heavily manured and some weeds from 

earlier settlements also suggest farmland being located on coarse soils with low pH. These finds 

are not surprising since those are the conditions found in northern Sweden along the coast and 

river valleys. The spatial analysis used in terms of soil analysis and resource use is therefore an 

unsuccessful approach in this case. Simply following the movement of the coastline and 

searching for natural harbors, inlets and river deltas might be a more efficient way to search for 

prehistoric farmsteads. Future studies could try and see if there is a relation between the distance 

of e.g. cairns and farmsteads along the Norrland coastline or possibly the distance related to the 

coastline. It could possibly also be useful to use natural meadows and wetland meadows as tools 

to find past farmsteads, if these either grow or rather remain persistent in its abundance in the 

pollen record this might indicate human presence and animal husbandry. 

For the Umeå region there is much promise to find new Bronze Age farmsteads if searching 

near the Hamptjärn fern where an inlet used to be ca. 1000 BC. Additional cores should also be 

sampled at Prästsjön and Hamptjärn for a palaeoentomological analysis to build a better picture 

of what kind of economy and environment the farmsteads were built in. It seems unlikely that 

Umeå was abandoned by 400 BC, the receding coastline might have moved the natural 

meadows and river delta too far away, forcing the farmsteads to move with it. The expansion 

of agriculture on a large scale might however not have been present until indoor threshing and 

sorting was introduced during the Iron Age, this is however yet to be seen. Considering that 

farming occurred in Umeå for ca. 1000 years without those techniques, this might not be the 

case, and something future studies might aim to answer when more material become available. 
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Appendix 

Names of some commonly mentioned plants and cultivated crops in the text translated from 

English to Swedish. They are organized in boreal and arboreal, where weeds and plants 

indicating cultivation and agricultural activities in one section and cultivated plants. 

 

Latin English Swedish 

Trees  

Betula Birch Björk 

Alnus Alder Al 

Corylus Hazel Hassel 

Ulmus Elm Alm 

Quercus Oak Ek 

Salix Willow Vide 

Carpinus Hornbeam Avenbokar 

Pinus Pine Tall 

Picea Spruce Gran 

Anthropochores and Hemerophilous plants  

Rosaceae  Rosväxter 

Artemisa Wormwood Malörtssläktet 

Filipendula  Filipendula Älggrässläktet 

Galeopsis Hempnettle Dånsläktet 

Fallopia Field bindweed Bindor 

Scleranthus Knawels Knavelsläktet 

Galium Bedstraw Måresläktet 

Humulus/Cannabis Hop Humlesläktet 

Urtica  Nettles Nässelsläktet 

Juniperus Junipers Ensläktet 

Rumex  Skräppsläktet 

Chenopodium Goosefoots Mållsläktet 

C. album Fat-hen Svinmålla 

Cultivars  

Hordeum Barley Korn 

H. vulgare Hulled barley Skalkorn 

H. vulgare var. nudum Naked barley Naket korn 
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Triticum Wheat Vete 

T. aestivum Bread wheat Vanligt vete/Brödvete 

T. dococcum Emmer Emmervete 

T. monococcum Einkorn Enkornsvete 

T. spelta Spelt Speltvete 

Secale cereale Rye Råg 

Avena sativa Oats Havre 

 

 

 

 

 


