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FRODE IVERSEN

Introduction

A total of nearly 140 huseby farms are known from 
the Nordic countries, Schleswig and the Orkney 
Islands (Steinnes, 1955; 1959; Brink 2000a, 2000b; 
Crawford 2006; Westerdahl & Stylegar 2004). Since 
Henrik Schück’s (1914) classic work on Uppsala öd 
huseby farms they have been central to the academic 
discussion on early royal power, particularly in Swe-
den and Norway (Olaussen 2000; Iversen 2011). 

Despite this, there are still a number of unre-
solved questions regarding the huseby farms: What 
was their role in relation to royal manors and the 
lendmann estates, i.e. the manors of the king and 
his closest military allies (Iversen 1999; 2008). This 
article argues that the functions of the huseby farms 
in the early Scandinavian kingdoms were primarily 
of an economic nature, and that these farms served 
as centres for collection of royal fees and fines. This 
argument will now be investigated in detail. 

Research in the last 30 years has highlighted 
western Norway (Hordaland and Rogaland) in par-
ticular, as the geographical heartland of a united 
Norwegian kingdom during the 10th century (Ei-
narsdóttir 1971; Helle 1982, 72; 2001, 28f; Krag 
1990, 181ff.; 1993, 34f; 1995, 84, 102; Bjørkvik 
1999, 30-39; Iversen 2008). Harald Fairhair’s rather 
unstable kingdom constituted just one of several 
regional kingdoms competing for supremacy over 

the areas around the North-Sea basin during the 
late Iron Age and early Middle Ages (Sawyer 1993). 
Scholars have regarded royal manors as important 
strongholds for such petty kingdoms in Norway, 
Scandinavia and northern Europe (Iversen 2009). 
Also during shifting geopolitical constellations, such 
as around the year 1030 when western Norway was 
ruled by vassals of the Danish king, the royal man-
ors seem to have constituted the backbone of the 
political power and governing structure of the area 
(Hkr, Olav Tryggvasons saga, kap. 15 bd. 1, 130; 
Hertzberg 1893, 295f).

I have previously identified 52 royal manors, 50 
lendmann estates and 52 huseby farms in Norway 
dating to before the mid-14th century (Iversen 2008). 
These different estates together constituted the most 
important part of the rural and decentralised state 
apparatus of early medieval Norway (c. 1000-1150). 
During the course of the 13th and 14th centuries 
towns and castles gradually became the primary 
royal strongholds and thus the state apparatus be-
came centralised and ‘urbanised’.

The older rural royal manors served as residences 
for itinerant kings and were administered by the 
so-called årmenn. Most kingdoms in Europe prac-
tised a decentralised rural form of government in the 
early Middle Ages and earlier. It does, however, seem 
that the huseby estates were unique to Scandinavia 
and Orkney. A possible parallel is found in England 
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where the nearly seventy Kingston estates have been 
discussed along the same lines as the huseby farms 
(Bourne 1988; Probert 2008; cf. Brookes in this 
volume). The function of these farms has not been 
clarified, however, and theories are as numerous as 
those regarding the huseby estates. Another potential 
parallel is the c. fifty ‘farm of one night’ estates in 
southern England (Lavelle 2005). These were a type 
of manor at which the king and his followers were 
entitled to stay for a period of up to 15 nights, as 
documented in Domesday Book (c. 1066).

Sweden, Denmark and Norway had similar gov-
ernance structures during the early Middle Ages, 
although royal manors are harder to identify in 
Sweden. The Kings’ Sagas are an important source 
for conditions in Norway and mention many farms 
that the king visited. These accounts are, however, 
incomplete and systematic overviews of medieval 
royal estates are lacking. We therefore only get a 
very partial view of the system that once existed. 
The same applies to the lendmann (Baron) estates 
which can be compared to the English ‘farms of one 
night’. Gustav Storm (1882) provided a systematic 
overview of all available information regarding the 
lendmenn and their seats. Farms of this type have 
not been identified in Sweden either but it is clear 
that many aristocratic centres and magnates had 
similar obligations to the king.

The situation in Denmark is better as the Cadaster 
of King Valdemar II (1230) provides an extraordi-
nary account over the king’s personal estates as well 
as other royal properties including farms, towns, 
forests and islands. This is the ‘Domesday Book’ 
of Scandinavia, although later and limited to the 
royal estates, and does not therefore provide such 
a full overview as the English source from 1066-
86. What is of importance for the huseby research 
is that the Cadaster does not make any mention 
of the eight Danish huseby estates, neither among 

the king’s personal estates (bona patrimonalia), nor 
among the royal estates (bona regalia or Kungalev) 
(Andrén 1983; Iversen 2011; Rasmussen 2011). 

It has long been established that the huseby es-
tates of Uppland in Sweden are closely related to 
the administrative unit of the hundred (hundare) 
(Thomas Lindkvist in this volume). This has created 
a president for discussions regarding their function, 
age and connections to royal administration. The 
hundred represents an older judicial unit, most likely 
of military origin. I have previously pointed out that 
the huseby estates of western Sweden - where they 
are fewer - better correspond to the late medieval 
shires ( fogderier), as recreated by Birgitta Fritz. The 
shires were primary connected to the collection of 
taxes and fees, a situation which suggests a finance 
was important for the huseby estates, too.

Denmark is different from the rest of Scandinavia 
since only eight huseby estates are known. They have 
been given little attention compared to the huseby 
farms of Sweden and Norway. Despite their low 
number, they still provide important material for the 
huseby research. In an article from 2011 I pointed 
out that the huseby estates of Denmark correspond 
to the earliest bishoprics, a discovery which may be 
important and makes Denmark stand out in the 
Scandinavian context (Iversen 2011). There was one 
huseby estate in all bishoprics founded before 1060, 
apart from two. 

The Florence document issued in the time of Pope 
Calixtus (1119-1124) lists the bishoprics of Provincia 
Danorum, i.e. the archbishopric of Lund, around 
1120 (Nyberg 2008). This list was probably stems 
from the time when the Nordic church province, 
which consisted of Denmark, Norway and Swe-
den, was founded in 1104 (Nyberg 2008, 167). In 
1152/1153 Norway became a separate church prov-
ince, and Sweden followed in 1164. The archbishop 
of Lund, however, remained the primas of Sweden, 

Fig. 1.a). The eight huseby farms in Denmark were situated close to sea routes. All 
bishoprics established before 1060 had a huseby estate except Viborg in the interior 
Jutland. It is possible that huseby estate of Viborg was situated by the Nissum fjord. 
Denmark’s second longest river, Storå, stretched for more than 100 kilometres into 
the interior and formed a natural route from Viborg. Image © Frode Iversen.
b). The Jutland dioceses in 1710. Detail from the map Tabula Generalis Iutiae by the 
German cartographers Johann Baptist Homann (1663-1724) and son, Christoph Ho-
mann (1703-1730). Nurnburg. Wikimedia Commons.
c) The Storå (‘Large stream’) by Holstebro. The Storå is Denmark’s second longest 
river, 104 kilometres long. Wikimedia Commons
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which therefore was not placed directly under the 
pope, as was the case with the Norwegian church 
province. Tore Nyberg identified the following bish-
oprics in Scandinavia around 1120 (Nyberg 2008, 
167):

The church province of the Danes: Archiepiscopal 
see: Lund 

Denmark: Lund, Roskilde, Odense, Hedeby, Ribe, 
Århus, Viborg, Børglum 

Norway: Oslo, Bergen, Nidaros
Sweden: Skara, Ljunga, Köping, Tuna, Strängnäs, 

Sigtuna, Aros
The law district of Jutland contained six bishop-

rics: Schleswig, Odense, Ribe, Århus, Viborg and 
Vendelsyssel-Thy. These had all been established 
around 1070, when Adam of Bremen mentioned 
them (Nyberg 2008, 168).

Northern Jutland is believed to have been one big 
bishopric (Århus) since the reign of Cnut the Great 
(c. 995-1035). In both Ribe and Hedeby churches 
were founded by Ansgar, and these two bishop-
rics probably go far back in time. Svend Estridsen 
(1019-1074) who became king in 1047 is said to 
have established Viborg and Wendila (Vendsyssel, 
later Børglum) (Nyberg 2008, 168). The bishopric 
of Sealand was then joined with Skåne, but was 
once again separated by Svend. We are also told 
that Sven divided Skåne in two bishoprics: Lund 
and Dalby, although the latter only existed for a 
short time (Fenger 1989). It therefore seems most 
likely that the huseby estate system in Denmark was 
established during the reign of Svend Estridsen, after 
1047 but before Adam of Bremen’s History of 1070.

The episcopal manors and the huseby estates were 
far apart from each other, and only one bishopric, 
Viborg, lacked a huseby farm. On the other hand, 
there were two huseby farms in Ribe, of which one 
was located northwest of Nissum fjord (Fig. 1a). This 
may have been the huseby estate for the bishopric 
of Viborg, which was the only landlocked bishop-
ric in Denmark (Fig. 1b). However, in the east the 
borders may have changed (Fig. 1a). During the 
Middle Ages the Limfjord was not connected to the 
North Sea and there was no harbour on the outside 
of Thyborøn. 

For the bishopric of Viborg, Nissum fjord pro-
vided a better harbour as well as better access to and 
from the west. The journey went from Ikast, along 

the more than 100-kilometre long river Storå, the 
second longest in Denmark (Fig. 1c). It therefore 
seems that there was a system of eight bishoprics, 
each with their own huseby estate, including the law 
districts of Sealand and Skåne, which corresponded 
to the bishoprics of Roskilde and Lund respectively. 
Also these two districts had their own huseby farm. 
The huseby in the bishopric of Lund was situated in 
Blekinge, close to the border with Skåne. Blekinge 
probably became part of the bishopric of Lund at the 
very end of the 11th century. The possible relationship 
between the huseby estates and the Danish bishoprics 
opens up new perspectives on the dating, function 
and administration of these farms.

Apart from the distribution of the huseby farms 
in Denmark, there is little information of how the 
system actually worked. A letter from 1233 does, 
however, connect these estates to the bishops (Rosén 
1949, 75ff.; 1962, 94). In this letter King Valdemar 
II confirmed the customary law concerning the es-
tates called huseby and the king’s relationship to the 
church of Ribe in this matter – in nostris villis que 
huseby dicuntur. The king had full jurisdiction, while 
the bishop claimed the fines of lesser cases (3-merkes 
saker) (Steinnes 1953, 5). The taxes for the levy fleet 
went to the king in full.

I would like to suggest that the bishops of Den-
mark were responsible for collecting royal taxes and 
fines in their bishoprics via the huseby farms. In ex-
change, the bishops kept the smaller fines. Larger 
fines and the taxes for the levy fleet were kept at 
the farms. The bishop may have had an important 
administrative role in the early kingdom. It is also 
striking that the Huseby estates were placed strategi-
cally in relation to the sea routes and good harbours 
(Fig. 1). Can the same pattern be found in Norway, 
or not?

The Norwegian huseby farms

I will examine the huseby estates of Norway in more 
depth. Who administered them and how were they 
connected to the crown? The first mention of huseby 
estates in Norway is in Snorri Sturluson’s Heims-
kringla, where two such farms are connected to 
events during the reigns of Hakon the Good and 
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Olav Haraldsson (Hkr, The Saga of Håkon the 
Good chap. 18; Olav the Holy’s Saga chap. 39; cf. 
Carstens in this volume). Even though this informa-
tion is derived from saga literature, it could indicate 
that the huseby farms date from the Viking Age. In 
the Saga of Hakon the Good we are told that one 
of the eight pagan chieftains of Trøndelag, Thórir 
Beard of Húsabæ, had his seat at Huseby (Verdal) on 
Inderøya, in the interior of Trøndelag in the 950s. 
We will return to this farm below (Fig. 2).

In one of the first systematic studies of the huseby 
estates in Norway, Asgaut Steinnes suggested that 
they went back to AD 730-770 (Steinnes 1955, 223). 
It is difficult to find any real support for this in 
the sources, even if the actual properties clearly are 
old. In this article, however, I want to focus on the 
function of the huseby farms. It has been argued 
that a number of the Norwegian huseby estates had 
older names, as the place-name specialist Kåre Hoel 
(1986) showed for a handful of farms. One such 
example is Huseby in Vestby, which was formerly 
named Såner. It has been suggested that the huseby 
names appeared at the same time as their function 
was established. This may have started in the 10th 
century, or perhaps more likely in the 11th century, 
and carried on until c. 1250, which would make the 
Norwegian circumstances similar to those observed 
for Denmark. 

I will investigate the link between the huseby es-
tates and administrative units; do these farms relate 
to the ship districts, shires, sysler, fylke, bishoprics 
or other administrative units? Were there regional 
differences in this organisation? And what about the 
many areas without huseby estates – did they have 
other institutions that filled the same function? Per-
haps the monasteries that were connected to bishops, 
such as Halsnøy in western Norway (Iversen 2013)? 
Do the regional differences and the administrative 
contexts of the huseby farms indicate different chron-
ological strata in the creation of the ‘Scandinavian 
taxation system’ along the huseby model?

The huseby estates – collection points for 
royal dues paid in kind?

Much has been said and written about the huseby 

farms and their function in the early kingdoms. It 
is not possible to cover all aspects here and readers 
are instead referred to comprehensive volume En 
bok om husbyar (A book about husby farms) (Olaus-
son 2000). I will now present my own view of the 
function of the huseby estates, which will provide a 
framework for the later analysis. It is my conviction 
that their primary function was as collection and 
storage points for the taxes, fees, fines and regional 
taxes paid to the king by the population of a given 
area. They are unlikely to have been royal residences 
since they are not mentioned as such by the sagas. 
Despite this, they may well have formed part of the 
royal supply chain.

The administration of the huseby estates was in the 
hands of people with a formalised relationship to the 
king, whether they were magnates or churchmen. 
The storage function is seen in the huseby name, 
which translates as ‘the estate with the large houses’. 
I also believe that the role of these farms had been 
approved by the provincial assembly, and that the 
dues were therefore considered as part of ‘the royal 
rights’. From a local perspective, it was perhaps not 
so important which king collected the income from 
the province. What was important, however, was 
that the king respected treaties, delivered sanctions 
and provided protection when needed. 

‘Regal’ or ‘royal rights’ are known from Scandi-
navia from the 11th century onwards (Iversen 2011). 
These rights belong to the crown, i.e. ‘the state’ as 
an institution, and not the king himself. There must 
have been a close relationship between royal power, 
assembly, nobility and huseby estates, in which a 
legitimate king received access to the resources of a 
specific region through the huseby. Such a king had 
been accepted and inaugurated by the thing and 
controlled the resources on behalf of the kingdom. 
Noblemen administered the system and payments 
were made in accordance with treaties made between 
the thing and the king.

Not all huseby farms may originally have been 
owned by the king. In fact a lot suggests that this 
was not the case, not least since the ownership of 
these farms recorded in later times varies greatly. 
This is also supported by the Danish huseby farms 
which were not royal estates in the 1230s. Instead 
the ownership seems to point to the people who 
administered the system.
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I will now attempt to provide further support for 
this theory, and examine the huseby farms in Nor-
way in the light of later well-known administrative 
units and thus create a better foundation for the 
evaluation of their administrative role, as well as the 
strength of my theory.

Sysler, shires and the different types of 
len

Knut Helle has suggested that already Harald Fair-
hair established a more wide reaching veitsle sys-
tem in the 10th century, and demanded such dues 
from the farmers in order to support his following 
(hird). In return he offered law enforcement and 
legal protection (Helle 2001, 46). An older veitsle 
institution which was more closely tied to the royal 
estates probably originated before the Norwegian 

unification (Bjørkvik 1961, 13ff.; 1975, 632). This 
older system which is mentioned in the Law of the 
Gulathing (G3) was most likely abolished in the lat-
ter half of the 12th century and the 13th century. The 
old royal estates and their manors were broken apart 
and reorganised as land and income for new clerical 
institutions (Iversen 2008). Taxes, fines and rent 
from the crown estates became the most important 
income for the king.

A source from Voss in western Norway provides 
information about the types and amount of goods 
and produce that were collected for the levy fleet 
tax (leidangskatt). Voss was a rich agricultural re-
gion with suitable conditions for grain cultivation 
and animal husbandry, which is reflected in the 
payments. According to a receipt from the March 
6 1329, the following was brought from Voss to 
Bergen as part of the royal dues: 10 head of cattle, 
14 whole slaughtered cattle and another 6 without 
intestines and hides, 30 slaughtered sheep without 

Fig. 2. Husby in Sjøbygda (Verdal) 1954, which in the Middle Ages was situated on 
the outskirts of Verdal fylke, close to the boundaries of the four fylke of Inn-Trøndelag. 
This is said to have been the seat of the Trøndelag chieftain Thórir Beard in the mid-
dle of the 10th century. © Verdalsbilder.no.
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intestines and hides, 52 buckskins, 33 goatskins, 
20 cowhides, 80 sheepskins with the wool and 20 
hens, along with c. 600 kilograms of butter, one 
metric tonne of malt, 5.5 tonnes of grain (DN XV 
nr. 13; RN 4 nr. 652). At this time, the goods were 
transported to the royal castle in Bergen. 

The leidang-tax was among those most important 
to the king. In the 12th and 13th century at the latest, 
parts of this had been transformed into an annual 
tax. In times of peace this was calculated to half the 
payment (halv allmenning) expected during times 
of mobilisation, the so-called utfareleidang. In 1274 
the Law of Magnus the Lawmender describes the 
peace levy as bordleidang, which suggests a levy for 
the royal ‘table’ or upkeep (L III, 1).

The huseby estates may have been part of system 
where local lords governed certain areas (len) on 
behalf of the king. It is common to distinguish be-
tween three distinctive types of len: one based on 
favour, a second based on accountancy and a third 
based on fees (tjenestelen, regnskapslen og avgiftslen) 
(Lie 1907, 59-62; Rosèn 1966, 106; Utne 1973, 
52). These can, in a somewhat schematic fashion, 
be sorted according to the degree of dependence 
on the king:

The first type (tjenestelen) was based on a high 
degree of independence for the local lord and in 
return the king expected a high degree of military 
readiness. On the other hand the lord received a 
large part of the revenue from the area for his loy-
alty and service. The second type (avgiftslen) was 
characterised by an economic relationship between 
king and lord, where the lord paid a set fee to the 
king and took full responsibility for governing the 
len. The third kind (regnskapslen) is a royal len where 
the lord governed on behalf of the king and was paid 
as an official. Accounts were made for income and 
expenses and any surplus went to the king.

Ebbe Hertzberg (1893) argued that there was a 
difference between len and sysla already at the begin-
ning of the historic period. The len related to eco-
nomic aspects, while the sysla was connected to the 
geographical unit and any associated duties. The len 
was linked to economy, and the sysla to geography. 

The Law of the Gulathing suggests that a divi-
sion into sysler was in place in western Norway at 
least from the 11th century (cf. Krag 1982, 117ff.; 
Andersen 1972, 646). In the so-called ‘Olav’s text’, 

i.e. the regulations of King Olav Haraldsson (1015-
1028), it is stated that the royal officials, årmenn and 
lendmenn, were responsible for the collection of fines 
on the behalf of the king in their respective sysla 
(Eithun, Rindal & Ulset 1994, 114f, 23; G 301, line 
30, 31). This important piece of information makes 
an obvious link, in an early phase, between the geo-
graphical areas called sysler and the official duties of 
the årmenn and lendmenn (Krag 1982, 120).

During the 12th century the division into sysler be-
came more stable and it is possible that the huseby es-
tates were connected to this development. The sysler 
were areas governed by sysselmenn who represented 
the executive power of the king. Huseby estates may 
have been established when the sysler were formed.

As the 11th century progressed the duties of the 
årmenn and lendmenn were gradually taken over 
by the sysselmen. The question is whether there are 
chronological phases in the establishment of the 
huseby system, where these farms were first estab-

Fig. 3. Huseby estates and shires (c. 1550). During the Middle 
Ages the law area of the Frostathing consisted of Hålogaland, 
Trøndelag and Jämtland. Image © Frode Iversen.
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lished in the areas where the king was paid in tribute 
or fees, and a second phase when the sysla division 
became more stable. Let us take a closer look at this 
by examining the Norwegian huseby estates in their 
administrative context.

There were some fifty sysler in Norway during the 
Middle Ages (Helle 1995, 251). Reconstructs have 
been attempted, but are very uncertain. Around 
1280 the fylke were often divided into two sysler, 
although there was a great deal of regional varia-
tion. The later shires (fogderi) were connected to 
the sysler and mentioned in accounts dealing with 
len from the 16th century. The shires ( fogderier), as 
reconstructed by Jörgen H. Marthinsen (in ‘Histor-
isk leksikon og Skattematrikkelen’ from 1647) form 
the basis of my analysis.

The term fogd (‘shire reeve’) is first mentioned 
in the 14th century this function was older, and 
previously connected to lendmenn, årmenn and sys-
selmenn. The collection of royal dues, fees and fines 
was conducted within the framework of the shire 
and sysla. The shires consisted of huge areas, rela-
tively low in population, as e.g. in Northern Norway, 
Gulbrandsdalen, Østerdalen and Jämtland (modern 
Sweden). In today’s Østfold –Smålenenes Amt (‘the 
area with the small len’) – the shires were small 
and only consisted of two or three ship districts. 
The huseby estates will now be examined in order to 
establish if they have a relationship with the shires, 
starting with Hålogaland in the north and then 
moving south along the coast.

The huseby farms of Norway and their 
administrative context

Trøndelag and Hålogaland shared the same law in 
the 12th century (the Law of the Frostathing). The 
province of Jämtland became part of this law area 

towards the end of the century, during the reign of 
King Sverre. Along the coast of Hålogaland there 
were five huseby farms and six shires. The shires of 
Lofoten and Andenes had no huseby farm, while the 
shires of Senja, Vesterålen, Salten and Helgeland did 
(Fig. 3). In Senja there were two such farms, both 
situated in Kvæfjord. The most southerly of these 
(Husby gnr. 24), was located below a high and wide 
mountain, Husbytinden (755 m.a.s.l.), on the eastern 
side of the Gullesfjord and 21 km southwest of the 
other huseby farm (Husby, gnr 55,56) by Kvæfjord 
church. The question is whether one of these was 
attached to one of the shires without a huseby farm.

It seems unlikely that goods were transported from 
the shire of Lofoten to Kvæfjord since this route 
would have gone over the Øksfjord, and then over 
land in order to continue by ship to the huseby farm 
by the Gullesfjord. This seems both impractical and 
improbable. It would, on the other hand, have been 
easy to transport royal payments via the sea route 
from Andenes shire in the north to either of the 
huseby farms in Kvæfjord. It therefore seems most 
likely that one of the huseby farms of the Kvæfjord 
was attached to Andenes. It is also possible that 
the shire of Lofoten was established later. I have 
previously argued that the 16 local thing districts 
of Salten and Lofoten formed one law area in the 
10th century. This is based on the court yard site at 
Vollmoen on Engeløya, which dates from the Late 
Germanic Iron Age and Viking Age and which 
has been interpreted as a thing site for Lofoten and 
Salten. At the Vollmoen site there were 16 houses, 
possible thing booths for each of the sixteen later 
thing districts. Lofoten may not have been a sysla 
when the huseby farms were established in northern 
Norway, but rather established later. If so, there is a 
relatively good connection between the shires and 
the huseby farms of northern Norway.

In the coastal areas further south the correspond-
ence between the huseby farms and shires is closer 

Fig. 4. a) The fylker of inner Trøndelag and the huseby farm at Verdal. This farm was 
centrally located for all four fylker. Image © Frode Iversen.
b) Map from 1913 showing that the huseby estate in Verdal was rather secluded in 
the local context. Norges Geografiske Oppmåling (Statens kartverk).
c) The eight medieval fylker of Trøndelag and the huseby farms. There is no direct 
connection between the fylke units and the distribution of the Huseby farms. Image 
© Frode Iversen.
d) Suggested interpretation. The ‘two huseby farms’ may have served as collection 
points for areas bordering with outer Trøndelag, which lacked huseby farms.
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and there was a huseby farm in each of the shires 
of Namdal, Fosen and Romsdal, while there were 
three huseby farms in the shire of Nordmøre. Two 
of these were situated in the innermost parts of the 
Stangviksfjord and Sunndalsfjord, and from there 
transport routes led to the shires of Orkdal and 
Gudbrandsdalen, where there were no huseby farms.

In the heart of Trøndelag there is however no cor-
relation between the eight huseby farms and the five 
known shires of Inderøy, Stjørdal, Stranda, Gauldal 
and Orkdal (Fig. 4c). There are eight older fylker in 
the area though, which corresponds to the number 
of huseby farms. A closer study has not revealed any 
direct links between the older fylke and the huseby 
farms, although there are some interesting patterns. 
The primary division of Trøndelag, as clearly stated 
in the Law of the Frostathing from the mid-13th 
century, was between inner and outer Trøndelag. 
The only huseby farm in inner Trøndelag, Husby 
(gnr. 50, Verdal), was centrally situated where four 
fylke met: Sparbyggjafylke, Øynafylke, Verdølafylke 

and Skøynafylke (Fig. 4a). The farm was, however, 
rather secluded, as shown by a map of 1913 (Fig. 4b). 
This was the farm believed to be the seat of Thórir 
Beard mentioned above.

The situation in outer Trøndelag was more com-
plex, as the seven huseby farms do not correspond to 
the shires. The four fylke units all had their huseby 
farms, but Orkdalsfylke, Gauldalsfylke and Stjørd-
alsfylke, had two each, and if they were contempo-
rary the explanation may have to be sought outside 
Trøndelag’s heartland. The three shires that bor-
dered on outer Trøndelag, Østerdalen, Härjedalen 
and Jämtland, all lacked huseby farms. From these 
provinces, communication routes led to the shires 
with two huseby farms. One of each of these farms 
may have been connected to these external provinces 
(Fig. 4c). 

Further south, in the law area of the Gulathing 
– an area which I discussed in more detail in 2013 
– the relationship between the monasteries of the 
12th century and the huseby farms is particularly 

Fig. 5. The ruins of the monastery at Selja. Selja was a bishopric in the latter half or 
the 11th century and no huseby farms are known in the surrounding shires. The bishop 
held a large estate in the area during the later Middle Ages. Wikimedia Commons.
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interesting. A pattern emerges where the areas that 
lacked huseby estates instead had early monasteries. 
The northernmost was the monastery of Selja (Fig. 
5), which was a bishopric in the latter half of the 11th 
century. The first Norwegian bishoprics, including 
Selja, probably became more firmly organised during 
the reign of Olav Kyrre (1067-1093), with Bjarnhard 
as the first bishop of Selja and possibly also Bergen 
(Tryti 1994, 25; Helle 1997, 244; Nybø 2000, 162-
165). Bergen probably became the bishopric see at 
the very end of the 11th century, as indicated in the 
Florence document, from the early 12th century.

There were no huseby farms in the shires around 
Selja monastery, neither in the shire of Nordfjord, 
where the monastery was situated, nor in the border-
ing shires of Sunnfjord and Sunnmøre in the south 
and north, respectively. We know that the Bishop 

of Bergen received Sunnfjord as fief in the 15th cen-
tury, but it is unclear if this reflects an older practice 
(Kvamme 1981; Iversen 1999, 56-59). Perhaps the 
monastery and the bishopric took on the role of a 
huseby farm in this area.

Further to south, the shires and huseby farms 
match each other. Sogn fylke comprised two shires 
with two huseby farms. Husabø, gnr. 12, was one of 
the biggest estates in Leikanger and although it was 
situated in Systrond, which traditionally belonged 
to Indre-Sogn, it was still situated in the outer shire. 
This means that both huseby farms were situated in 
the same shire, but the one in Leikanger was in all 
likelihood connected to Indre-Sogn.

The shire of Nordhordland and Voss also had two 
huseby farms, and I have previously argued that the 
most westerly one was connected to the Shetland 

Fig. 6. Huseby farms and rural monasteries in the 12th century. Where there was a 
monastery there was no huseby farm. The shires without a huseby farm may have 
been areas where monasteries had taken the role of huseby farms (Frode Iversen).
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Islands, which lacked huseby farms. Husabø, gnr. 
13, in Herdla is situated by the Hjeltefjord and the 
shipping route to Shetland (Hjaltland). The fjord 
thus takes its name after Hjaltland, i.e. Shetland. 
The annual fees from Shetland – referred to as Sun-
nivamelet – were brought from Shetland from at least 
c. 1327 (DN VII, nr. 120: RN IV, nr. 561). If such 
fees came from Shetland to mainland Norway even 
earlier, the huseby farm by the royal estate at Herdla 
was perfectly located.

In the shires further south, Sunnhordland and 
Hardanger, no huseby farms are known. Norway’s 
richest monastery, Halsnøy, was situated here. After 
the reformation, the two shires made up one len 
(fief). The monastery at Halsnøy was founded in 
the 1160s by the richest nobleman in the country, 
Erling Skakke, when he in 1163/1164 made a deal 
with the church and his son Magnus became king 
of Norway, only six or seven years old.

It is therefore tempting to suggest that the oldest 
monasteries in western Norway were responsible for 
collecting the royal fees, probably under the auspices 
of the bishop. The monastery at Selja covered Sunn-
fjord, Nordfjord and Sunnmøre, and the monastery 
at Halsnøy covered Sunnhordland and Hardanger 
(Fig. 6).

The fylke of Rogaland had three shires and to the 
south was the shire of Lista. There was a huseby farm 
in each of the four shires. There is, however, some 
doubt regarding the shire of Råbyggelag in the west, 
since the huseby identification is uncertain (Iversen 
2013). In the area east of Lindesnes, along the coast 
of Agder and Telemark, there were four shires with-
out huseby farms, including the landlocked shire of 
Telemark.

During the Viking Age and early Middle Ages, 
Lindesnes constituted a political and geographical 
boundary between the areas held by the kings of 
western Norway and those controlled by the Danish 
kings (Steinnes 1974, 29). The Danish king Harald 
Gormson is said to have handed the lordship of 
Vingulsmark, Vestfold and Agder as far as Lindesnes 
to Harald Grenske of Grenland (Hkr, Olav Trygg-

vassonsaga ch. 15, 130). Even though these sources 
cannot be taken at face value they suggest that the 
area was endowed collectively. The foremost family 
of Grenland was later connected to the estate at 
Bratsberg, and founded the Benedictine monastery 
and nunnery at Gimsøy by Skien, shortly before 
1150. Perhaps this monastery had a similar huseby 
farm role as the monasteries at Selja and Halsnøy.

The bigger geopolitical picture that emerges for 
southern Norway, i.e. from Nordmøre to Grenland, 
suggests that every two regions had either huseby 
farms or monasteries founded in the 12th century. 
Hypothetically, this may be connected to royal en-
dowments, but further study is required before such 
statements can be made with certainty. An investiga-
tion of this kind would also deviate too much from 
the topic of this article and will therefore not be 
further pursued here.

Also in eastern Norway and Bohuslän there is a 
relatively good correlation between the huseby farms 
and the shires, but there are deviations. These areas 
will now be examined, sysla by sysla (Fig. 7).

The sysla of Borgar: It is highly interesting 
that the monastery of the Order of Saint John at 
Verne, founded in the latter half of the 12th cen-
tury (Hommedal 1999) is situated very close to a 
huseby farm. During the late Middle Ages the shire 
was named after the monastery, and also included 
Skjeberg and Ingedal shire with its huseby farm at 
Berg. The ‘monastic shire’ was divided in two, with 
a huseby farm in each part. A letter of donation from 
Håkon Magnuson shows that Varna and Våle ship 
districts, which constituted the northern part of the 
‘monastic shire’ constituted a separate unit already 
around 1300. The document states that the grain 
taxes paid by the ship districts for the levy fleet were 
granted the clergy of the Church of Mary in Oslo 
along with the spring and autumn dues from Follo 
ship district (DN XXI nr. 4; RN II, nr. 1036). 23 
years later King Magnus Eriksson instructed the 
nobles Håkon in Hvaler and Trond Krakeson to 
keep the Varna ship district fees for the Church of 
Mary (DN I nr. 173).

The huseby farm at Borge was situated in a shire 
composed of the ship districts of Hvaler, Åbygge and 
Tune, as well as that of Veme, which had its own 
huseby farm in Spydeberg, furthest to the north. 
Does this indicate that the shire previously con-

Fig. 7. Ship districts, shires and 
huseby farms in the historic Viken area  
before the 11th century inclusion of 
present-day Bohusleän (Ranrike) in the 
Borgarthing  Law (Frode Iversen).
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sisted of two parts, and that Veme (Spydeberg and 
Skiptvet) was once a separate unit?

There was a huseby farm in Onsøy shire and ship 
district. In the shire of Follo, on the other hand, 
there were two huseby farms, in Vestby (Såner) and 
Frogn. Follo was divided into two ship districts 
around 1300 at the latest. An ‘outer ship district of 
Follo’ is mentioned in conjunction with King Håkon 
gift of the spring and autumn levy fleet taxation 
from the area for the upkeep of the clergy of the 
Church of Mary in Oslo (DN XXI, no. 5). The 
explanation for the two huseby farms in Follo may 
be that they served separate parts of the divided 
ship district. Another, perhaps more plausible, ex-
planation is that the huseby farm at Vestby served 
the shire of Rakkestad and the len of Mossedal. 
The Huseby farm at Vestby was ideally situated for 
this, by the road and only two kilometres from the 
border with Mossedal (Hobøl). The Huseby farm in 
Eideberg was situated in the shire of Heggen and 
Frøland, which consisted of two ship districts with 
the same name.

If we look at the medieval sysla of Borgar as a 
whole, the later shires correspond well with the 
huseby farms. There were, however, two shires with-
out huseby farms: The shire of Idd and Marker near 
the Swedish border, and Rakkestad which was ad-
ministered together with Mossedal. The area around 
the border was most likely not taxed when the huseby 
system was introduced. The church tithe was never 
implemented here, and Asgaut Steinnes (1930, 66-
79) has shown that even in the 17th century the 
clergy of Marker were paid in an ‘archaic’ manner 
corresponding to the principles termed prestereidsle 
found in the Law of the Borgarthing (B I, 12) 
(KLNM XV, 434). It has been suggested that the 
area was exempt from the levy fleet taxation due 
to an extensive duty to accommodate travellers on 
behalf of the kingdom (Steinnes 1930, 36-42, 55-
80). This could shed some light on the absence of 
huseby farms, especially in Idd and Marker. Another 
interesting point is that at least four of the huseby 
farms of the sysla of Borgar (Berg, Borge, Rygge 
and Eidberg) served shires which consisted of two 
or more ship districts. This indicates that the huseby 
system in this area is related more to shires than the 
ship districts, and the system may therefore be later 
than in other areas.

The sysla of Oslo: The older administrative divi-
sion, especially of the western part of this sysla, is 
unclear (Bull 1920). Only some of the problems will 
here be enumerated. It seems most likely that the 
huseby farm on the western side of the Oslo fjord 
were connected to ship districts, since their distribu-
tion does not correspond to the younger shires. This 
can be seen in the shire of Bragernes which had three 
huseby farms, probably related to the assumed ship 
districts of Hurum, Røyken and Lier. The pattern of 
shire/huseby farm does therefore not fit here, and the 
huseby farms seem to be older. This is also applicable 
to Follo which was mentioned in relation to the 
sysla of Borgar. Major changes to the administrative 
organisation of this area were introduced during the 
late Middle Ages which makes it hard to draw firm 
conclusions. A shire reeve is mentioned for the len 
of Bragernes in 1542 (DN XXI, nr. 860), but even 
so the shire of Bragarnes seems to be a late creation 
(cf. NHL, fogderi). The conclusion must be that the 
huseby farms in the sysla of Oslo are better matched 
with the assumed ship districts than with the later 
shires.

In Vestfold there were three huseby farms, two in 
Brunla len by the two well-known Viking- age trad-
ing places of Tjølling and Gokstad, and one by Våle 
in Tønsberg len. The shire boundaries follow the 
old division between southern and northern Vest-
fold. Northern Vestfold comprised six ship districts: 
Arendal, Slagen, Råbygge, Våle, Sande and probably 
also Eiker. The huseby farm of Våle was located in 
the middle of Tønsberg len. Southern Vestfold, on 
the other hand, consisted of only one ship district, 
Numedal (cf. Bull 1920). This district had five 
parishes: Tjøme, Sandeherred, Tjølling, Brunlanes 
and Hedrum. As mentioned above, there were two 
huseby farms in Brunla len which did not correspond 
to the shire, parish or ship district. One possible 
interpretation is therefore that the huseby farms were 
connected to the trading sites, which suggests an 
early date for their establishment, as both sites ceased 
in the 10th century. An alternative is that one huseby 
farm replaced the other, if perhaps one of the market 
places outlived the other. It is, however, difficult to 
draw firm conclusions on this point.

In Romerike the distribution of huseby farms does 
not correspond to the later shires. Around the time 
of the Reformation there were three shires: Solør 
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and Odalen, Øvre Romerike and Nedre Romer-
ike, which was divided into the old units of thirds 
(tredingar). There was one huseby farm (Grue) cen-
trally located in the shire of Solør and Odalen. In 
Øvre Romerike, there were no huseby farms and in 
Nedre Romerike there were as many as five. Nedre 
Romerike consisted of five “herreds”: Høland, Aur-
skog, Fet, Sørum and Skedsmo, and also of a part 
of Enebakk where there was a huseby farm. Whether 
we count five or six historic sub-units in Nedre 
Romerike, the number still corresponds with the 
huseby farms. Three of these farms were, however, 
situated in Skedsmo, and there were no huseby farms 
in Høland, and Fet, which makes it unlikely that 
the huseby farms were connected to a sub-division 
of Nedre Romerike.

The situation in Hedmark shire was less complex, 
as this area had one huseby farm at Stange. King 
Håkon Håkonsson even built a feasting hall on 
this farm. Hadeland and Valdres shire also had a 
huseby farm, at Vestre Toten. Valdres was part of 
the Gulathing law until 1274 (Helle 2001, 27) and 
was not connected to Eastern Norway until the 14th 
century. The huseby farm at Toten initially did not 
serve Valdres and may have been used by Hadeland 
only. There is also a huseby farm (Uvdal) in the shire 
of Numedal and Sandsvær, which is strategically 
placed on the route between Western and Eastern 
Norway.

The shire of Viken and Bohus: The huseby farm 
in Morlanda is situated close to the border of Viken 
and Bohus shires, i.e. Ranrike and Elvesyssel, but 
is still in the southern part (Bohus/Elvesyssel). 
There is some uncertainty regarding the huseby 
farm in Torp (Valbo) on the Swedish side, close to 
the border of Ranrike. It is possible that this farm 
was the huseby farm for Ranrike. It is strategically 
located in terms of communication, from the east 
and west of Lysekilen, but also from the north and 
south across land. The huseby farm in Torå, which 
is found nearby, is assumed to have been situated 
in Västergötland during the early historic period 
(Westerdahl & Stylegar 2004), even though the 
distance to the ship districts of Lange and Tunge is 
short, only five and c. seven kilometres respectively. 
It seems doubtful that one of the two Swedish huseby 
farms was used as huseby farm for Ranrike.

Conclusion

By summarising the situation for the Norwegian 
kingdom in c. 1200 the following suggestions 
emerge:
There were many regional variations within the 
huseby system. Along the coast of Northern Norway 
and outside Trøndelag the huseby farms correspond 
well with the historic shires. In the heart of Trøn-
delag the organisation was different. There was one 
huseby farm for the region of Inn-Trøndelag, and the 
many huseby farms of Ut-Trøndelag may have served 
both the local fylke and neighbouring areas without 
huseby farms. Western Norway, Agder and Grenland 
show an interesting and shifting structure; some 
areas had huseby farms and other had monasteries es-
tablished in the 12th century. In the areas where there 
are huseby farms, these correspond with the shires, 
while the monasteries may have served larger units 
with several shires. In Eastern Norway the situation 
was more complex: east of the Oslo fjord the huseby 
farms correspond well with the shires, but on the 
west side the huseby farms seem more closely related 
to supposedly older ship districts. For Bohuslän, the 
connections are more unclear, but it is possible that 
the central huseby farm served the entire area. In 
Romerike the connections between the shires and 
the huseby farms are difficult to find. The differences 
most likely reflect variations in chronology, as well 
as in administrative systems and units at the time 
when the huseby system was introduced. The account 
of Thórir Beard’s farm in Inn-Trøndelag in the 960s 
was not written down until the 13th century, but 
if Snorri described a genuine tradition this is one 
of the oldest known huseby farms. Another huseby 
farm in Ut-Trøndelag may not have been established 
until Jämtland was incorporated into the kingdom 
during the reign of King Sverre at the end of the 
12th century.

It seems most likely that it was primarily natural 
produce with long shelf life that was stored at the 
huseby farms, such as hides, cheese and grain, and 
perhaps also coins, metal and valuables. We know 
that the dues collected for the royal estate in Norway 
in the late Middle Ages comprised seventy types 
of goods, including metal, textiles, vegetables, fish, 
grain, hides, quern stones and salt (Iversen 2013). 
In the late Middle Ages the goods were brought to 
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the castles. The types of goods reflected the local 
resources and production. The goods were perhaps 
brought to the huseby farms during the winter when 
the heavy loads of grain could be transported by 
sledge on the winter roads. Live animals transported 
themselves, and hides were produced in connec-
tion with the autumn slaughter. The example of 
Voss given above, shows that the taxes for the levy 
fleet were brought to Bergen in early March. The 
huseby farms formed the backbone of the state levy 
and taxation system, where vast quantities of live 
animals, grain and other goods were stored in large 
warehouses, awaiting consumption or sale.

Local storage of taxes and fines may have been a 
practice acceptable for the thing community when 
the system was first established. Local storage may 
have been perceived as something positive – as a 
security in case of misfortune or crises. It would 
perhaps be a mistake to undervalue such psychologi-
cal aspects among those who imposed the taxation, 
although it would be hard to verify in the source 
material.

It is not known whether the goods were sold at mar-
kets or consumed in conjunction with royal travel. A 
few huseby farms were situated by Viking-age trading 
sites. This applies to the two huseby farms in Vestfold: 
Kaupang in Tjølling, and a second recently discov-
ered market place by Gokstad in Sandefjord. But it 
is not clear how common such relationships between 
huseby farms market places were. 

In the 13th and 14th centuries, the royal castles 
in towns took over the role as stores for the taxes 
and fees. New, larger, len units covered substantial 
geographical areas. One such example, from 1405, is 
found in the instructions given by Queen Margrete 
regarding the inauguration of King Erik in Norway: 
the fees were brought to the castles in winter were 
comprised of cattle, flour and malt (RN 9, 16). This 
was the common pattern for the collection of royal 
dues in the latter part of the Middle Ages when the 
castles had become the new centres.

The local connection was broken when the castles 
took over the functions of the huseby farms. New 
practices emerged. It was a development from de-
centralised storages which fitted the purposes of a 
‘rural travelling royalty’ to centralised storages for 
an ‘urban form of governance’. The castles became 
the new foundations for the royal rule. Around 1300 

there were five to six larger royal castles in Norway, 
such as  Bohus, Akershus, Tønsberghus, Bergenhus 
and Vardøhus, and in Sweden there were around 
twenty. In 1230 the Danish royal estates (Konun-
glef ) comprised both forests and islands, especially 
in Skåne, Halland and Blekinge, and also around 
20 towns and more than fifty major farms, but only 
a few castles (Rasmussen 2011). This shows that the 
development of royal castles in Denmark had not 
progressed very much in the 1230s, and the same 
applies to Norway and Sweden. As the castles ap-
peared, the huseby farms lost their role and were 
phased out as royal collection points.
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