
  THE  PARTIALLY-RECONSTRUCTED NORSE 
STOFA AT THE BIGGINS, PAPA STOUR 

 

 
 

Papa Stour was an important  possession  of the Kings of 
Norway. Shetland's  oldest document was written  (in 

1299 ) as a record of the problems which had occurred  in 
that year over the collection of royal rents and taxes in the 

island 
 

The quarrel between the rent collector, the royal ‘sysselman’, 
Thorvald Thoresson, and Ragnhild Simunsdatter, a local woman, is 

said to have taken place in the STOFA , which at that time was 
central to the royal farm on Papa Stour 
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WHAT WAS A   STOFA? 
 
 
A  stofa was a wooden building which was constructed out of log 
timbers and was the best house on a Norwegian farm. This type of 
house construction spread throughout Scandinavia in the medieval 
period and replaced the older Viking longhouse (skáli), where all the 
activities of the household had taken place under one roof. The stofa 
was a more special type of building and was evidently used in 1299 
as a meeting-room for Duke Hakon's steward to interview the royal 
tenants on Papa Stour.  

 

 

 
The word STOFA has uncertain origins but is related to the English 
word 'stove', because these wooden buildings were heated in a 
particular way with corner hearths (and the word has become used 
for the heating or cooking-place in English). In the different 
Scandinavian languages, and in German, it was used for the best 
room in a house (‘stue’or ‘stubl’). The 1299 document is an early 
record for the use of this word in Norway and the former Viking 
lands which then lay under the Norwegian crown.  
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The farm-name STOVE in Shetland and Orkney tells us that such a 
timber house must at one time have stood on that farm, and was such 
a notable feature that the farm was called after  it.          
     

 
ARCHAEOLOGICAL EXCAVATIONS AT THE BIGGINS  

 
From 1977 to 1990, and in 2003, Dr. Barbara Crawford,  (St. Andrews 
University), latterly with Beverley Ballin Smith (Glasgow University) 
excavated at the Biggins in an attempt to locate the hertugabænum 
(ducal farm) recorded in the 1299 document.  
 
 
The site at the Biggins was chosen for investigation as it was at  the 
centre of the best land on Papa Stour, and also near the Church. 
Many of the place-names indicated that this had been an important 
farm in the Norse period.  
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Map  showing the location of the Biggins in the centre of the cultivated 
eastern half of the island 
 
The preservation was so good that the remains of wooden structures 
and a wooden floor were found. This was quite a remarkable 
discovery in Scotland, where nothing comparable has been excavated 
from such an early date, for the wooden floor at the Biggins was 
dated by Carbon-14 dating analysis to the 13th century. It was 
probably an old building when it was used for the meeting between 
Thorvald and the islanders in 1299. 
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 A section of the preserved wooden floor 
 
The wooden building was of moderate size, measuring 7.7m  x  5.5 
m. From the absence of post-holes it appears to have been built of 
notched log (lafted) timbers. It had been reconstructed many times 
and the wooden floor was added in one of the building phases. There 
was evidence of much burning probably resulting from a fire. This is 
not surprising for the flat hearth (åre) was in the centre of the wooden 
floor, and only later was a stone corner hearth constructed 
(hjørneildsted). This is exactly the lay-out of hearths which have  been 
excavated in the 12th century urban stofa buildings at Gamle Byen, 
Oslo. There were no internal roof posts and a narrow seating bench 
(moldbenk) ran along both side walls (as was customary in all 
Norwegian stofa buildings). Outside the west gable there was a large 
pit filled with stones, which had been inside a small wooden-planked 
extention to the main building. It seems likely that this housed the 
privy, handily placed by the main entrance. 
 
 
 
Could this be the site of Duke Hakon's STOFA mentioned in 1299? It  
was certainly a building erected by powerful people, for only the 
very wealthy could afford a wooden house which would have to be 
imported from Norway, ready cut and pre-fabricated according to 
the current house-style. Even the birch-bark from the roofing 
underlayer to the turf roof, which was found in abundance on the 
site, would have to be imported, as there were no trees on Shetland 
big enough to provide bark of that size.  
 
It seems likely that this was the building which was intended for 
official meetings when the kings’ ‘sysselman’ came to collect taxes 
and administer the islands. Thorvald Thoresson certainly had  his 
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meetings in the stofa when he came to Papa Stour to collect the ducal 
rents in 1299, and this was where Ragnhild accused him of cheating 
Duke Hakon of his rental income. 
 
 This was only one brief moment in a very long history, for there was 
a house on this site from the 11th century right up to the 19th 
century.  It was, moreover, only one building in a complex of 
buildings in the Biggins yard which have also been excavated, and 
which served different functions, one being the main dwelling-house 
(skáli), and another the firehouse or cookhouse (eldhus). 
 
 

 
Overall plan of site 

 
These two buildings lay further up the slope in the Biggins yard, but 
were almost entirely destroyed by later occupation. The skáli was on 
the same alignment as the stofa but separate from it. The eldhus lay at 
right angles, and was notable for its very large hearth (1.9m x 1.3m) 
which was surrounded by a stone kerb and paving. It may have 
taken up most of the floor space in this building and is a certain 
indication that this was the building where the heavy domestic 
activity of cooking, brewing, heating of water, and possibly 
slaughtering took place. The skáli also had a hearth, an oven with a 
flue, probably for baking rather than any industrial activity. This 
would have been the place where the tenant farmers had their main 
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living, and sleeping  area. The absence of evidence for any stone 
walls for these two buildings suggests that they may also have been 
of wooden construction, but no direct evidence of any wooden 
construction survived.  
 
It is the evidence of the timber house with the wooden floor (the 
stofa) which is the most remarkable survival from this site, providing 
important evidence of the connection with Norway in the period 
when the Shetland islands were central in the North Sea world and 
an integral part of the Norwegian kingdom.  
 

PARTIAL RECONSTRUCTION OF THE STOFA – 2008 
 

The care and maintenance of the excavated site has always been a 
matter of concern, along with the need to supply local people and 
visitors with some  indication of the importance of this discovery. It 
is the only excavated site of such a timber building in Shetland, - 
indeed in the whole of Britain, where log-timbering has never been  
part of our building traditions. Because we have little experience of 
the use of log timbers in our buildings, or understanding of the skills 
required to manufacture them,  it was important that some visual 
evidence of the original stofa should be re-created.  A full 
reconstruction  would, however,  cost a dauntingly-large amount of 
money, and so it was hoped that a partial reconstruction would be 
more attainable, and help to provide some visual understanding of 
what the original building may have looked like. In fact we have little 
idea of how the roof would have been constructed, or whether it 
would have come down to rest on the protective walls on the south-
west side and at the north-east gable. 
 
Through the good offices of Norwegian friends the project was 
linked up with Det Norsk Håndkrafts Utvikling (Norwegian 
Handcraft Development), and the Director of Research, Atle Ove 
Marthinussen agreed to take it forward. This has been a joint 
partnership project with Shetland and the Papa Stour History Group 
(Secretary Jane Puckey) and has included an exchange of craftsmen 
and students, with the aim of strengthening the historical links 
between Norway and Shetland, and in particular with the island of 
Papa Stour.  
 
The project was carried out in two phases. First the protective stone 
walls of the stofa (vernemure) were reconstructed, in September 2007. 
These are a very dominant feature of the site, and their foundations 
were also a dominant feature in the excavations – and a puzzling one, 
until it was learned that such protective stone walls are a familiar 
sight in the coastal regions of west Norway.  Their function was to 
protect the timber walls of domestic buildings, and also of boat-
sheds, from the worst of the wet and windy weather. At the Biggins 
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these stone walls ran alongside the south-west and north-east sides of 
the stofa. They have been re-built on the actual foundations (1.2m 
wide) that were excavated, with a thick plastic sheet laid to protect 
the original stones. This work was carried out by visiting stone 
masons from Norway, in conjunction with local mason Jim Keddie. 
 

 
 
 
 

Plan of the excavated ‘stofa’ showing the lines of stones(blue) which formed 
the protective walls (vernemure) 
 
During the winter of 2007-8 mature pine trees were felled for the 
timbers,  chosen for their age (over 150 years old) and quality. The 
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massive sill beams are from an exceptionally large pine tree from 
Romsdal and the other wall logs sourced in Hordaland (Granvin 
forest). They were prepared at a series of ‘Masterclasses’ for 
carpenters on the quayside at Bryggen in Bergen, using traditional 
tools and log-jointing methods, which two Shetland students 
participated in. The special method of notching the logs is called 
‘findalslaft’, an ancient technique which went out of use after the 
Black Death (c.1350). This type of notching would have featured in 
the Biggins stofa of 1299.   
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At Whitsun, 2008, the timbers were dismantled and loaded onto the 
three-masted sailing ship “Statsraad Lehmkuhl” for crossing over the 
North Sea to Shetland - the way the original timber would have been 
transported in the medieval period. Then the timbers would have 
been brought into Housa Voe and perhaps dragged to the Biggins by 
horses. It is more than likely that the preparation of the logs would 
have taken place then, on site.  However in 2008 the logs were 
notched in Bergen and so were very vulnerable to damage in transit 
because the deep notching at each end made all the timbers very 
fragile. Careful handling by the transporters, from Lerwick to West 
Burrafirth, across on the ferry to Papa and then up to the Biggins site 
fortunately ensured that no damage  ensued. 
 

 
Finally, in June, a team of six craftsmen from Norges Håndkrafts 
Utvikling lifted and manoeuvred the heavy timbers into place, 
resting them on large pad stones which had been carefully located 
inside the protective stone walls. The sill beams of the long walls 
weigh over 500kg. each. The stofa is the same size and dimension of 
known medieval stofa buildings in Norway which still exist today to 
provide evidence of the dimensions and weight of the huge logs used 
so long ago. The skilled work of notching, and the careful fitting 
together of one notched log on top of another show how insulated 
and draught-proof  these stofa buildings must have been. 
 
 
However, the need to keep the timbers from rotting is, and must 
always have been, of prime concern. Therefore the next stage in the 
partial reconstruction process was to treat the timbers with a high 
quality tar, made from the roots of pine trees, which has darkened 
the logs considerably. Continued maintenance of the timbers is a vital 
priority in the project’s ongoing development. 
 

INTERIOR FEATURES 
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The interior features of the stofa which were recorded on excavation 
consisted primarily of the wooden floor and several different hearths 
as well as the seating benches along the long walls, which are all fully 
described in the excavation report (Crawford and Ballin Smith, 1999). 
None of these interior features have been marked out in the gravel, 
because the gravel is at a lower level than the planked floor would 
have been  and it would thus give the false impression that the 
hearths and benches were sunken - below the wooden walls. 
 
The entrance lay in the middle of the west gable, and its shaped 
doorposts gives us an idea of the stately impression which it would 
have conveyed to all those entering, including no doubt Ragnhild 
Simunsdatter! The outside privy which was discovered close to the 
entrance door (see reconstruction drawing on p.) will be marked out 
on the ground. 
 
The Biggins project is breaking new ground in many respects, for the 
re-build of this particular medieval Norse house type has not been 
attempted before. Moreover, reconstruction of  a medieval building 
on  top of an excavated site is unusual. The project leaders wish to 
proceed carefully, and need to raise more money for the further 
development of this historic re-creation. The achievement so far is to 
have created a permanent visual record of the stofa which existed at 
the Biggins in 1299, which has now been re-constructed as a symbol 
of Shetland’s medieval past. It marks a dramatic memorial of the 
period of Norway’s authority in the North Atlantic islands, which 
has left such a deep  imprint on Shetland’s history and culture. 
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The historical and archaeological information on which this booklet is based 
is derived from the excavation report:  
 
The Biggings, Papa Stour, Shetland. The history and archaeology of a 
royal Norwegian farm by Barbara E. Crawford and Beverley Ballin Smith 
(Society of Antiquaries of Scotland Monograph Series no.15). Published by the 
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Society of Antiquaries of Scotland and Det Norske Videnskaps-Akademi,  
Edinburgh 1999 
 
Also from the publication of the lectures  given at a Conference held in 1999 
to commemorate the 700th anniversary of Shetland’s oldest document and to 
mark the completion of the excavations at the Biggings, Papa Stour: 

 
Papa Stour and 1299. Commemorating the 700th Anniversary of 
Shetland’s first document  edited by Barbara E.  Crawford. 
(The Shetland Times, Lerwick 2002)  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


