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Introduction

The Unlocking Hidden Heritage project brings together a
partnership of 6 organisations from the UK, Iceland, Cyprus,
Ireland, Germany and Slovakia. The two-year project aimed to
explore ways in which communities can be involved in the
investigation of their own cultural landscapes and how this can
contribute to increased appreciation and protection of this valuable
cultural resource. The project recognises that the diversity of cultural
landscapes in Europe have great potential as a basis for rural
economic benefit and regeneration but that the uniqueness and
value of these landscapes and featuresmust firstly be appreciated by
the local communities living and working within them.
There is no doubt that changes in land ownership, landscape
protection, increasing social mobility and changing work practices
has led, in many European regions, to an increasing detachment
between many communities and their landscape.
Protection of landscape, whether for cultural, ecological or many
reasons can serve to increase the separation between landscape and
people. If a landscape is designated as ‘valuable’ and protected by
an external body or agency (whether national or international) this
can be perceived by local people as restricted, out-of-bounds and
now the responsibility of others. The reasons for designation and
‘protection’ are rarely explained clearly to local communities whose
ancestors were quite often responsible for shaping the cultural
landscape in the first place. In this way, the statutory protection of
‘valuable’ landscape does not necessarily correlate with increased
local understanding and appreciation of why it is valuable or the
people and processes behind the creation of that landscape. In these
cases, the connection between the people and their landscape is
broken, to the detriment of both.
The Unlocking project, recognising that community engagement is
key to the preservation of cultural landscape, developed and

Introduction
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trialled a seven point process in all six partner countries. This
process aims to ‘unlock’ key aspects of the cultural landscape and
traditions of each region and to celebrate these with the aim of re-
instating the connectivity between communities and their
environment and valuing the uniqueness of the landscape as an
asset and a catalyst for sustainable rural tourism.
The seven actions followed in each country are:
1) Local community engagement
2) Interactive archaeological/ topographical survey
3) Workshop on identifying critical cultural features
4) Management and sourcing of sustainable local material to effect
protection/ enhancement/ reconstruction

5) Traditional skills training
6) Reconstruction & other practical landscape restoration work
7) Interpretation and sample cultural tourism plan.
There are many definitions of the term ‘cultural landscape’ and this
project has not sought to engage in lengthy discussions to provide
further definition. Rather, we have sought to engage communities
in exploring and defining their own cultural landscapes and
identifying their key components, traditions, skills and features.
The case-studies presented in this handbook are the results of the 7-
stage approach being implemented in the UK, Iceland, Cyprus,
Ireland, Germany and Slovakia. As the reader will see, this has
resulted in an incredibly diverse range of topics being covered,
from tar production in Germany to basketry in Cyprus and from
turf-house surveys in Iceland to geophysical surveys on Roman
camps in the UK.
All of the activities described in the following case-studies have
arisen from community engagement and the identification of
features or crafts that are a key component of the ‘hidden heritage’
in that region. All of the activities have also left a legacy, either as a
physical structure or in a heightened local skills base, that can be
used to go on to develop sustainable rural tourism.
It is our hope that the diversity of activities described in this
handbook, having all arisen from the same seven key principles,
will serve to inspire future projects, in regions throughout Europe,
to investigate, explore, celebrate and ‘unlock’ aspects of their own
hidden heritage.
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Turf house reconstruction -
teaching traditional Icelandic skills and
techniques in danger of being lost

Margrét Hrönn Hallmundsdóttir and Guðlaug Vilbogadóttir

The Árnesinga Folk Museum,
Eyrarbakki, Iceland

1. Introduction

The Archaeological Division of The Árnesinga Folk Museum
(Byggðasafn Árnesinga) is participating in the Unlocking Hidden
Heritage Project (UHH).
TheÁrnesinga Folk Museumwas opened in 1964 at Tryggvagata 23 in
Selfoss, where it was housed until 1995, when it was moved to
Eyrarbakki and set up in The House (Húsið), which is one of the
oldest preserved buildings in Iceland.

Eyrarbakki is based on well-established custom and a long history. In
recent decades, however, development there has been at a standstill
and therefore important remains of the magnificent times when
Eyrarbakki was the main centre in the South can be found
everywhere.

Turf house reconstruction -
teaching traditional Icelandic skills and techniques in danger of being lost

Figure 1:
The House
(Húsið) in
Eyrarbakki

11
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It is therefore only natural that there should be effective and
thriving museums in the area like those operating there now: The
Árnesinga Folk Museum and The Maritime Museum in Eyrarbakki
(Sjóminjasafnið á Eyrarbakka), which have been operating at the
same place since 1995. The two museums, however, have different
histories. In 2001 The Árnesinga Folk Museum took over the operation
of The Maritime Museum in Eyrarbakki in accordance with the
service contract with theMunicipality of Árborg. Construction of a
service building to house the museum’s internal operations, its
offices and to provide storage space, began the same year. Use of
this building began in April 2002, a sign of the forward-looking
approach of the museum directors and its efficient internal
operations. In 2002 The Árnesinga Folk Museum received the
IcelandicAward forMuseums.With themerger of operations of the
museums and the addition of the service building the museum’s
work was considerably strengthened. Construction of the service
building and the service contract have since stood as examples for
many other museums and municipalities in Iceland as a way to
strengthen their own operations.
Variety characterises the exhibits at the museums in Eyrarbakki.
The district artefacts show the relationship between those whowere
well off and those who were lowest on the economic scale. The
exhibit spans relics of all types: the homes and finery of the
aristocrats, their clothes and furniture, objects from the stores,
industry, fishing, agriculture and the church. Various artefacts attest
to poverty and lack of means, yet show beauty in their simplicity.
A part of the museum’s contents are natural objects that are
exhibited in the building known as the Egg Shed (Eggjaskúr) which
stands behind The House. Ahead are plans to restore the old
outbuildings that belong to The House, e.g. the barn, cow barn, coal
bin and wood shed. At the same time an exhibit is planned to be
opened in a bait shed in Eyrargata. The Árnesinga Folk Museum now
has about 240 m2 of floor space, with an additional 150 m2 in the
MaritimeMuseum. Long term plans call for increased exhibit space
via an addition to the MaritimeMuseum. Collaboration with other
municipalities concerning operation of specific museum sections
or exhibit areas is also being planned.
A considerable number of artefacts are brought to the museum
every year. No special effort is now made to retrieve artefacts as

12



Figure 2
Archaeo-
logical Field
Surveying

Turf house reconstruction -
teaching traditional Icelandic skills and techniques in danger of being lost

was done in the beginning when an effort wasmade to save various
old objects that were rapidly disappearing. On the other hand,
collection often takes place, especially in connection with short-
term and basic exhibits when information is sought from experts.
In other respects, information and objects are usually acquired
through the initiative of the donor, and occasionally some objects
are rejected, especially if the museums already have the same kind
of objects.
The Árnesinga Folk Museum has an obligation to collect, preserve,
register and research relics from regional, cultural and industrial
history of the Árnessýsla region andmake it available to the public.
The museum emphasize on the collection and preservation on
artefacts that are characteristic or have historic values for the
Árnessýsla region. Those artefacts are displayed in the museum or
presented to the public by other means.
The museum collections afford preservation of the following: The
Árnesinga Folk Museum preserves about 4.200 artefacts and about
5.000 photographs. The small number of the photographs comes
about because generally The ÁrnessýslaArchives (Héraðsskjalasafn
Árnesinga) is named for acceptance and preservation of
photographs. The Maritime Museum in Eyrarbakki preserves a
collection of about 1.500 artefacts and about 4.500 photographs. The
Maritime Museum in Eyrarbakki accepts photographs from
Eyrarbakki and those connected with marine fishing. The service
building of The Árnesinga Folk Museum offers good conditions for
receiving and preserving artefacts as well as for preparing exhibits.

13
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The museum began archaeological survey/research in 2004 and as
a result a special Archaeological Division was established with
separate financing and staff. The division is self-supporting with
projects from the municipalities and private parties, in addition to
grants that are applied for specific projects. The largest project and
the anchor of the division has been maintaining registration of
archaeological remains in the municipality of Árborg in connection
with the development of a master land use plan, as required by the
National Heritage Act1. In addition The Archaeological Division has
been given various kinds of work connected with archaeology.
University-educated staff work for the division, together with
additional staff as required by specific projects. One of these
projects is the participation in theUnlocking Hidden Heritage project.
The workshop in Iceland was operated in collaboration with The
Skagafjörður Folk Museum (Byggðasafn Skagfirðinga) and The
Heritage Craft School (Fornverkaskólinn), as The Archaeological Division
of The Árnesinga Folk Museum and Skagafjörður Folk Museum have
been working well together for some years.
The Heritage Craft School is a collaborative effort between The
Sauðárkrókur Comprehensive College (Fjölbrautaskóli Norður-
lands vestra), The Skagafjörður Folk Museum and The Hólar
University College (Háskólinn á Hólum) that provides training in
crafts connected with the Icelandic inheritance of building
construction. Teaching can also cover other aspects of traditional
building techniques.
The objective of the school is to teach craftmanship and working
methods in traditional Icelandic building construction. The subjects
offered are:
1. Turf as a buildingmaterial, its nature and use, especially laying
a turf wall. Tools and their production.

2. Stone and stonewall construction.
3. Wood (driftwood), its acquisition and use in earlier centuries,
tools and workmanship.

4. Iron, forging bog iron for use in the home and for building
construction.

Preservation of this valuable inheritance regarding construction is
dependent on the knowledge of heritage craftmanship.The shorter
the life span of the building material, the more important is the

14
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workmanship. The construction material of earlier times, turf,
wood and stone, last for different lengths of time and therefore it is
necessary to rebuild and refurbish houses and other man-made
structures within intervals of several decades. It is therefore
important that knowledge of the required workmanship is
preserved. Skagafjörður still has a lot of examples of Icelandic
building history and agricultural life and therefore emphasis can
be placed on this aspect of the cultural inheritance. By teaching
work methods that are disappearing in daily life the knowledge is
preserved for future generations.
The Skagafjörður Folk Museum contains a collection of resources
and preserves information on the methods of workmanship used.
The museum provides the venue for instruction at Suðurgata 5 in
Sauðárkrókur and Tyrfingsstaðir at Kjálki.
The Sauðárkrókur Comprehensive College provides facilities for
specialised training in its vocational training building and other
equipment as needed.
The Hólar University College provides teaching assistance with
construction methods.
These courses in old construction methods have not yet, been
accredited as courses in vocational studies. It is first and foremost
intended as practical education. Students become acquainted with
old-pre-industrial tools and work practices, and at the same time
learn to use modern tools in such a way that the workmanship is
neither spoiled nor compromised. The course requires the students
to study the conservation of structural heritage in relation to their
preservation and upkeep. The objective of teaching these methods
of conservation is to preserve the most and change the least. The
work rules for utilizations of protected construction are held as a
guide.
The course of study is intended for employees of firms in the
construction industry who work with preservation of heritage
buildings, museum staff, heritage site wardens, landowners, house
owners, and other people interested in the preservation of the
traditional crafts who wish to use and preserve old buildings, e.g.
in the tourist industry or to learn the crafts in order to preserve and
maintain their own property.

15
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The objective of the course is to graduate students:
1. With the knowledge of traditional Icelandic construction
methods, such as cutting turf, laying turf and stone, carpentry
and metal work.

2. With the understanding of the characteristics, development and
preservation of the cultural landscape of Iceland.

3. With the ability to pass on the cultural inheritance that is part of
the cultural landscape and construction to others.

4. With increased knowledge of old construction methods and the
will to maintain their own knowledge of the subject.

5. With the will to maintain this knowledge by teaching others the
older methods.

The work of The Heritage Craft School is based, in addition to the
points listed above, on the expertise of the teachers at the school
regarding the old crafts as well as co-operation with those working
in Skagafjörður both in industry and in turf and stone wall
construction2.

Local community engagement
InMarch 2007 a conference was held in Langamýri in Skagafjörður,
Turf - Inheritance and Building Construction (Torf í arf). Project
leaders attended the conference and it was evident that the people
of Skagafjörður had a great deal of experience to share. Out of this
came collaboration with The Heritage Craft School.
The Unlocking Hidden Heritageworkshop took place in Skagafjörður
in the northern part of Iceland. The Árnesinga Folk Museum, on the
other hand, is in the South. At the beginning of the project it was
decided to have the workshop operate in Skagafjörður because of
the considerable knowledge and experience that The Skagafjörður
FolkMuseum and The Heritage Craft School have inworkingwith turf
and construction of turf buildings. The decision to hold theworkshop
a long way from our home community in Eyrarbakki came about
due to the lack of resources in our district. It was not possible to
involve our nearest community and the people in our district.
Therefore the project directors decided to participate in two other
projects that took place in our district of Árnessýsla County. This
provided the opportunity to learn and participate in a project where
our nearest community played an important part.

16
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The Spring Ship Arrives!
In the spring of 2007 a huge festival was held at Eyrarbakki called
The Spring ShipArrives! (Vorskipið kemur!). Interested people and
firms engaged in the tourist industry in Eyrarbakki, along with The
Árnesinga Folk Museum and the project director, played active parts
in putting on the festival.
The name of the festival, The Spring ShipArrives!, refers to the local
history when the first merchant vessel came from Denmark in the
spring and cast anchor just off the coast. Then the shops filled with
wares, people received letters from their loved ones abroad, and
Icelanders heard the latest news of the world together with the
newest styles in clothes, music, literature and art. For the villagers
the arrival of the spring ships was eagerly anticipated and an
occasion to celebrate, and in addition people in nearby districts
flocked to Eyrarbakki to see the ships, to look at the goods and get
the latest news.
At the spring festival 2007 that was held to celebrate this timemost
of the inhabitants of Eyrarbakki took part in one way or another.
Entertainment was put on throughout the village, people were
encouraged to dress in the clothes of earlier times, horse-drawn
wagons were driven through the streets, people opened their
houses and offered coffee, and the museums became lively venues
of lectures, concerts, dancing and singing.
The theatre group in the neighbouring community dressed in
nineteenth century clothes and went around the village and also
set up acts in the flea market that was opened in the old fish factory.
The theatre group transformed the appearance of the village and
people felt they had been transported to older times. Eyrarbakki is
quit unique, being a small seaside village with many old houses, a
village that has not changedmuch in hundred years. The influence
of the past is therefore strong. When people appeared dressed as in
the old days a special framework of the past was created. Members
of The Women’s Association of Eyrarbakki, which is the oldest
women’s association in Iceland, contributed to the historical
atmosphere of the festival by dressing in Icelandic native costume
and walking around the streets. Almost every woman in
Eyrarbakki who owned a national costume wore it during the
festival.

17
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The Árnesinga Folk Museum is in the oldest preserved house in the
village, The House. On one day of the festival a group from the
Icelandic Folk Dance Society danced in the garden of The House, all
of them dressed in national costume. Everybodywas urged to wear
national costumes, and those who did were given free coffee in the
town’s restaurants.

Icelandic farmers’ wrestling or glíma is a sport that has been
practised in Iceland since the time of the settlement in the late ninth
century. Members of the GlímaAssociation came to Eyrarbakki and
demonstrated this interesting national sport. The Icelandic Folk
Dance Society and the Glíma Association invited the audience to
take part in their events so many people danced in the museum’s
garden to the loud accompaniment of accordions and others
competed in Icelandic wrestling.
Many of the old houses in Eyrarbakki have been preserved as they
were in the last century. Today many of them are summerhouses.
Some people opened up their houses on festival day and invited
guests to see their homes and to accept refreshments.
It is estimated that between 2000-3000 people visited Eyrarbakki
the weekend the festival was held.
This is a good example of how easy it is to engage the community.
When the festival was prepared the organizers advertised for clever
ideas from the villagers, who were given a free hand in organizing
events. Often it takes no more than an idea to be the spark, as in

18
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this case when the festival that this small community held turned
out so well and nearly every single inhabitant took part. At the
same time this was a kind of remembrance of the golden age of the
nineteenth century in Eyrarbakki for the duration of the festival
and a presentation of the town’s historical inheritance. And it all
began with an idea and the initiative of very few people who lived
in this little community.

The Settlement Day
The director of the Unlocking Hidden Heritage project also
participated in other interesting projects in connection with the
Settlement Day (Landnámsdagurinn), which was held by the
communities in the Skeiða- and Gnúpverjahreppur, small districts
in Árnessýsla County. These communities jointly celebrate the
Settlement Day, which is a major event for the communities
involved. A large variety of events are presented and the
inhabitants are informed of the project several months in advance
and asked to participate. Another group from a small community
in Árnessýsla County actively participated, the Þingborg Group
(Þingborgarhópurinn), which the director of the Unlocking Hidden
Heritage project collaborated with.
The Þingborg Groupwas established in 1990 by Helga Thoroddsen,
who gathered together a team of women skilled in handicrafts in
the community with the aim of producing quality goods out of
Icelandic wool. With support from The Árnesinga Folk Museum, and
the best wishes of the district, the group began operating in the old
Þingborg Building where the womenwere granted access and they
worked hard to make the place into a good working environment.
Þingborg was for a long time used as the county's meeting place
and children’s school3.
In connection with the Settlement Day the Þingborg Group decided
to held a course in sewing Viking clothes. A specialist was called
in, who assisted the group in cutting out Viking clothing, and the
group met once a week to sew and to chat and plan.
Advertisements were placed in all the local papers and everyone
was encouraged to come and take part in the course and to get
assistance in making their own Viking dress. An exhibit of Viking
clothing was also opened. The course attracted good participation

19
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and women came both to observe and out of curiosity, as well as to
take part. The director of Unlocking Hidden Heritage was one of the
women who decided to sew Viking clothing.
The group later met at Þjóðveldisbærinn, which is a reconstruction
of a Viking age longhouse from the eleventh century, and there the
main festival was to take place. The role of the groupwas to exhibit
ancient handicrafts and weaving with an upright loom, like Viking
women did in the past.
The Settlement Day was held by the communities in order to make
their important history and culture known and it must be said that
the day went extraordinarily well and will without doubt become
a yearly event. Everybody in the area was encouraged to take part
and many events were offered. In two of the farms, Reykir and
Skaftholt, there was an open house and visitors were given the
opportunity to take a look at the sheep barn, greenhouses, self-
sustaining farming and how to make Icelandic cheese. The
Icelandic Forestry Service (Skógrækt ríkisins) offeredwalks through
the woods of Þjórsárdalur and there was an open house at Stöng,
where a specialist from The Archaeological Heritage Agency of
Iceland (Fornleifavernd ríkisins) guided guests around the
archaeological site.

20

Figure 4:
A Viking
group playing
some Viking
games at the
Settlement
Day by
Þjóðveldis-
bærinn
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Icelandic folk music was played in Þjóðveldisbærinn and many
storytellers came and told tales about the area. Members of the
Viking groupHringhorni cane and played some VikingAge games,
and national food and drink were offered, meat soup and local
smoked leg of lamb (hangikjöt).
The aim of this festival was to spark interest in the history and
culture of the district, as it includes many beautiful historical sites.
The foregoing examples have been discussed to show that it is not
difficult to get the local people to participate in various types of
activities. With their participation in these events the project
directors have learned how easy it is to do interesting things and to
get people to take part. The basis is a good idea and the energy to
implement it.

The Árnesinga Folk Museum and the Archaeological Division
The Árnesinga Folk Museum has experience of preserving and
reconstructing ancient buildings like Þuríðarbúð and the Creamery at
Baugsstaðir (Baugsstaðarjómabúið) near the museum. Three years
ago the museum had a building known as the Egg Shed
(Eggjaskúrinn), for which there were sources and photographs,
reconstructed on themuseum’s lot. This building had been a shelter
used by the storemerchants who researched nature and birds; it was
rebuilt according to the pictures and reports that had been made.
In 2004 a fisherman’s hut from the 18th century was rebuilt in
Stokkseyri, as there had been many fishermen’s huts in the coastal
towns of Eyrarbakki and Stokkseyri in earlier centuries.
Fishermen’s huts were of turf located near the shore. As only a
small percentage of Icelanders lived in coastal towns or villages,
these huts were a refuge for the farmers who came to the coast
during the winter to row out to fish. Þuríðarbúð was one of these
fishermen’s huts and was the residence of the crew of Þuríður the
foreman (or skipper), who was one of the few women foremen.
The Árnesinga Folk Museum, and especially The Archaeological
Division has also collaborated with The Icelandic Farm (Íslenski
bærinn) which is an institute inAustur-Meðalholt near the museum
which collects sources about the southern turf farm and which is
being developed as a centre for keeping and preserving the
important cultural heritage of Icelandic turf farms. In Austur-

21



Unlocking Hidden Heritage -
Discovering the treasures in our cultural landscape

Meðalholt courses and lectures are given on constructing turf
buildings. In the summer of 2007 a group from the TICATEC project
(Training in Contemporary Applications of Traditional European
Crafts) came to Iceland on behalf of Grampus Heritage and
Training Ltd. in collaboration with The Árnesinga Folk Museum and
stayed for 4 weeks rebuilding turf houses. The TICATEC project
makes it possible for young people to learn about disappearing
knowledge and craftsmanship in other countries.

The Archaeological Division
conducts archaeological field
surveying. Therefore a large
part of the work involves
recording turf houses that are
falling into ruin and seeking
knowledge of them. Because of
the strong connection with turf
houses it was decided that the
workshop of Unlocking Hidden
Heritage should emphasise
introducing participants to the

history of Icelandic turf buildings and the architectural tradition
connected with them. Because the knowledge of how to build with
turf is rapidly disappearing, and actually only very few Icelanders
know how, it is very important that this technology does not
vanish. Preservation of those buildings still standing is also very
important as the number of those who remember what it was like
to live in a turf house is dwindling. It is therefore extremely
important to collect all information possible. This is done by
preserving turf buildings, recording where they were, just as the
museum does, drawing plans of the building construction, and
collecting sources about the buildings, talking with people who
lived in them and preserving photographs. It is very important that
museums take care of this important project so that the knowledge
does not disappear but is instead preserved for coming generations.
It should be noted that one of the project directors also works for
The National Architectural Heritage Board and the director of The
Árnesinga Folk Museum has a seat on the board. The National
Architectural Heritage Board has the role of supporting the
preservation of the nation’s building inheritance and assesses in
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each case which buildings should be protected and presents a
proposal to this effect to the Minister of Education. The committee
in addition keeps a register of all protected buildings in the country
and has supervision over them and those procedures that the
committee supports. All buildings that were constructed before
1850 are listed and all churches erected before 1918. In addition, the
owners of buildings what were constructed before 1918 are
obligated by law to seek the opinion of The National Architectural
Heritage Board well beforehand if they are thinking of modifying
their house, moving it or tearing it down.
The Archaeological Division has always had good connections with
the inhabitants of the community – both those in the district and
those in neighbouring districts. In 2003 the museum began
archaeological field surveying in the Municipality of Árborg and
continues to do so. This has resulted in a great deal of good
collaborationwith people in the area. The occupants of each farm are
always contacted in connection with the archaeological surveying
and an effort is made to find the occupant who had lived on the farm
the longest. Often this means individuals who are not farming
anymore and have moved away. When arriving at the farm the
farmer is informedwhat archaeological surveying is about andwhat
we are looking for, and he is shown the data that the archaeologists
have collected about the farm. Then he is asked about the location of
remains that are identified in the written sources and at the same
time asked to indicate the sites on the aerial photos which the
archaeologists have brought with them. If the informant is well able
to do so he often goes about the land with the archaeologists and
shows them the archaeological remains that he knows of on his land.
This work is invaluable in registering our cultural heritage and the
occupants usually find it very interesting to assist the
archaeologists, which is one of the most enjoyable aspects of the
work of archaeological field surveying. Archaeology students are
often very active participants in registering archaeological remains.
When the report is done the informant is sent a copy and asked to
go over it and correct it, if necessary.
After retrieving the text back from the informant a report is
completed. With publication of the report all informants and those
who assisted with the registration are invited to attend a lecture
where the work is introduced.
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This arrangement assures an important collaboration between the
archaeologists and the inhabitants of the community and this way
the registering of archaeological remains is professional and very
effective.
The Archaeological Division has circulated a letter in to all houses in
Eyrarbakki which explains that archaeological field surveying is
taking place and the inhabitants are urged to contribute in the
process. Local newspapers have also interviewed the archaeologists
about the surveying and the participation in the Unlocking Hidden
Heritage project. See example below.
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The museum’s archaeological surveying would be more difficult if
the general public did not take an active part. It is definitely true
that the work of the museum as a whole is hugely connected in
various ways to the local community in which it works. The
museum is owned by the people and without them the museum
would be far less.

Traditional skills training
The Icelandic turf tradition
Turf has been used for building in Iceland since the land was first
settled in the ninth century. Icelanders constructed buildings that
were called skálar (hall) and their construction was similar to that
which the people had known in the Nordic countries since the Iron
Age. These were longhouses, slightly wider in themiddle that at the
ends. Themiddle section constituted themain living quarters of the
inhabitants, with raised platforms on either side and a long fire or
hearth in the aisle between the platforms. Rooms were often added
on the ends. These buildings were constructed frommaterial found
locally. In Iceland there was lack of large timber when the settlers
first came, as the birch that grew was not suited to constructing
wooden buildings. There was driftwood to be found in Iceland that
could, and was used in buildings, but it was not nearly enough to
supply all the wood need of the settlers. They therefore had to use
turf and stone, a tradition theywere also familiar with in the Nordic
countries at that time. Turf has the advantage of being a fine
isolation and was therefore a desirable building material.

Turf house reconstruction -
teaching traditional Icelandic skills and techniques in danger of being lost

25

Figure 6:
Keldur, the
oldest turf
house in
Iceland



Unlocking Hidden Heritage -
Discovering the treasures in our cultural landscape

With time, building construction developed in Iceland. In the
Middle Ages the climate turned colder and with that the type of
houses changed. Instead of large longhouses the area was reduced
and the number of rooms increased. Rooms were built out from
passageway, though for a long time traces of the old longhouses
continued to be found in newer buildings, as one roomwas always
larger and called skáli. By lessening the size of the rooms it was
easier to keep them warm, especially as the warmth came mostly
from the people themselves. Turf and stone were still used for
construction. In fact, it can be said that turf was the mainstay of
Icelandic houses until the end of the nineteenth century.A shortage
of timber had a great effect. The Icelandic authorities first began to
construct buildings of stone in the eighteenth century. Public
buildings like Stjórnarráðið, build as a prison, and Viðeyjarstofa are
an example of this. Both buildings have change role now. In the
eighteenth century wood buildings were erected in connection with
the trade with Denmark and The House in Eyrarbakki is a good
example of this. The House was shipped pre-cut to Iceland,
together with four others, in 1765 and were erected at the Danish
king’s commercial centres. Now only two of those five buildings
still remain, The House in Eyrarbakki and the Faktorshús in
Ísafjörður. In the nineteenth century the importation of wood
houses increased and by the end of the century the use of wood had
considerably increased although most of the people continued to
live in turf houses. In the South there was a large change in 1896
when a strong earthquake shook the land and many farmhouses
were badly damaged; with the following reconstruction the number
of wooden houses greatly increased. It is often said that Icelanders

did not really stop living in turf
houses until after the Second
World War when the nation’s
economy greatly changed for
the better. But some continued
to live in turf houses much
longer, like the family who lived
at Tyrfingsstaðir at Kjálki in
Skagafjörður, where the
Unlocking Hidden Heritage
workshop was held.
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Figure 7:
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outhouses in
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One of the main projects of archaeologists who work on
archaeological surveying is to recognize the remains of construction
in the landscape. This can be complicated as these remains are very
easily affected by the environment and in fact easily become a part
of nature itself. The farm mounds are never the less easily spotted,
and because houses were usually erected at the same place the
mounds grew higher.
Where farmhouses are still standing today they sit atop these
mounds. Often archaeologists see only a small mound that is
greener than the surroundings and very often this represents the
remains of outbuildings of turf, as the green colour results from the
increased nutritional content in the soil where animals have been
kept. As part of theUnlocking Hidden Heritageworkshop in Iceland
collapsed turf houses in the landscape were pointed out to the
participants, and they were taught how to survey archaeological
remains. The huge interest the participants had in laying turf
changed the plan, however, and not much was done with the
details of surveying.
The turf buildings are a contribution to the vernacular architecture
of the world. The harmony between nature and buildings is unique,
the historical connection back to the IronAge makes them rare and
therefore they play a major roll in cultural tourism in Iceland.

Reconstruction
First indication of settlement at Tyrfingsstaðir is from the year 1478
but the last dwellers mowed away in 1969.
It is clear that people have been living at Tyrfingsstaðir for at least
500 years and even longer though the first written evidence about
the farm are from 1478.What makes Tyrfingsstaðir so unique is that
the entire vision of the old turf farm is intact along with outhouses
and it is also quite unique that all the houses were built with the
ancient method of turf laying.
Conservatism, efficiency, respect for old building methods and
possibly the bad financial conditions of the dwellers are the reasons
why this farm is so well preserved today despite the rapid changes
in 20th century building technique and especially after the Second
World War. The southern part of Iceland experienced great
earthquakes in 1896 and most of the turf farms were ruined. When
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farms were reconstructed they were mostly rebuilt with timber.
The site as it looks today was mostly built during the years 1870-
1895 and is of the type called Marbælisgerð, where the skáli and
living room face the same direction towards the front entrance and
everything is covered with timber. The front gable of the farm was
constructed mostly out of timber and was built in 1904. In 1960 the
living area changed and was moved more into modern era and
basically turned into 3 rooms, carefully constructed, painted and a
furnace powered by an old coal oven was installed. In the farm
house there was also an old fashioned hlóðaeldhús (kitchen with
open hearth). That was used as a laundry area and to smoke meat
and herring. Electricity was not installed until few years before the
last residents left the farm4.

In Iceland there is a big difference between the northern and
southern part of the country weather wise and because of the more
dry seasons up north the turf farms are more preserved up there.
This difference along with the earthquakes in the southern part has
resulted in far more turf farms being persevered up north than in
the southern part. Also it was a more established way of
construction in the northern part.
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4 Bryndís Zoëga, Gísli Þór Ólafsson et al. 2007. Tyrfngsstaðir í Akrahreppi, húsakönnun.
Byggðasafn Skagfirðinga and Héraðsskjalsafn Skagfirðinga; Sigríður Sigurðardóttir. 2008.
Greinargerð um Tyrfingsstaði á Kjálka. Byggðasafn Skagfirðinga.

Figure 8:
One of the
outhouses in
Tyrfingsstaðir
after
reconstruction
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After the SecondWorldWar the Icelandic farming community went
through dramatic changes and often people joke about it that
Icelanders crawled out of the turf huts in the war and society
drastically progressed. People moved from the country into villages
and towns to work for the occupation army during the Second
WorldWar so more urban areas began to grow.Manymoved out of
their turf houses and the farm lands either became deserted or
people used the money they got to modernize the farms.
Agriculture also changed from being an autarky to progressively
industrial because more people lived now in urban areas. This
resulted in a drastic change in the way outhouses were build and
everything else that involved maintaining the farm animals.
Tyrfingsstaðir are therefore not only unique for being entirely built
out of turf but also because it reflects and represents the old
agricultural establishment. Extended discussions have been about
the way Tyrfingsstaðir should look on the outside and archeologists
have expressed their interest in observing how an old turf farm
transforms into ruins.
When The Heritage Craft School was established, the project was to
hold a seminar at Tyrfingsstaðir on ancient craftsmanship and by
doing so rebuilding the old houses. So the preservation of the
unique look of Tyrfingsstaðir has been ensured along with the
ancient craftsmanship of turf laying not being forgotten. The
seminars started at Tyrfingsstaðir in 2007 and since then a few
outhouses have been rebuilt. One sheep house has been fully
restored with turf walls, framework and a roof.
The participants in the projectUnlocking Hidden Heritageworked on
rebuilding the houses at Tyrfingsstaðir and built the walls and
manger in one of the two sheep houses on the estate. When the
work was completed the framework and the roof were still
unfinished but that was a project for another seminar that took
place later. Since the participants were only learning how to lay turf
they started on the second house at the estate after they had
finished building up the walls on the first house. The latter house
was connected to the dwelling house andwas later used as a stable.
They managed to finish that project as well.
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Those who established The Heritage Craft School hope to finish
rebuilding all the houses at Tyrfingsstaðir by conducting similar
seminars. By doing so they are able to reach several important
goals, such as avoiding further damage to the houses and also
preserving the unique look of the houses. The craftsmanship will
also be preserved and others are able to enjoy the work of laying
turf. Guests will be able to visit the old farm in the near future, as
they can now at the museum at Glaumbær which holds a majestic
priest lodge built in turf that attracts thousands of tourists each
year. No formal agreement has been reached on how things will be
managed at Tyrfingsstaðir since the estate is a private property.
However, the owners of Tyrfingsstaðir, The Skagafjörður Folk
Museum and The Heritage Craft School have experienced a
successful collaboration and everyone is willing to open up
Tyrfingsstaðir to the public once the restoration is complete. It is
worth mentioning that the estate is not closed so people can come
and visit Tyrfingsstaðir and observe the restoration first hand.

The Icelandic Workshop
Aworkshop for the Unlocking Hidden Heritage project was held in
Iceland August 25th through September 2nd 2008 in Skagafjörður,
which is in the northern part of Iceland.
Participants were from all the 6 countries which took part in the
project, that is, 2 from Ireland, 2 from England, 5 from Germany
and 1 from Slovakia and 1 from Cyprus. There were 3 participants
from Iceland along with 2 project directors.
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Figure 9:
The group by
Norðurá on
the way to
Skagafjörður
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All the foreign participants stayed at Keflavik the first night and on
Monday morning the entire group went up north. Despite tedious
weather the foreign guests got to see many of Iceland’s most
beautiful natural places on the way north since the trip takes almost
5 hours. The group arrived at Langamýri around dinner time. In
the past a traditional homemaking school was held there but now
it is a cultural center for the established church of Iceland. The
accommodations are very good, plain rooms, a dining area, homely
living rooms, a lecture hall and a small swimming pool so everyone
was comfortable. When the group arrived a traditional Iceland
broth awaited them which everyone enjoyed very much.
On Tuesdaymorning wemet in the lecture hall at Langamýri where
Sigríður Sigurðardóttir, the curator at The Skagafjörður Folk
Museum held a detailed lecture. She explained what turf really is
and how it has been used as a building material in Iceland since the
settlement. It was a very educated lecture and absolutely necessary
since turf laying is almost unheard of in the countries where the
participants come from except Great Britain. General terms were
explained, basic tools, where the builders obtained thematerial and
how they laid it. The participants received a pamphlet in English
about turf that Sigríður has written but she has put in a lot of effort
into research on this ancient Icelandic building heritage. After the
lecture from Sigríður, Margrét Hallmundsdóttir, archeologist,
introduced archeological field surveying and how it is performed
in Iceland. Afterwards the group went to Glaumbær to explore the
main attraction within The Skagafjörður FolkMuseum - a farm laid
in turf that used to be a priest lodge. The participants were able to
see how these houses used to look, how theywere built and imagine
how it was to live in them. It was very important for the group to see
how an actual turf house looks like. We also looked at several other
buildings in Skagafjörður, like the church in Víðimýri, which is one
of the most beautiful turf churches in Iceland and the farmhouse
door at Reynistaðir. We ended the day by going river rafting.
Next day the groupwent up to Tyrfingsstaðir, which is a 20minutes
drive from Langamýri. The groupmet Helgi Sigurðsson, who is an
instructor and one of the foremost turf builders in Iceland and has
been laying turf for many years. The group examined the estate at
Tyrfingsstaðiar and was told about the place and the work that has
been done by The Heritage Craft School.
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After the tour at Tyrfingsstaðir the group went down onto a plain
at the estate where Helgi divided the group into smaller groups and
each groupwas taught the hard work on how to cut turf. This went
very well and it came clear that this was obviously a well
determined and focused group. Everyone was also taught how to
load the turf onto a pallet which is extremely difficult but very
important for those who are laying the turf like the group realized
later on. The group learned various cutting methods and each
group went into different locations to see different material. Then
the group started laying the turf and started by building the wall in
the sheep house. Many guests came to the site during the day,
including the local governor of Skagafjörður along with the curator
and archeologist of The Skagafjörður Folk Museum and the
conductor of The Heritage Craft School who welcomed the
participants and explain the school’s objectives. There were 2
reporters as well, one from the local paper called Feykir and one
from Morgunblaðið and both reporters wrote a detailed piece on
the project and The Heritage Craft School.
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After all the vegetation had been
cleaned from the wall and the floor in
the sheep house the group was able to
start laying down a strengur in the wall
but that is basically a very long strips of
turf. This building method was quite
common in settlements time. At the end
of the first day the participants had
learned how to cut turf and also how to
lay it down. In the evening there was a
þorrablót at Langamýri, an old Icelandic
traditional celebration which is held
once a year in Iceland and is based on
old native culinary methods. The food
was extremely exotic in the eyes of the
group but everyone put in the effort of
tasting shark, sheep scrotum, head of
lamb and other ‘treats’ like horse meat.

Figure 10:
Cutting the
turf

Figure 11:
Þorrablót at
Langamýri
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Next day started bright and early and part of the group started
splitting driftwood that was later used as a roof on one of the farm
houses. The other part of the group began rebuilding the sheep
house and the work went along great since the group was very
eager about the project. The plan was to divide the group into two
and one half was supposed to learn about archeological field
surveying while the other half would continue with the rebuild but
since everyone was so eager and excited about laying down the turf
there was no time to practice surveying.After a busy day the group
went for dinner at a restaurant at Sauðárkrókur which is a village
close to Langamýri.
It had been decided to organize the course so the group would
work for 2 days, have a day off and then work again for 2 days.
During the time off the group was taken on a tour to many of
Iceland’s most famous nature wonders like Goðafoss, Mývatn and
Dimmuborgir, followed by dinner at Akureyri.

The second stint of the course began on a Saturday, August 30th
when a part of the group began the process of cutting down
klambra. They finished building up the sheep house and the stone
builder from England finished up with an elegant stone laid
manger within the house. Then they began building up another
house right next to the dwelling house which had previously been
used as a stable. A lot of effort and work went into clearing the
house out before they could start rebuilding.

Figure 12:
Goðafoss
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The house was redrawn precisely after everything had beenmoved
out. After the drawing the last of the old turf walls were removed
but by doing so an older layer of turf was revealed which was
preserved in the rebuild. Now they could start the rebuild but the
stable had been built with a lot of rocks because horses tend to chew
on the turf walls. The wall was then covered with strengur. The
project continued on Sunday and later that day the group had
finished building the walls in the stable.

This inexperienced group that had never laid a turf in their life was
able to cut up a lot of turf in 4 days and rebuild most of walls of
two outhouses. Those who were organizing the project and course
were amazed by how enthusiastic the group was and how much
work and effort they put into the project. Some of them even chose
to work rather then take time to go horse riding. The course went
very well and we hope than everyone had as good time as we did.
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Figure 13:
A sheep
house at
Tyrfingsstaðir
before
reconstruction

Figure 14:
A sheep
house at
Tyrfingsstaðir
after the
Workshop
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Interpretation and sample cultural tourism plan
Turf houses have been built in Iceland since the settlement and turf
and stone were the most common building material up until the
19th century. Most men knew their way around turf laying since
turf houses were in constant need of renovation and maintenance,
often with many houses on the premises, all made out of turf. This
common building knowledge, which everyone knew about 100
years ago, is slowly fading away in an incredible short time.
Therefore The Heritage Craft School is conducting an extremely
important work to prevent this knowledge from completely
becoming extinct. The workshop that was held last year in
coordination with The Heritage Craft School offered foreign
participant the chance to learn about this relatively unknown yet
remarkable building tradition.
Most Icelandic farms have gone through extensive renovation and
architectural evolution. Outhouseswere rapidly changed, first made
of turf and stone, then timber and corrugated iron and even concrete
and enlarged according to the demands that a new social structure
demanded. Farming went from the autarky of the old farm
community into a food production for people living in urban areas.
At Tyrfingsstaðir we get a unique view into theworld of farm houses
in Icelandwhen farmingwas only an autarky. This is why the rebuild
of Tyrfingsstaðir is vital for future generations so they can experience
how farm life was in the old days and also to preserve the unique
building tradition and technique applied to these farms.

Figure 15:
A full action at
Tyrfingsstaðir
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No formal decision has been made on how the arrangement of the
rebuild will be or when it will end but it is clear that the area will be
open for the public. There is a growing market and flow of tourists
coming to Iceland, attendance to museums has increased
dramatically and both foreign and domestic tourists have shown
great interest in areas and places where one can experience the old
way of living. The restoration of the lodge at Stöng in Þjórsárdalur
and Eiríksstaðir in Dalir attracts a number of tourists each year.
Árbæjarsafn in Reykjavík and the Local Museum at Skógar by
Eyjafjöll, which display numerous old houses, have also experienced
record numbers. This goes as well for smaller museum like The
Skagafjörður Folk Museum and The House at Eyrarbakki that have
also on display old houses, on the one hand the old turf lodge in
Glaumbær in Skagafjörður and the other one of the oldest timber
lodges in Iceland. Tyrfingsstaðir has endless possibilities for further
involvement in coordination with culturally linked tourism which
has been growing strongly in Iceland for the past several years.

We feel that the workshop in
Iceland has fulfilled most of
the 7 major factors that we
started with whenwe decided
on this project. We were
unable to get the public living
next to the The Árnesinga Folk
Museum to participate in the
subjects linked to the project,
better known as local
community engagement,
because the workshop was
held in a different part of the
country but we feel our
strength in the other areas
weighed up in this area.

We think that the workshop was a success in every way and the
participants commented on that they where thrilled with the
workshop and they felt they had learned a great deal, even so that
some have expressed interest in coming again to Iceland to attend
other similar workshops on turf laying, especially dealing with the
construction of the framework and the roof.

Unlocking Hidden Heritage -
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Figure 16:
The art of
turf
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The interpretation of pre-Christian
dwellings in Ireland in relation to natural
woodland resources

Jerry Hawe and Francesca Plevey

Sylviron Ltd.,
Appleyard, Turlough, Castlebar, Co. Mayo, Ireland

1. Introduction

Sylviron Ltd is a woodland and environmental management
consultancy specialising in the conservation of semi-natural
(woodland) habitats. Based in the west of Ireland, the company are
involved in projects across a broad national geographical spread.
They have also worked in a considerable number of other European
countries.
Closer to home however, Sylviron’s land based work in the west of
Ireland continually throws up examples of early (pre-Christian)
archaeology. Woodland establishment and management projects
often have to work around and protect pre-Christian dwelling and
burial sites, and it is examples such as these which form the basis of
the ‘UnlockingHiddenHeritage’ (UHH) project. Rather than simply
identify and protect these ancient sites, UHH aims to ‘interpret the
hidden layers within our landscape in a modern context’.
This case study focuses on the construction of an early wooden
roundhouse style dwelling. Whilst relatively little physical
excavation of such structures has been carried out, due primarily to
the perishable nature of their materials, there is a considerable body
of literature relating to their design andmaterial use, (see Section 4).
However the siting of such dwellings and their associated
earthworks (ringforts) do present one of the most common
archaeological features in the Irish landscape. As such they form
the basis of much myth and legend, and are commonly referred to
as ‘fairy forts’, thought to be the domain of the ‘little people’. This
superstition has done much to preserve the physical remnants of
these early dwellings and they can often be seen coexisting with

The interpretation of pre-Christian dwellings in Ireland
in relation to natural woodland resources
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Figure 1:
Brigit’s Garden

farming and other land use practices. Such passive preservation has
not necessarily been the case in other countries where agricultural
development has been more intensive. This has left rural Ireland
with a rich archaeological legacy – one that remains in the Irish
subconscious – and therefore provides an excellent opportunity to
interpret and present just how our early ancestors used to live and
utilise their natural resources.
The wooden roundhouse presents the most simple and tactile
example of early settlement, which can easily be replicated in a
contemporary situation, andwhich demonstrates the use of natural
materials from the great post glacial wildwoods existing at that time.

2. Local community engagement
From Sylviron’s previous experience of heritage reconstructions the
siting of the UHH roundhouse was considered to be a critical factor
in terms of its use and ongoing benefit to the wider community.
Brigit’s Garden is a cultural and environmental interpretation
centre in Connemara, Co. Galway. The centre comprises a series of
gardens and features based around ancient Celtic seasonal festivals.
They are open to the public and offer a series of traditional skills,
organic gardening, countryside management, sustainable living
and other heritage themed courses and events to interested groups.
Brigit’s Garden was therefore considered to be an ideal venue for
the roundhouse, wherein it would receive the maximum usage and
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achieve its interpretive goals. Fundamentally the garden seeks to
place ancient history and legend in a contemporary setting in order
to bring cultural heritage to the general public - this underlying
theme complements perfectly the ethos of both the UHH project
and the roundhouse reconstruction.
On contacting the Brigit’s Garden owner, Ms Jenny Beale, initial
response to the roundhouse construction and possible situation in
the garden was very positive. A highly contemporary stone
roundhouse already forms the centrepiece of one garden and Jenny
was willing to discuss the possibility of a second timber (and
thatch) house as the centrepiece of a new garden.
Sylviron and Brigit’s staff met at the centre to discuss the build and
its possible situation.Most appropriately the garden has a small area
of semi-natural woodland. This locally nativewoodland type is oak-
ash-hazel woodland on limestone based soil. As a backdrop to the
reconstruction this woodland type could hardly bemore appropriate
as it comprises the three tree species that would provide the timbers
for the roundhouse uprights, roofing and walls respectively. This
link could provide the basis for future interpretive use.
Design aspects were discussed. The basic design is outlined in
Section 5, however the main contemporary design feature should
seek to provide additional light. Good lighting would be necessary
as the building would primarily be used by school tours going on a
nature trail, andwhowould stop into the house and undertake some
tree related activities. In doing so the darkened conditions of an
entirely archeologically accurate reconstruction may have proved
inadequate, therefore the provision of a skylight was agreed. This
departure from the archeologically accurate does not represent any
professional compromise within the context of the UHH project,
rather it embraces the theme of bringing cultural heritage into the
modern age in order that it can be fully utilised and appreciated.
As the logistical aspects of the construction were discussed it
became clear that not only would the afterlife of the building
involve the widest possible audience, but the construction phase
itself could involve a range of different groups and individuals,
across a broad skills, educational, social, geographic and
community spectrum. Those groups involved in the build are
discussed in more detail in Section 5.
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3. Interactive archaeological / topographical survey and
workshop on identifying critical cultural features

Preceding the physical reconstruction aspects
of the UHH project, two community based
surveys / workshops were carried out. The
first was a classroom based survey with
primary school children. This was held in the
local public library, which in addition to the
usual teaching resources also contains a full
set of the 1:10560 Ordinance Survey maps for
the county. These maps detail all known
archaeological sites including ring forts.

Looking at an individual sheet, the children were first asked to
draw /map (onA3) any strong geographical features - lakes, bogs,
rivers, mountains, etc - which would likely have been in existence
in the ancient landscape. This was carried out for a 3 mile x 4 mile
area – half of one full sheet. Where possible this sheet included the
townland in which the children lived. Each child then
systematically recorded the incidence of ring forts and other ancient
archaeological features in a 1.5 x 2 mile section, and in doing so
created their own interpretation / map of the ancient landscape,
including the human situation therein.
The overall layout of this ancient habitation was then discussed
including reference to: natural resources such as woodlands, lakes
and rivers; topographical position of individual settlements and
defensibility; juxtaposition of settlements / density and extended
family groups. This discussion gave the children an insight into the
demographics of, and conditions surrounding early settlement and
land use. The children were made aware of and indeed knew of
specific ringforts (and crannogs) in their own townlands and were
encouraged to look out for these given their new awareness of their
use and significance.
It was proposed that the same group would visit the UHH
roundhouse in the future.
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workshop on
heritage
features
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The second survey took place on a new native woodland
development site. This field day / workshop took place with an
adult group comprising landowners, foresters and generally
interested parties, who wished to further their knowledge of both
semi-natural woodland restoration and the conservation of
archaeological features. The workshop initially discussed the
design aspects of the new woodland and the silviculture of native
tree species. During the walk archaeological features were then
identified and discussed not only in the context of their conservation,
but also the possibilities for their interpretation as part of a holistic
cultural landscape management and dissemination package.

Figure 3:
Native
woodland
walk and
heritage
survey.

(Image
courtesy of
Teagasc)

Figure 4:
Participants
visit a
previously
unmarked
‘Lisheen’ -
unconsecrated
children’s
burial ground
- to discuss the
appropriate-
ness of its
interpretation.
(Image courtesy
of Teagasc)
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4. Management and sourcing of sustainable local material
Historical context:
‘The natural forest and man’s use of native timbers in building
construction’
‘Roundhouses provide a huge amount of architectural variation, and
design choices relied on which materials were available to people
in their immediate landscape setting’ (Pope, 2008). Facilitating early
settlement in Ireland, the post glacial wildwoods would have
provided an abundance of suitable material for house construction.
Throughout the post-glacial / Mesolithic period the great
wildwoods colonised the island of Ireland. Following the initial
pioneering scrub woodland of willow, juniper and birch; hazel
became more prominent from around 8000 BC on. Being less
tolerant of cold conditions than the first pioneer species, the rise of
hazel would indicate a steady warming of the climate, (O’Connell,
1994). From around 7700 BC the first of the tall canopy trees
appears – Scot’s pine – followed by oak, elm and alder.
By the early Neolithic period, around 3900 to 3700 BC, mixed forests
containing Scot’s pine, oak and hazel – the principle construction
timbers amongst a range of other species – were being cleared for
agriculture and building construction. This can be seen particularly
at a local level, in certain pollen records (Cooney, 2000), which show
a decline most notably in oak and hazel, during this period.
The range of Neolithic woodworking tools which have been found
– axes, adzes, chisels and wedges - further bear out these peoples’
skill in woodworking, (Grogan, 1996).
Whilst few Neolithic houses have been found, excavations of one
such house in Ballynagilly in Co. Tyrone, shows the extensive use
of split oak timbers in its construction. These timbers had been set
vertically in the ground to form the wall of a square house, a design
potentially taken from much earlier (fifth millennium BC) central
European houses (Harbinson, 1988). This settlement is thought to
be the home of a single family in the period from about 3800 BC
(Mitchell and Ryan, 1986). The Ballynagilly house is the oldest
known Neolithic house in Britain or Ireland. Again pollen records
from the area bear out the clearance of forest to facilitate such
constructions (in addition to the establishment of agricultural
practice).
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Following the initial extensive period of forest clearance in the early
Neolithic, the period from 3700 to 2500 BC saw a periodic recovery
of the ancient wildwood. This was accompanied by the rise of a
relatively new forest tree species: ash; although present from about
5000 BC, ash is seen rising steadily in the pollen record from about
3000 BC on, (O’Connell, 1994).
Both square and round house constructions have been excavated
on the same site – such as those around Lough Gur, Co. Limerick -
with no apparent chronological distinction between the two types,
(Mitchell and Ryan, 1986). The Lough Gur houses are thought to
date from the period around 2740, (Harbinson, 1988). In terms of
design changes to the earlier Ballynagilly house, wattle screens
formed the upper walls, atop a low stone wall or foundation.
Clearly this would have been a more rapid, economically
rewarding construction technique when compared with the heavy
split oak timber walls in the Ballynagilly house. The Lough Gur
houses also display internal post holes, whereby secondary
(internal) support structures were given to the roofing timbers.
Although not construction timbers, a range of charcoal fragments
from fire places on the Lough Gur site provide further insight into
the diversity and utilisation of the wildwood at this time. Species
found include hazel, ash, whitebeam, holly, oak, hawthorn, cherry
and pine, (Mitchell and Ryan, 1986). One can only wonder which (if
any) were dedicated ‘firewoods’ and which were derived from the
off-cuts of other wood products.
With the technological developments of the Bronze and Iron Age
settlements, natural forests once again decline in area as agriculture
and permanent settlement increase. Pastoral settlements such as
those at Lough Gur continued into this period, but ongoing changes
in social structure were reflected in settlement design. Enclosed
farmsteads with varying levels of fortification were to become
characteristic of the Bronze Age and of later settlement in Ireland.
Hill forts, becomemore evident from the later BronzeAge onward,
again reflecting social changes of the time and development of a
(contested) social hierarchy.
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More often roundhouses seem to have been the popular choice of
domestic dwelling in the late Bronze and Iron Ages, as attested by
various excavations, including those at Aughinish in Co. Limerick
and Navan Fort in Co. Armagh, (Harbinson, 1988).
Reasonably standardised construction materials and techniques
appear to be employed at this time, drawing indeed from over 2000
years of development. Load bearing upright timbers tended to be
split or pole length oak. Wall constructions were generally wattle
based, with hazel being the most appropriate material (although
with willow substituted where more abundant, i.e. wetland
situations / lakeshores). Walls also tended to have some element
of stone (base), whether structural or for lower wall durability
improvement. Roofing timbers are much harder to speculate on as
these are generally not surviving.
Interestingly ash appears in an excavation in Clonfinlough in Co.
Offaly, in the form of an irregular palisade enclosing at least three
houses, (Mitchell and Ryan, 1986). Dendrochronological dates for
the timbers put the settlement construction between 908 and 886 BC.
An excavation of a late Bronze Age platform (crannog) in Rossroe
Lake in Co. Clare shows the use of additional timbers from the
adjacent lakeshore / gallery woodlands, including alder, oak,
willow and hazel construction timbers, (Mitchell and Ryan, 1986).
Rachel Pope in her article ‘Roundhouses: 3000 years of prehistoric
design’, (Current Archaeology, 2008) presents a synthesised study
of British roundhouse design, and outlines certain common design
features. She states that:
• Large houses are extremely rare with diameters tending to be
between 4m and 14m, with the average being about 8m.
• A ring beam on top of the house wall was a key feature with
regard to the weight distribution of the roof. (However this is
purported not to be the case by theWexfordHeritage Park in relation
to their study of roundhouse design and ongoing reconstruction of
same, wherein rafters contact upright posts directly, and additional
measures to stop uprights spreading are consideredmore important
than any additional measure to redistribute downward pressure.)
• Houses with timber walls were more durable than those with
stone walls.
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• Central posts did not provide roof support and only 3% of houses
had one. Rather they stabilised the apex during construction.
• Internal post rings did not relinquish the structural role of the
walls. These provided additional roof support and were necessary
when diameters exceeded 9m.
• Timber roundhouse walls were either constructed from a
continuous line of upright split oak posts - a typical house requiring
about 37 oak trees – or they where constructed using a post frame
with secondary walls.
• Stone walls tended to be low and may only have provided a
waterproof base for an organic wall.
• Conical roofs were pitched at 45-55 degrees and were thatched
with reed or straw, but never turf. (Although this is also contested
in a written response to Pope’s article from the Berkshire
Archaeological Society, whereby certain Bronze Age houses with
shallower roofs – c. 18 degrees – were thought to be of turf.)
• Doorways were generally low and wide (perhaps two thirds the
height of a modern door).
Pope’s article also states that although upright timbers clearly
suffered from water uptake and therefore rot, some houses may
have lasted for as much as 60 years. Generally houses are thought
to have served a single generation. The article also suggests that a
single house could probably have been constructed in a day; ’if seen
as a social occasion, reinforcing communal ties’ - an ideal which
may be transferred into the contemporary skills training context,
whereby the practical achievement of building a roundhouse may
be both socially and vocationally rewarding for those involved.

‘The fate of the Wildwood’

Whilst pollen records, excavations and the analysis of charcoal can
give us a very accurate view how the primeval wildwoods where
utilised by successive periods of early human settlement in Ireland,
no substantiated speculation can be made as to any degree of
‘management’ of the woodland resource in which early settlers
effectively lived. Rather, if more modern examples of pioneering
settlement within extensive areas of primary forest are anything to
go by, then harvesting of materials may have been purely
opportunistic and taken place without regard to sustainable supply?
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Maybe this is unfair on Celtic settlers? Perhaps hazel coppice, for
example, as a multi-functional commodity, was managed at a local
level. Following an initial clearance it would not have taken long to
discover the stem quality and continuity of supply benefits of
systematic coupe working.
However, the wild woodland resource as a whole responded only
to the intensity of settlement and land use. The final, albeit limited
period of recovery, whereby ‘secondary’ woodland invaded
previously cleared areas, was during the IronAge. Farming declined
in this period and grass and cereal species drop in the pollen record,
while tree species increase. The reasons for this are not entirely clear,
but unfavourable climatic conditions, possibly volcanic in origin,may
be partly to blame.Acontraction in agricultural productionmay also
have led to amore fragmented and potentially violent society, which
againmay be reflected in building design (fortification) and situation.
The early Christian period saw the beginning of the final great
clearance phase of the ancient wildwood. However, even with
ongoing clearance, trees and timber were highly valued in early
Christian Ireland and their use was regulated within ‘Brehon Law’,
(Bosbeer et al, 2008). A surviving tract of early law classifies trees
as: airig fedo (nobles of the wood), aithig fedo (commoners of the
wood), fodla fedo (lower divisions of the wood) and losa fedo (bushes
of the wood). This order is based on economic importance,
reflecting the range of uses for the tree, whether for fruit or fodder
or for more highly valued timber, (Mitchell and Ryan, 1986).
‘Nobles’ such as Oak and Scot’s pine, (despite it’s rarely in pollen
records), were prized construction timbers. Interestingly ash was
also classified as a Noble, based largely on its long grain
(longitudinal integrity) and subsequent use in spear and tool shafts.
Hazel was also a Noble of theWood despite its smaller stature. This
would indicate a continuing value in it’s versatility as a secondary
construction timber. The commoners included: alder, willow,
hawthorn, birch and elm. Whilst the lower classes included:
blackthorn, spindle, whitebeam and aspen.
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However, regardless of the values assigned under Brehon Law,
ongoing waves of settlement (invasion) and population growth
clearly eclipsed any ancient laws or values, and have resulted in
the virtual loss the ancient forest. Whether Viking, Anglo-Norman
or British, successive phases throughout Irish history have brought
with them economic demands which today see less than one
percent of Ireland covered in native woodland.
Fortunately the late twentieth and twenty first centuries have
brought a modern focus on the importance of semi-natural
woodlands. The value of native woodland in our countryside, for
landscape, recreation, commercial hardwood timber or perhaps
most importantly as a rich haven for biodiversity, is now well
understood and appreciated.
The recent National Parks and Wildlife Service (NPWS) ‘National
Survey of Native Woodlands in Ireland’ records a total of 77,047
hectares of native woodland in the Republic of Ireland. Of this area,
approximately 6000 hectares of native woodlands are protected
under the EU Natura 2000 designations, (Parviainen et al, 1999).
Within the range of woodland types in Ireland, four broad types
are given ‘Priority’ status under the EU Habitats Directive. These
include: alluvial woodland, bog woodland, woodland associated
with limestone pavement, and yew woodland.
Ireland’s entire native woodland resource is now classified
according to type - see:
http://www.agriculture.gov.ie/forestry/publications/NWSMan
ual08/Part4.pdf for the full classification system.
In respect of the Brigit’s Garden roundhouse reconstruction, two of
these broad woodland types are of particular relevance:
• Oak – birch – holly woodland, and
• Oak – ash – hazel woodland
(Cross, 1998)
As mentioned in Section 2, the UHH roundhouse reconstruction is
intended to reflect the woodland setting which comprises part of
the garden. This woodland is B2 - ‘Oak-ash-hazel woodland on
shallow, often rocky soils, over limestone’. Fundamental to the
interpretive function of the building is the practical demonstration
of how early settlers would have utilised their woodland
surrounding in order to construct dwellings and other shelters. It is
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no surprise then that the three primary timbers in this and other
vernacular roundhouse construction are: oak, ash and hazel.
This choice of materials does not simply represent an opportunist
use of the resource at hand - each of these timbers perfectly
performs the function into which it is designed.
The main frame construction timber - oak - is easily the most
durable of the three timbers, andwould have been themost durable
of the timbers comprising the ancient forest. On harvesting, the
vessels of the Irish oak timber become blocked through a process
known as ‘tyloses’. This renders the timber impermeable to water
penetration and therefore greatly increases its durability. Whether
in the round or split (whereby the greater majority of vessels would
still remain intact), oak posts presented the best option for the main
upright timbers of the house. These timbers would be in constant
contact with the ground and would therefore have the greatest
exposure to moisture. Consequently they required the highest
degree of durability. From the archaeological excavations described
previously there is also evidence to suggest that the main structural
timbers of these houses, where in contact with the ground, were
charred on their surface in order to further increase durability.
Hazel rods present an extremely flexible material for a range of
different construction and other uses. Asmentioned, they tended to
form the walls of early wooden houses, wherein they were woven
into either wattle panels or into a single unbroken structure, which
could either remain as a wholly wooden wall, or ‘daubed’ with a
clay mixture.

Finally, long slender ash poles would form the roofing structure of
the UHH house. Their relatively long length and good linear
strength were ideal in creating a structure of rafters and lathes to
carry the reed thatching of the roof.
Common reed was chosen for the roof thatch, as this material
would have been readily available to the early lakeshore settlers.
Common reed was chosen for the roof thatch, as this material
would have been readily available to the early lakeshore settlers.
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The exact design of the UHH roundhouse is covered in Section 5 of
this case study. In this section we return to the sustainable
harvesting of our native timbers from the remnant semi-natural
Irish woodlands.
The oak-ash-hazel woodland existing at Brigit’s Garden was not of
a size whereby sufficient materials could be sustainably harvested
for the roundhouse construction. Rather other suitable woodlands
would need to be identified where harvesting could have a positive
impact on the woodland dynamic and ecology. Through Sylviron’s
national woodlandmanagement programme three suchwoodlands
were located.
For the oak timbers, a western sessile oak woodland was identified
in Co. Mayo. This woodland had been cut over some decades
previously and now contained a proportion of relatively large - c.
20 cm diameter - oak coppice

Figure 5:
Partially
thinned
western
sessile oak
wood,
County Mayo
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regrowth (in conjunction with widely distributed standard trees). It
was decided to ‘single’ some of the coppice material in order to
increase the number of high forest stems. This operation would
therefore produce the material required for the roundhouse frame.
(Equally the woodland could have been managed as ‘coppice with
standards’ – one of the oldest known woodland management
systems and one that would continue to produce oak poles on an
ongoing basis.)
Managed hazel coppice is relatively rare in Ireland, but is on the
increase due to the work of organisations such asMuintir na Coille
– the Irish Coppice Association. Such woodlands contain a
relatively high distribution of hazel ‘stools’ (stumps), which are cut
over on a regular rotation in order to produce long, straight and
therefore highly usable rods. One such restored coppice woodland
in Co. Laois produced the hazel rods required to construct the UHH
roundhouse walls.
Again one can only speculate as to the early settlers ‘management’
of their hazel woodland resource, however, the benefits of ‘coupe’
cutting / coppicing and related regrowth quality must have been
apparent.
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Figure 6:
Hazel coppice
restoration,
Co. Laois.
(Image courtesy
of Sasha Bosbeer)
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The ash timbers were sourced from a native woodland in Co.
Offaly. On this site mature broadleaves were harvested in the mid
to late 1970’s. As a result of the clearance the site naturally
regenerated with ash in the early 1980’s. This regeneration took
place in great numbers (up to 22,000 stems per hectare), but the
resulting trees were not thinned out. The site has a deep fertile soil
capable of producing good quality native hardwood timber and
thinning is a necessary operation in order to achieve this goal. The
heavily stocked site was ideal for the provision of long, straight,
relatively small diameter timbers for the roundhouse roof, and the
subsequent thinning process would benefit the remaining trees by
allowing them the space necessary to develop their individual
crowns and grow on into the future high forest canopy.

The active management necessary to conserve the
types of semi-natural woodland described in this
section more often results in the production of a
range of native timbers. While these timbersmay not
be suitable for sale into mainstream (sawn timber)
markets, they may often be suitable for a variety of
heritage and craft based uses, or indeed may be
developed into new and innovative products, given
a knowledge of their properties and historical uses. If
some value can be applied to such native timbers,
this can only act as a further stimulus tomanage and
conserve these ecologically important woodlands,
whilst creating new business and employment
opportunities in the rural economy.

5. Traditional skills training – reconstruction
The UHH roundhouse was constructed during two
separate training actions in the summer of 2008.
The first action focussed on the frame and wall
construction, i.e. the green wood working aspects
of the build. The second action was run specifically
as a thatching course in order to construct the roof.
The wood working course took place in April 2008
and involved a diverse group of participants. UHH
project partners from Ireland, the UK, Iceland,
Cyprus, Germany and Slovakia took part in the build.

Figure 7:
Heavily stocked ash
regeneration, in need of
thinning, in native woodland,
Co. Offaly. Image shows tree
with some deer damage –
although the commercial
timber quality is compromised,
the stem is still suitable for
heritage construction.
(Image courtesy of Sasha Bosbeer)




