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The aim of this article is to analyze strategies families used to maintain a transhumance
system in early modern Europe. The study examines an animal husbandry system in
upland Sweden where women worked as herders and took care of the animals during
the summer. By examining a late-seventeenth-century herder register of 1340 herders
and combining it with demographic data from a defined area, it is possible to reveal
the strategic choices that households had to make to create a workforce able to
harness the vast forests with a transhumance system (summer farms). The work at the
summer farms was performed as a collective action, and this study demonstrates that a
prerequisite for this agricultural system to function properly was a labor market for
herders. Most herders were household members or relatives, but maids represented
27% of the workforce and worked together with household members. Maids were
usually young or older widows and unmarried women, many from poor households.
These maids came to play an important role in knowledge transfer to new adolescent
herders and were necessary to maintain the agricultural system. Compared with
daughters and wives, the maids worked with other households’ assets. The results
indicate that specialization and labor division were strategies for subsistence peasants
to expand animal husbandry.

Keywords: labor division; demography; households; transhumance; commons; early
modern Sweden; gender

1. Introduction

The aim of this article is to discuss and analyze strategies families used to maintain a

transhumance system in early modern upland Sweden. The agriculture system was

based on animal husbandry with summer farms (Sw. Fäbod; Scot. Shieling; Ge. and Au.

Almwirtschaft; Fr. Chalets d’alpange) where women performed most of the work

connected to animals (Larsson, 2009, 2012). Consequently, these Scandinavian women

have often been viewed as respected and independent, but this view is largely based on

scattered ethnological sources from the beginning of the twentieth century. What types of

households they belonged to, what roles they had, and the status of these women are still

unclear. Using a unique herder list from the late seventeenth century in combination with

demographic data from the same time and area, this study provides detailed insight into

household structures and priorities when selecting a herder. Such detailed information

about household strategies will form a foundation for future discussions about women’s

roles in agricultural production and their status in transhumant societies.
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In most transhumant societies, gender roles are strongly marked, but the interpretation

of women’s status in these societies has been sharply divided (Bhasin, 2011). Some

scholars believe women in these societies lacked power and men dominated due to

ownership associated with a patriarchal system. Other scholars argue that women were

actively involved in pastoral activities and had great influence in decision-making

processes as well as pastoral livelihood practices. The latter has been a common

interpretation of women’s roles in pre-industrial transhumance systems in Scandinavia.

Women’s contributions to the household and society have been seen as greatly appreciated,

and a conclusion has been that women who worked on summer farms became more

independent compared to other women (Brorson, 1985, pp. 59–60, 62–65; Daugstad,

2000, p. 442; Johnson, 1986, p. 178).

Indicators of women’s status often are education, employment, and intrahousehold

decision-making power or bargaining power (Agarwal, 1994; Bhasin, 2011). The status of

a family member could be measured by assessing each individual’s participation in family

work and access to family resources (Sarasúa, 1998). In this article, women’s status is

discussed in relation to a household’s structure, employment, and education. Education

will be discussed as a means to maintain the transhumances system. In a society where

practicing transhumance was important for managing the environment, animal husbandry,

and processing milk for subsistence and the market, skills related to these factors were

vital for the system to be resilient.

During the last three decades, scholars have contributed to a better understanding of

how household structure and transhumance systems were connected and investigated

women’s roles in these societies more closely (Bhasin, 2011; Mathieu, 2000; Sarasúa,

1998; Viazzo & Albera, 1990). However, what these studies lack are details about the

individuals who performed the work with the animals. By analyzing information about

these people and their households, this article provides new insights into how subsistence

peasants could maintain a transhumance system.

2. Background

2.1 Source material

A special problemwhen studying labor division in rural early modern Europe is that it is hard

to find good sources or available sources are very time consuming to use. Previous studies

often relied on few examples or were based on analogies with ethnological sources (Gräslund

Berg, 2011). It has been challenging to connect a specific workforce in agriculture to a

household. This is particularly true for women’s work in subsistence farming. Sheilagh

Ogilvie (2003, p. 5) argues that ‘only sometimes do unusual documentary sources shed

light on those women – the vast majority –who lived in dependent positions in others’

households, or who were independent but too poor or too mobile to come within the purview

of the authorities.’ One of the sources used for this study, a herder register, is one of these

unusual sources. The herder register (Sw. Längd uppåWallherdar uthi Ohrssa församblingh)

from 1687 to 1692 from Orsa Parish in Dalarna region of Sweden is combined with a

catechetical examination register (Sw.Husförhörslängd) for the sameparish covering1685 to

around 1690. The herder register appears at the end of the catechetical examination register.

The Orsa Parish pastor at the time, Lars Elfvius, created the herder register. Pastor

Elfvius decided to create the herder register following a Royal Ordinance in November

1686 concerning herders in the whole country. The ordinance made it clear that boys were

inappropriate to tend animals in the woodlands and argued that women should work as

herders (Schmedeman, 1706, p. 1074). Earlier that month, the Royal Superior Court had
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stated that adolescent boys tending animals were ignorant and full of pernicious lust.

The court appealed to the clergy to make an effort to educate their parishioners (Lilliequist,

1992, p. 161). The purpose of the ordinance was to curtail bestiality. Pastor Elfvius

apparently took this seriously and started to record the names of the herders in Orsa Parish

in the spring of 1687.

The herder register is a brief list. It states the name of the person who was the head of a

household and whom he or she had enlisted for herding the animals each year from 1687 to

1692. The list is organized in two parts, first by summer farms and second by villages.

However, there are strong indications that all herders in the list worked at summer farms.

The few herders who might be missing from the list do not affect the results of this study in

any way. The herder register is a strong source to track down herders because Pastor

Elfvius had been in the parish for more than 15 years when he started the list. Thus, he had

good knowledge about the inhabitants. He baptized them, met them in church, examined

their knowledge of Christianity, wedded them, officiated at their funerals, and kept records

of the population. The conclusion is that he knew his parish quite well.

By connecting the herder register to a contemporary catechetical examination register,

it is possible to expand our knowledge about the herders – their households, their

relationships within the households, and their ages. A catechetical examination register

had two main purposes. One was to keep track of the population and the other was to

conduct a yearly examination of people’s knowledge of Christianity. I did a cross-section

study of the population and thereby reconstructed the population as it was on December

31, 1687, the same year the herder register was created. However, using the catechetical

examination register from Orsa Parish is not without problems. Since the same register

was used during more than five consecutive years and the pastor added information and

new people to the register over time, one must use additional sources to reconstruct the

population – records of baptized children, deaths, and married couples, as well as later

catechetical examination registers.1

The catechetical examination register is reliable in the sense that all people in the

parish are listed, with few exceptions; the pastor’s own household and one or two other

households connected to the church were omitted (see also Friberg & Friberg, 1957,

p. 732). The numbers of infants might be a little low in the cross-section study (Gaunt,

1976, p. 53) because children who died as infants were never recorded in the catechetical

examination register. However, it will not alter the overall results of this study.

The main weakness of the catechetical examination register is that it is not fully

reliable with respect to people’s ages. Or more correct, the ages given in the catechetical

examination register do not always correspond to the ages in the registers of deaths or

married couples. The age difference is most obvious for some of the elderly, but it also

occurs for some younger people. My impression is that older people’s ages are sometimes

exaggerated in the catechetical examination register. Uncertainty of the exact ages of

people in seventeenth-century Sweden is not unique for this study. However, even if it is

not possible to determine the exact ages of some elderly people in Orsa Parish, the main

conclusion is that the catechetical examination register gives a good guide to kinship and

relations within each household, and with this information it is possible to reconstruct the

population on December 31, 1687 (Friberg & Friberg, 1957, pp. 726–728).

To determine the household structure in the seventeenth century one is limited to the

information given in the sources. But even though the early modern household was a basic

unit, it is hard to define. Who was a member and what did they share? (Fontaine &

Schlumbohm, 2000, pp. 4–5; Lindström, 2008, p. 230; Sabean, 1990, p. 97) In the case of

Orsa Parish, we have to follow the household structure the pastor listed when he made the
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catechetical examination register. However, we are fortunate to know how the pastor

interpreted the household. In the register, he noted ‘sharing meals’ as the guiding

principle. Thus, a household consists of people who on a regular basis joined the same

table for breakfast and dinner (Friberg & Friberg, 1957, p. 732).

2.2 The study area and agricultural system

Orsa Parish consists of twomain areas whose agricultural systems were clearly distinguished

from each other. The south was comprised of older settlements with mixed farming and

permanent arable fields, and most peasants lived in quite large villages or hamlets. They had

summer farms in the surrounding forests southeast and north of the villages. In the

northern part of the parish, Finns from the eastern part of Sweden (now Finland) colonized

uninhabited forests during the seventeenth century. They used a slash-and-burn agriculture

where they shifted fields and cultivated rye in forestland. The Finns had small hamlets

compared to the ones in the south and did not establish summer farms. The differences

between the two areas are mirrored in the sources. The catechetical examination register has

the Finns listed under a special heading and the herder register deals only with the southern

part of the parish. Hence, only data from the southern part of the parish were used in this

study and the Finns were omitted, unless otherwise noted. The southern part consisted of

93% of the total population in the parish (Friberg & Friberg, 1957).

As in many upland areas in Europe, the peasants in Orsa Parish had an integrated and

flexible economy (Viazzo, 1989). The pillar of the economywasmixed subsistence farming

where animal husbandry was the more important part. It was an intergraded economy with

secondary occupations as an intrinsic part of the peasants’ lives, most prominently

grindstone production and migration of labor but also production of scythes and different

types of handicrafts such as production of wooden containers and probably women’s textile

production (Boëthius & Veirulf, 1950–1957). The area was not self-sufficient in grain

production, thus the peasants needed money for trade. They also needed secondary

occupations to pay taxes. There was also a local specialization with the exchange of

commodities between parishes in the region. It was a flexible economy in at least three

modes: spatial, seasonal, and demographic. The population density in the parish was low,

and available resources were scattered over large areas, especially winter fodder, the

collection of which was an important task.When Carl Linneus came to Skattungbyn in Orsa

Parish on July 6, 1734, all but one member of the 65 households were away harvesting

fodder frommeadows in remote areas. Only the personwho served as stagecoach driver was

left in the village, forced by law to be there. Men and women had been gone for eight days

and were expected to come back two weeks later (Linné, 1984, p. 24). The agrarian

economy in this marginal area needed seasonal flexibility in order to adjust to variations in

weather and climate. Seasonal variations and peaks in labor-intensive work shaped new

constellations of people working together. Flexibility in the labor force was also necessary

because of changes in the population. Like many upland areas in Europe, Orsa Parish had

to contribute many soldiers to the seventeenth-century wars, and work that normally was

performed by men had to be done by women. They seem to have adjusted to fluctuations

in an integrated peasant economy, and women’s work was of special importance in

poor households. The term adaptive family economy has been used to stress the importance

of flexibility for householdmembers to rely on a variety of sources (Fiebranz, 2002; Flather,

2007; Fontaine & Schlumbohm, 2000; Lindegren, 1980, 2001; Ogilvie, 2003; Wall, 1986).

The transhumance system used in Orsa Parish is classified as Alpine transhumance due

to stabling the livestock during winter, even though the topography was not as high in
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elevation as in the Alps (Davies, 1941; Larsson, 2012). During the summer the animals

were taken to summer farms situated five to 25 km from the villages. In Scandinavia,

women performed all the important work with the animals, tending them, milking them,

and making dairy products. A summer farm contained many working units, each with its

own private buildings. The average number of units at summer farms in Orsa Parish in

the second half of the seventeenth century was seven units. The largest summer farm

contained 23 units (Lindén, 1974). One herder managed each unit, and completion of the

work depended on collective action between herders within the same summer farm.

Summer farms with many units could be subdivided (Veirulf, 1957). The pasture grounds

in the woodland were commonly owned. Men were present only during a limited period of

time for such tasks as repairing buildings or fences or for haymaking. The purpose of the

summer farms was to use common pastures to feed the animals and to process milk into

long-lasting products (butter, cheese, and whey cheese) (Larsson, 2009, 2012). Thus, the

agricultural system in Orsa Parish included both separation of gender, as in the summer

farm system, and men and women working together during harvest and haymaking. It has

been suggested that the opportunities for women to work outside the home for extended

periods were greater in pastoral areas than in arable areas (Mate, 1999, p. 3).

3. Results

3.1 Demography

A cross-section study was conducted for the southern part of Orsa Parish representing

December 31, 1687. This was the same year Pastor Elfvius started to keep a record of the

herders. By examining the catechetical examination register that also covers this year, it

was possible to reconstruct the households.

There probably was no ‘average year’ for the peasants in Orsa Parish during the

seventeenth century. But by looking at some key variables it is possible to discuss what

the conditions in the parish were during the investigation period, 1687 to 1692, compared

to preceding and subsequent years. It is possible to determine if a year was bad or good

in the experience of the peasants. The key variables used were the number of deaths,

the number of children baptized, and the number of married couples. High mortality

rates, low fertility rates, and few married couples indicate a bad year; the opposite

indicates a better year. However, the numbers of deaths and baptized children are

better indicators than the number of married couples. The population in the northern part

of the parish (the Finns) is included in the numbers of deceased and baptized people and

married couples.

The average number of deaths in Orsa Parish was 67 persons per year from 1672 to

1700. During the investigation period, only 1690 and 1691 were above average; 1690 was

slightly above, but 1691 was the fifth most deadly year (104 people) during the whole

period. Overall, the investigation period had a slightly lower average number of deaths

than the period 1672–1700. The average number of baptized children between 1673 and

1700 was 61 children each year. During the investigation period, the average number of

baptized children was 74 with only 1691 below average. The average number of married

couples was 18 per year across the whole period as well as across the investigation period.

For the year of the cross-sectional study, 1687, the number of deaths was 52 (average 67),

the number of baptized children was 71 (average 61), and the number of married couples

was 19 (average 18). Even though 1687 was slightly better than the average year in the last

quarter of the seventeenth century, it was not a particularly divergent year. The same is

true for the investigation period as a whole.

Labor division in an upland economy 5
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All households in Orsa Parish, with very few exceptions, were included in the

catechetical examination register that covers 1687. Two or three households were omitted.

Without those households, the population in Orsa Parish was 2328 on December 31, 1687.

Of these there were 1293 women and 1035 men. This corresponds to 55.5% women and

44.5%men (Figure 1), giving a 1.25 ratio of women tomen. However, these women andmen

were not evenly distributed among different age groups. Up to the age of 29, the number of

men was higher than the number of women (except for the age group 15–19). From 30 years

and older, the number of women was higher and the gender ratio increased with increasing

age. The average age of the total population was 25.7 years old. However, women were on

average 30.0 years old, which was 10 years older than men with an average age of 20.3

(Table 1). Thus, production in this society depended largely on women.

Table 1. Households in Orsa Parish, December 31, 1687.

Only
women

Widow
w. children

Married
couples Others

Total or
Average

Number of Households 69 88 326 16 499
Percent of all households 13.8 17.6 65.3 3.2 100
Number of people 128 332 1816 52 2328
Percent of all people 5.5 14.3 78.0 2.2 100
Household size 1.8 3.7 5.6 3.2 4.7
Average age 46.0 26.8 24.0 28.4 25.7
Average age men – 16.1 20.9 27.0 20.3
Average age women 46.0 34.7 26.6 25.0 30.0

Source: Uppsala landsarkiv [Uppsala Regional Archive], Orsa kyrkoarkiv [Orsa Church Archive]:
Husförhörslängd [Catechetical Examination Register ]: AI:2 (1685–1694).

Figure 1. Age distibution of men and women in Orsa Parish, December 31, 1687. Note: Total
population was 2328 people. The ages of 13 people could not be determined. Data Source: Uppsala
landsarkiv [Uppsala Regional Archive], Orsa kyrkoarkiv [Orsa Church Archive]: Husförhörslängd
[Catechetical Examination Register ]: AI:1 (1680s–1690s), AI:2 (1685–1694), AI:3 (1690–1700),
AI:4 (1701–1716).
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The gender ratio depends on a complex mix of factors. When Carl Linneus was traveling

through Orsa Parish, he noticed that work in the grindstone quarries caused pneumoconiosis

and an untimely death for many men in the parish (Linné, 1984, pp. 28–29). However, one

major factor best explains the big difference in ratio of women to men in Orsa Parish during

the seventeenth century: the wars. The long period of wars from 1630 to 1660 had a huge

effect on the number of men in the society and had left many women as widows. Even the

Scanianwar between 1674 and 1679 caused the deaths ofmanymen. In Orsa Parish, the ratio

between women andmenwas most pronounced in the age group 45 and older. As we will see

more closely whenwe look at the household level and as scholars have shown, Sweden was a

land of ‘war widows’ during the seventeenth century (e.g. Lindegren, 2001, pp. 155–157).

The investigation area consisted of a few more than 500 households in December

1687, and the 499 households listed in the catechetical examination register were included

in the cross-section study. Of these households, 69 consisted of only women with an

average of 1.9 people per household (Table 1). Close to half (32) of these 69 households

had only one person. In 17 households, a widow lived with her daughter or daughters. The

rest of the households had other types of constellations, including elderly women living

together, sisters living together, widows living with their mothers, or a mix of these.

Women in the 69 households were on average 46 years old.

In addition to the households that contained only women, there were 88 households

where widows lived with their children (male and female) and in some cases also with

other relatives. They had 2 to 7 members and an average number of 3.8 people. Most of

them were two-generation households. These 88 households plus the 17 households where

widows lived with their daughters totaled 105 households where widows lived with their

children (21% of all households in Orsa Parish). All in all, women were the head of the

household in 31% of the households in Orsa Parish. In reality, the number might have been

higher since many recently married couples in their 20s lived in households with a widow

between the ages of 40 and 60 years old who might, in practice, have been in charge of the

household.

Of the female population, 23% were widows. This is a high proportion compared to

other studies of this time, showing that widows made up about 9% to 10% of the female

population (Ogilvie, 2003, pp. 48, 206). Adding unmarried women age 30 and older

(61 total) to the number of widows, these groups of women together account for 27.7% of

the female population.

The majority of households had at least one married couple and 78% of the population

lived in such households. The vast majority of these households (305 out of 326 or 94%)

had only one married couple. Families with more than one married couple were usually

in a transitional stage. Out of 326 households with married couples, 199 (61%) were

two-generation households, 104 (32%) were three-generation households, and 23 (7%) were

one-generation households. Of the 326 households with married couples, 52 were extended

households that included a sister, brother, soldier, maid, farmhand, or other person. Of these,

the most common extension was a sister or an aunt of the married couple living in the

household.

The number of households with maids and farmhands were quite few, altogether

around 5%: 3% had a maid and 2% had a farmhand employed year round. Maids and

farmhands are probably the least reliable number in this statistic, but although the numbers

might be an underestimation, they correspond to the numbers in neighboring parishes and

it was apparently quite rare to have a year-round employee in the region (Lennersand &

Oja, 2006, 106–107). It was, as we will see later, much more common to employ a female

worker for the summer only.
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There is a small group of households that do not fit into the three main categories

described above. This group consists of 16 households and includes a widower who lived

with his children after the recent death of his spouse. Some men lived with their sisters or

siblings after their mother‘s recent death.

3.2 Herders

The herder register contains a total of 1340 herders from 1687 to 1692. The number of

registered herders during the first three years was between 245 and 250. The number

decreased to around 215 for the next two years and dropped to 163 in 1692. The decrease

in the number of herders was, most likely, due to less careful registration.2 To have

information about such a large pool of early modern workers from a defined area is rare,

and it is unique to have such information about women working in early modern Swedish

subsistence agriculture.

The herders were divided into four groups depending on how they were related to the

head of household: daughters, spouses (wives), other relatives (sisters, mothers, etc.), and

maids. In 1687, there were also six male herders. Of the 249 herders in 1687, 227 (91%)

could be connected to the households they belonged to or worked for. Of all 1340 herders,

the years of birth for 966 (72%) were determined; birth years for daughters, spouses, and

other relatives were easier to find than for maids (88% of the first group vs. 28% of the

maids). The ages of the maids were also difficult to determine since they rarely were part of

the household they worked for and the limited information given in the herder register made

it hard to track them. Thus, the results for maids are less reliable than the results for the other

groups. A general observation is that maids who lived in the households they worked for as

herders were younger thanmaids whowere employed only for the grazing season. Hence, it

is fair to conclude that the average age of herder maids in this study is lower than it would

have been if the ages of all women who were maids could have been determined.

One of the six male herders in 1687 was a 63-year-old head of household. Three of the

herders were sons, one age 13 and two age 15. The ages of two of the male herders could

not be determined. Female herders replaced five out of six male herders in 1688. None of

those households hired a maid. One male herder was not replaced, and that household quit

sending a herder to its summer farm.

Of all women in Orsa Parish over the age of 10, 24.7% were herders in the summer of

1687. The number was slightly higher the next year since there were no male herders. The

average age of all herders from 1687 to 1692 was 34 years. However, the use of average

age might be confusing since the age around 34 was an age in women’s lives when they

were less involved in herding compared to younger and older women (Figure 2). To see

the patterns of herders, one needs to look more deeply into the four groups.

3.2.1 Daughters

To be counted in the group of daughters, a person had to be listed as a daughter in the

herder register, live in a household with at least one of her parents, and in almost all cases

be unmarried (a few women herders under the age of 20 were married but still lived in their

parents’ household). The group of daughters includes stepdaughters. One of the daughters

in the herder register, 39-year-old Brita, had been transferred to the group ‘Relatives’ since

she had been married and had a nine-year-old daughter. She and her daughter lived in

her father’s household. The group ’Daughters’ is about one-third of all herders (Table 2).

The average age for daughters was 17 years.
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Just above 1% (five) of all daughters who were herders were younger than 10 years.

There were one eight-year-old and three nine-year-olds herding in 1687. All of them

continued their work in 1688. From 1689 onward the youngest herder was 10 or 11 years

old. One can conclude that sending very young girls to the summer farm was uncommon

and something the households tried to avoid. The vast majority (86%) of all daughters who

worked as herders were between 11 and 21 years old (Figure 3).

Childhood was, according to Cissie Fairchilds (2007, p. 37), ‘routinely divided’ into

three stages in early modern Europe: birth to age six or seven, six or seven to 11, and 12

Table 2. Herders in Orsa Parish, 1687 to 1692.

Statistics 1687 1688 1689 1690 1691 1692 1687–1692

Daughters Number 75 83 83 70 76 55 442
Percent of all herders 30 33 34 33 35 34 33
Average age 15 16 17 18 18 17 17

Wives Number 43 50 54 45 56 41 289
Percent of all herders 17 20 22 21 25 25 22
Average age 50 51 49 48 50 48 49

Relatives Number 52 51 47 33 34 26 243
Percent of all herders 21 20 19 16 15 16 18
Average age 45 46 47 48 51 52 47

Maids Number 73 66 61 65 54 41 360
Percent of all herders 29 26 25 31 25 25 27
Average age 33 36 38 38 47 42 38

Men Number 6 6
Percent of all herders 2 – – – – – –
Average age – – – – – – –

Total Number 249 250 245 213 220 163 1340
Percent of all herders 99 99 100 101 100 100 100
Average age 32 34 34 34 37 35 34

Source: Uppsala landsarkiv [Uppsala Regional Archive], Orsa kyrkoarkiv [Orsa Church Archive]:
Husförhörslängd [Catechetical Examination Register ]: AI:2 (1685–1694).

Figure 2. Age distribution of herders in Orsa Parish, 1687 to 1692. Note: Total number of herders
in the figure is 966. It was not possible to determine the ages of 374 of the total number (1340) of
herders. Data Source: Uppsala landsarkiv [Uppsala Regional Archive], Orsa kyrkoarkiv [Orsa
Church Archive]: Husförhörslängd [Catechetical Examination Register ]: AI:2 (1685–1694).
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and older. The third and last stage was called adolescence or maidenhood for girls and

started when sexual maturity began. It is clear that was when the daughters started to work

at the summer farms. They might have practiced some of the more basic skills in animal

husbandry at an earlier age when the animals where at the homestead, but it was not until

they became adolescents that girls were sent as herders to summer farms with

responsibilities for livestock and dairy production.

In almost all cases where households had a daughter in an appropriate age bracket for

working at the summer farms, that daughter would be chosen as herder. If they had more

than one daughter, they picked only one. No household sent more than one member to its

summer farm. The decision to have a daughter work as herder was not only a cheap and

convenient solution to have a core household member do this task; the daughter was at a

good age to learn the skills of animal husbandry and dairy making – skills necessary for

life. However, only about one-third of all households had a daughter at an appropriate age

to send to their summer farm. The others had to find someone else.

3.2.2 Wives

To be counted as a wife one had to be listed as wife or ‘self’ in the herder register.

Many of those listed as self were widows and heads of households. Wives working

as herders increased between 1687 and 1992, from 17% of all households to 25%.

The average age of the wives was 49 years old, and they ranged from 22 years old to

83. With an average age close to 50, it is clear that most wives were not taking care of

small children. There were a few mothers with newly born children or toddlers working

at summer farms. However, it was more common for a maid to be the herder in a

household where the wife had small children and no other female household member

could work at the summer farm. The increase in numbers of wives and daughters

working as herders in 1691 and 1692 might be a result of the high mortality rates in the

beginning of the 1690s and that more of the production had to be kept within the core of

the family during these years.

Figure 3. Age distribution of daughters as herders in Orsa Parish, 1687 to 1692. Note: Total
number of daughters in the figure is 397. It was not possible to determine the ages of 45 of the total
number (442) of daughters who were herders. Data Source: Uppsala landsarkiv [Uppsala Regional
Archive], Orsa kyrkoarkiv [Orsa Church Archive]: Husförhörslängd [Catechetical Examination
Register ]: AI:2 (1685–1694).
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3.2.3 Relatives: mother, mother in-law, sister

To be counted as a relative one had to be listed as a relative in the herder register and the

relationship between the household and the herder had to be close – mothers, mothers-in-

law, sisters, and aunts. It was the relationship of the herder to the head of household that

determined inclusion in this category. The group ‘Relatives’ did not include more distant

relatives, like cousins. In 1687, choosing close relatives other than daughters and wives as

herders was the third most common decision of who would work at the summer farm. That

year, almost 21% of the households had relatives as herders, but the number decreased and

constituted only 16% of all herders by 1692. Since the group includes women from

mothers-in-law to sisters, the ages ranged from 10 years to 82 years. However, most

women were older and the average age of the group was 47 years old. Thus a desired

quality of the herders might have been experience, but the high age can also reflect that

more older women were available.

3.2.4 Maids

To be counted in the group ‘maids,’ a person had to be listed as a maid in the herder

register. The maids were not close relatives to the household, but it is possible that some of

them were more distant relatives such as cousins. Hiring a maid was the second most

common way to find a herder after sending a daughter: one out of four to two out of five

herders were maids from 1687 to 1692. The average age of the maids was 38 years

(Table 2, Figure 4). However, as mentioned above, the average age of the maids is not as

reliable as the average age of the other groups, because it relies on a smaller proportion of

the herders. Since the herder list is quite brief and usually only gives a person’s first name,

it is often hard to find maids employed only for the summer in the catechetical examination

register. However, sometimes the pastor made little notes in the catechetical examination

register that hinted as to whom the herder worked for and in some cases the herder list

gives a person’s farm name. When two names are given, e.g. Bogg Anna, Graf Karin, it

was easier to assign the person to a certain household.

Figure 4. Age distribution of maids as herders in Orsa Parish, 1687 to 1692. Note: Based on 99
maids out of 360. Data Source: Uppsala landsarkiv [Uppsala Regional Archive], Orsa kyrkoarkiv
[Orsa Church Archive]: Husförhörslängd [Catechetical Examination Register ]: AI:2 (1685–1694).
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Many of thesemaids lived in small households with one to four members. Some of them

were elderly, some younger. Four examples are given: (1) Widow Homman Brita was born

in 1622 and worked as a herder for at least two summers, 1688 and 1689. She lived with two

of her daughters and one granddaughter. She died in 1690. (2) Anna, who worked as a

herder for Bäcka Hans in 1687 and 1688, was born in 1668 and lived in a two-person

household with her mother Blecku Cherstin. (3) Stig Pärs Anna or Stor Anna was a widow

born in 1611 and was listed in the herder register for 1689. She lived in a two-person

household with Åhs Marit, born in 1637. (4) Graff Pärs Carin, born in 1638, lived in a

household with her unmarried daughter Anna and a son named Juga. The daughter Anna

was born in 1663 and had a daughter named Carin born in 1685. In 1690, Anna was a herder

for Jöns Hansson and the next year the mother Carin took over the position as herder.

One reason for households to hire maids as herders was that they lacked daughters at a

suitable age for the position. An example was Räs Pär Hansson, who employed Brita (born

in 1620) as herder for the summers of 1687 and 1688. In 1687, Pär’s household consisted

of him and his wife and their two sons, four years and one year old. In the summer of 1689,

Pär’s sister Anna (born in 1657) succeeded Brita as herder. The maid Brita is also an

example of the observation that many maids came from small households: Brita lived with

her brother and his wife.

3.2.5 Yearly changes in the workforce

How stable was the workforce at the summer farms? How often did households change

herders and what kinds of changes did they make? All changes within and among herders

from 1687 to 1692 have been recorded. In theory, 17 changes would have been possible if

households had had people available for herding fromall four groups discussed above. For the

transition between 1687 and 1688, there were four more options since the six males could no

longerwork as herders. In reality, the options for a householdweremore limited and, even for

the combined number of herders, some options were never used or only used in a limitedway.

The most common practice was to keep the same herder from one year to the next: on

average, 72% of the households did that and more than one in four (28%) changed herder

each year. Households commonly changed from onemaid to anothermaid, representing 35%

of all changes (Table 3). Taking into account all changes to a maid (daughter to maid, spouse

Table 3. Yearly change of herders between 1687 and 1692 in percent of all changes.

Change of herder Average yearly change 1687–1692 (percent)

Maid to Maid 35.3
Maid , Spouse 14.1
Maid , Relative 7.0
Maid , Daughter 5.1
Total maids 61.5

Daughter to Daughter 8.7
Daughter , Spouse 13.1
Daughter , Relative 2.8
Spouse , Relative 3.7
Newa 7.6
Others 2.6
Total 100

Source: Uppsala landsarkiv [Uppsala Regional Archive], Orsa kyrkoarkiv [Orsa Church Archive]:
Husförhörslängd [Catechetical Examination Register ]: AI:2 (1685–1694).
a For some years, new households with herders were added to the herder list.
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to maid, maid to maid, and relative to maid), these changes account for 46% of all changes.

But to get the whole picture of the importance of maids for the animal husbandry system,

one must include changes from a maid (maid to daughter, maid to spouse, or maid to another

relative) and these changes made up almost 16% of all changes. Thus, maids were involved

in almost 62% of all changes of herders. If a daughter quit herding, she probably would not

take a herding job the next season at someone else’s summer farm. But when a maid quit one

summer farm, she most likely would start working at another one the next year.

3.2.6 Workforce composition at individual summer farms

As we have seen, the total herder workforce in Orsa Parish was a mix of women of

different ages. The average age of a herder was 34 years. Thus, she was older than the

average women in the parish and this contradicts the common view that the herders in

the summer farm area were predominately young women (Myrdal, 2012, p. 213). But what

was the age distribution at a particular summer farm?

The work at the summer farm was organized as collective action. Households that sent

animals to the summer farm appointed one person to stay there or pooled together with a

neighbor and sent one herder if the number of their joint stock could be handled by one

person. By working together with other herders at the same summer farm they could

distribute different tasks within the workforce: tending, milking, cleaning, and making

cheese and butter. This organization optimized the workforce and sent as few people as

necessary to the summer farm (Szabó, 1970, p. 203). One can also conclude that it would

have been impossible to harness the vast forests for animal grazing without collective

action (Larsson, 2014) and would have required a household to send more than one person.

From the herder register, it is possible to determine the composition of herders for 21

summer farms encompassing more than 70% of all herders in Orsa Parish. Eighteen (18) of

these summer farms had at least one maid employed for each year and only one lacked

maids throughout the investigation period. A mix of daughters, maids, mothers, and other

relatives worked together at almost all summer farms. Only two of the summer farms

combined only two of the categories: maids and daughters. Maids working at these

summer farms were labeled ‘team maids’ (Sw. lagpigor), which indicates that they had a

more articulated work manager position. Thus, the overall picture of herders as a mix of

women at different ages, from adolescent to elderly, is mirrored at each summer farm.

The knowledge of dairy production has been seen in the past as passing from mother

to daughter (Simonton, 1998, p. 30). The organization of summer farms showed a very

different way of passing knowledge. Here young women met more experienced women to

learn dairying and animal husbandry. The summer farm had more the character of a

workshop than household-based training.

4. Discussion

Did the fact that Pastor Elfvius kept the herder list have any implication for the behavior of

the households and whom they chose to tend their animals? For other parts of Sweden,

scholars have concluded that the 1686 ordinance had very little effect and boys continued to

work as herders because the livestock owners had no other choice or ignored the ordinance

(Mispelaere, 2013, p. 11; Szabó, 1970, p. 206). It is well known that taking care of dairy

animals, milking, and processing milk has been the work of women in most parts of

Scandinavia and the rest ofWestern Europe at least since theMiddle Ages (Simonton, 1998).

Except in Denmark, tending animals in Scandinavia had changed over time from an
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occupation for male herders to become a task for women and children after the Late

Medieval crisis (Myrdal, 2012, p. 256). When a summer farm system was established in the

north of Sweden during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, having a workforce of

young girls and women was labor saving for both tending animals and processing milk.

The impression is that households avoided putting males to work as herders in Orsa Parish,

even before the ordinance, but had to find ways to have only women working at the summer

farms after the pastor started keeping the herder list as a record of compliance. Even so,

young women in early modern upland Sweden had to learn the skillful work of dairying and

animal husbandry; it was an investment for them and most likely a job they would return to

many times through life. The best way to learn this task was to start as an adolescent at a

summer farm and work with women with more experience. Sending a male herder had

always been a temporary solution. However, some women brought their children, boys and

girls, to the summer farms, and they might have assisted in the daily tasks.

The rational choice for a household in Orsa Parish was to have a daughter do the work

at the summer farm. However, many households lacked daughters or did not have one at an

appropriate age. Without a daughter, the households had to choose someone else. Most

households chose the wife or a close relative, but 25% to 30% of the households did not

have those options. For them, hiring a maid was the solution.

The maids were in a position where one can argue that their bargaining power was

limited (Agarwal, 1994, pp. 54–56). Many of the maids came from small households with

only a few members. We know from other studies that smaller households in early modern

Sweden were poorer than larger households (Gaunt, 1976, pp. 45–47). It seems that

working at summer farms was a survival strategy for poor women – widows and

unmarried women. These women were seen as a manpower reserve for the busiest season.

Also, households were in constant change – children were born, a child or an adult died, a

sister moved back home, or a young couple established a new household. In some of these

transitions, a maid was needed to take care of the animals at the summer farm. A maid

with long-time experience could also possess skills that were in demand, i.e. making

long-lasting dairy products and animal husbandry. Employing a maid during the summer

could have been an efficient way to solve fluctuations within the household as well as

fluctuations in the local economy. For many of these maids, being a herder was part of

their profession and their identity.

In much of the early research, the women working on summer farms in Scandinavia

were depicted as independent, self-reliant, courageous, and hardworking. They were their

own bosses at the summer farm, in contrast to their time during the winter in the village,

where they were dependent on other people. These women’s contributions to the

household and society have been seen as greatly appreciated, and a conclusion has been

that women who worked on summer farms became more independent compared to other

women. The summer farm has been described as an egalitarian local society (Brorson,

1985, pp. 59–60, 62–65; Daugstad, 2000, p. 442; Johnson, 1986, p. 178). Studies of other

transhumance societies have shown that labor division empowered women in their own

sphere. No one told the women how to manage day-to-day activities and the patriarchy

conveyed respect rather than envy between the genders (Bhasin, 2011). The bargaining

power of wives, daughters, and relatives is difficult to analyze, but it is important to bear in

mind that a household could both keep people together and create a hierarchy within the

household (Fiebranz, 2002; Pihl, 2012, p. 27; Sabean, 1990, pp. 100–101; Sarasúa, 1998).

It might be that this group of herders was empowered in their daily tasks at the summer

farms. But it is important to remember that the discussion about female herders in the

summer farm region in Sweden has been trapped in a view of the whole region, where all
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peasants were freeholders, the nobility were absent, and an egalitarian society was a

guiding principle. In contrast to this view, the examination of the herder register shows

that women working as maids often were poor people, and thus that the bargaining power

in this society was unevenly distributed. Compared to daughters and wives, maids worked

with another household’s assets and would not inherit part of it. Likewise, many relatives

would have had a loose connection to the core of the family and a role in the households

similar to maids. Thus, these two groups had less access to family resources than daughters

and spouses (Sarasúa, 1998). These results highlight the importance of further analyzing

bargaining power within what has been viewed as early modern egalitarian societies.

The overwhelming picture of herders in early modern Sweden is that they were young

girls and boys (Mispelaere, 2013, pp. 12–18 and references therein). However, it is

important to distinguish between herders working at the homestead and herders working in

a transhumance system. At the summer farms, herding and dairying were integrated parts,

but in the village they were separated. The household tried as much as possible to avoid

having young children work as herders at the summer farms. Even if a daughter was the

rational choice for a household, she had to be at least over 10 years old. The listing of a

few young girls under the age of 10 in the herder registers for 1687 and 1688 must be

interpreted as a sign of stress over the recently introduced ordinance against males

working as herders.

Having preadolescent girls working at the summer farms would have had

disadvantages for the households that had sent them and for the summer farm community

they belonged to. Livestock represented a large part of a household’s capital (Larsson,

2009, pp. 84–86). To put too much of the household’s fortune in the hands of a young child

might have had some risks, and it would have put at risk the production of dairy products

for the winter. But more important, work at the summer farmwas a collective action, where

everyone had to contribute. If one household sent a very young girl to the summer farm, the

other women would have had to take greater responsibility for the work, and it could

have resulted in a free-rider situation (Olson, 1965; Ostrom, 1990, pp. 5–7) and tension

in the summer farm community. This assumption is further supported by studying the

catechetical examination register. Many households that had an eight-year-old girl did not

send her to the summer farm; instead, they chose to send her mother or a relative, or even

hire a maid. That said, it is most likely that even adolescent girls first took part in easier

tasks and were at the summer farm to learn from more experienced women. To avoid

tension within the summer farm community, this arrangement must have been part of a

‘contract’ among its members. A summer farm community could not have functioned if all

families involved had sent inexperienced girls.

Animal husbandry was labor intensive and about 25% of all women at age 10 or older

worked as herders at summer farms. On the other hand, this allowed the rest (75% of all

women and all men) to do other tasks during the busy summer season. The sixteenth and

seventeenth centuries saw a rise in the use of natural resources from upland areas in

Europe; firewood, charcoal, and ore from mines came to be important products in the

economy. The early modern peasants’ economy became integrated, and the rural

population was engaged in many activities (Söderberg & Myrdal, 2002; Viazzo, 1989).

In central and northern Sweden, the expansion of the economy into what had been viewed

as marginal areas led to the development of a pastoral system with summer farms that used

the vast woodlands as pasture grounds, and a new agricultural system that lasted to the

late nineteenth century was created (Blomkvist & Larsson, 2013; Larsson, 2009, 2012).

The result in this article suggests that a labor market was a necessity for the expansion of

animal husbandry into marginal land and the creation of a transhumance system on the
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commons. The Scandinavian alpine transhumance system managed by subsistence

peasants had something in common with all transhumance systems, where a specialization

of agriculture and market integration seem to have been conditions (Khazanov, 1994,

p. xxxvii; Larsson, 2012, pp. 18–19). All the observed changes of herders where maids

played a major role were an expression of this labor market. A prerequisite for this

development was a local labor market, and the most important workers in this market were

women from poorer households. They learned the skills as adolescents, developed a

good knowledge in animal husbandry and dairy production, and became teachers for a

generation of new herders.
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1. See Archival Sources.
2. The herder register also includes eight herders for 1693 and 43 herders for 1694, but since these

years are far too incomplete, they were omitted from further analysis.
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Uppsala landsarkiv [Uppsala Regional Archive]

Orsa kyrkoarkiv [Orsa Church Archive]
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AI:3 (1690–1700), AI:4 (1701–1716)

Lysnings- och vigselböcker [Book of Engagements and Marriages ] EI:1a (1672–1703)
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