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Published papers on the historical geography of the
Faeroe Islands have concentrated upon the 19th century
and the records in Faeroese archives (cf. Guttesen 1999a,
2000, 2001a, 2001b, 2001c, 2003). Some related topics
are also contained in Guttesen (1987, 1992, 1996), in
Brandt & Guttesen (1978, 1981) and Christiansen, Gutte-
sen & Joensen (1986, 1987). The present paper is the first
attempt to go further back to the 16th and 17th century, us-
ing the records preserved in The National Archive,
Rigsarkivet, in Copenhagen. The purpose is to obtain a
picture of the living conditions, agricultural system and
output, population and climate. The steps in this paper are
to analyze, evaluate and present the data in the King's tithe
account for the period. What can they tell us about the
production of vital necessities? Can this information be
used to provide a tentative determination of the popula-
tion size and development in the first part of the 17th cen-
tury? The butter tithe appears to be relatively simple to
evaluate, but the wool tithe is much more complex and
problematic to interpret, and requires further investiga-
tions. New knowledge concerning the climatic condi-

tions, however, can be obtained. Technical note: Place-
names, personal names as well as other designations are
reproduced in the original orthography. For clarification
of old to modern use of district names cf. Figure 1

The tithe accounts as information source

The first abundant sources appear in 1584 with the cadas-
tre, Jordebøger, which comprise the King's accounts of
his revenues and expenses in the Faeroe Islands. These
documents also contain the tithe accounts, as the King af-
ter the Reformation in the 1530s, received the share for-
merly taken by the bishop.

The tithe accounts have been published in Zachari-
assen (1961). The reliability of Zachariassen's reproduc-
tion of the documents has been tested by spot tests, but no
mistakes or significant misinterpretations have yet been
found. As an example Table 1 shows the general content
of the King's tithe accounts.

In Guttesen (2003; 82) there is an evaluation of the re-
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1965:140-141) and Andersen (1895/1964:347) refer to it
as the Priest's tithe in the northern as well as in the south-
ern islands. In this case it must have been divided into four
parts, for the King, the church, the priest and the poor.
This never becomes visible in the King's tithe accounts,
either in the period examined here or in the 19th century
examined in Guttesen (2003). It would be illogical to col-
lect tithe grain and send it to Denmark, and yet to export
considerable amounts from Denmark to the Faeroe Is-
lands. This problem remains a conundrum.

Butter tithe was paid for each milk-yielding cow. Con-
sequently bulls, calves and heifers were not subject to this
duty. According to Guttesen (2003:87) the number de-
pends on the following set of conditions: Amount of win-
ter fodder, length of winter, weather during the haymaking
period, weather during the grass growing period. 1 vog of
butter had the value of 1½ Gylden.

Wool tithe was paid for each slaughtered sheep or lamb.
As for the other tithe payments, the wool was delivered in
June when the sheep were sheared, but as the taxable sheep
were not slaughtered until October, as the Matras diaries
(FLS-b) clearly show, a difference can arise between the
number taxed and the number slaughtered. According to
the Matras diaries, the difference was usually small, and it
was always equalized the next year. The number of sheep
slaughtered depends on this set of conditions: the state of
nutrition of the sheep at the beginning of the winter, length
of winter, extraordinary events causing high mortality dur-
ing the winter, weather conditions during the lambing sea-
son. 1 vog of wool was equal to 1 Gylden.

Fish tithe is in principle paid on all catches, but some

liability of the accounts in general and especially for the
documents for the 19th century. But here it is necessary to
add a reinterpretation of the reading of some old law
texts. In that paper I tried to interpret the oldest regulation
on tithes from 1691, described in the statute book com-
piled by Bang & Bærentsen (1901). They say that a tithe
is to be paid "according to old practice", and "from now
on tithe shall only be paid of the sheep slaughtered".  My
interpretation of these statements was that they were
rather meaningless. But when reading the old Minute
Books, Lagtingsbøger edited by Joensen (1969), it is
found that these statements are reactions to the new King
Christian V's Norwegian Law, put into force in 1688. This
law changed the old practice of paying a tithe on the num-
ber of slaughtered sheep, into a payment for every living
sheep. This change in the law caused confusion, among
other things resulting in proceedings against the local
sheriff in Vaagøe, Zacharias Jacobsen, because he contin-
ued to collect tithes according to the old practice (Joensen
1969: 303). This provision in the Norwegian Law was an-
nulled in 1691.

Problems in the making up of the tithe accounts: West
(1985:58) distinguishes between minor and major tithes,
regrettably without any reference to a source document.
Minor tithes, West says, were on grain, goslings, seals and
seafowl, which were retained by the district sheriff as his
stipend. The major tithes were those on lambs, cows,
whales and fish. But, as West added, "fish in Sandøe and
Suderøe, however, counted as minor tithe", which possi-
bly complicates the case. Furthermore, the status of the
grain tithe is not unambiguous, as both Debes (1673/

Table 1: Example of the tables showing the King's tithe income for 1639. In the original documents all numbers are roman numerals. 1 Vog
á 18 Skind is 15.43 kg. 1 Barrel á 7 Vogs is 108.01 kg. 1 Guilder (Gylden) is 20 Skind.

1639   Fish   Wool    Butter      Stockings   Value 

 Vog Skind Vog Skd Barrel Vog Skd Pairs white  Guilder Skind 

Norderøe 7 1½ 1   2  53 21 13½ 

Østerøe 7  10   6  25 31  

Strømøe 9  15   6  9 34 16 

Sandøe 8  3 5  2 8  14 17 

Vaagøe 2  5   2  35 17  

Suderøe 35  - - ½    40  

Summa 68 1½ 34 5 ½ 18 8 122 158 6½ 
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more unusual species may have been excepted. The main
fishing season was in the late winter and early spring. As
fishing at that time was a form of hunting, in contrast to
both cow and sheep rearing, the outcome of the fishing
was determined by different factors: oceanographic con-
ditions, the size and location of the fish stock, weather
conditions in the season as well as tidal currents. 1 vog of
stockfish is equal to 1 Gylden.

Stockings. Furthermore some accounts contain tithe
payment in red or white stockings. This happens after the
bad sheep years of the 1630s. Further discussion appears

below. About the same time payment in feather appears.
Most years it is only collected in Suderøe, a few years also
in Sandøe. 

Analysis of the King's tithe accounts, 1584-1652

Butter tithe
It is assumed that the standards of tithe paying were the
same in the 17th century as they were in the early 19th cen-
tury (Guttesen 2003:83), as no other regulations have
been found to the contrary. The main rule seems to be that
1 vog of butter was paid for every 16 cows. In the oldest
preserved account for 1584 the smallest weight unit is
mark. In later accounts it changed to skind. Usually 1 vog
is divided into 72 marks, and 1 skind is equal to 4 marks.
But when it comes to tithe paying, it seems to be the prac-
tice to pay "overweight", so here the rule is that 1 vog is
equal to 80 marks. This is discussed thoroughly in
Zachariassen (1961:69), but unfortunately his conclusions
are ambiguous. Usually the tithe was divided into 4 parts,
as mentioned above.  But the butter tithe was divided only
into 3 parts. Zachariassen (1961:87) says that no "farmer's
part" was given, meaning that the tithe to the poor people,
kept back by the farmer, was not practiced on the butter
tithe. Therefore the King's tithe was a third. In the follow-
ing analysis these considerations are followed.

As the vicarages (priest's farms) did not pay tithes,
(Andersen 1895/1964: 347, 350) it should be kept in mind
that 7 medium large farms with a population of 70-100
and perhaps 30-50 cows have to be added to the numbers
calculated below, to reach the real sum for Faeroe Islands.

The Faeroe Islands as a whole: In Figure 2 to 5 the
data for the butter tithe are presented. Figure 2 gives an
overview of the development of the butter tithe for the
Faeroe Islands as a whole. The period analyzed covers a
time span of 69 years, but due to lacunas, especially in the
first half, there are only 39 years with data. A trend line is
added to show the general tendency, which is clearly
falling through the period. Obviously there is deteriora-
tion when the number falls to 25-30 % below the preced-
ing year or below the trend line, but there is also a period

Figure 1: The Faeroe Islands' administrative division in districts,
sysler, with the old 

 Without overweight  With overweight  
16 cows 72 marks 80 marks 

1 cow 4½ marks 5 marks 

1 mark butter  tithe 2/9 or 0.22 cows 1/5 or 0.20 cows 

1 mark King’s tithe  (2/9) x 3 = 2/3 , or 0.67 3 x  0.20 or 0.60 cow 

 

Table 2: Tithe paying in butter
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of about 7 years from 1617 onwards, where the situation
seemingly has been good.

When we go to the more detailed analysis of the data
for the districts, sysler, which for convenience and clear-
ness are gathered in north-eastern, north-western and
southern regions peculiarities and uniformities appear.
On the time-series for the butter tithe there is clearly a
tendency toward a concentration of values at certain lev-
els, which is especially evident for Norderøe, Østerøe and
Suderøe. In the last case, interpretation is problematic. It
looks as if there has been some kind of payment on ac-
count or a hidden convention about the payment, as the
payment has been in either 1 or ½ barrels of butter. These
two values are found in 25 out of the 39 years shown. The
distribution of these values is also conspicuous, because
before 1624 one barrel is paid in 12 out of 17 instances,
but after 1625 the payment is ½ barrel in 13 of 22 in-
stances. In Figure 2-5, one barrel of butter equals 560
mark weights.

If we compare the four best and the four worst years
to give an approximate picture of the variability of the
tithe payment in butter, then the relationship is roughly
speaking 2:1, indicating a relatively stable payment and
stocks of cows.

Comment on the time-series in the three regions. Fig-
ure 3 shows that the Norderøe has a relatively steady de-
velopment, but with a slightly falling trend. Only 3 val-
ues, for 1621-22 and 1626 differ greatly. The values have
been checked in the original documents and are correct.
From 1620 until 1621 the payment rises from ½ barrel to
1 barrel. It is difficult to understand how the number of
cows can double from one year to the next. So again this
points towards some unwritten convention or equalizing
arrangement. Of the 39 years with data, not less than 20,
more than a half, have a payment in butter tithe of ½ bar-

rel. On the other hand there is certainly some uniformity
in the variation, seen in relation to the other figures. For
Østerøe the trend is more clearly falling over the period,
and the tendency to agglomerate on certain values is less
pronounced. The best years coincides with those in
Norderøe, and so do the bad years in 1633-34.

In Figure 4 for Strømøe and Vaagøe the trends are by
and large the same, and again some uniformity is evident
in the variation between the two time-series. Strømøe
shows a special feature in the development, a deviation
from the five other districts, namely that the values for the

1000

1250

1500

1750

2000

2250

2500

2750

3000

3250

15
80

15
84

15
88

15
92

15
96

16
00

16
04

16
08

16
12

16
16

16
20

16
24

16
28

16
32

16
36

16
40

16
44

16
48

16
52

16
56

RGButter tithe Linear (Butter tithe) y = -13,187x + 23559

Figure 2: King's Butter tithe measured in marks (0.214 kg),
Faeroe Islands 1584-1652.
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Figure 4: King's Butter tithe measured in marks (0.214 kg),
North-western region, 1584-1652.

Figure 3: King's Butter tithe measured in marks (0.214kg),
North-eastern region1584-1652.
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first six years before 1603 are at a relatively low level.
Figure 5 for Sandøe and Suderøe in the southern re-

gion shows events that differ clearly from the other re-
gions, and there is also a remarkable difference between
Sandøe and Suderøe. The first 6 years before 1603 seems
to have been among the best for the two districts, this was
not the case for the other 4 districts which are discussed
above. The trend line is only falling slightly for Sandøe,
which displays the afore mentioned tendency to agglom-
eration around two levels.

Wool tithe
Sheep, grazing in the outfield all year round, have tradi-
tionally been regarded as the main product of the Faeroe
Islands. But as a food source it is second to the milk prod-
ucts from the cows. Wool and woolen products, which for
many years correspond to knitted stockings, was the foun-
dation of the wealth among the large farmers, (Guttesen
2000). It must be assumed that the production was opti-
mized under the prevailing natural as well as juridical and
social conditions. But there are indications that wool pro-
duction had priority over food substances, mutton and tal-
low.

The wool tithe was, according to Guttesen (2003:83),
paid as 1 Vog of unwashed wool for every 80 sheep and
lambs that were slaughtered on the Norderøe. If this was
the case in all districts and places, it would be simple to
convert this tithe into a real number of slaughtered sheep.
But it is not that easy. West (1985:58-59) has assembled
valuable information about the differences among the dis-
tricts in the practices of collecting the wool tithe which is
presented in Table 3 below:

This difference in the payment of the wool tithe raises
some problems. It is not possible at present to reach a
proven conversion from the wool tithe to the number of
sheep slaughtered. But it can be used as tentative ap-
proach, using the ceteris paribus clause, to an understand-

ing of the variability in sheep farming at that time. As I un-
derstand Zachariassen (1961:69), the custom of paying
"overweight" is confined to butter, and was thus not used
in relation to wool which had no loss of weight during
handling and transport. But, West (1985:59) writes that
the district sheriff washed and sorted the wool before
handing it to the bailiff. The wool looses about a third of
its weight during washing.

There are complications, when it comes to the two
southern districts. Suderøe did not pay a wool tithe at all,
so this tithe on sheep must somehow have been trans-
formed into some other kind of payment, perhaps money.
But this point to another tricky problem, namely that
"Faroese money" usually was paid in kind, often in stock-
fish or sheep skins or "skind", where 20 skind were equal
to 1 Guilder or Gylden. Zachariassen (1961:72) supposes
that the problem for Suderøe was that the sheep were
black and had very coarse wool. But this statement raises
another question: how could the farmers on Suderøe be
satisfied with a breed of sheep that gave an unusable vari-
ety of wool? It is known that after bad years with "felli",
the breed has been renewed with sheep from the Shet-
lands. It makes no sense, that the wool from Suderøe was
more or less unusable, remembering the saying "wool is
Faeroe-gold". The solution is perhaps revealed in a letter
from Sysselmand Effersøe (FLS-c) to the prefect, Amt-
mand, from 1876, where he makes an official report on ir-
regularities in the village Kvalbø on Suderøe in the ac-
counting of the tithe of the sheep from Lille Dimon. In this
report he says: "As the States share of the tithe is granted
the sheriff (Sysselmand) as wage..." If we assume that this
arrangement from the late 19th century also existed three
centuries earlier, we have a much better explanation of the
missing King's tithe from Suderøe.

Sandøe pays "not very much" in wool tithe, as Zachari-
assen formulates it. This seems to be correct, as shown
later in Figure 9. Here the payment of the wool tithe from

Norderøe, Østerøe,  1 Vog of unwashed wool for each 80 sheep and lambs  

Vaagøe 
1 Vog of unwashed wool for each 80 sheep and lambs  
Mykines: wool was substituted by feather  

Strømøe 
1 Vog of unwashed wool for each 100 sheep and lambs  
Nolsøe, Hestøe, Kolter 2 Guilders in stockings or fish for each sheep and lambs  

Sandøe 
6 pairs of coarse stockings for each 100 sheep and lambs.  
The farm Trøðum paid, however, 1 vog of wool for 80 sheep and lambs  

Suderøe 1 Guilder paid in stockings or fish for each 80 sheep and lambs 

Table 3: Differences among the districts in the payment of the wool tithe
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Sandøe is around 300 marks, but compared with the
Loebner Tables from 1813 (FLS-a), the number of sheep
slaughtered yearly should be somewhat higher than the
number slaughtered in Vaagøe, which is 600-800. Conse-
quently the tithe payment from Sandøe should be 2 to 3
times higher than the figure above, or 600 to 900. Possi-
bly the wool tithe from some of the parishes or farms was
used in special arrangements, as the above mentioned.
Assuming, however, that the relationship between pay-
ment in kind and cash as well as other special arrange-
ments has been constant, the following picture of the de-
velopment should give a good understanding of trends.

Bad years after 1632 had the consequence that knitted
stockings appear as tithe payments instead of wool. If this
payment is converted to payment in wool, it would be
wrong to convert the weight of one pair of stockings,
weighing 2 marks or approximately ½ kg, directly into an
equal weight of wool. The advantage of this arrangement
was that the wool through this processing gained a higher
value. Therefore, according to Zachariassen (1961:86), as
well as in the preface of several of the original docu-
ments, the value or price of the stockings was fixed. The
relationships are elaborated in Table 5.

The Faeroe Islands as a whole: Figure 6 shows data
for the wool tithe as they appear in the accounts and as
they will be when the payment in stockings plays an in-

creasing role after the bad year 1633. The trend lines are
in both cases falling, but much less when the payment is
corrected for stockings. There are 6 years or groups of
years: 1602, 1614-15, 1622, 1633-35 and 1640 with
abrupt declines seen in relation to the preceding year or
the trend line. These years must be related to bad winters
with high mortality among the sheep. Svabo (1782/1957)
has noted that 1633 was a bad year for the sheep, felli, and
correctly, as shown below in Figure 7, makes it clear that
the Norderøer were hit hardest. But there is also one good
period of five continuous years, 1617-21, that was con-
spicuous in Figure2. Taking a rough estimate of the vari-
ability of the tithe payments in wool, corrected for the
payments in stockings, the ratio between the four best and
four worst years is by and large 3:1

The two districts in the north-eastern region, Figure 7,
have a general decline. The bad years are nearly the same
as mentioned above for the Faeroe Island as a whole. For
Norderøe the effect seems to be catastrophic in the 30s
when there is no payment of the wool tithe in 1633 and
1635 and again 1640-41. The sheep stock was not extinct
totally, but the farmers in distress seem to have been re-
lieved of their duties for some years.

The north-western districts, Figure 8, also show a
falling trend, and the two time-series show by and large
the same movements. For Strømøe the good years around

80 sheep and lambs  1 Vog or 72 marks weight  

1 sheep 72/80 or 9/10 or  0.9 mark wool  

1 mark of tithe wool is equal to  1 1/10 or 1.11 sheep  

1 mark of King’s tithe wool  4 x 1.11 or 4.44 sheep  

Table 4: Tithe payment in wool 

5 pair of white stockings =1 Gl  1 pair = 1/5 Gl = 1/5 vog wool = 12 mark weight wool  
4 pair  of red stockings = 1 Gl  1 pair = ¼ Gl = ¼ vog Wool = 18 mark weight wool  

Table 5: Conversion from stockings to weight of tithe wool

0

1000

2000

3000

4000

5000

6000

7000

15
80

15
84

15
88

15
92

15
96

16
00

16
04

16
08

16
12

16
16

16
20

16
24

16
28

16
32

16
36

16
40

16
44

16
48

16
52

16
56

Wool, uncorrected Wool, corrected

Linear (Wool, corrected) Linear (Wool, uncorrected)

0

200

400

600

800

1000

1200

1400

1600

1800

2000

15
80

15
84

15
88

15
92

15
96

16
00

16
04

16
08

16
12

16
16

16
20

16
24

16
28

16
32

16
36

16
40

16
44

16
48

16
52

16
56

Norderøe Østerøe Linear (Østerøe) Linear (Norderøe)

Figure 6: King's Wool tithe measured in marks (0.214 kg)
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1620 are markedly higher than the periods before and af-
ter. The five extreme bad years, depicted in Figure 6, also
penetrates these two districts.

In the southern region just Sandøe is represented, as
Suderøe never paid wool tithe to the King in this study pe-
riod as mentioned before. If Suderøe paid  tithe to the
priest, the church and the poor, can not yet be docu-
mented, but in all probability they did. Sandøe's time-se-
ries has, cf. Figure 9, a conspicuous low level and course
of events. There must be some, until now undetected and
undescribed mechanisms, conventions or rules. These
problems will be taken up in the discussion below.

Fish tithe

General comments.
The fishing and consequently the fish tithe can be ex-
pected to show different patterns than the products from
agriculture. Cows and sheep are parts of the basic agricul-
tural system on which Faroese society was based. Fishing,
on the other hand, was much more unreliable, fluctuating
greatly because of variations in ocean currents as well as

in fish stocks, their movements and migration, and not
least because of the changing weather conditions.

Faeroe Islands as a whole.
Figure 10 shows the development in the fish tithe. The
fluctuations are much greater than for butter and wool.
Furthermore there is no clear trend in the development.
On the contrary there are seemingly three periods with
different levels. Up to 1610 the relatively few data indi-
cate modest fishing with around 5,000 marks weight in
tithe payment. A middle period, around 1613 to 1624, has
markedly greater fishing, with a peak in 1622 of 25,000
marks weight in tithe payment. In the rest of the period, af-
ter 1625, the level is about the same as in the first period,
around 5,000 or a little higher.
If we take the four worst years and relate them to the four
best years, this gives an approximate ratio of about 10:1.
This can be taken to indicate that the fishing trade could
never have been stable or secure enough to be the basic in-
dustry upon which the former Faeroese society was based.
In the good fishing periods, though, it must have resulted
in  some kind of abundance.
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Figure 9: King's Wool tithe measured in marks (0.214 kg),
Southern Region, 1584-1652.
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Figure 10: King's Fish tithe measured in marks (0.214 kg),
Faeroe Islands 1584-1652.

Figure 11: King's Fish tithe measured in marks (0.214kg),
North-eastern region 1584-1652.
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The regional distribution of fish tithe payment.
The figures 11, 12 and 13 show the regional variation in
tithe paying. By and large there is some kind of contem-
poraneity in the course of events. There are some very
good years 1621-22, and a bad period 1629-30, and these
coincide almost with good and bad years for butter and
wool.

The northern districts that are assumed to fish on the
fishing grounds just north of the Islands, Norðhavið, in

late winter and early spring, have a remarkable good year
in 1635 which is not standing out in the time-series for the
other districts. Furthermore the Suderøe separates from
the other by having a generally higher but very fluctuating
level after 1630.

Feathers.
In 1627 feathers appears for the first time as a tithe payment
(cf. Figure 14), and reach a high level in 1629 and 1630. In
both years the feather payments come from Suderøe, and
compared with Figure 13 it becomes clear that these were
two extremely poor fishing years.  An obvious reason for
this conversion from fish to feathers could be to retain as
much as possible of the scarce supplies of fish as food. The
same seems to be the explanation in the other years.

Good, bad and catastrophic climatic conditions.

Elsewhere (Guttesen 1999:80), this author has advanced
the hypothesis that food products from cows and sheep
were by far the most important components of foodstuffs
in traditional Faeroese agriculturally based society.
Amongst these, milk from the cows was more important
and more of a staple than mutton and tallow from the
sheep. These food components amounted to 60-80 % of
calorific consumption, supplemented with locally grown
as well as imported grain, birds and whales. Except for
grain, these were either only of local importance or were
markedly varying in this yield. Fishing was important in
most villages, but was subjected  to considerable fluctua-
tion in productivity

If we take the butter tithe and compare it with the vari-
ation in the wool tithe to determine any coincidences of
good and bad years, we get a picture as in Figure 15. Good
years in both series tend to agglomerate in the upper right
corner and the bad years in the lower left. The points are
connected where continuous data exist, and selected years
labeled so that it is possible, with reference to Figures 2
and 6, to trace the course of events.

Subjectively, but with the benefit of historical records
discussed below, the author has divided the information in
Figure 15 into four classes: Catastrophic years with 5 in-
cidents, Bad years 6 incidents, Normal years 21 incidents
and Good years 5 incidents. Outside this grouping are two
incidents. These designations cover climatic situations,
but these are not simple. It could be cold summers with
low productions of grass or bad and prolonged winters, as
discussed in detail in Guttesen (2003).
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Figure 12: King's Fish tithe measured in marks (0.214 kg),
North-western region 1584-1652.

Figure 13: King's Fish tithe measured in marks (0.214 kg),
Southern Region 1584-1652.
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Faeroe Islands 1627-1652.
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What other sources tell us about the situation in the cata-
strophic years.

1602 is traditionally known as a year with a severe
winter with the so-called "Great Chandlemas Storm",
which is discussed in Guttesen (1992). Zachariassen
(1961:72) cites a letter from the King dated 17th April
1603, saying "how most of the livestock, both cows, pigs,
sheep and lamb… in the bygone hard winter demised".
The "bygone winter" without doubt refers to the winter
1601-02, so this document corroborates the information
from the tithe accounts.

1633-35 are three consecutive years with meagre re-
sults, and they follow bad fishing years in 1629-31. The
unsuccessful fishery is registered and described in the
Minute book, Tingsbókin, for these years, Joensen (1953).
In 1632 the Minute book says that "in the bygone winter
many sheep were lost". Figure 15 classifies the year 1632
as a normal year.

For 1633, perhaps the worst year in Figure 15, the
Minute book tells us that "most of the sheep have died, as
well as several hundred cows". It continues to report that
the grain harvest failed in the previous autumn which in-
dicates that the summer was cold, grass growth was at a
minimum, and winter fodder was sparse so the number of
cows had probably been reduced before the winter had set
in. But the winter turned out to be longer than foreseen,
and further cows died. Since Shrovetide, in February the
storage houses at the trading company were empty of
grain and flour supplies. 

In 1634 there are no references to the conditions of
cows and sheep, but the serious situation might be inferred

from the note, that there had been a shortage of grain and
flour in the storage houses. 

In 1635 there are no references to sheep and cows and
no complaints about the supplies. On the contrary, the
Minute book talks about "all good things of life" in the
storage house. One explanation of this apparent contra-
diction can be that 1635 was, compared to previous years,
a good fishing year. The previous bad years may also have
had the result that the Trading Company imported more
goods to be safe.

In 1640 the Minute Book does not mention any com-
plaints about the supplies in the storage houses, and noth-
ing is mentioned about weather conditions. But the pre-
ceding year 1639 was marked by bad weather, so that it
was impossible to fish during the spring and early sum-
mer. This weather situation may have resulted in a short
growing season and therefore a shortage of hay. But gen-
erally the Minute Book records in the 1640s are scantier.

Additionally, a few comments will be made about the
good years 1617-1621. No complaints are found in the
Minute Book over the provisions. The supplies in the stor-
age houses at the Trading Company are said to be good,
and no bad weather situations are registered. And this is
also the case in 1622, when Figure 6 shows a considerable
decrease in the wool tithe. But, as Figure 10 shows, this is
by far the best fishing year, so the marked changes could
have at least two possible explanations. The decrease in
the wool tithe could be caused by a real fall in the number
of sheep slaughtered that year, or perhaps decrease is a
consequence of accountancy whereby wool is substituted
by fish.
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Food from land and sea seen together.
When we include the result of the hunting trade, or fish-
ing, into a composite picture of the nutritional situation,
we obtain Figure 16. First of all, it is evident that the
"good years" in agricultural production, shown in Figure
15, become even more abundant when fishing is added to
the picture. It is easy to follow the line segment 1617 to
1624. On the other hand, the worst years are 1629-1630
and 1640 which were exactly those when the southern is-
land paid a tithe feather instead of fish. The situation in
1652 is bad because of inferior fishing, but in this case
feathers do not substitute for fish to any degree. 1633-
1634 are again bad years, and 1602, the year with the
"Great Chandlemass Storm", also lies at the end of the
scale with serious shortages of foodstuff causing wide-
spread hunger.

How many people?

The intention, at the start of this study, was to end up with
an estimate of the population in the first half of the 17th

century based on the tithe payments in both butter and
wool. Using the proportions between population, cows
and sheep that can be calculated from the comprehensive
material contained in the Loebner Tables (FLS-a), pre-
sented and analyzed in Guttesen (1999a), it should be
possible to make this estimate. But, as became apparent in
this study, the wool tithe accounts involve too many un-
solved questions, so that the calculation based on wool
has been abandoned.

The situation in 1813, covered by Loebner, is assumed
to be structurally about the same as in the beginning of the
17th century, covered by the oldest tithe accounts.  Basic

proportions can be derived from those tables, and these
are shown in Table 6.

In the conversion from the butter tithe to the size of
population, the trend in Figure 2 is used as well the results
in Table 2. The figure shows that the King's butter tithe in
1600 and 1650 can approximately be set to 2250 and 1750
marks respectively. Because of the seven tithe-free vic-
arages, about 100 persons have to be added to these num-
bers. But the result gives an unexpected population size:
From 1600 to 1650 it seems to fall from around 3200 to
2500.

Two other population estimates from the same period
can serve as comparisons. Andersen (1895/1961: 37) has,
based on the assumption of an average household of 9 per-
sons and from a number of tax accounts, estimated the
population in 1614 to be 4300. Mortensen (1954:37)
based his estimate on the number of tax accounts in the
cadastre for 1584 and an average household of 5 people.
This gives a total of 2180 people. Then the number of
male and female servants is estimated to be 3 for each
Mark of land. The total of Mark land is 2400, so there
must have been 800 servants. This number is then rounded
up to 1000, to include old and disabled people. Conse-
quently the number has been (2180+800+200) or 3180
"about the year 1600" as Mortensen says. This is the same
order of magnitude as found in the present analysis, but
what is new is that the population is decreasing so much,
to only 2500 people.

As mentioned, the possibility of using the wool tithe
in the same way has been abandoned. But if we use the
proportion in Table 6, we should expect 10 sheep to be
slaughtered for every cow. In 1600 it would be 13,500
sheep. Using the raw conversion proportions in Table 4,
the number of sheep for slaughter the same year would be
(4.44 x 5,000) or 22,200 which I estimate to be much too
high. It would give, using the basic proportions in Table 6,

Item Number or 
calculation  

  Basic  
Proportion 

Rounded 

Population 5247   

Cows 2297   

Sheep 
slaught. 

28100   

Pop./cow 5247/2297 2.28 2 : 1 

Pop./sheep  5247/28100 0.19 0.2 : 1 

Sheep/cow 28100/2297 9.62 10 : 1 

Table 6: Basic proportions in 1813
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a population of 4400. Further, if we from this number of
sheep calculate the basic proportion between sheep and
cows it would give 16:1 instead of the expected 10:1
which is calculated from the Loebner Tables (FLS-a). This
further underlines that the wool tithe accounts must be an-
alyzed in more detail to understand and interpret them
correctly. This is reminiscent of the saying by Alvin Tof-
fler: "The right question is usually more important than
the right answer to the wrong question" (reference un-
known).

Conclusions

This study has produced some new results, but at the same
time highlights at more problems which are not yet
solved.  One result is the low and falling size of the popu-
lation, from 3,200 to 2,500 in the first half of the 17th cen-
tury. A number of years (cf. Figure 16) 1590, 1602, 1629-
30, 1633-34, 1645 and 1652, can be characterized as
famine years; these 8 years constitute 20 % of the data-se-
ries. They are closely followed by 9-10 other meagre
years. On the other hand, a period from 1617 to 1624 must
be characterized as years of plenty, mostly because of
good fishing. If we deal with the agricultural products sep-
arately (cf. Figure 15) the weather conditions were cata-
strophic in 1602, 1633-34-35, and in 1640; or in 13% of
the years, followed by 6 bad years. Especially good years
occur in the five-year period 1617-21. The trend for both
cows and sheep is falling through the period, indicating
deteriorating climatic conditions. The tithe for butter,
wool and stockfish, representing the number of cows and
sheep slaughtered and fishing, exhibits different degrees
of fluctuation between good and bad years in ratios of 2:1,
3:1 and 10:1. 

Some new unsolved problems appeared during the
study. Why does the payment of butter tithe tend to ag-
glomerate on certain values, especially for Suderøe, Sandøe
and Norderøe? Why does grain not appear in the King's ac-
counts when two authors say that it was divided into four
parts, and the priests had their share? How many sheep
were reared on Suderøe and Sandøe, the question arises as
these two districts did not or only partly paid a wool tithe. 

There are two promising perspectives for the further
work with the historic-geographic data from the Faeroe Is-
lands. One is the continuation of the analyses of the tithe
accounts that, after a lacuna from 1653 to 1708, are avail-
able again from 1709 and onwards. These analyses could
be brought in connection with attempts to reconstruct the
population development based on studies of the church
records (Garði 1980). The other is to bring more attention
to the material base of the society and the natural environ-
ment when the history of the 17th and 18th century is in-
terpreted.

References:

Andersen, N. (1895/1964): Færøerne 1600-1709. Tór-
shavn., Helge Justinussens Bókhandil.

Bang, T. E. and Bærentsen, C. (1901): Færøsk Lovsam-
ling. Indeholdende særlige for Færøerne gældende
love og administrative Bestemmelser. Copenhagen

Brandt, J. & Guttesen, R. (1978): Population and climate
in the development of the Faeroese Peasant Society.
DMI Climatological Papers, 4:60-67. Copenhagen.

Brandt, J. & Guttesen, R. (1981): Changes of the rural
landscape on the Faeroe Islands in the Middle Ages.
Pp. 17-24 in: Hansen, V. (ed): Collected Papers. The
Permanent European Conference for the study of Rural
Landscape. Geografisk Institut, Copenhagen.

Brandt, J. (1985): En regional analyse af bæreevnens ud-
vikling i de færøske hauger. Fróðskaparrit, 33: 19-41.

Christiansen, S., Guttesen, R. & Joensen, J. P. (1986): Ko-
rnvelting í Gásadali. (Documentary film). Copenhagen
& Tórshavn, Geografisk Institut & Fornminnissavnið.

Christiansen, S. & Guttesen, R. (1987): Traditionel færøsk
kornavl - på film. Årsskrift: 32-36. Copenhagen, Carls-
bergfonden.

Debes, L. (1673/1965): Færoæ & Færoa Reserata. Copen-
hagen /Tórshavn, Einars Forlag 

Garði, B. í (1984): En historisk-demografisk undersøgelse
af udviklingen på Færøerne 1720-1831. Unpublished
thesis. Copenhagen

Guttesen, R. (1987): Hugleiðingar um samfelagsbroytin-
gar í Føroyum í 1800-talinum (Reflection on social

1 mark of King’s butter tithe =  0.60 cows 2.3 inhab. for each cow  

1600 gave 2250 marks  1350 cows, or  3105 inhabitants  

1650 gave 1750 marks  1050 cows, or  2415 inhabitants  

Table 7: Conversion from butter to
people for 1600 and 1650



46 Geografisk Tidsskrift, Danish Journal of Geography 104(2)

change in the Faeroe Islands in the 19th century). Brá
11: 22-29.

Guttesen, R. (1992): New Geographical and Historical
Information from Lucas Jansz Waghener's Faeroe-
chart. Geografisk Tidsskrift 92:22-28

Guttesen, R., ed. (1996): Faeroe Islands Topographic At-
las. Copenhagen, Det Kongelige Danske Geografiske
Selskab & Kort- & Matrikelstyrelsen

Guttesen, R. (1999a): Commanders Loebner Tables and
Vital Necessities in the Faeroe Islands in 1813. Ge-
ografisk Tidsskrift, Danish journal of Geography. Spe-
cial Issue 1:75-80.

Guttesen, R. (1999b): On the oldest territorial division of
the Faeroe Islands. Fróðskaparrit vol. 47:139-152.

Guttesen, R. (2000): Ull var bóndana gull (Wool was the
Farmer's gold). Frøði, 1/2000: 24-29.

Guttesen, R. (2001a): Plant Production on a Faeroese farm
1813-1892, related to climatic fluctuations. Geografisk
Tidsskrift, Danish Journal of Geography, 103 (2): 81-91

Guttesen, R. (2001b): Klimatvariationen på Färöerna (1813-
1892) rekonstruerad med information från lantbrukares
dagböcker (Climate variations on the Faeroe Islands
(1813-1892) reconstructed with information from farm-
ers' diaries). Terra 113(3): 179-187

Guttesen, R. (2001c): Árið uttan summar (The year with-
out a summer). Frøði 7-1: 20-25.

Guttesen, R. (2003): Animal production and climate vari-
ation in the Faeroe Islands in the 19th century.  Ge-
ografisk Tidsskrift, Danish Journal of Geography 103
(2): 67-76.

Joensen, E. (ed.) (1953): Tingbókin 1615-1654. Tórshavn,
Einars Prent.

Joensen, E. (ed.) (1958): Løgtings- og Vártingsbókin 1655
-1666. Tórshavn, Einars Prent.

Joensen, E. (ed.) (1961): Løgtingsbókin 1666-1677. Tór-
shavn, Einars Forlag.

Joensen, E. (ed.) (1969): Vártings- og Løgtingsbók 1667-
1690. Tórshavn, Einars Forlag.

Madsen, H. (1999): Færøernes hvornår skete det. Gistrup,
Forlaget Skúvanes.

Mortensen, A. (1954): Fólkatalið og ognarbýtið um ár
1600. Fróðskaparrit  3: 7-59.

Svabo, J. C. (1782/1959): Indberetninger fra en reise i
Færøe 1781-1782. Copenhagen, Selskabet til ud-
givelse af færøske kildeskrifter og studier. 

West, J. F. (1985): History of the Faroe Islands, 1709-
1816. Volume I: 1709-1723.  Copenhagen, C.A. Re-
itzels Boghandel.

Zachariassen, L. (1961): Føroyar sum Rættarsamfelag.

Annales Societas Scientiarum Færoensis, Supplemen-
tum IV. Tórshavn, Føroya Fróðskaparfelag 

Unpublished documents at Føroya Landsskjalasavn, FLS
(The national archive in Tórshavn):
FLS-a: "Emilius Löbners Tabeller, 1815". Transscribed to

exel-spreadsheat by R. Guttesen
FLS-b: "Matras dagbøkur" (Norðoya sýsla, 73-3-4)

Transscribed by R. Guttesen.
FLS-c: "Brev af 4 marts 1876. Sysselmand Effersøe til

Amtet" (Suðuroya sýsla, 71-iv-pk, Diverse Sager litra A).


