How old is the Faroese grannastevna?
Jobn F. West, M. A.

Writers on Faroese land tenure have commonly assumed
that the annual village meeting known as the grannastevna is
of ancient origin. Thus H. C. S. Finsen in 1883, Daniel Bruun
in 1904 and 1929, Erik Bonnevie in 1940, and Poul Petersen
in 1968 have all asserted its early origin.! E. A. Bjork, more
cautiously, said in 1956 that the silence of early writers on the
Faroese grannastevna is not conclusive evidence that in their
days it did not exist, even though the earliest reference he him-
self had discovered was from 1836.2

The basis for this opinion is the undoubted existence of the
grannastevna from early times in mainland Norway. In VII-30
of the Landlov of Magnus Lawmender (1274) stands a provi-
sion that the grannastevna should be held on St. Halvard’s Day
(14 May) so that neighbours could see that their fences were
in proper condition. This measure passed into Christian IV’s
Norwegian Law of 1604, and thence into 3-12-17 of Christian
V’s Norwegian Law of 1687, which last was doubtless why
the word appeared in Sandéens Vedtegt, signed in 1692.3 My
view is, however, that early Faroese occurrences of the word
grannastevna refer to irregular meetings for a variety of pur-
poses, and that only from about 1840 did the institution be-
come of real significance, and the word itself come into regular
use amongst the Faroese villagers. My reasons are: (i) the silence
of early writers and legislators; (i1) the use, before about 1840,
of other machinery for taking decisions which were later natu-
ral to the grannastevna; (iii) the nature of the written ref-
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erences to the grannastevna from 1836 until the regular records
begin in the spring of 1843.

The grannastevna is not mentioned by Tarnovius (1669),
Debes (1673) or Landt (1800). In Svabo’s Indberetninger the
word appears only in his transcription of Sandéens Vedtwegt.
The word is not used in the text of any printed law known to
me from before 1857, nor in any printed draft of a law from
before 1844. The earliest written use of the word known to
me, with certain exceptions I shall refer to later, dates from
August 1836.%

The two most telling silences of all, in my opinion, are those
of Svabo, who does not include the word in his dictionary,
and that of landfuti J. A. Lunddahl, in Nogle bemaerkninger
om de faroske landboforhold. The latter work was written in
1843, but only printed, and then in an unrevised form, in 1851.
Lunddahl often mentions the joint decisions that have to be
taken in a Faroese village, but never once does the word
grannastevna appear, and neither is there any apparent refe-
rence to the meeting itself. Of the manuscript sources which
fail to mention the grannastevna 1 will instance amtmand
Lobner’s Instrux for Sysselmendene paa Fercerne, dated 1
April 1816, which refers to such land tenure legislation as the
Forordning af 2. April 1698 om Faar og Quwg, the Reskript
af 19. August 1757 om Kending-Séid and the Reskript af 11.
Maj 1775 angaaende Rosse-Brug paa Ferée, but makes no
reference whatever to the grannastevna.’

It is difficult to assert absolutely that regular grannastevnur
were not being held before 1836, and indeed there are some
— though very few — instances of the use of the word in a
Faroese context in documents as early as 1708. It seems to me,
however, that the use of the word is probably due to officials
with experience of the Danish grannastevna. Consideration of
these rare instances will illustrate the difference between these
early meetings and the grannastevna as we know it after 1840.

The first reference known to me is that in Sandéens Vedtegt
already referred to, which must assuredly have arisen from the
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recently-published Law of Christian V. Whether meetings were
in fact held on Sandoy or elsewhere in the Faroe Islands on
St. Halvard’s Day, for the inspection of infield walling is
uncertain; I know of no evidence that they were. But even so,
a Faroese grannastevna in the later sense of the term includes
a good deal more than walling inspection.

There are four references to be found in the earliest pre-
served Faroese Panteprotokol, that of 1706—22. Here we have
references to grannastevnur held in Sumba on 14 February
1708 and 22 January 1709, and in Vagur on 25 January 1709.
The business mentioned, however, has nothing to do with joint
village resources, and the meetings seem to have been no more
than groups of neighbours assembled to witness the signing of
land conveyance documents, in advance of their publication at
the Oravik vdrting. The word may here be due to the sorin-
skrivari writing the records, Frederich Severinsen Skougaard,
who must often have attended grannastevnur in Danish villages
in his capacity as ridefoged on Gabel’s estates, before he came
to Faroe.®

Professor Arne Norrevang has informed me that a reference
to another SuSuroy grannastevna occurs in the Forligelseskom-
missions-Protokol for Suderc for 1803, at which a quarrel with
a bearing on joint village resources was discussed in the pre-
sence of the syslumadur and at least one kalsmadur. While I
have not had the opportunity yet of personally examining this
record, it seems that this grannastevna may also have been a
meeting called specially to transact specific business, and not
one of a series of regular annual meetings.”

A further occurrence of the word grannastevna occurs in a
letter dated 31 January 1836 from landfiti C. Ployen to the
Eysturoy syslumadur, S. J. Weihe, in connection with the settle-
ment of Funningsbotnur. The man wishing to build his home
there, Niclas Magnussen, had complained to Pldyen that he
was uncertain whether the joint landowners were prepared to
give him permission, or not. Ployen wrote to Weihe, »....maa
jeg tjensligst anmode Dem om, paa Grannestzvne, at indhente
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Vedkommendes Erklering i denne Anledning, samt i Tilfzlde
af Nagtning, at anfore de Grunde meddelte, paa hvilke der
nzgtes Samtykke.«8. Here there is no evidence in the context to
indicate whether Ployen was thinking of the grannastevna as
an annual event or not.

In legislation before 1843, we find it laid down that local
decisions for the village are to be taken by »de bedste Mend-«,
i. e. the principal resident landholders. Thus in paragraph 8
of the Forordning af 2. April 1698, we read: »Ingen flere
Hunde skal holdis end som af Sysselmanden udi det Syssel og
de bedste Mand i Bojgde-Lavet blive samtykte«. In the first
two paragraphs of the Reskript af 11. Maj 1775, we see:
»1. Hvert Bojdelag skal forblive ved den xldgamle paasatte
Rosse-Skiben, medmindre de fleste af Stedets Beboere ved
Overleg af Sysselmanden skulde finde nddigt samme at for-
andre. 2. Saadanne paasatte Rosse-Skibener skulle af Syssel-
manden optegnes og af nogle af de bedste Mznd i Bojdelaget
underskrives, og saa leses til Tinge, da det siden gzlder for
dem saa fuldt som en Lov.«?

The machinery for settling the disputes that inevitably arose
through joint land ownership was, until the first three or four
decades of the nineteenth century had passed, either an appeal
to the law, or action by the syslumadur and amtmadur (until
1816, logmadur and landfiti). As an example of the latter,
I will mention a dispute at Gjégv, Eysturoy, over the main-
tenance of the village bull. After village squabbling, Johannes
Poulsen of Gjégv on 2 April 1825 sent in a written complaint
to syslumadur S. J. Weihe, and the latter referred the matter
to the Amt in a letter of 20 April (all without any reference
to a grannastevna). Lobner’s reply was as follows:

»For om mueligt paa en mindelig Afgiorelsesmaade, at faae haevet den
af Johannes Poulsen i Giov, 1 hans under 2den dennes hertil indgivne
Andragende, paaklagede Uorden, der skal have Sted i bemeldte Bdigde-
laug, med Hensyn til Tyreholdet, og hvorover Hr. Sysselmand i Skrivelse
af 20de sidst, har afgivet Deres Betenkning, — troer Amtet det rigtigt,
at der af samtlige Beboere i Boigden, saaledes som andre Steder er Brug,
ved Deres Mellemvirkning, oprettes en Contract, hvori der udtrykkelig
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maae fastsettes, hvem der skal holde Tyren og hvor meget der i billig
Godtgjerelse for denne skal erlegges: — hvorefter den opsatte Forening,
naar den af Boigdelaugets samtlige Koeholdere er underskreven, bliver til
Amtets nermere Approbation at indsende. —

Farbernes Amtscontoir den 23. April 1825. E. Liébner.«1®

Such direct action by the Amt was by no means uncommon.
The Amt found cause to intervene in the village affairs of
Nolsoy alone no fewer than five times between 1814 and
1841, every time on matters that in later times would have
been settled by the grannastevna. !

An excellent example of a joint tenure decision being taken
through legal action is the 1816 reorganisation of the Nélsoy
commons. The Forordning af 20. Januar 1797 om Forligelses-
Indretninger provided a machinery whereby villagers in dis-
pute could come to a quick and cheap settlement.!> On 4 March
1816, a boundary dispute between the two Nélsoy hagapartar
was brought before the Syd-Strémdoe Forligelses-Commision in
Térshavn. As the non-resident owners were not present, and
their tenants had not got their written powers of attorney, the
Commission found itself unable to draw up an agreement that
day. (No less than 13 marks 12 gylden of the 35 marks of
60alsjord was then owned by non-residents). The case was thus
adjourned to 27 May 1816 on Nolsoy, when all the owners
were either present or represented. The boundary between
Nordara helvt and Sunnara helvt was agreed, as were the peat-
cutting right for both bagar in Sunnara helvt, and the summer
cow pasture for both hagar in the hishagi of Nordara helvt.
(This agreement remains in force to the present day).!

The earliest document I have found, apart from the isolated
instances mentioned above, in which the word grannastevna is
used, is dated 16 August 1836. The circumstances were as
follows. The syslumadur of Vagar, J. Zachariasen, wrote to the
Amt in the following terms:

Underdanigst Promemoria.
Ved det under min Omreise i Sysselet i dette Foraar, som sedvanlig
passerede Politi-Mode, der holdtes, for, ifolge Sysselmandens Instrux og
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Politianordningerne, at inqvirere om adskillige mulig forefaldende offent-
lige derunder henhdrende Sager, saavelsom, efter Omstendighederne, at
bilegge eller paakjende Tvistigheder betraffende Boigdeskik og Ordens-
holdelse i Sysselet, udebleve, uden Forfald, flere af de lovlige varslede,
meest vedkommende Bonder og Huusmend i Midvaag; hvisaarsag de der,
mulig stedfindende Uordene hverken kunde hemmes eller (iser de snarest
tenkelige Overtredelser af Rescripterne af 19de August 1757 — 11te Mai
1775) komme til retsgyldigt Kundskab. — Uagtet det, paa benzvnte Gjen-
stande, blev fortiet, skal der dog efter Rygtet, i det nevnte Bdjgdelaug,
blandt andet Uskik, holdes altfor mange Heste og Hopper over sammes,
ved Det Hoje Amts Bevilling af 18. April 1817, bestemt Antal; hvilkert,
ifolge sidstnevnte Rescripts 4de Post, herved underdaningst indberettes til
Amtets hdje Opmerksomhed. —

Ligeledes har det ikke sielden varet Tilfeldet, at vedkommende Bonder
og Huusmend ere udeblevne, naar de om Foraaret efter Loven, have veret
tilkaldte at give Mdde ved Indmarks Gjerdernes Besigtelse; hvilket Mode er
aldeles nodvendigt, for at kunne have Kundskab om Enhvers Andele af
Gjerderne. Hvorledes Sysselmanden, i lignende Tilfelde har at forholde
sig, derom vover jeg herhos at udbede mig Det Hoje Amts hdjgunstige
Resolution, til Regel for Fremtiden.

Sandevaag d. 2den Maj 1836. Underdanigst

J. Zachariasen.!*

Pldyen, then acting amtmand, did not send an immediate reply,
but waited for the return of F. F. Tillisch from leave. The
material portion of the latter’s reply was as follows:

Ved Skrivelse af 2den Mai d: A: har Herr Sysselmand forespurgt, hvor-
ledes de have at forholde dem, naar Nogen udebliver fra Grandestevne. . ..
Jeg. ... meddeler Dem til forelobig Efterretning, Iagttagelse og Bekjendt-
giorelse for Vedkommende, at .... naar nemlig Nogen efter lovlig Til-
sigelse og uden lovligt Forfald udebliver fra Grandestevnen, derom har at
giore Indberetning til Amtet, som da vil ikiende de Skyldige en efter Om-
stendighederne passende Mulct. .. .«!%

The same day, 16. August 1836, amtmand Tillisch wrote to the

Cancelli for approval of his action. He remarks:

. Ved at forelegge det hdie Collegium disse Sporgsmaal, tillader
jeg mig wrbodigst at bemarke, at Sysselmendenes aarlige Omreiser til-
deels foretages for ved Grandest@vne at inquirere, om nogen Uorden i
Sysselet er forefalden eller gaaer i Svang, tildeels for at bilegge Tvistig-
heder angaaende Boigdeskik og desl.: .... Jeg skulde derfor vare af den
xrbodigst Formening, at de Regler, som, med Hensyn til Forpligtelsen at
mode ved Gadestevne, indeholden i det héie Collegii Skrivelse af 22
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Septbr. 1798 til Amtmanden over Kiobenhavn Amt, ogsaa her passende
kunde anvendes i det omhandlede Tilfelde. — ....

The Cancelli replied agreeing, in a communication dated 22
November 1836, which the Amt received on 11 April 1837,
and the following day relayed to the landfiti, the sorinskrivari
and all the syslumenn.!

It is interesting that for syslumadur Zachariasen the occasion
was not a grannastevna but »det sedvanlige passerede Politi-
Méde«. The origin of this meeting thus seems to lie in the
annual inquiry of the syslumadur into how the Reskripter of
1757 and 1775 were being kept, and his duty under paragraphs
1 and 11 of the Forordning af 21. Maj 1777 angaaende Ager-
dyrkningen og Tieneste Folk to enquire each year into the state
of barley cultivation and whether any idle persons needed to
be placed in service. The earliest Sandoy Politi-Protokol (1777
—1838) contains, indeed, little else but entries on these sub-
jects. The name grannastevna, as applied particularly to this
meeting, we appear to owe to its use in this sense by Tillisch
and Ployen.!?

The view that to the Faroese, the word grannastevna was at
this time an unfamiliar one, is confirmed by another early use
of the word in a Politi-Protokol entry by syslumadur Weihe:
»Aar 1841 den 2 og 3 Martii under Omreise 1 Osterde-Sysselet,
til Grannastevne blev det oplyst at efterfolgende Huusfedre
havde holdt Dandsestue paa den saakaldte Mishelligdage. . . . «
This is of course ordinary politiret business, and has nothing
to do with the grannastevna in its usually accepted sense.8

On 28 February 1842, Weihe reported to the Amt that cer-
tain householders had absented themselves from the Toftir
grannastevna. Weihe’s phrase for the meeting is now »den szd-
vanlige grannastevne«, but the obligation on householders to
attend seems not to have been generally understood, and their
absence was due to a misunderstanding. In the end, Ployen
gave Weihe a mild reprimand for reporting the matter before
making a proper investigation. The following year, Weihe re-
cords having lectured the Eysturoy grannastevnur on what the
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meeting meant and what business could be there transacted.!?

Whether, as I believe the available evidence indicates, the
grannastevna originated with the Reskripter of 1757 and 1775
and the name was applied to it during Tillisch’s period of office
as amtmand; or whether, as in the traditional view, the granna-
stevna and its name are of great antiquity in the Faroe Islands,
there can still be no question that the importance of this
meeting became greatly enhanced during the period 1836—43.
The minuting of grannastevna business began in response to a
letter from sorinskrivari G. F. Tillisch, dated 16 July 1842.
Tillisch complained that disputes were too commonly arising
over what had been decided at grannastevnur, and suggested
that there should be a special record book. Ployen, in reply,
suggested the use of the Politi-Protokoller for this purpose, and
issued the necessary orders to the sysselmend on 28 July 1842.20
In consequence, from February 1843, archive references to the
grannastevna become regular and frequent.

Until the grannastevna was regulated by law, every decision
had to be unanimous. The story of the Skdlavik geese is a
striking illustration of this. Geese are a notorious source of
discord in Faroese villages. The 1848 Skélavik grannastevna
resolved that geese should not be kept in the village; but two
inhabitants who already had geese declared that they intended
to keep them until a legal judgement ordered them to give the
geese up. The 1849 grannastevna found that four households
were keeping geese. Two were willing to give up goose-keeping
if all the others did; but the original two evidently remained
obstinate, for the 1853 grammastevna found it necessary to
adopt regulations for the keeping of geese.?!

The first breach in this unanimity rule came in the Jagt/ov
of 9 February 1854, though in fact neither does this law
mention the grannastevna by name. Several villages had be-
come aware of the need to conserve the breeding-stocks of sea-
birds on their bird-cliffs. In Sandoy syssel alone, by that year,
Sandur and Skalavik had fixed limits to the number of puffins
to be netted annually, Dalur had forbidden drattur of puffins,
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(pulling young puffins out of their breeding-holes by hand or
hook) and Sktvoy had worked out an elaborate scheme to give
co-owners fair shares in the netting of guillemots and puffins.??
Conventions adopted in 1852 in Hvalbdur and Porkeri severely
limited the use of firearms.?* But the unanimity rule could be
a hindrance to action. At the 1847 Ndlsoy grannastevna, Poul
Johannesen proposed that it should be forbidden at draga
lunda. Most present agreed with this, but as unanimity could
not be achieved, no resolution could be adopted. Fortunately, it
proved possible to secure unanimity for this prohibition in re-
spect of the principal lundaland, Urdin.2* The 1854 Jagtlov
eased matters by giving regulative powers over sea-fowling and
seal-hunting to a simple majority of the owners provided they
controlled half the markatal.?>

On 4 March 1857 came the Lov om Udskiftning af Felles-
haunger paa Ferderne, which gave specific powers to the granna-
stevna to act by majority. Common ownership was a hindrance
to the extension of cultivation of the hagi, and sometimes even
led to tradir reverting to hagi, as on Hestur in 1819 and on
Nolsoy in 1829. The new law permitted half the markatal or
three-quarters of the owners by number to carry an enclosure
proposal to the newly-created Udskiftningskommission for the
syssel, who would make the final decision.?6

The Haugelov of 23 February 1866 gave extensive powers
to the Faroese grannastevna to regulate by majority vote, the
type of majority being different for different purposes. Thus
a simple markatal majority decided how many sheepdogs might
be kept in the village, but at two-thirds majority by markatal
was required before geese were permitted. To change the flocks
from feli to kenning required the approval of two-thirds of the
shareholders in the hagi concerned, controlling at least half the
markatal > Finally, the legal position of the grannastevna was
properly defined in the consolidating legislation of 1 April
189128

In this perspective, the formalisation of the grannastevna
about 1840 can be seen as the first step towards a general devo-
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lution of regulative power away from Térshavn, which took
place in stages through the nineteenth century, providing the
people with the machinery for settling their own difficulties.
The need to provide such local machinery arose from the large
increase in the number of édalsmenn (private holders of land)
and the decrease in the average size of their holdings. In 1816,
23 6dalsmenn shared the 18 marks of ddalsjord in Nolsoy’s
Nordara helvt; in 1843 there were 42, and in 1900 there were
52. If the resident d0alsmenn only are considered, the frag-
mentation process is even more remarkable; the figures are
then respectively about 8, 18 and 48.2% Centralised arbitration
of disputes could never have stood up to the strain. Only
through a decentralised system was it possible to adapt joint
ownership to the fragmentation of 6dal holdings, and to con-
serve such resources as the puffins of Nélsoy and the guille-
mots of Sktvoy. How the grannastevna first came into exi-
stence may be still an open question; but there can be no doubt
about the pressures which turned it into an institution of
importance.
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URTAK

Tad hevur verid vanlig hugsan, at grannastevna er gamal stovnur i
Foroyum. Men hevundurin ivast 1, at henda hugsan er bein og skjytur upp,

’

at grannastevnan i sinum valkenda liki frd seinna helmingi av 19. eld
man vera ikomin i tidarskeiSinum 1836—42. Millum prévgrundirnar er
hin fullkomna tegnin, i§ valdar hjia hevundum sum Lucas Debes, Jorgen
Landt, Jens Chr. Svabo og J. A. Lunddahl { hepum, har sum vantandi
var, at grannastevna vard nevnd. I skrivaBum heimildarritum er ordid
6gvuliga sjaldsamt fyri 1836, og har sum tad kemur fyri, kann verda vist
4 danska dvirkan 4 nytsluna, og fundir, sum sipad verSur til, tykjast ikki
hava verid grannastevnur { vanliga kendu merkingini. Bygdasamtyktir,
sum seinni véru sjalvsagdar at gera 4 grannastevnu, véru fyri 1843 framdar
4 annan hitt, og nekur demi eru nevnd.

Fram verda fluttar sannanir fyri, at grannastevnan hevur uppruna sin
i skylduni, i legd vard 4 syslumenn eina ferd um 4rid at ferBast um
sysluna til at hyggja eftir, at Reskript af 19. August 1757 om Kendings-
S6id og Reskript af 11. Maj 1775 angaaende Rosse-Brug paa Ferie vordu
hildin. Ordid tykist vera innflutt av F. F. Tillisch og C. Pléyen um 1836.

Um henda 4sko®an fer undirtoku, kemur stovnanin av grannastevnuni
4 sjalvsagdan stad sum eitt stig { ti neyQuga Gtflutningi av valdi burtur
Gr Térshavn { mdlum, sum hoyrdu til umsitingina av felags bygdavidur-
skiftum; onnur stig véru l6girnar frd 1854, 1857, 1866 og 1901, og til-
clvingin var hin stéri veksturin 4 talinum 4 dalsmonnum { hverjari bygd.



