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P. C. Buckland

Introduction

The time of the first settlement of the Far-
oe Islands has been the subject of much
discussion and the historical and archaeo-
logical evidence has recently been extens-
ively reviewed by Simun Arge (1989).
Both the place name Faereyjar, islands of
sheep, and the historical record seem to
indicate settlement before the arrival of
the first Norse settler, Grimur Kamban.
The Irish monk, Dicuil, writing at the
court of Charlemagne’s successors in
France ca. 825, (Tierney, 1967) refers to
islands two days sailing from the outer
Scottish islands, once occupied by Irish
monks (papar | culdees) but, by his time,
abandoned to sheep and seabirds because
of the activities of Norse pirates. His com-
ments are usually taken to refer to the Far-
oes, yet these papar remain curiously elus-
ive in the archaeological record. The pal-
aeoecological record, however, appears to
have been more productive. The detailed
pollen studies of Jéhannes J6hansen have
not only established the sequence of
changes through the Holocene in the Far-
oe Islands in some considerable detail (cf.
Johansen, 1975; 1982; 1985), but also have
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provided evidence for the impact of Man
since Landndm. Johansen (1971; 1979;
1985) has put forward arguments for the
cultivation of cereals during a phase of
Landnam, some two hundred years before
the traditional date of Norse settlement in
the ninth century. Despite the apparently
conclusive nature of the palaeoecological
record, the interpretation has remained
contentious (Jéhansen, 1986; Krogh,
1986).

If the apparent historical reference is
taken to refer to elsewhere (e.g. Arge,
1989; Krogh, 1986), then all rests upon the
palynology, since any archaeological
remains may have been obscured by subse-
quent Norse activities. The Paper may
have been so thinly spread as to be virt-
ually undetectable in the archaeological
record, and their artifacts are likely to be
indistinguishable from most early Norse
pieces. Similar problems exist in Iceland,
where, despite references in fslendingabok
and a further comment of Dicuil’s (Svein-
bjarnardéttir & Buckland 1983), the early
Irish settlers have likewise remained elus-
ive in the archaeological record (Svein-
bjarnardéttir, 1972; Eldjarn, 1989). Rec-
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ent claims by Margrét Hermanns-Audar-
doéttir (Hermannsdottir 1986; Hermanns-
Audardottir 1989) for early settlement of
Vestmannaeyjar by Merovingians are not
well supported by palynological evidence
(Hallsdottir, 1984) and have engendered
heated debate in the Icelandic national
press (1989).

In both Iceland and the Faroe Islands,
the impact of Man and his domestic ani-
mals on the natural vegetation are well
documented in the palynological record
(cf. Hallsdottir, 1987; Johansen, 1985),
but Man does not travel alone, and, along
with his domestis animals, he brings a rich
harvest of uninvited guests, from the lice
referred to in the same geography by
Dicuil (Sveinbjarnardéttir & Buckland,
1983), to his fleas (Buckland & Sadler,
1989) and the ectoparasites of his stock
(Buckland & Perry, 1989). All are recogni-
sable in the archaeological record, indeed,
where bone preservation is poor, as at
post-medieval Reykholt in Iceland (Svein-
bjarnardéttir, Buckland & Sadler, in
prep.), the only evidence for domesticates
may lie in their well-preserved ectopara-
sites. Such animals, however, are largely
restricted to the immediate proximity of
settlement, and, although the sheep ked,
Melophagus ovinus, may be found at the
present day in shed fragments of fleece
over the Faroese countryside, the chances
of examples surviving in the fossil record
or being recovered during sampling seem
infinitely remote.

The fauna liable to take advantage of
Man or be casually, unwittingly transpor-
ted by him is not restricted to parasites,
and the sailing ships of the recent past
have accounted for the worldwide distribu-

tion of many plants and animals (cf. Elton,
1957). Much of this fauna of tramps and
hitchikers consists of insects, many of
which survive in identifiable form as
fossils. This has allowed not only some ref-
inement to the work of Lindroth (1957) in
documenting introductions as a result of
transatlantic trade, but has also indicated
the large scale of earlier anthropochorous
dispersal around the North Atlantic
(Sadler, in press). The casually dispersed
fauna, preserved in anaerobic sediments,
particularly the insects associated with hay
and dung, provide a powerful potential
tool in the study of human dispersal, sett-
lement and ways of life (cf. McGovern et
al., 1983; Buchland et al., in press;
Buckland, 1988). Where independent dat-
ing is available, the earliest deposits in Ice-
land and Greenland produce extensive
anthropochorous insect faunas, not only in
immediate association with the archaeo-
logy, (cf. Buckland et al., 1983), but also
in the landscape around the farms (Buck-
land et al., 1986; in press). Dunnage and
ballast provided abundant suitable habit-
ats for the transport of invertebrates, as
well as the occasional small vertebrate (cf.
Berry, Jacobsen & Peters, 1978). Changes
at Landnam are readily apparent in the
fossil insect faunas and involve not only in-
troductions, but also the expansion of
species previously restricted to such places
as the nutrient enriched areas around bird
colonies, to the similar, if not more diverse
habitats around farms (Buckland et al., in
press).

As it appears possible to define Land-
nam in palynological terms in the stratig-
raphic record, it may be similarly defined
by changes in the fossil insect faunas. In
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the absence of mammalian herbivores be-
fore Man on both the Faroes and Iceland,
the appearance of the dung and hay fauna,
the former now ubiquitous on the islands,
must clearly indicate the arrival of Man on
more than a casual, occasional landing
basis. In addition, changes in the fre-
quency of the endemic (at least since the
end of the last glaciation, cf. Buckland,
1988) insect fauna might also be useful
indicators of the impact of Man.

Results

The modern beetle fauna of the Faroe Is-
lands has recently been reassessed (Bengt-
son, 1981), providing the necessary back-
ground to research upon the fossil biota.
With the model predicted, fieldwork was
carried out in association with J6hannes
Johansen in 1985 at both his major pre-
Norse Landnam localities, at Lambi and
Uldalid on Mykines and at Tjgrnuvik on
Streymoy. In addition, samples from de-
posits known to predate Landnam by seve-
ral thousand years were recovered from
sites in Saksunardalur on Streymoy to pro-
vide an indication of natural assemblages
in the islands unaffected by Man. This
note does not concern the detail of the
faunas from the three localities, which will
be published elsewhere (Buckland, Dinnin
& Sadler, in prep.), but is restricted to the
evidence for Landnam. Whilst pollen may
survive in soil profiles, insects are rapidly
eroded in such situations and rarely survi-
ve to be incorporated into younger sedi-
ments. Their contemporaneity with the
enclosing deposit is therefore rarely in
doubt.

Mykines

At Lambi, on the most westerly of the
islands, Mykines, Dahl (1970) had suggest-
ed that a system of embanked fields were
reminiscent of ‘stone walls in the Ceitic
regions.‘ Johansen (1979) had sampled this
site and, at a depth of 1.01 m, had obtain-
ed pollen of oats (Avena sp.) and, at 0.85
m, that of barley (Hordeum sp.). The site
was extensively disturbed by puffin burr-
ows and no suitable deposits existed for
the recovery of samples for examination
for fossil insects. Similar problems atten-
ded the palynology to the extent that the
sequence obtained for radiocarbon dating
gave inconsistent results because of the
incorporation of old carbon by slope wash.
Deposits at Uldalio, 1 km to the east, were
correllated with Lambi by pollen analysis
and further radiocarbon samples from this
site gave consistent results. The latter sec-
tion was an erosion scar, 1.2 m high, at 190
m a.s.l., on a slight south-westerly facing
slope in short grazed grassland to the east
of the modern farms, and adjacent to anot-
her field system. Jéhansen (1979) had
obtained samples from the organic sedi-
ments at the site and constructed a pollen
diagram. The radiocarbon dates from this
section allowed a date of 600-700 A.D. to
by proposed by interpolation for the
Lambi fields by comparison of the two di-
agrams (J6hansen, 1979; 1985, 56). The
original sampling locality remained expos-
ed in 1985 and was cut back and resampled
by Buckland and Jéhansen. The upper
part of the exposure consisted of oxidised,
peaty slope wash, with much small gravel
of basalt, and irregular bedding planes; its
disturbed, aerated nature made it unsui-
table for sampling for invertebrate remains
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but, from the horizon regarded as equival-
ent to Landnam downwards, the deposits
were more organic and invertebrate fossil
preservation was better. Three 5 mm thick
slices, each of 3 kg, were taken from the
lower part of the section.

Despite the apparently consistent nature
of the pollen diagram (J6éhansen, 1979;
1985, pl. 7) and the sequence of radiocar-
bon dates, the varied preservational state
of the insect faunas from Uldalid, with a
wide range of preservation evident i indi-
vidual samples, suggest extensive distur-
bance of the section. Some slope move-
ment is evident in the inorganic content of
the peat, which includes some gravel lens-
es and there is a clear break between the
lowest part of the succession, with less evi-
dent slope wash, and the remainder. The
insect faunal evidence, however, suggest
the probability of further biogenic distur-
bance. The indicators of eutrophic conditi-
ons, including large numbers of individuals
of Cercyon spp. and Megasternum obscur-
um (Marsh.), are present in all samples. It
is probable that these relate to wet, nutri-
ent-rich areas, the result of the activities of
puffins burrowing into the hillside, a situa-
tion presently evident at Lambi, where the
vegetation around the burrows is particul-
arly lush. The extent of disturbance on the
puffin cliffs, north of the modern farms,
which in the recent past has lead to sub-
stantial collapses, makes it seem unlikely
that Uldalid has escaped similar attention
before and after the arrival of Man. On
balance, the fossil insect evidence cannot
be regarded as suitably stratified.

Tjernuvik
The sampling site at Tjgrnuvik on Streym-

oy lies at the head of a short, north facing
fjord at the north end of the island. Peat
growth appears to have begun as the result
of the development of a storm beach acr-
oss the head of the fjord and been main-
tained by subsidence. As a result, in excess
of three metres of organic sediments, with
intercalated silts and gravels from the
varying channels of the small stream which
enters the head of the fjord, have accumu-
lated, the area now forming the hayfields
of the adjoining settlement. The locality is
surrounded by steep slopes with outcrops
of basalt with little remaining soil cover.
The site has particular archaeological int-
erest in that immediately adjacent to the
sampling locality a group of pagan Viking
graves had been uncovered (Dahl & Ras-
mussen, 1956).

Johansen’s initial sampling in 1968 had
been by augering but the results were of
such significance that open profiles were
dug to obtain radiocarbon samples (J6han-
sen, 1971). The sampling locality, in the
hayfield south east of the settlement was
revisited by Jéhansen and Buckland in
1985 and a pit, 2 m by 1 m, nearly four
metres deep, was dug through the rather
unstable peat deposits, within two metres
of the original trench. Sampling was begun
just above the massive influx of inorganic
sediment which Jéhansen had shown on
the palynology to reflect Norse Landnam
and was carried down to below the earlier
inorganic horizon which had produced evi-
dence for barley cultivation. In addition,
sampling was continued in 10 mm slices
down for a further metre in order to obtain
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evidence for the nature of the pre-Man
fauna.

The formerly waterlogged valley bottom
situation of the Tjgrnuvik site removes the
possibility of direct disturbance by burrow-
ing birds and the faunas can be taken at
face value. The influx of sediment from
the steep sides of the valley would not
have carried insect material, other than
that which was penecontemporaneous, but
the depositional dip of the sectioned dep-
osits led to some initial confusion over
dating. The sample (Tj1/1) from 1.7 m
provided an extensive fossil insect fauna,
including one secure indicator of the pre-
sence of introduced herbivores. The dung
beetle, Aphodius lapponum Gyll., was
represented by several fragments of one
individual and this was initially thought to
reflect a pre-Norse introduction (Buck-
land, 1988). It is but one of the several
species presently recorded from the Faroe
Islands and the one species which is widely
distributed at the present day (Bengtson,
1981); it occurs as a fossil immediately
after Landnam in Iceland (cf. Buckland et
al., in press). A re-examination of the rec-
orded stratigraphy indicates that the
sample containing A. lapponum lies firmly
across the horizon of the earliest Norse
Landndm; the dung beetle is one of Grim-
ur Kamban’s *footprints’. The diversity of
the insect fauna associated with this
sample is also remarkable and contains
one species, Ochthephilus omalinus (Er.),
not currently recorded from the Faroe
Islands, as well as one probable ant-
hropochorous species, the small rove
beetle , Omalium rivulare (Payk.). It con-
trasts markedly with the remaining samp-
les from below the horizon of Norse Land-

nam, which contain few, if well-preserved
insect fossils. The diversification of imme-
diate habitats which the earliest Norse far-
mers provided, is not reflected earlier in
the succession. Any pre-Norse Landnam is
currently unrecognisable in the fossil in-
sect record. The influx of inorganic sedi-
ment, dated by radiocarbon to ca. A.D.
600+/-100, is not accompanied by any ant-
hropochorous elements in the insect
fauna, nor by any major change in the
endemic assemblage. If the Papar are to
be found at Tjgrnuvik, it is surprising that
their stock had no apparent impact on the
insect fauna.

The initial doubt about the relevance of
Aphodius lapponum to pre-Norse Land-
nam was raised on biogeographic grounds,
for it seemed an unlikely candidate to have
been introduced direct from Ireland, alt-
hough northern Scotland remains possible;
the notorious world of probability suggests
several other dung beetles if an Ireland,
rather than Norway, to Faroe connection
is sought.

Conclusion

It cannot be claimed that the fossil insect
evidence in any way detracts from the pa-
lynological record. It is possible that Irish
monks had so little overall impact on the
landscape as to be undetectable in the en-
tomology but, if the Fereyrar were the is-
lands of sheep, it is surprising that they
were without their dung beetles. It is poss-
ible that, if we were to sacrifice our one
specimen for an accelerator radiocarbon
date (cf. Elias & Toolin, 1900), a different
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conclusion would be reached but, present-
ly Papar remain as elusive in the Faroes as
they are in Iceland.
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