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The distribution and subdivision of farmland

The distribution and subdivision of farmland 
on the medieval and prehistoric salt marshes 
of the northern Netherlands
A retrogressive model of the (pre-)Frisian farm, based 
on historical sources from the Early Modern period 

3
Abstract
In this paper, a retrogressive model is developed starting from the 16th-century farm, and going back in time to the high Middle 
Ages. It shows compellingly that farming in the clay regions of Frisia throughout this period was an independent family enterprise 
that generally focused on both livestock and arable farming. Large landholdings, in the hands of an indigenous elite, certainly 
existed; however, these were not large concentrated estates but aggregates of individual family farms. The distribution among the 
farms of arable land, pastureland and meadowland varied from area to area since it was dependent on local landscape metrics 
in the sense of the quality of the different parts, the evenness of their pattern and their distance from the settlement. However, the 
aim was always to ensure that the farms were mutually similar. For this purpose, and for optimum drainage, the nearby arable 
land, pastureland and meadowland were split into several parcels with ditches. The use of ‘loose’ lands will have stimulated this 
subdivision. The distribution of the more remote, initially still wild or communally used lands over the individual farms will 
not have taken place until the late 12th and 13th centuries. Although speculative in nature, the model is also relevant for a large 
part of the early Middle Ages and even for earlier periods. A first test renders the hypothesis that the farm on the open salt marsh 
shared many characteristics with its successor in Friesland after dikes were built. 
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3.1 Introduction
In the northern Netherlands and Germany, research on 
the artificial dwelling mound or terp has a long tradition.1 
Much attention has been given to the genesis and further 
development of the salt marshes and to the living conditions 
for people and livestock.2 Furthermore, the creation and 
continued growth of the terps built on these marshes has 
always been a subject of study, as well as the size and layout 
of the settlements situated on them. In the Netherlands, the 
agricultural economy of the inhabitants has in recent years 
received increasing attention, leading to a number of new 
insights and a deepening of existing knowledge. Thus it 
has become clear that the composition of the livestock was 

1 In this paper the name ‘Friesland’ refers to the present province of 
Friesland (in Frisian: Fryslân), our study area. Already in the high 
Middle Ages it was known as such. In the Carolingian sources the 
then inhabited part of it was called Frisia, to distinguish it from 
the coastal areas of West and East Frisia. In early medieval times 
the saltmarsh areas of the present province of Groningen, situated 
directly east of Friesland, were part of East Frisia and were 
still considered to be part of the Frisian lands in the high and 
late Middle Ages. Given the geographical and socio-economic 
similarities between the Frisian and Groningen salt-marsh areas, 
we consider the model presented in this study also applicable to 
the terp farms in Groningen.

2 An overview of the latest ideas on this subject is given by 
Nieuwhof et al. 2019; see also Nieuwhof & Schepers 2016; Vos & 
Nieuwhof 2021.

subject to change,3 and also that, in general, the terp farmers 
not only engaged in livestock farming, but in arable farming 
as well, and much more intensively than initially assumed.4

 Less thought has been given to how the farmland was 
distributed among the farms, in other words how it was 
physically divided into (main) plots (in terms of possession 
or pattern of ownership), and how it was subdivided into 
parcels for the purpose of agriculture. How should we imag-
ine the spatial arrangement of the salt-marsh farmlands 
around a terp or a group of terps, and how did it change 
over time to ultimately result in the current cultural land-
scape?5 Also, little is still known about the territorial claims 
that individual farmers, terp communities or larger popula-
tions made on more distant (new) lands when they became 
suitable for use as arable land, pastureland or meadowland.
 In this paper we attempt to get a grip on these themes by 
working backwards from later documentary data.6 The cen-
tral question is whether it is possible, on the basis of textual 

3 Prummel 2001; 2014; Prummel et al. 2013; Cakirlar et al. 2019. See 
also in this volume.

4 Schepers 2014; 2016; De Langen & Mol 2016, 104-6; Schepers & De 
Langen 2019. See also  in this volume.

5 For a first approach: De Langen 1992; De Langen & Noomen 1996; 
for a functional zoning around the terps before the embankments: 
Nicolay 2015; Schepers 2015 (cf. Behre 1976). See also  in this volume.

6 This 'retrogressive' approach is inspired by the somewhat older work 
of Postma (1934).
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and administrative sources, to determine the social and 
economic frameworks within which the early-modern land 
users arranged their affairs. Can we determine how much 
older this socio-economic framework might be by compar-
ing it with early historical and archaeological data? In other 
words, is it possible, on the basis of what we know about the 
structure of early-modern farms, for this study specifically 
in Friesland,7 to develop a model of their high-medieval 
predecessors?8 And if so, does such a model also have some 
validity for the farms in the preceding periods, when the 
clay regions were not yet protected by regional dikes?

7 In the early Middle Ages, the salt-marsh areas of Friesland were 
divided between the districts of Westergo and Oostergo; when these 
subsequently grew due to the peat bog reclamations, the salt marsh 
areas remained their agricultural and economic centre of gravity.

8 In most Dutch archaeological studies, the Middle Ages are 
divided into an early and late phase, with the boundary being set 
at ca 1000. In Friesland, however, the High Middle Ages can be 
considered to form a separate phase (early 10th century - ca. 1250).

By a farm, in Friesland also called zate, we mean the 
agricultural unit comprising farmstead (farmhouse, any 
outbuildings and yard) and farmland that was run inde-
pendently by the main occupant in terms of daily manage-
ment. The farmer may have been an owner-occupier or may 
have used someone else's farm under certain conditions. 
A larger part of the farmland will have belonged to the 
unit permanently. Additional ('loose') lands may have been 
'leased', or temporarily assigned if there was rotating use. 
 In this study, we will argue that certain long-existing 
parts of the landscape did not come into (more intensive) 
permanent use until the late 12th and 13th centuries. The 
internal colonization of these low-lying and previously wet 
areas was made possible by improved water management 
and was accompanied by an initial distribution and subdi-
vision of the (future) farmland. Before their reclamation, 

Fig. 3.1 The value of land in the province of Friesland in terms of estimated yield in guilders per hectare according to the 1832 land register. 
Map J.J. Feikens, Fryske Akademy.
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these parts were wilderness or in communal use.9 They be-
longed to the local community, might have been distributed 
among the neighbouring settlements (and therefore also 
subdivided), and were, if at all, extensively used for sheep 
grazing, bird hunting and fishing. There will have been rules 
for this use, of which we find an echo in the locally hand-
ed-down rules of use concerning the (later) hemrik.10 The 
farmers concerned could therefore claim a certain right of 
use to the wasteland. Nevertheless, we consider these lands 
to be beyond the scope of the individual farm.
 Our methodical line of approach is, first, that we ad-
dress the distribution and subdivision of the farmland and 
the exploitation of the farms as interacting entities and, 
secondly, that we reconstruct or 'write back' the situation 
of around 1500 from later cartographic and administra-
tive sources - in this context German medievalists speak of 
'Besitzrückschreibung'. The aim is to use this reconstruction to 
extend the lines even further back in time, using documen-
tary and archaeological sources, and to assess to what extent 
the map of 1500 is meaningful for the high Middle Ages and 
the periods before. Are there long, more or less stable lines 
for both the distribution and subdivision of farmland?
 In answering this question, attention is explicitly given to 
the development of trade (and the economy as a whole) as 

9 Wild in the sense of uncultivated. However, in this case, the 
qualification 'wild' should be put into perspective. Outside the 
season with the highest tides, the salt-marsh areas in question were 
generally easily accessible and their natural vegetation could easily 
be kept young by annual burning for the benefit of cattle grazing (cf. 
Exaltus 2008; Exaltus & Kortekaas 2008). See also  in this volume.

10 Breuker 2017, 51-63.

well as the social structure. This is because in the long lines 
along which – as we shall argue – this broader framework of 
the Frisian farm has developed, we see additional evidence 
that the farm itself appears to have remained essentially the 
same for a long period of time. With regard to the develop-
ment of the social structure, it can be established from the 
outset that in medieval and early-modern Friesland part of 
the land was held by an elite that could be called an aristoc-
racy. Another part was in the hands of small landowners, the 
freeholders or owner-occupiers. The status and development 
of these groups of owners, as well as of the tenants, will be 
discussed in more detail later on, albeit rather globally, given 
the space available. Equally briefly, we shall describe the 
development of trade, even though this aspect was of great 
influence on agricultural management.

3.2 The Frisian farm in the 16th century 
The starting point for our study of land distribution and 
subdivision in the Frisian clay region are the cadastral maps 
and corresponding land registers from the years 1812-1832. 
Thanks to these sources, we have a provincial overview of 
the individual parcels.11 From this, we know their own-
ers and value, which was based on their expected yield. 
The data, converted into a digital geographic information 
system (GIS), clearly shows that the richest soils were to be 
found in the clay regions (fig. 3.1). In combination with the 
palaeogeographic map of northern Westergo around AD 
800, it is clear that these are mainly concentrated on the old 

11 Made accessible by the Fryske Akademy in a historical GIS:  
www.hisgis.nl/fryslan.

Fig. 3.2 Palaeogeographical map of 
northern Westergo around AD 800 and 
the distribution of the terps according 
to the terpen database of the province of 
Fryslân (version 2021). Map S. de Bruijn, 
Province of Fryslân; partly after Vos 2015. 
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salt-marsh ridges, whose soils are sandier and higher than 
those in the low-lying heavy clay areas further inland (fig. 
3.2). Valuable soils can also be found within and around 
the silted-up Middelzee, the large estuary that once flowed 
between Westergo and Oostergo – the two districts that 
together constituted (Central) Frisia in the early Middle 
Ages – and reached deep into Westergo. The low-lying, 
heavy clay soils in their turn had higher average yields than 
the soils in the peat and sandy areas. This made the clay 
region far superior in value to the rest of Friesland, which 
largely consisted of former peat bogs that since the 10th 
century had been brought into agricultural use by means of 
artificial drainage. These peatlands had experienced a short 
period of high production immediately upon reclamation, 
but owing to subsidence they were soon transformed into 
wet, low-lying marshy grasslands or poor sandy soils that 
yielded much less than the fertile clay.12

 The cadastral maps in combination with the Actueel 
Hoogtebestand Nederland (AHN, current altitude map of 
the Netherlands)13 shows that the main ditch pattern in 
the former salt marshes was aligned with the natural relief. 
This relief was formed when the salt marshes had not yet 
been endiked and were repeatedly flooded by the sea - the 
lower areas more often than the higher ones, of course. In 
areas with a continuous salt-marsh ridge, a regular pattern 
of rectangular fields is found at right or oblique angles to 
the ridge. In the former lower salt marshes, where there are 
no such ridges, the maps show irregularly shaped plots, and 
ditches and canals following the course of former natu-
ral streams.14 The salt marshes were fertile and attracted 
settlers as early as the pre-Roman Iron Age. These inhab-
itants protected themselves from floods by raising their 
farmsteads, initially maintaining just a small safety margin 
against flooding by the highest tides.15 Eventually, however, 
some of the terps were built up well above the highest water 
levels.16 By the beginning of the 19th century, the terps - 
and certainly the largest ones - were often in use as arable 
land, insofar as they did not underlie villages or towns. The 
local farms were then often situated at the edge of such 
akkerterpen (arable terps) or outside them, whether or not 
on separate platforms.
 If we now compare the layout of the landscape with the 
distribution of land among the farms, we see a mixed picture, 
from which no clear model immediately emerges. We do see 
however, that the farmers lived at the head or in the middle of 
their main plots, and apparently aimed to keep their property 
clustered as much as possible. We also observe that the main 
farms in each sub-area were mutually similar in structure, in 
the sense that the different soil types were divided equally. 

12 De Langen 2011; Worst 2012.
13 www.ahn.nl.
14 For the relationship between the natural relief, parcellation and 

the layout of the settlements, see De Langen & Mol 2016.
15 Nieuwhof & Vos 2021.
16 A good example of this is the terp of Hogebeintum (see Nicolay et 

al. 2019).

We shall discuss this in more detail later. First, it is necessary 
to 'write back' the situation from the 19th century to the 16th 
century, in order to interpret the distribution of land and the 
agricultural settlement pattern, using some basic principles of 
Frisian farming around that time. 
 From tax lists of the early 16th century, it is known 
that the farms then in existence varied greatly in size.17 
The Frisians themselves had a clear view of this. For the 
purpose of negotiations on the possible payment of taxes to 
the Emperor of the Holy Roman Empire, in 1479 they drew 
up a draft tariff list according to capacity, i.e. reflecting the 
variation in size.18 The wealthiest, the so-called hoofdelingen 
(capitanei in Latin),19 who were referred to as lordships by 
the imperial administration, were divided into two cate-
gories: those who owned 100 pondematen (pm) and those 
who owned more.20 Owners with less land were, at least in 
the clay region, referred to as freeholders. They too were di-
vided into two categories: those who owned 50 pm or more 
and those who owned about 30 pm. The proprietors in the 
peat and sand regions, described as 'wold men', formed 
such a varied and fiscally difficult category that the value of 
their possessions was to be determined by their judges and 
administrators later on. The next group was formed by the 
so-called householders. They can be identified as the tenant 
farmers, because they were not taxed according to their 
land ownership but according to their number of cows, 
in four categories: between sixteen and twenty cows, and 
around twelve, six and four cows. Apart from the towns and 
monasteries, which were considered collectives, there were 
also the paupers in the countryside, whose taxes too were to 
be determined at a later date. It should be noted that, given 
the amounts recorded for them, rich freeholders or own-
er-occupiers might approach the hoofdelingen in wealth, 
and rich tenants might reach the income level of freeholders 
who owned 30 to 50 pm.
 By combining all available data on the taxes actual-
ly levied after 1500 and placing them in a GIS, working 
back in time as much as possible in different steps for 
each farm, the information from the 1479 tariff list can be 
checked and supplemented on the basis of the map thus 
compiled. For the clay region, the immediate conclusion is 
that the farms cannot be unambiguously categorised into 
standard sizes. When we examine the tenant and own-
er-occupied farms in the subdistricts or municipalities of 
Franekeradeel and Hennaarderadeel in Westergo in closer 
detail, then the variation among the almost 500 farms with 
a size above 10 pm that existed there in the early 16th cen-
tury appears to have been great (fig 3.3).21 Although most 

17 Spahr van der Hoek & Postma 1952, 101-112. See also below in 
the current text.

18 Edited in: G.F. thoe Schwartzenberg & Hohenlansberg (eds) 1768: 
Groot Placaat en Charterboek van Vriesland, dl. I. Leeuwarden, 681.

19 De Langen & Mol 2022, chapter 1.
20 The Frisian pondemaat, when measured with the 'royal rod' 

generally used since 1500, was 0.375 ha. It is thus comparable to 
the English acre (of 0.405 ha).

21 De Langen & Mol 2022, chapter 5.
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farms had an area between 40 and 90 pm, the group of 
farms below that was large nevertheless. Outliers above 90 
pm, on the other hand, are few in number; in many cases 
they were leased from monasteries.

In Franekeradeel 19, 17, 28 and 36% of the farms were 
owned by parish churches (and their associated institutions 
such as chantries), monasteries, the aristocracy and the 
freeholders, respectively. In Hennaarderadeel it was 18, 19, 
6 and 57% for the same groups. When we analyse the spatial 
distribution of the aristocratic possessions (fig. 3.4), we no-
tice that the richest were without a doubt large landowners 
- some of them owned the equivalent of more than twenty 
average-sized farms - but also that their possessions consist-
ed of individual farms, which in many cases were scattered. 
The latter also applied to the monasteries. Contiguous aris-
tocratic or monastic landholdings in the form of centrally 
managed estates or manors, based on the employment of 
hired labourers, did not exist.22

 In spite of their scattered distribution, the possessions 
of hoofdelingen were not located randomly in space: most 

22 In late medieval Friesland, only the rural monasteries still operated 
large farms on the so-called corpus land around their building 
complexes; for this they engaged wage labour. However, most of their 
farms were leased. See further De Langen & Mol 2022, chapter 5.

Fig. 3.4 The location of farms in the 
subdistricts of Franekeradeel and 
Hennaarderadeel in the year 1511, with 
indication of the owner categories (red: 
aristocracy; green: freeholders; orange: 
parish churches; yellow: monasteries), 
against the background of the estimated 
yield of parcels in guilders per hectare 
(low: light grey, high: dark grey), in 1832.  
+ parish church;  monastic institution. 
Map J. Bos & J.J. Feikens, Fryske Akademy.

Fig. 3.3 The size of the farms in Franekeradeel and Hennaarder-
adeel in Westergo in the year 1511; x: number of farms; y: cate-
gories in pondematen (pm). 1pm= 0,3675 hectare. Based on the 
Register van de Aanbreng, by J. Bos, Fryske Akademy.
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of their farms were to be found within the clay region, with 
a significant concentration on the old salt-marsh ridges, i.e. 
on the most valuable lands in the area, with the most exten-
sive and important terps. Figures 3.1 and 3.4 illustrate this 
for Franekeradeel and Hennaarderadeel and show that in 
the former, aristocratic possessions were mainly found on 
the highest and best drained salt-marsh land, i.e. on the old 
salt-marsh ridges, which are not to be found in the largest 
part of Hennaarderadeel (compare fig. 3.3). 
 This concentration of aristocratic possessions on the 
higher ridges is not surprising, if we assume that, as we shall 
argue below, hoofdelingen were the successors of the medi-
eval Frisian nobiles in a direct line. Considering also that 
according to Frisian inheritance law all children inherited 
(with the inheritance of a daughter half of that of a son), 
this continuity can only have been the result of a well-estab-
lished marriage policy. This is illustrated by a closer analysis 
of the way in which Rienck Hemmema, son of a hoofdeling, 
in 1569 could start a farm at Hitzum in Franekeradeel.23 
Thanks to the above-mentioned rights of inheritance, 
Rienck Hemmema's parents were able to acquire for him, as 
a younger son, a farm out of family property on his moth-
er's side, and to provide him further with 'loose' lands (on 
which more below) and floating capital worth as much as a 
complete farm.24 Thanks also to the aristocratic status and 
accompanying resources of his wife Ath Roorda, Rienck was 
able to lead the aristocratic life that was expected of him. 
The latter meant that despite his activities as an entrepre-
neurial farmer, who was partly dependent on the proceeds 
of his own farm, neither he nor his wife had to do any agri-
cultural work, because this could be left to their labourers.
 The farm that Rienck Hemmema acquired in 1569 had 
always been in aristocratic ownership, but had previously 
been in use by a tenant. In order to take possession of the 
farm, the spouses both changed their residential subdis-
tricts: Hemmema was born at the Hemmema State (house) 
at Berlikum in Menaldumadeel, east of Franekeradeel; Ath 
Roorda, at Sassinga State near Hennaard in Hennaarderadeel. 
Considerable distances could be bridged for aristocratic 
marriages, sometimes even crossing the border of the district 
or even of Friesland. Freeholders generally married closer to 
home.25 Nevertheless, these patterns indicate that - with the 
exception of the most important 'core estates' (which would 
not be rented out) - at the end of a farm lease, tenants might 
alternate with owner-occupiers, both from aristocratic and 
freeholders' circles. When a tenant was told to leave, he had 
to be compensated for (any improvements to) the house. 
After all, the house was considered to be chattel, belonging to 
the main occupant, whether a tenant or not.
 Thanks to the account book that Hemmema kept during 
his early years as a self-managing farmer, covering the years 

23 De Langen & Mol 2022, chapter 8.
24 'Loose' lands were annually leased parcels that formed part of 

neither a core plot nor a leasehold unit, and therefore could 
change hands relatively easily.

25 Noomen 2012, 280-287.

1569-1573, we have very detailed knowledge of his busi-
ness and the activities he undertook as a farmer (and an 
aristocrat).26 He bought out the incumbent tenant, hired a 
lot of labour, and immediately began to rebuild and expand 
the house and farm buildings. He also created an orchard 
surrounded by a ring of trees within a double moat, thus 
availing himself of a complex that expressed the prestige 
and status of the new chief occupant. In terms of productive 
land, the farm comprised 70 pm of permanent and 30 pm of 
'loose' lands. In terms of hectares, and calculated over sev-
eral years, approximately 24 hectares were used for animal 
husbandry and 8.5 hectares for arable farming.
 Hemmema appears to have been a shrewd entrepre-
neur.27 A clear sign of this is that each year he rented out 
several pieces of his own land that he could not properly 
use for crop rotation at the time, in order to simultaneously 
lease land elsewhere himself. More generally, Hemmema's 
entrepreneurship can be seen in his approach to arable 
farming. From the beginning, he focused on production 
for the market: on the cultivation of wheat, barley and 
legumes (peas and beans). It is striking that Hemmema sold 
almost his entire wheat and barley yield (after deducting 
the seed) in the nearby city of Franeker, while in Harlingen 
he purchased much cheaper rye, imported from the Baltic 
region, for baking bread for his workers. In determining the 
cultivation plan, he was guided by price trends as much as 
possible. All in all, he realized yields that were considered 
good to very good even by 1800 standards in Friesland. The 
fertile and lighter soil on the salt-marsh ridge of Hitzum 
was an important factor in this. But also, Hemmema's wide 
range of fields and the heavy manuring he applied will have 
strongly contributed to his results.
 The farm at Hitzum was a mixed farm in which arable 
farming and cattle breeding kept each other in balance. 
The emphasis was on dairy farming, for which in 1517 
Hemmema kept 16 cows. In addition, besides the horses, he 
kept some young cattle and small livestock and a few animals 
for bartering as well as for slaughter. However, the main 
products he bet on were cheese and butter. These were always 
marketed in combination. That the white winter butter was 
always sold in the town of Bolsward and the 'red' May butter 
at Franeker, is probably because Hemmema could get the 
highest price at somewhat specialised markets there. 
 All things considered, Rienck Hemmema had a farm 
at the top end of the market and in a good location. We 
have the impression that, although he took the agricul-
tural business seriously, he upgraded his farm rather than 
being innovative and ahead of his time.28 Nor is there any 
evidence that he contributed to commercial innovation. 
Hemmema would not have felt a need to do so. For the 
sale of both his livestock and arable products, he made use 
of an established trading system. For most things, includ-
ing purchases, he could simply go to nearby Franeker. We 

26 Gerbenzon 1958.
27 Slicher van Bath 1958, 114.
28 Knibbe 2006, 73; De Langen & Mol 2022, chapter 4.
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assume that Hemmema saw his farm primarily as a source 
of income and that his primary ambition was to enhance his 
status as a gentleman. It follows from this that his farm was 
not exceptional, but representative of other Frisian farms of 
similar size and in similar surroundings.

3.3 Lines of social and commercial continuity in 
11th- to 15th-century Friesland
In the 16th century the family farm with its market-orient-
ed mixed farming was not a new phenomenon. The case of 
Rienck Hemmema illustrates that the roots of his business 
reached back into the Middle Ages. The involvement of his 
family in this property can be traced back to the early 15th 
century.29 We do see different people on the farm alternat-
ing each other. We also see property changing hands, from 
owners to tenants and vice versa, but also – by the route 
of inheritance – from one owner to another. The trading 
network that Hemmema was able to use was at least late 
medieval as well.30 But how much further back in time can 
this fully-fledged family farm be traced? And what about 
the farms that were smaller and located in other environ-
ments? In particular, the functioning of a regular market in 
agricultural produce suggests that it invigorated and further 
developed agricultural management. Certainly the increase 
in trade of the 13th century31 may have stimulated speciali-
sation (or changes in the ratio of arable to livestock farming 
on a farm-by-farm basis). And this applies to both the salt-
marsh ridges, where arable farming was more profitable than 
elsewhere, and the lower-lying areas, where the specialisa-
tion in livestock farming dictated by the landscape may have 
become more profitable at the expense of self-supporting 
arable farming.32 It may also have led to completely new 
forms of farming, conducted by smaller, more specialised 
farms. If we want to 'write back' the 16th-century informa-
tion on farming, we must take into account that some forms 
of business did not have very ancient roots.
 On the other hand, as far as the broader social and 
economic framework of Frisian farming is concerned, there 
are long lines of continuity. Therefore, before addressing 
late- and high-medieval farming, it is good to briefly dis-
cuss the topics of aristocracy and trade. Much has already 
been written about the continuous connection between 
the late-medieval hoofdelingen and the Frisian nobiles of 
the high and early Middle Ages.33 It would, however, take 
us too far to treat its historiography in detail. In short, we 
can state that we disagree with the still prevalent idea that 
the hoofdelingen group originated in the late Middle Ages, 
its members having worked their way up from the circle 

29 This case is discussed in detail in De Langen & Mol 2022.
30 De Vries 1999, 144.
31 Niermeyer 1947, 20; Berkenvelder 1962, 137-141.
32 For landscape and specialisation: Niermeyer 1947, 19-21. For the 

influence of salt-marsh geology on agricultural production in the 
periods before the embankments: Schepers 2015; Behre 1976.

33 De Langen & Mol 2022, chapter 1.

of freeholders through usurpation and violence.34 There 
are too many similarities between the people who called 
themselves hoofdeling around 1400, the potentes (powerful 
people) who appear in the Vita of Frederik van Hallum, the 
founder of the Premonstratensian monastery Mariëngaarde, 
which is dated around 1150, and the maior villulae (village 
chief), who is described in an early 11th-century source.35 
The common traits they display in terms of property and 
behaviour lead us to regard them as a coherent elite through 
time, which saw itself as aristocratic, claimed privileges and 
was eager to at least maintain its landed property through 
a targeted marriage strategy. We call this an aristocracy, a 
non-feudal aristocracy admittedly, an aristocracy sui gener-
is, but still, a privileged group that felt entitled to occupy 
high positions and exercise leadership in all sorts of areas 
on the basis of inherited qualities.36 In other words: the exis-
tence of a richer upper class acting as an aristocracy is based 
on continuity since at least the 11th century.
 Also with regard to the trade in Frisian agricultural 
products, we assume continuity since the 11th century. A 
problem here is that we have only few historical sources 
concerning high- and late-medieval trade, with the result 
that there has been much speculation about it. It has been 
argued, for instance, that the late-medieval Frisian trade 
by ship, about which a large number of written records are 
known, was virtually unrelated to agricultural production 
in Friesland itself.37 According to this view, Frisian mari-
time trade would have consisted mainly of cargo transport 
between non-Frisian areas. Without elaborating on this, 
it can be established that the Frisian trade in home-grown 
products indeed benefited from the rise of urban Holland 
in the 14th and 15th centuries, which consequently altered 
the conditions for farming itself. One might think in the 
first place of the growing demand for beef and hides, which 
must have had an impact especially in those areas where 
only cattle breeding was profitable.
 Thus the steadily increasing urban demand for agricul-
tural products and, incidentally, the improvement in the 
logistical qualities of the trade will in the long run have 
promoted the production and local specialisation of Frisian 
arable and livestock farming. But this does not mean that 
the trade in agricultural produce did not fluctuate. The 
13th-century monastery chronicles by Emo and Menko 
clearly show that dike breaches caused crop failures even 
then.38 In the Frisian-Groningen clay region such disasters 
and misfortunes continued to occur regularly throughout 
later centuries.39 In and outside Friesland, (livestock) disease, 

34 The classic essay on this subject is by Gosses (1933); the picture he 
painted was adopted with further nuances by Van Lengen (1996) 
and Schmidt (2001). See also the recent overview by Köller (2015, 
ch. 3), who himself also prefers to characterise the hoofdelingen as 
a Führungsschicht rather than as aristocracy.

35 Mol 2017, 32.
36 This is in accordance with Noomen 2009, 50-2, 243-4.
37 Berkenvelder 1963.
38 Jansen & Janse 1991, 448-453.
39 Gottschalk 1971-1977.
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drought or just abundant rainfall could influence import and 
export, whereby also the response of traders and govern-
ments to scarcity or indeed (relative) abundance (especially 
when a certain region had not suffered) could be decisive, 
not to mention the impact of conflicts and warfare.40

 Without downplaying the mentioned uncertainties 
about Frisian shipping and the impact of economic fluctua-
tions, we mainly distinguish a constant export of agricultur-
al products since at least the late 12th century. According to 
the above-mentioned monastery chronicles, the reclaimed 
peatlands produced rye until around 1270, after which, 
owing to peat oxidation and subsidence, they suffered struc-
tural flooding or degraded into poorer soils.41 This implies 
that the clay regions did not depend on cereal imports in 
the period before the decline of the peat reclamations, also 
considering the fact that urbanisation had not yet taken 
off. From the fact that in the 13th century the Frisians had 
a lot of money at their disposal, it may be deduced that 
their exports then exceeded their imports.42 The financial 
reserves functioned as a buffer which could be drawn on in 
case that, due to poor harvests, grain needed to be bought 
elsewhere. This was done by preference at the nearest 
non-Frisian markets, where Frisians were used to sell their 
butter, cheese, cattle, horses and hides. It is possible that ar-
able produce too found its way out of Friesland, judging by 
a few chronicle reports about the export of beans after some 
successful harvests. If one may interpret the foundation of 
the first monasteries after the mid-12th century, and, even 
earlier, the construction of many dozens of parish churches 
from around 1050, as signs of a trade-related prosperity, 
then surely it is permitted to 'write back' this trade in agri-
cultural products into the 11th century, the time of comital 
minting in a series of market towns in the Frisian coastal 
regions. In the districts of Westergo and Oostergo, this 
concerns the period between c. 1000 and 1080 (after which 
the Frisian minting declined).43

3.4 The high-medieval farm on the embanked 
salt marsh
How, against the background of these property and market 
relations, can we imagine the layout of the contemporary 
farms? Let us first note that since the 12th century, the clay 
region was protected by regional dikes.44 In some places, 
these continuous embankments were unable to stop coastal 
erosion and had to be moved inland. In general, however, 
the embankments kept the sea outside the (now former) salt 
marsh, which led to a 'fossilisation' of the clay landscape. 
After all, the sea could no longer continue to build the salt 
marsh through silt deposition. The embankments allowed an 
entirely new settlement pattern, since farmhouses could now 

40 Jansen & Janse 1991, 448-453.
41 Jansen & Janse 1991, 448-453.
42 Niermeyer 1947.
43 Henstra 2000; 2010, 145-157; 2012, 114-123. Cf. Ilisch 1998, 218-37.
44 Blok 1984; De Langen 1992, 2011; Schroor 2000; Knottnerus 2009; 

Ey 2010; De Langen & Mol 2016, 101.

be built outside the old terps. On the higher ridges espe-
cially, they moved away from their former positions; in the 
lower areas, the farmhouses generally remained at their loca-
tions near the old terps, as is evident from an initial com-
parison between the 1832 cadastral map and the provincial 
terp database. In some parts of the now former salt marshes, 
the dikes also sparked a more intensive colonisation: farms 
were added. The fact that the first farmsteads outside the 
terps were still placed on platforms that were later raised45 
is evidence that complete artificial water control was only 
achieved after several centuries. This was not just a matter 
of building sea dikes. It was mainly a case of improving 
drainage by constructing sluices and widening, deepening 
and straightening watercourses.46 As long as people had to 
rely on drainage at low tide, the water level in the lowest 
parts remained problematic especially in the winter months, 
until in the 16th century they could switch to active drain-
age by means of windmills.47 In particular, the lowlands in 
the clay region, which were prone to sinking because of the 
loamy character of their clay and the weight they exerted on 
underlying peat layers, suffered more and more when inland 
drainage stagnated.48 For a long time such conditions were 
an additional reason for staying put, on or right next to the 
terps. The first dikes were defensive in nature, but soon land 
was being reclaimed from the sea and endiked. These oldest 
sea polders certainly could not be realized everywhere, be-
cause at that time offensive dike construction was still very 
much dependent on the natural accretion of the open salt 
marshes. The layout of these sea polders varied: some pol-
ders became inhabited, others were used by farmers whose 
houses stood behind the older sea wall.
 If we want to deduce the distribution and subdivision of 
the unembanked salt marshes from that of the early endiked 
clay region, we should focus on the old higher-lying parts of 
the landscape, with its large terps, which had become inhabit-
ed as early as the early Middle Ages, where the relief had been 
frozen by the embankments and where there had been social 
and commercial continuity since the 11th century. If there is 
anywhere that we might successfully retrogressively deduce 
high-medieval land use from later historical sources, it is in 
this area. The land register shows that mixed farming was still 
common here in the early 19th century, both on the higher 
salt marshes where arable farming was easy, and on the lower, 
heavier soils, where it was not until after 1900 that people 
began to focus entirely on livestock farming.49 In itself, this 
is not surprising. Manure was needed for arable farming and 
the income from cattle breeding formed the basis of prosper-
ity. In the lower areas, people will have practised arable farm-
ing and horticulture for their own subsistence, so as not to 
have to buy all the grain and legumes, and not to be affected, 
or at least not be strongly affected, by price fluctuations on 

45 Cf. Nicolay & Aalbersberg 2018; Nicolay et al. 2018.
46 Mol 1992; Schroor 2000.
47 Breuker 2017, 90; Wiersma 2018, 90-91.
48 Mol 2006; cf. Varwijk & De Langen 2018.
49 www.hisgis.nl/fryslan, map layer 'land use'.
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the market. The historical layout of the area and the distri-
bution of land among the farms confirm that mixed farming 
was the rule.50 If we want to identify a pattern, we can first 
of all establish that most farms were set up in the same way: 
the farmers each had an equal share of arable fields, pasture 
lands, and meadows, which does not mean that the farms all 
were of the same size.51  
 If the farmland could be organised according to this 
first rule, it was divided in such a way that the farmhouses 
were within or adjacent to the (main) plot.52 If this was not 
possible, then the second rule was to distribute the land 
proportionally through dispersed ownership. The terp, in as 
far as it could be used as farmland, was divided among the 
farmers. The farmers initially stuck to this custom, even when 
some of them left their former farmsteads on the edge of the 
terp to settle further out. If arable land and meadowland lay 
decentralised, the arable land and meadowland were also 
distributed according to the second rule, sometimes follow-
ing a rotating system.53 A farm was expected to hold a core of 
its own land in order to allow a new generation to take over. 
Then the new farmer's siblings shared in the inheritance and 
it could happen that this required parts of the farm to be sold, 
which sometimes prompted the digging of new ditches.54 
 It is likely that at least the arable fields and pasture lands 
belonging to the core of the farm were bordered by ditches. 
Where meadows were concerned, it is obvious that these 
were surrounded by boundary ditches which had to demar-
cate the main units. However, large watercourses will also 
have run along or through the meadowland for the purpose 
of the main drainage of the area. Since there needed to be 
some flexibility when it came to a succession, it is likely that 
'loose' lands were in use for centuries. Their availability, or the 
possibility of dividing off land, was especially for small farm-
ers the 'change' that might be needed to maintain the size of 
their farm in the long run: stripping off 'loose' land allowed 
the farm to be somewhat reduced in the case of inheritance 
(by selling it or giving it up as a lease), while allowing the 
farmer to expand it later on (through repurchase or lease) if 
he had good operating results (or additional inheritances). 
This makes it likely that even in the high Middle Ages there 
were more fixed boundaries in the form of ditches than were 
strictly necessary for the management of the farm.
 The land was distributed according to common law. This 
simply follows from the observation that much land in the 
late Middle Ages was leased (after all, one could not follow 
different rules on every terp), and from the fact that some 
areas had to be divided among multiple terp settlements. 
One of the principles followed was the right to extend one's 

50 In general: Spahr van der Hoek & Postma, 1952, 112-13. cf. De 
Boer 1898, 233-236.

51 De Langen 1992, partly based on Postma 1934.
52 De Langen 1992; De Langen & Noomen 1996; cf. Postma 1934; 

Spahr van der Hoek & Postma 1952, 60-69, 101-110.
53 Cf. Postma 1934.
54 Rienck Hemmema had new ditches dug when he sold part of his 

land: Gerbenzon 1958, 160.

borders in a straight line (the so-called opstrek).55 This was 
applied to peatland and to natural salt-marsh accretion 
outside the dikes. The latter is evidenced, for instance, by 
the fact that during the large-scale reclamation of Het Bildt, 
carried out under the authority of the new lord of Friesland 
shortly after 1500, the claims that farmers living behind 
the dike could lay to the new lands had to be bought off.56 
This right of opstrek also applied in the already inhabited 
salt-marsh area, in those places where the landscape and 
the existing pattern of habitation allowed (and where it 
made sense) to extend lines of possession into parts that 
had not been divided before. It is our impression, however, 
that when large areas became suitable for habitation, the 
organisation and distribution were arranged on a supra-lo-
cal and even supra-regional level, at least when public 
interests rose (far) beyond the right of private extension. 
One might think of the colonisation of the youngest marsh 
ridges in Barradeel (the Hornestreek subdistrict, possibly 
under the protection of an early dike) and Ferwerderadeel 
(along the Goo dike). In all likelihood, an arrangement on a 
higher administrative plan also prevailed in the peat areas, 
the large-scale reclamation of which since the 10th century 
required regional coordination, whether or not under the 
leadership of the king or count if he had rights to the as yet 
undeveloped wilderness or wildlands and wanted to exploit 
them by systematically involving third parties, like local 
aristocrats as stakeholders.57

 This makes it clear that determining the age of farms, 
their management, and the manner of the allocation and 
the (extent of) division of the surrounding land requires a 
more specific landscape analysis for each sub-area. Based 
on the historical situation and the high degree of continu-
ity in the terp area, it can be assumed that as early as the 
high Middle Ages, the independent family farm was the 
standard, even if it was part of a large land holding, and 
that the land of this farm was already divided into several 
parcels surrounded by ditches. In this period, a land market 
was already functioning: people worked with 'loose' lands 
and could lease out individual parcels. The most important 
farms seem to have practised mixed farming.
 It is more difficult to determine how many farms were in 
operation in the high-medieval clay region, what size they 
were and, to put the question in reverse, how much wild 
or common land there was at that time. For this purpose, 
more information is needed about the development of the 
market and the water-management system, data that we do 
not have at present. Therefore, we are forced to work with 
assumptions. The first is that in the low-lying areas outside 
the terps, no farms could be established until the 12th or 
13th century. The second assumption is that it was only 
after continued market growth during the late Middle Ages 
that small, more specialised farms could start to function. 
On the basis of the 16th-century registers, we estimate that 

55 Hofstee 1937, 204-5; Winsemius 1947, 122.
56 Kuiken 2013, 31-34.
57 Cf. Worst, in prep.
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during the 11th and early 12th centuries farms of about 70 
pm were of the most preferred size.58

58 Spahr van der Hoek & Postma 1952, 103-109. Cf. De Langen & 
Mol 2022, chapter 5.

3.5 Biessum, Hogebeintum and Hitzum as  
case studies
The medieval written sources do not inform about how farm-
land was distributed among the farms or was (sub-)divided 
into parcels in Friesland. We therefore try to give the assump-
tions expressed above a preliminary foundation by looking 
at archaeological and modern spatial data concerning three 
village terps and their territories, namely Biessum in the East-
Frisian district of Fivelingo, Hogebeintum in Oostergo, and 
Hitzum (the home of Rienck Hemmema) in Westergo.59

Biessum
In the Middle Ages the terp of Biessum (fig. 3.5) in the pres-
ent province of Groningen was located in the East-Frisian 
district of Fivelingo. The terp originated in a salt marsh 
dominated by heavy clays and lacking continuous straight 
and higher ridges. In the late Middle Ages and Early Modern 
times, the nearby river Ems widened at the expense of the 
adjacent salt-marsh or riverbank levee. The maximum extent 
of the estuary is indicated by the location of the old dike (fig. 
3.6). In relatively flat and low-lying salt marshes situated 
directly behind higher ridges, and where sub-areas provided 
space for multiple farms, eventually large, radially arranged 
terps evolved.60 The immediate vicinity of Biessum was such 
a sub-area, which is why the terp of Biessum reached quite 

59 Unfortunately, for the surveyed subareas, the land register from 
the years 1812-1832 does not distinguish between pasture lands 
and meadows.

60 De Langen & Mol 2016.

Fig. 3.5 Biessum in 1832, with land use. The red line marks the 
outline of the terp. Green: orchard; mauve: (vegetable) garden; 
cream: arable land; light green: grassland. Map S. de Bruijn, 
Province of Fryslân.

Fig. 3.6 Land use in the surroundings of 
Biessum in 1832. Green: orchard; orange: 
(vegetable) garden; cream: arable land; 
light green: grassland; white: Ems estuary. 
The course of the old dike is indicated 
with a thin brown line. Broken lines: par-
ish boundaries. Map J.J. Feikens, Fryske 
Akademy.
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a size and had a radial layout. In fact, the terp is one of the 
best examples of the radial type, since its layout is very well 
preserved, as evidenced also by the 1832 cadastral map (fig. 
3.5). This layout must date back to at least the high Middle 
Ages. All farmhouses are still situated on the edge of the 
terp: none of them has been moved to the surrounding 
fields. This is probably due to the risk of flooding by the sea 
entering the Ems estuary, but also to the simple fact that the 
area around Biessum was too small to make a relocation 
at a distance from the terp profitable. After deducting the 
smaller houses, we count nine farms, each of which owned 
an adjacent radial part of the terp, including arable land and 
gardens. The distribution and subdivision of the terp thus 
went hand in hand, which is directly related to both the 
geography and the desire to have the farms mutually similar 
in structure, at least on the terp.
 This intention also seems to be reflected in the layout 
of the surroundings, as the radial layout stretches beyond 
the terp. Given the genesis of the area, one would expect 
that most of the grasslands would be located at the end of 
the parcels and that arable fields would lie concentrated on 
and near the terp, but the map of 1832 shows a different 
picture (fig. 3.6). Grasslands and arable fields alternate in an 
apparently random fashion, with no apparent connection 
to the radial layout. Arable land is also situated at some 
distance from the terp, which itself is largely surrounded by 
grasslands. However, when we include the 1832 property 
distribution in our analysis (fig. 3.7), land use does appear 
to be regular nonetheless: each of the farmers involved 
owned both arable land and grasslands. In other words, 
they still had mixed farms, which in this respect were equal. 

The 1832 pattern of arable fields and grasslands in fact is 
no more than a snapshot in time, as individual parcels in 
use as grassland might easily be converted into arable land 
(and vice versa). The distribution of property further shows 
that the farmers of Biessum also owned arable fields and 
grasslands that were just outside the radial subdivision 
pattern, and also that the parcels nearer to the terp were 
already being released from the distribution system ac-
cording to the radial subdivision pattern. It seems that this 
greater freedom of land use and land distribution is related 
to geographical developments (the widening of the Ems 
estuary after the radial terp was created) and (since the 12th 
century) the steadily improved dikes and artificial drainage 
of inland water.

Hogebeintum
If we examine the terp of Hogebeintum and its surroundings 
against the background of the developments that we as-
sumed for Biessum, we observe again, and even more clearly 
than at Biessum, the effects of steadily improving water man-
agement. The terp of Hogebeintum (fig. 3.8), situated in the 
Oostergo district of Friesland, was about the same size as the 
terp of Biessum. It was surrounded by similar soils, but was 
geographically more sheltered thanks to its position behind 
the continuous salt-marsh ridge of Oostergo. It is therefore 
not surprising that the terp had a radial layout. Apart from 
some non-agricultural buildings near the centrally located 
church, the terp was covered by arable fields. In 1832 there 
were only three farms left on the edge of the terp, namely the 
farms Sipma and Lolckama and a farm whose name has not 
been transmitted. Of Fopma, the fourth historically known 

Fig. 3.7 Biessum in 1832. The possessions 
of four farms are indicated in four shades 
of green. Broken lines: parish boundaries. 
Note: Biessum was part of the parish 
of Uitwierde. Map J.J. Feikens, Fryske 
Akademy.
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farm, only the yard remained in 1832; by then the farm-
house had been replaced by a smaller building.
 Considering the remaining space on the edge and the 
similarities to Biessum, it may be assumed that in the high 
Middle Ages, in addition to these four, at least another four 
farms stood on the terp, which later on were moved to a po-
sition outside the terp. Despite these dynamics, the original 

radial distribution of property is still recognisable, especial-
ly on the actual terp, where Sipma and Lolckama, in 1832 in 
the possession of a single owner, together covered a quarter 
of the terp, adjacent to which lay the nearest of their fields 
outside the terp (fig. 3.9). The southern farmstead's proper-
ty extended beyond the presumed original radial sector of 
its medieval predecessor. Property exchange is even more 
evident in the case of Fopma's farm, which in 1832, apart 
from the farmyard, comprised no more than a single parcel 
lying outside the original radial sector of its medieval pre-
decessor. From property records of 1640, it appears that this 
parcel was then still owned by the presbytery and therefore 
once belonged to one of the church farms; thanks to this 
information we have now traced the fifth of the medieval 
farmsteads that once stood on the terp of Hogebeintum (fig. 
3.10).61 The same source shows that Fopma still had several 
parcels of land at its disposal at that time, fitting in with the 
radial distribution pattern.
 Around 1640, important farms had voting rights in 
local matters, about which more below. Voting rights may 
lie on (a sum of) certain parcels of land without the corre-
sponding farm being known to us. In the wide terp sector 
between the nameless farm on the southern edge of the 
terp and Lolckama farm in the northeast, there are two or 
even three such plots. Did people derive voting rights from 
old farmsteads from which the farms had been moved to 
places outside the terp, farms which had since changed 

61 www.hisgis.nl, see map layer ‘stemkohieren’.

Fig. 3.9 Hogebeintum in 1832. The 
possessions of four farms are indicated in 
four shades of green. Broken lines: parish 
boundaries. Map J.J. Feikens, Fryske 
Akademy. 

Fig. 3.8 Hogebeintum in 1832, with land use. The red line marks 
the outline of the terp. Green: orchard; mauve: (vegetable) gar-
den; cream: arable land; light green: grassland. Map S. de Bruijn, 
Province of Fryslân.
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ownership and in the process had become detached from 
their old yards? Can we on this evidence increase the num-
ber of terp farms to eight? 
 In this context, it is obvious to assume that Harsta 
State (house), an aristocratic property with an agricultural 

function located just southeast of the terp, goes back to one 
of these disappeared terp farms. Outside the terp, within 
the village area (fig. 3.11), and apart from Harsta State, there 
were a number of houses, including five quite large farm-
steads. Could (some of) these date back to the late 12th or 

Fig. 3.10 Hogebeintum in 1832, with 
the fields of five farms around 1640. The 
black dot marks the parsonage farm, 
which disappeared after 1580. Broken 
lines: parish boundaries. Map J.J. Feikens, 
Fryske Akademy.

Fig. 3.11 Land use in the surroundings 
of Hogebeintum in 1832. Green: orchard; 
orange: (vegetable) garden; cream: arable 
land; light green: grassland. Broken lines: 
parish boundaries. Map J.J. Feikens, 
Fryske Akademy.
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13th century or even further back, and thus also originate 
from the terp, as it is tempting to assume?
 This question turns out to be difficult to answer, for the 
moment at least. According to the AHN, at least two of 
these five farmhouses do not seem to stand on a platform, 
which may argue against great age. Yet on the Schotanus-
Halma map of 1718, which was based on an earlier map by 
Christianus Schotanus of 1698, one of these is indicated as 

entitled to vote, while the three that do appear to be elevat-
ed are completely absent from the 1718 map (fig. 3.12). In 
general, the indication 'vote-bearing' or 'vote-entitled farm-
stead' on Schotanus' map refers to fully-fledged farms. It 
may be assumed that such farms had precursors in the late 
Middle Ages at their present location. New archaeological 
fieldwork must clarify which of the raised farmsteads that 
were not marked as vote-bearing by Schotanus, could nev-
ertheless be old. Such research might also shed light on the 
nature of the two 'motte-and-bailey' mounds that Schotanus 
located along the Ferwerder Vaart (canal) in 1698/1718.
 Despite the changes that might have taken place 
here since the 13th century, it is broadly clear how the 
farmsteads spatially evolved in the village territory of 
Hogebeintum. Unlike Biessum, Hogebeintum had a poten-
tial colonisation area in the form of an extensive low-lying 
and wet plain which could be brought under cultivation 
after the embankments. On the map of 1832 (fig. 3.11), 
this plain can be recognised as part of an inland polder, 
among other things because of the straight, continuous 
parcelling of land and the predominance of grasslands. 
Even here, arable fields were not completely absent, which 
would have been inconceivable without a managed water 
table. Grasslands also dominated in the surroundings of 
Hogebeintum. Only in the close vicinity of the terp did the 
number of arable fields increase. The parcellation of this 
area was radial. The village territory also included parts of 
the landward flank of the continuous, large and high salt-
marsh ridge of Oostergo. These parts carried field systems 
with rectangular parcelling. This pattern reflected the relief 
of the ridge and the distribution among the owners, several 

Fig. 3.12 The vicinity of Hogebeintum and Ferwerd on the 
Schotanus-Halma map of 1718. Map Tresoar, Leeuwarden.

Fig. 3.13 Hogebeintum and Ferwerd in 
1832. In mauve, the former possessions 
of the monastery of Foswerd. Orange 
symbols: granges; broken lines: parish 
boundaries. Map J.J. Feikens, Fryske 
Akademy.
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of whom in 1640 were still located on the northern edge of 
the terp (fig. 3.10). The subdivision and distribution here 
did not originate from Hogebeintum, and offer a good 
example of the way fields might be distributed when exten-
sion by right of opstrek would have led to an imbalance. It 
cannot be ruled out that this part became intensively used 
only after floods left a fresh clay deposit, i.e. after the terp of 
Hogebeintum with its radial subdivision and distribution of 
land had been established for a long time.62

 The reclamation of the inner polder can be placed in 
the 13th century, if we assume that the nearby Benedictine 
monastery of Foswerd, founded around 1190, was involved 
and led the way.63 Foswerd had extensive properties in 
the polder and also at and near the terp of Hogebeintum 
(fig. 3.13). The centre of the polder complex was the 
Feenstrahuis grange, built by lay brothers around 1225, near 
the southern border of the parish. 
 It should be borne in mind that such internal coloni-
sation in the clay region required considerable investment 
- investment that at the same time promised to be quite 
lucrative, given the considerable size of the lowlands. In an 
area without an overlord, it was the monasteries that could 
make the difference with their manpower. It is therefore 
not surprising that monasteries were founded in various 
places in the low-lying parts of Oostergo, or that monaster-
ies established elsewhere acquired a lot of property here.64 
They received endowments in the form of farms and land; 
not only for the salvation of the donors, but also for the 
monasteries to acquire capital to finance their buildings 

62 In the high Middle Ages, erosion took place along the north coast 
of Oostergo, as witnessed by the loss of the oldest cemetery of 
Ternaard and the halving of the village of Wierum. It is possible 
that re-deposition of sediments on the remaining parts of the salt 
marsh took place in the process.

63 Mol 2014.
64 Mol 2001; cf. Mol & Delvigne 2010; Boers 2013.

and to expand their land holdings through reclamation and 
internal colonisation. We assume that the aristocratic family 
'of Hogebeintum', who founded a parish church around 
1100, or its legal successor, also invested in this effort by 
first favouring Foswerd with land donations and then sup-
porting its monastic polder works.
 It is not known whether the relocation of the farms to 
these low-lying lands took place only after the beginning of 
the 13th century. It cannot be excluded that, as on the high-
est salt-marsh ridges,65 the first farmers left the terp already 
in the course of the 12th century. If they did, they will have 
remained in the vicinity of the terp and on the highest parts 
of the marsh directly surrounding it, at locations like that of 
Harsta State. The lower-lying parts must have been wild and 
at best in communal use. They were already transected by 
some continous ditches which had to maintain and stimu-
late the southward drainage of the village area. In the course 
of the 11th century, the drainage of Oostergo by means of 
outspill at low tide became more difficult owing to the silt-
ing-up of the Peasens estuary and the onset of subsidence 
in the reclaimed peat area.66 Here, as elsewhere,67 this called 
for large-scale interventions to keep drainage going, such 
as the digging of larger canals and the introduction of an 
artificial water table for the whole or a large part of the dis-
trict during summer (see below). The lower-lying clay areas 
situated directly behind the continuous high and broad salt-
marsh ridge also benefited from these works.

Hitzum
We can deepen this model with the aid of data on the village 
terp of Hitzum and its surroundings, located in Westergo 
(fig. 3.14).68 The main difference from the environments of 
Biessum and Hogebeintum is the presence at Hitzum of a 
salt-marsh ridge. On this largely east-west running ridge 
the soils are slightly higher and sandier than those on either 
side of it. As elsewhere, the use and layout of the area were 
attuned to these differences: the terps and most of the arable 
fields are located on the ridge; the grasslands are mainly 
to the north and south of it (fig. 3.15). The main parcel 
boundaries run parallel to each other and are at a right or 
an oblique angle to the ridge. As a result the area is divided 
into three main units that are a similar in design. To the 
west and east of the main unit of Hitzum, those of Wester 
Hitzum and Doijum, respectively, can be distinguished.69 
The radial subdivision is absent, even on the terps. The terp 
area of Hitzum, formed by the merging of two originally 

65 Bakker & Tuinstra 2001; Hielkema 2002; Nicolay & Aalbersberg 
2018, 130-131; Nicolay et al. 2018, 167-171.

66 Mol 2006.
67 Ligtendag 1995, 195-197.
68 In detail on this: De Langen & Mol 2022, chapter 3.
69 In identifying the main units, we are mainly guided by the naming 

of the core settlements (in this case: clusters of farmhouses). 
However, it is also possible to distinguish units on the basis of the 
terps: see current text.

Fig. 3.14 Hitzum in 1832, with land use. The red lines mark the 
outlines of the terps. Green: orchard; mauve: (vegetable) garden; 
cream: arable land; light green: grassland. Map S. de Bruijn, 
Province of Fryslân.
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separate terps, is divided rectangularly.70 This confirms 
the idea that in the salt-marsh region of the northern 
Netherlands, the layout of the agricultural settlement was 

70 We are mainly looking at the part south of the main road; the 
layout north of it is mainly determined by the two mansions that 
were constructed later.

determined by the qualities of the local geography, rather 
than the other way around.71

 The subdivision of the three main units into different 
farms was originally also in accordance with the aim of mu-
tual equality. Since the property registers of 1832 show that 
some extensive land transactions had taken place in the pre-
vious century, we turn immediately to the data from 1700.72 
According to the Schotanus-Halma map of 1718, there were 
three farms on and near the terp of the main unit of Wester 
Hitzum (fig. 3.16). Nearby, a fourth farm was situated on 
the ridge. At Doijum four farms lay clustered in between 
the terps; a fifth farm was north of the salt-marsh ridge. In 
the main unit of Hitzum several houses are indicated, of 
which it is not immediately clear which can be considered 
(important) farms. However, the property records of 1700 
enable us among the depicted buildings to locate the farm-
steads of five fully-fledged farms, one of which was north of 
the ridge, and a small farm (fig. 3.17). The property records 
show that most of the farms of Wester Hitzum, Hitzum 
and Doijum, when situated on the ridge, owned arable land 
on the ridge and the terp on it, and clustered most of their 
remaining land to the north or south of the ridge. 
 Although the property picture of 1700 thus shows the 
principle of equal distribution and is therefore a good reflec-
tion of the original distribution, the situation at Hitzum is 

71 Cf. De Langen & Mol 2016. 
72 Since we do not have data on Doijum from 1640, we do not 

go back that far in comparing the three main units and their 
subdivisions. For Hitzum we shall do so further on in the text.

Fig. 3.15 Land use in the surroundings of 
Hitzum in 1832. Green: orchard; orange: 
(vegetable) garden; cream: arable land; 
light green: grassland. Broken lines: parish 
boundaries. Map J.J. Feikens, Fryske 
Akademy.

Fig. 3.16 The farms of Wester Hitzum, Hitzum and Doijum on 
the Schotanus-Halma map of 1718. Broken lines: parish bounda-
ries. Map Tresoar, Leeuwarden.
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further removed from its origin than that of its neighbours. 
This is already evident from the fact that there is no longer 
a farmhouse on the northwestern part of the Hitzum terp 
(while it was expected here). This terp zone is excluded from 
the farm known from 1700, of which the farmstead, that now 
appears to be missing on the Schotanus-Halma map, was 
located north of the terp, at least according to the 1832 map. 
 What the Schotanus-Halma map does show is that in the 
early 18th century people still remembered that there had 
once been a substantial house on the northwestern edge (fig. 
3.16). This was the Gratinga ‘estate’ known from other sourc-
es, which had included a mansion on a rectangular moated 
site. According to a description from 1544, a widow Gratinga 
lived at the mansion, which also housed a salaried farm 
steward.73 The farm's barn was located east of it, just outside 
the moat. The estate fell apart in the 16th century owing to 
inheritance problems and both the mansion and the barn 
were demolished. Its former presence however, means that 
around 1500 the Hitzum main unit numbered seven farms. 
 This number compares favourably with the five at 
Doijum, although it is unlikely that the Hitzum farms were 
originally equivalent. The small farm on the southern edge 
of the terp was indeed counted as one of the voting units 
in the 17th century, but given the distribution of proper-
ty at the time (fig. 3.17) it most likely was small from the 
outset. On the basis of what is known about the late-medi-
eval owners of the Hitzum farms, and considering also the 

73 Van der Meer 1994, 28-29.

developments at Biessum and Hogebeintum, we come to 
the following interpretation. The western farmstead north 
of the ridge is the successor to the Gratinga farm on the 
terp. It was a tenant farm that was built after the demolition 
of the house on the terp and its adjacent barn. Most prob-
ably it was moved to that position in two steps: First it was 
positioned north of the Hemmema farm.74 This relocation 
must have taken place in the 16th century.75 Between 1718 
and 1864 the second step was taken, placing the farmhouse 
at its position recorded on a mid-19th-century map.76 The 
eastern farm north of the ridge was church property (fig. 
3.18 in yellow) and, given its location in a low-lying area, 
must be a late foundation. Two other farms, on the south 
side, also appear to have belonged to the parish church, in 
particular the presbytery and the ecclesiae fabrica, being 
the equity fund from which the maintenance of the church 
building and lighting had to be paid. In between were the 
small farm mentioned above and the farm of the so-called 
Gratingaleen, a chantry fund from which a priest was paid 
for the weekly celebration of votive masses. It was founded 
by aristocrats, probably in the early 15th century.

74 Cf. Van der Meer 1994, 36.
75 It is known that the yard of the demolished Grantinga mansion 

was not owned by this successor farm. It came into the use (and 
later probably also into possession) of Rienck Hemmema.

76 Topografische Militaire Kaart van het Koninkrijk der Nederlanden 
1864. According to the 1832 map, its 16th-century position had by 
then been abandoned, but the new one had not yet been taken up.

Fig. 3.17 Property of the farmers of 
Wester Hitzum, Hitzum and Doijum in 
1700. Broken lines: parish boundaries. 
Map J.J. Feikens, Fryske Akademy.
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The reason why in the 17th century the smallest of the 
Hitzum farms was entitled to vote despite its small size, 
has to do with how access to political power was deter-
mined shortly after Friesland joined the Republic in 1580. 
In allocating the votes, it was the intention to do justice 
to the situation during the period of communal political 
autonomy before 1498, the so-called Frisian Freedom, when 
the exercise of political and legal power had been reserved 
for the owners of important farms.77 For this purpose, the 
Estates of Friesland, being the new rulers of the province 
and uncertain about late medieval voting rights, simply 
took as reference the right to vote as exercised by all farm 
owner-users and tenants within each parish until 1580 as 

77 Spanninga 2012, 53-62.

representatives of the parishioners. Hence, in Hitzum the 
tenants of church farms, the chantry farm and the smallest 
farm were also granted voting rights. 
 However, in the voting systems as they really functioned 
before 1498, such farms, and indeed a number of others, had 
not been represented at all. For Franekeradeel we can check 
this because lists from the early 15th century have been 
handed down concerning the 'Rechtsomgang', i.e. rotation of 
judicial offices among landowners.78 These lists show that the 
number of these 'estates' entitled to nominate judges is much 
smaller than that of the voting farms of 1640: it comprised 
only a quarter of the fully-fledged farms at that time. These 
apparently were large units with a recognised prestige and 

78 Overdiep & Tjessinga 1950; Noomen 2009, 132-45.

Fig. 3.18 The location of the five farm-
steads of the main unit of Hitzum which 
can be traced back to the high Middle 
Ages, and the originally late-medieval, sec-
ond farm of the parish church (Kerkfabriek 
2). In different colors: the possessions of 
their successors from the beginning of the 
17th century, when the former orchard of 
Hemmema (east of his former farmstead) 
was in possession of the Gratingas. Map  
S. de Bruijn, Province of Friesland.
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importance established by tradition. Smaller farms and 
farms belonging to monasteries and parish churches did 
not participate. In any case, according to the ‘Rechtsomgang’ 
of 1408-1433, Wester Hitzum, Hitzum and Doijum num-
bered one, two and three of such (then) important farms, 
respectively. It is known that the two farms of Hitzum were 
even then in one hand, owned by one family. They stood 
on the northern edge of the terp: the farm that was later 
named after the Gratinga family, and the one where Rienck 
Hemmema came to live later on in the 16th century.
 With this knowledge it is possible to reconstruct me-
dieval Hitzum. St Gertrudis' church of Hitzum, with its 
relatively small parish area, was founded between 1150 and 

1200 by an aristocratic family living at Hitzum.79 This family 
will have owned not only farms and land elsewhere, but all 
the parcels on and to either side of the Hitzum terp area. In 
order to establish a parish church, two fully-fledged farms 
were needed at that time: the first for the priest's livelihood, 
the second as a fund to pay for the church building, the 
lighting and the care of the poor. This could only be part of 
the original family property. After all, subsequent to a foun-
dation, the family had to maintain a substantial agricultural 
property to ensure its future status in and around the village. 
 Given the size of the area and the number of ful-
ly-fledged farms at Wester Hitzum and Doijum, the farms 
at Hitzum donated to the church must have already existed 

79 About such parish-church foundations by aristocrats: Noomen 2014.

Fig. 3.19 The boundaries and subdivision 
of the Hitzum main unit (green lines). 
Red lines: the outlines of the terps. Light 
green: low-lying areas. Map S. de Bruijn, 
Province of Fryslân.
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before the donation. In between and to the south of them, 
however, there was still a considerable area that, apart from 
the two main farms, remained in the possession of the aris-
tocratic family. The central part may well have been used by 
a fifth farm. From this, the smallest farm must have been 
split off, possibly in the third quarter of the 15th century, 
when the Gratinga chantry was founded.80 For this purpose, 
the successors of the church founders may also have donat-
ed this possible fifth farm. If this is correct, then high-me-
dieval Hitzum consisted of at least five farms. It cannot 
be excluded, however, that the fifth farm was only formed 
from the moment when the lower-lying land could be used 
more intensively, i.e. in the late 12th or even 13th century. 
In that case, the territory of this farm would first have been 
used by the Gratinga farm. In this context it is interesting 
that in 1700 the western farm of Doijum extended on both 
sides of the ridge, and that the farm that emerged from the 
Hemmema farm, with its nucleus on the north side, also 
had extensive holdings in the south.81 This may mean that 
the oldest distribution of usable land, not only at the level of 
the main units but also at farm level, initially created north-
south running units that crossed the ridge.
 It is tempting to link this original dominance of 
‘Gratinga’ and ‘Hemmema’ within Hitzum to their prom-
inent positions on the Hitzumer terp area. As said before, 
that area consists of two terps that have merged, but which 
are still recognizable as originally independent units. 
Did the medieval occupants of Gratinga and Hemmema 
derive their status from their possessions on and around 
their 'own' terps, and would the main unit of Hitzum then 
comprise two once independent parts? This possibility is in 
line with the late-medieval distribution of power accord-
ing to the aforementioned Rechtsomgang, in the sense that 
it keeps pace with the number of terps or the total terp 
area of Wester Hitzum (1 position and 1 terp), Hitzum (2 
positions and terps) and Doijum (3 positions and terps).82 
This hypothesis requires further study. But it is already clear 
that this possible basis for power, or at least the distribution 
of the farmland among the terps, is not contradicted by 
the historically transmitted layout and subdivision of the 
Hitzum territory (fig. 3.19).83

 If we now look at the boundaries of the Hitzum unit 
and the subdivision of its lower-lying parts from a wider 
perspective, it is striking that these boundaries and subdivi-
sion not only take account of local conditions, but are also 

80 About such chantries in Friesland: Vries 1982; cf. Roemeling 2013, 
50-52.

81 Whether this means that such farm units running from north to 
south were already larger than an average-sized fully-fledged farm 
in the high Middle Ages cannot be determined at present. It is by 
no means necessarily so. After all, they may have benefited from 
the colonisation of the lowlands in the late 12th and 13th centuries. 
On this possible increase in scale, see further on in the current text.

82 For the sake of clarityr, it should be mentioned that 'Hemmema' 
and the western unit of Doijum shared a third terp.

83 For a similar (hypothetical) distribution of land among terps or 
even terp sections, see De Langen 1995, 57, fig. 1 (concerning the 
terp cluster of Dongjum and its immediate surroundings).

- and even more so - determined by the wider landscape. 
The main lines of Hitzum, i.e. the continuous ditches dug by 
man, appear to be aligned within a large, regular drainage 
network that also includes other salt-marsh ridges and their 
low-lying surroundings. In some cases, this large-scale 
regularity means a deviation from the standard method of 
layout at a lower level: at Hitzum, the continuous ditches are 
not perpendicular to the ridge, but at an oblique angle. It 
is possible that this alignment was secondary, just as in the 
Frisian peatlands local, pre-existing reclamations were re-
aligned to a larger-scale system in the late 12th or early 13th 
century by means of (minor) adjustments.84 In that case, in 
Hitzum and its surroundings, the wider network could be 
related to the colonisation of the lower-lying areas around 
this time. Despite the lack of data and in view of what was 
said above about Hogebeintum, we consider it more likely 
that the wider drainage network was already functioning by 
the 11th century, the time of the first regional artificial sum-
mer level (see also below). The main lines of this drainage 
network may even date back to the late 10th or early 11th 
century, when in Friesland the territorial parish network 
was rolled out and in the peatbog areas already supra-lo-
cal boundaries had been established.85 On the basis of this 
supra-local alignment from the 11th (or late 10th) century, 
a (limited) reparcelling can be postulated, especially for 
the low areas, as well as a limited redivision (and redistri-
bution), in the sense that the (further) planning was not 
based on the pre-existing, still sparse ditches in these areas. 
Occasionally, the main lines of this new network could be 
enforced on the ridges too, as is evident from the subdivi-
sion of a terp between Hitzum and Doijum (fig. 3.17).86

 The three case studies Biessum, Hogebeintum and 
Hitzum make it abundantly clear that the gradual improve-
ment of the water system resulted in a freer use of space. 
This meant that during the late Middle Ages more and more 
low-lying areas could be put to permanent use and more 
arable fields were created in places where it was previously 
too risky or even unthinkable to do so. Nevertheless, with 
the help of additional historical information, it is possible 
to infer from the historical maps how the landscape was 
distributed and subdivided in the centuries before 1200. 
Although the first farms on the salt marshes outside the 
older terps were built as early as the 12th century, albeit still 
on platforms, most of the houses around 1200 still stood on 
the edge of the old terps. The adjacent land was still divided 
up in such a way that the farms were similar in layout. The 
main grid of this pattern was determined by the natural 
landscape, in particular by differences in elevation and 
the absolute height of individual parts as well as variations 

84 De Langen 2011, Worst 2012.
85 De Langen & Mol 2017, Worst in prep.
86 Such possible small-scale redistributions and redivisions have no 

consequences for our attempt to write back in time our model of 
the family farm, since these processes wouldhave affected the core 
lands of the farms, situated on the salt-marsh ridges, to a far lesser 
extent than the wild or communally used lands.
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in soil composition. Outside the intensively used land, 
depending on the geography, there could be wasteland or 
common land, which would be developed in the late 12th 
or 13th century, but until then had not been distributed 
among the farmers and was still barely divided.

3.6 Lines of social and economic continuity in  
5th- to 11th-century Friesland
If we jump further back in time, from the 11th-12th century 
to the period before the 12th century, regional dikes and the 
realisation of an artificial regional summer water table in 
the 11th century (see below), and we start to focus on the 
early-medieval phase of the terp era (ca. 400-1000),87 we 
notice drastic changes. The period began with the arrival of 
new inhabitants, who mainly came from the coastal regions 
of Lower Saxony and perhaps those north of the river 
Elbe.88 They were able to settle freely on the northern Dutch 
salt marshes since at the end of the Roman Iron Age these 
had been left virtually deserted by the Frisians of the time.89 
Gradually, the area became densely inhabited again. A new 
elite achieved wealth, as evidenced by their possession first 
of gold objects and later of silver coins.90 In the 8th century, 
the Frankish conquest, the beginning of Christianisation 
and the flourishing of Dorestad trade followed.91 Around 
850, the Dorestad trade came to an end and the Carolingian 
central authority lost its grip on the coastal districts. For 
Friesland, the Viking age that then began lasted about three 
quarters of a century.92 Afterwards, in the second quarter 
of the 10th century, Friesland again became a land of kings, 
counts and bishops, perhaps more so than ever before.93 
With the start of large-scale colonisation of vast peat areas 
and the rise of the regional market, supported by comital 
mints, it was a time of economic boom.94 The question now 
is whether these developments fundamentally changed the 
agrarian basic economy, for example by prompting a redis-
tribution of land or a structurally new land use, or whether 
the existing farm units at each subsequent stage were able to 
continue their existence with less drastic adjustments and 
simple shifts in emphasis.
 In order to answer this question, it is good to take a clos-
er look at the Frisian aristocracy, whereby it is important to 
note that the restoration of royal power in the 10th century 
was not accompanied by a reconquest of the Frisian lands. 

87 According to the prevailing archaeological classification for the 
northern Netherlands. However, we regard the 10th century as 
part of the high Middle Ages.

88 Knol 1993 (overview of early Middle Ages); Bos & Brouwer 2005; 
Nicolay 2011; Taayke 2020 (origin of new inhabitants).

89 Nieuwhof 2011; 2013; 2016.
90 For gold objects: Nicolay 2014; for silver: Henstra 2000; Op de 

Velde & Metcalf 2007; Metcalf & Op de Velde 2010
91 De Langen & Mol 2021.
92 De Langen & Mol 2019.
93 De Langen & Mol 2017.
94 For the reclamations: De Langen 1992, 68-130; 2011, 84-87; Worst 

2012; in prep.; Summer 2016; De Langen & Mol 2018; for coinage: 
Henstra 2000; 2012, 107-8; for the relationship between peat 
reclamations and market development: De Langen 1992, 311-326.

As we see it, the coastal areas, if ever controlled by Vikings, 
rather silently rejoined the royal camp, this time of the 
Ottonian house. The number of confiscations of property 
by the central authority can only have been small, or at least 
fell below the forfeitures that followed the rebellion against 
Frankish rule at the end of the 8th century, when some 
Frisians had joined Widukind's Saxon rebellion.95 Even the 
latter must have been small in number and extent, because 
there are only a few indications that the Frankish king ever 
owned concentrated property in Friesland; this is quite 
different from what is known about the central Dutch river 
area, for example; this consisted almost entirely of royal 
domain, which in large part passed into the hands of the 
Utrecht episcopate.96 Logically, therefore, we find only few 
traces of centrally exploited manorial estates in Friesland. 
If there ever were any landholdings larger than those of 
the richest Frisian aristocrats known to us, their origin 
has to be sought in the 8th and early 9th century. We have 
at least some documentation on landed estates acquired 
in this period by loyalists of the king, through marriages 
to prominent Frisian women and as a reward for holding 
important offices.97 It seems, however, that large landhold-
ings in Friesland could only have been built up by acquiring 
separate family farms, which then remained in use as indi-
vidual units. Evidence for this can be found in the earliest 
donations from devout Frisians to large royal abbeys such as 
those of Echternach, Fulda, Werden, Prüm and Corvey - all 
located in the heartland of the Carolingian, later Ottonian 
Empire - by charters which may mention several individ-
ual farms (mansi) on a single terp.98 Whereas elsewhere 
such royal abbeys grouped their landholdings under large 
manors, with a bipartite structure of, on the one hand, large 
domains that were operated with live-in, landless serfs as 
labourers and, on the other hand, small dependent family 
holdings, issued to serfs who had to perform corvée labour 
on the manor in return, in Friesland they refrained from 
establishing large centres. Their so-called curtes there were 
merely centres for the collection of rent from serf-operated 
family farms. 
 The absence of concentrated domanial estates seems to 
have been the reason why for a long time no indigenous 
monasteries were established in the Frisian regions and 
why, even later, it turned out to be quite a job for the elite 
to gather sufficient corpus even for less ambitious monastic 
foundations.99 However, this does not mean that Friesland 
did not have any large landowners in the early Middle 

95 Henstra 2012, 20, 30.
96 Van Bavel 2010, 79-81. For the area west of Utrecht, see the recent 

study by Huiting (2020, 327-328). Apart from the central river 
area, we also find indications for domains in former West Frisia 
(De Langen & Mol 2020, 44-46).

97 E.g., the counts Gerhart and Alfdag, as well as  the imperial 
aristocrat Folker, who made a large donation to the abbey of 
Werden in 855 (Bleiber 1965; Blok 1968, 33-36; Henstra 2012, 43-
44, 68-69). 

98 Postma 1934, 100-106; Noomen 1996, 60-61.
99 Mol 1991, 45-51.
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Ages. Indeed there were, as is evidenced by the network 
of churches that served the earliest territorial parishes. 
This network, in fact, was rolled out by the bishops in 
the 10th century in such a systematic way that they must 
have received cooperation and donations from local large 
landowners.100 Local rulers, therefore, in whom we can 
recognise the ancestors of the aristocrats of the 11th cen-
tury. It is from their ranks that ministeriales will have been 
recruited.101 Thus, ministeriality in Frisia cannot be seen as 
the starting point of Frisian nobility formation, but at most 
as a confirmation of a pre-existing status and as an oppor-
tunity for some to consolidate and expand it.102 Also, the 
early marital links between Frisian women and Danish and 
Saxon aristocrats indicate the existence of an older Frisian 
elite.103 Considering the clear relationship between medi-
eval Frisian customary law and the older version that has 
been recorded in the Lex Frisionum, we even dare to extend 
the line of the Frisian aristocracy to the pre-Carolingian 
period.104 According to the Lex Frisionum, Frisian society 
made a distinction between nobles, freemen and liti (serfs). 
We recognise the freemen as the predecessors of the later 
freeholders ('eigenerfden'). When serfdom was abandoned 
in the 11th century, tenants must have taken the place of the 
liti and the farms in question were 'simply' continued.
 Above we have assumed that, although Frisian trade 
experienced fluctuations since the 11th century, there 
must have been a steady export of agricultural products. 
Given the post-Viking revival and further expansion of 
the Church and comital administration during the 10th 
century, this export activity may very well have been 
conducted as early as the late 10th and early 11th century. 
Traditionally, the Viking Age has been interpreted as a time 
of commercial decline. However, the question is wheth-
er the Frisian farmers had to change course as a result. 
Elsewhere, we have argued that the reign of the Vikings 
was especially disastrous for the Church but that the basic 
economy proved remarkably resilient, as witnessed by the 
persistence of a market town like Deventer, one of the suc-
cessors of Dorestad.105 If Frisian farmers did feel compelled 
to make adjustments after 850, these will most likely have 
been made at the pre-existing farms. For instance, the 
reduction in wool production, which manifested itself in a 
reduction of sheep breeding in favour of cattle breeding.106  
 In this context, it is remarkable that precisely from the 
mid-9th century, the terps were expanded on a large scale 

100 De Langen & Mol 2017.
101 Ministeriales are high-ranking servants with an originally unfree 

status who performed military and administrative functions for 
a territorial lord. However, they were not of humble birth. In the 
12th century, many free noblemen entered the ministerial sphere 
in order to become part of the governing circles of important lords 
with territorial power.    

102 Noomen, 2009, 27-33.
103 Noomen, 2009, 27-33; Henstra 2012, 69-70.
104 Siems 1980; Nijdam 2008, 67, 324; cf. De Langen & Mol 2020 (for 

West Frisia).
105 De Langen & Mol 2019, 33.
106 Hullegie & Prummel 2015.

in favour of the cultivation of grain and vegetables.107 The 
exact reason for this change has not yet been established. 
One would be inclined to think that the decline in trade after 
850 - which in this context would mean a shrinking import 
of foodstuffs, especially grain - demanded this. However, 
this does not square with the view that in the early Middle 
Ages there was little trade in bulk goods.108 It is not until 
the Carolingian period that the inhabitants of the terp area 
may have imported some grain.109 For the time being, we 
assume that the terp dwellers were able to cultivate their own 
brew, bread and mash grain.110 It cannot be ruled out that 
the transformation of terps as dwelling mounds into arable 
terps was motivated by changes in geographical conditions. 
For one thing, there was the expansion of the Middelzee 
inlet in the 9th century.111 However, this explanation too 
is open to question: the development of arable terps took 
place not only around the Middelzee, but throughout the 
Frisian-Groningen terp region, and even under more stable 
conditions, as on the higher ridges along the coast. A more 
plausible explanation is that on the arable terps preference 
was given to growing winter grain, which gave a higher yield 
than summer grain, but which could not be grown on the 
salt marshes. In that case, it was a development aimed at in-
creasing agricultural productivity, with the impetus coming 
from a broader movement, stimulated by the Carolingians, 
to boost agricultural yields. Also in the salt-marsh region, 
the (expanded) cultivation of winter grain may have built on 
an older practice, as uninhabited (parts of) terps had been 
used for arable farming and horticulture even before 850.
 In any case, the expansion of the arable terps continued 
until 1050, when the newly reclaimed peatlands began to 
produce more rye. Later, too, expansion took place, albeit at 
a slower pace. However, no matter how one interprets the 
advent of the arable terp, it did not fundamentally change 
the distribution and subdivision of land. Around the middle 
of the 9th century, the farmhouses only made a small jump 
in their already initiated shift towards the edges of the 
terps.112 Incidentally, one cannot help but be impressed by 
the huge efforts made by the terp dwellers to expand their 
raised fields. This, and the alignment of the farms involved 
in the development of terps such as those of Biessum and 
Hogebeintum, suggest that this process was led or coor-
dinated, at least until about 1050, if not by counts, then 
certainly by local lords.

107 De Langen & Mol 2016.
108 Van Es & Verwers 1994.
109 Given the development of the regional market function of 

Dorestad (Van Es 1990; 1994; Van Es & Verwers 1994; Van Es et 
al. 2015) and the more even distribution of imported pottery in 
the terp area compared to the distribution during the preceding, 
Merovingian period (Knol 1993, figs. 56 vs. 55). For grain imports 
(structural or only exceptional) by West Frisia in this period: 
Dijkstra 2011, 309.

110 For (high) medieval barley cultivation: Schepers 2015; cf. Schepers 
2014; 2016.

111 De Langen 2007; Aalbersberg 2010.
112 Based on the settlement development reconstructed by Gerrets & 

De Koning 1999 (see also Kaspers 2020c).
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The still sparse data indicates that if a more drastic change 
occurred, it took place in the late 12th or 13th century 
when the expansion of the (arable) terps ceased. The dis-
tribution of pottery on the terp clusters of Wijnaldum and 
Dongjum113 makes it plausible that the number of farms 
that once stood on (the edge of) these arable terps was 
about equal to, or even greater114 than the number of farms 
that could be found there in the late Middle Ages.115 The 
excavation at Wijnaldum has shown that a farm whose de-
velopment since the 5th century could be documented, was 
situated on the edge of its ever-growing terp until the 11th 
or 12th century.116 The question is then what happened to 
this farm. Did it stop, or was it moved to one of the younger 
salt-marsh ridges in the western part of the village area?117 
And does all of this indicate an enlargement of the farms 
that did continue in the vicinity of the Wijnaldum terps? In 
this context, it may be relevant that on the terp of Arwerd 
in Fivelingo (Groningen) there were at least seven farms 
in the 9th and 10th centuries, while later on, the terp and 
its immediate surroundings counted no more than four.118 
Further research is desirable here, if only to address the 
possibility that the decline in the number of farms on a terp 
was related to the wetting of the surrounding area as a result 
of the heightening of the large marsh ridges closer to the 
coast and the silting-up of old sea inlets and estuaries.119 For 
the area around Wommels-Stapert, for instance, where the 
number of terp farms decreased from four or three to two, it 
is already attested that it became wetter in the course of the 
high Middle Ages.120 This could mean that not all sub-areas 
could benefit sufficiently from the improvements regarding 
water management since the 11th century, which is another 
reason to study the developments per sub-area more closely. 
However, this possible increase in scale does not alter the 
fact that the farms that emerged from it could themselves 
have been of the high age argued above. At Foudgum, for 
example, the history of an Early Modern farmhouse indeed 
goes back to the Merovingian period, as evidenced by the 
excavated traces of its predecessors.121

 Like their successors, early medieval family farms were 
characterised by mixed farming. In recent years, palaeo-
botanical research has shown that for the entire Terp Age, 

113 De Langen & Nierstrasz 1998; Kaspers 2017; 2018; 2020a; 2020b.
114 For an early model that assumes more farms, see De Langen 1995, 

57, fig.1 (regarding the terp cluster of Dongjum).
115 Based on the map of Schotanus-Halma (1718) and www.hisgis.nl. 

These maps give an impression, but are not complete: they do not 
show a disappeared late medieval farmstead directly south of the 
village terp of Wijnaldum (cf. Nicolay & Aalbersberg 2018).

116 Nieuwhof et al. 2020, 250; compare: Kaspers 2020c, 226-229.
117 For new settlement on these high marsh ridges around 1200: 

Bakker & Tuinstra 2001; Hielkema 2002; Nicolay & Aalbersberg 
2018, 130-131.

118 Noomen 1996.
119 Cf. Nicolay & Aalbersberg 2018.
120 For Wommels-Stapert: De Langen & Varwijk 2019, 128 (number 

of high-medieval farms); Schepers & Maurer 2018, 72 (permanent 
wet grasslands in the vicinity of the late-medieval terp).

121 De Langen 1992, 173-186

including the pre-Roman and Roman Iron Age, arable 
farming was the rule rather than the exception.122 The earlier 
assumption that the terp dwellers had a leading role in the fa-
mous Frisian long-distance trade precisely because they were 
purely cattle breeders can therefore no longer be defended.123

 Even their active trade role can be questioned. Not all 
terp districts of Friesland and Groningen benefited equal-
ly from trade, in the sense that in Merovingian times the 
inhabitants of Westergo were richer than those of Oostergo 
and certainly richer than those of the Frisian regions fur-
ther east. This may mean that the impulse to trade was not 
given by the conditions on the salt marshes (which were the 
same throughout), but that the location of the regions with 
respect to international trade flows determined the extent 
of trade. Therefore, wealth may have been acquired partly 
or even mainly through passive trade, which means that the 
initiative lay not so much with the terp dwellers, but with 
the merchants involved in international trade.124 The inhab-
itants of Westergo were best able to profit from these trade 
flows because of their proximity to the Vlie estuary, which 
was part of the important international shipping route be-
tween Scandinavia and the central Dutch river area.125 The 
location of their region, their substantial population and 
their comparatively extensive salt marsh made them strate-
gically, demographically and agriculturally privileged. Thus, 
they could easily control trade (and collect tolls), accommo-
date traders (and be paid for services rendered to them) and 
contribute a large output of wool processed into cloth.126 
 After the entire salt-marsh region had been brought 
under Frankish rule, and, partly as a result, merchants 
from elsewhere had gained more room to manoeuvre and 
wealth could spread more evenly across the districts.127 
Palaeozoological research has shown that, within the 
Frisian districts, wool production for the cloth industry was 
increased in the early Middle Ages for trade or for remit-
tance to external landowners, such as the imperial abbeys.128 
However, it seems that this did not lead to specialised sheep 
farming. Tenth-century tax and land-rent registers129 also 
suggest that the production of cloth (or at least wool and 
linen) was rooted in mainstream farming.
 From our interpretation of social and economic devel-
opments, it follows that the Frisian basic economy did not 
necessarily experience substantial changes at farm level. The 
general outlines, and even more so the already presented 
early- medieval agricultural details, indicate that the indi-
vidual family farm with mixed farming postulated by us for 

122 Schepers 2014; 2016.
123 For this (outdated) view, see in particular Niermeyer 1947; Slicher 

van Bath 1965.
124 Cf. Theuws 2018.
125 For the wealth of Westergo, see: Nicolay 2014.
126 Cf. Dijkstra 2011.
127 For the distribution of wealth, see: Knol 1993, 188-193; for 

distribution of imported pottery: A. Kasper, University of 
Groningen, personal information.

128 Prummel 2001; 2014, Hullegie & Prummel 2015; Cakirlar et al. 2019.
129 Postma 1934, 103; 1941.
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the high Middle Ages developed almost seamlessly from its 
early-medieval predecessor.

3.7 The Frisian and pre-Frisian farm on the open 
salt marsh: discussion
It is clear that these model-based ideas need further ar-
chaeological testing. Nevertheless, besides the data already 
presented in the previous section, additional information 
may indicate that we are indeed thinking in the right 
direction. For example, we can argue that the size of the 
early-medieval cemetery of Hogebeintum indicates a settle-
ment of some ten to twelve farms.130 This suggests that there 
might have been at least twice as many farms on the terp 
of Hogebeintum as there were on the terp in late medieval 
times – terp farms which, according to the model, must 
have functioned independently. The latter seems to be a 
quality of the terp farm in general: for Ezinge in the Roman 
Iron Age, it has been proven that the various farmsteads 
on the terp were well demarcated from each other. Their 
boundaries seem to have been emphasized with special 
rituals,131 which is in line with our opinion that the farms 
functioned as independent units even then. 
 In the early and high Middle Ages, the salt-marsh area 
around a terp would have been more than just an area for 
grazing cattle. Numerous activities took place there for 
which there was no room on the terp or which were consid-
ered too dangerous to be carried out nearby.132 Sometimes 
there were also arable fields and gardens on the terp edge 
and immediately beyond, which makes a subdivision of this 
zone even more likely.133 If arable farming was practised 
there, it is obvious that also the high parts of the salt marsh-
es further from the terp would have been divided. Recent 
research has shown that making small adjustments to the 
landscape, such as digging ditches and raising low banks, 
could significantly increase the productivity of the soil and 
the safety of the crops.134 It is hard to imagine that the terp 
dwellers did not make such obvious adjustments.
 For the late pre-Roman and Roman Iron Age, it is 
known that the terp dwellers built low dikes and embank-
ments on young but still low marsh ridges, along streams in 
the lowlands, and around fresh-water facilities for cattle in 
various places beside or outside the terps.135 They did not 
hesitate to dig ditches and even to construct waterways in 
the salt marshes, even at considerable distances from the 
terps.136 So the terp dwellers certainly had a good knowl-
edge of water management, and apparently digging ditches 
did not lead to a dangerous weakening of the salt marsh 
through erosion during storm tides. Looking at the size and 

130 Knol 1993, 163 (ten or eleven); Knol 2019, 164 (about twelve).
131 Nieuwhof 2015.
132 Nicolay 2015; Schepers 2015.
133 Varwijk & De Langen 2018.
134 Schepers & De Langen 2019; cf. Nieuwhof & Schepers 2016.
135 Bazelmans et al. 1999; Zandboer 2010; De Langen 2011, 78-79.
136 Nicolay 2015; for a dug waterway from the Roman Iron Age: Eichfeld 

2015, 228. For a plea for further research on trenches and ditches dug 
at a wider distance from the terps see: Schepers et al. 2018.

structure of the pre-Roman and Roman Iron Age peatbog 
reclamations, one gets a good impression of the coordinat-
ed and far-reaching landscape interventions that not only 
the reclaimers but also the salt-marsh dwellers of the time 
were capable of realising.137 They show that they knew how 
to get rid of excess water and in some cases also how to 
keep it out. This also speaks for the validity of our model 
of an early, far-reaching subdivision of the unembanked 
salt marsh. In our opinion, this also means that most of 
the zones Nicolay distinguished in his model of the salt 
marsh138 will have been divided by ditches at an early stage, 
and the closer to the terp, the more so.
 We would like to make two remarks here. The first 
concerns the question of whether our model is also mean-
ingful for the very earliest phases of habitation on the 
salt marsh. It is obvious that the further back in time we 
go, the more the archaeological framework is dominant. 
Fortunately, we have already found the first archaeological 
support for our model, which now encourages us to also 
say something about the middle pre-Roman Iron Age. 
Recent fieldwork has shown that habitation on the salt 
marshes started around 600 BC, in non-raised settlements 
(in Dutch: vlaknederzettingen; in German: Flachsiedlungen) 
which were already surrounded by large ditch systems.139 It 
was not until the 5th century BC that terp building started, 
if the first low platforms from this period may be called 
terps.140 This phased introduction of the terp indicates that 
the start of habitation on the salt marsh was initiated under 
optimum geographical conditions. This is to be expected 
for a pioneering phase, and leads us to assume that mixed 
farming was already the norm at that time. Here a compar-
ison can be drawn with the medieval primary phase, that of 
the 5th and early 6th century AD, in which pioneers again 
took possession of the salt marshes and built their houses 
on the flat salt marsh or on very low platforms, at least on 
the highest marsh ridges.141 The early-medieval terp farm 
with its mixed farming must have started then.
 How the ditch systems were expanded since the pioneer-
ing phase requires further investigation. However, we can as-
sume that they gradually grew along with the increase in the 
number of settlements. The experience gained in this process 
may explain how, over time, extensive ditch systems could 
be built in the peat-margin zone: in the Middle pre-Roman 
Iron Age, since the 4th century BC;142 in the early Middle 
Ages, since the 7th century AD.143 This adds two aspects to 
our model: that of the normality of digging ditches, also (or 
especially?) under hydrologically difficult conditions. 
Taking the pioneer phase as an optimum, further research 

137 Bakker & De Langen, in prep.
138 Nicolay 2015.
139 Varwijk & De Langen 2018, 121; Varwijk 2019, 34-41.
140 Varwijk 2019, 32-46.
141 See the excavations in Leens (Van Giffen 1940; Knol 1993, 100-

101, 124-132; Kuiper 2018) and Hallum (Tuinstra et al. 2011; 
Nicolay et al. 2018).

142 Bakker & De Langen 2020.
143 De Langen 2011, 81-84; Bakker et al. 2019.
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will have to show whether, and if so to what extent, the me-
dieval colonization of the salt marshes beyond the terps also 
took place under optimum conditions. Traditionally, the 
establishment of the first farmsteads on the high salt marsh 
outside the terps is linked to the construction of the first 
regional dikes in the 12th century. However, this link needs 
to be critically examined, especially when one takes a closer 
look at the initial impetus for the formation of the artificial 
regional water system. It is quite possible, and even likely, 
that the first dikes were not meant to protect the habitation 
on the high salt marshes outside the terps or the expansion 
of agriculture there, but served to improve the drainage of 
the inland lowlands. The continuous regional dikes from 
the 12th century will therefore have been preceded in the 
11th century by local dikes in or on behalf of the low-lying 
areas, and by dams in the gullies that pierced the high salt 
marsh, which in turn would mean that in the 11th century 
the water level was only controlled during summer.144 In the 
interior progressive subsidence will have reinforced the call 
for controlling also the winter level and thus the construc-
tion of continuous coastal dikes. People on the higher ridges 
did not face such problems. If the pioneering phase marks 
an optimum, it is even possible that in the 12th century 
the geographical conditions were actually favourable there, 
so favourable in fact that enterprising farmers ventured to 
leave the old terps, regional coastal dikes or not.
 The second remark is actually an aside. Above, we 
noted that with the growth of the high- and especially the 
late-medieval trade in livestock products with cities and 
regions outside Friesland, opportunities for more or com-
pletely specialised livestock enterprises increased, which 
made a (re)colonisation of the lower regions profitable (and 
possible). By this we do not mean that cattle breeding did 
not occur earlier, but that it could be linked to the existence 
of a larger internal market. At least, this is how we would 
like to see the livestock farms in the peat-margin zone in 
the Roman Iron Age: as farms that, in a secondary phase, 
started to exploit the lowlands in a less intensive way, after 
they had been abandoned by the first settlers with their 
mixed farms.145 The latter, together with the inhabitants of 
the salt marshes, had formed the backbone of a relatively 
highly productive regional economy, which could absorb 
fluctuations and also facilitate export trade. 

3.8 Conclusion
In this contribution we have aimed to develop a model for 
the high-medieval farm in the Frisian clay region and to 
explore whether this model might also be valid for the farm 
that functioned on the salt marshes before the embank-
ments. In creating this model, we chose the 16th-century 
farm as a starting point for an analysis going back in time; 
on the basis of social-administrative, legal and economic 
indications that the farm in the Frisian countryside had 

144 Cf. De Langen 1992, 30-37; 2007; 2011, 89-90.
145 Bakker et al. 2018; cf. for the late Middle Ages: Nicolay 2018.

definitely developed along gradual lines. In our view, 
farming in the clay regions in the high Middle Ages was an 
independent family enterprise that ideally focused on both 
livestock and arable farming. The precise distribution of ar-
able land, pastureland and meadowland varied from area to 
area and was partly dependent on local landscape metrics, 
in the sense of the quality of the different parts, the even-
ness of their pattern and their distance from the settlement. 
However, people's aim had always been to ensure that the 
farms were mutually similar. 
 In the high Middle Ages, the nearby arable land and 
pastureland were distributed over the various farms and 
thereby split into several parcels. The use of 'loose' land will 
have facilitated this subdivision. Further study will have 
to show whether the nearby meadowland was also divided 
early on. The distribution of the more distant, initially still 
wild or communally used land over the individual farms 
will only have taken place in the late 12th and 13th centu-
ries, even if ditches already ran through it.
 There was large landownership, mostly in the hands of 
an indigenous elite. However, their estates did not consist of 
large, concentrated farms, but of multiple individual farms. 
The fact that some of these farms were issued to serfs for 
exploitation, and later to tenants, shows that the distribu-
tion of farmland was arranged according to customary law. 
Wherever new land could be exploited locally, expansion 
took place according to the right of opstrek. Colonisation 
of extensive areas, however, required permission from, and 
coordination if not guidance by higher authorities. 
 We are aware that our retrogressively developed model 
for the medieval farm is speculative in nature because of the 
dearth of data. Nevertheless, we dare to call it relevant for a 
large part of the early Middle Ages and even earlier periods, 
especially for those phases in which there was a high pop-
ulation density. Two elements are of importance here: the 
finding that the socio-administrative structure of Frisian 
society is of a great age, and the fact that it was precisely the 
family farm that had the most efficient type of management 
to meet any demand for agricultural products. Fluctuations 
in the international market and economic implications 
of changes in the political field could in any case best be 
absorbed by this type of farm.
 Whether the development of the arable terp was related 
to such fluctuations, or whether for geographical reasons 
or to increase production it was decided to collectively 
raise arable land, needs to be studied more closely. The 
(continuing) development of water management may have 
led to limited redistribution and redivision as well as to an 
increase in the size of farms, but this also deserves further 
investigation, which should take proper account of local 
geography. For the moment, neither the extension of the 
terps for arable farming nor the possible redistribution and 
redivision of the farmland seem to have significantly influ-
enced the ongoing development of Frisian farming.
 For the time being, our hypothesis is that the terp farm 
shares many characteristics with its successor in embanked 
Friesland. Thus, despite the exceptional natural conditions, 
the agricultural economy of the terp area is becoming 
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increasingly 'familiar' to us, which may help to explain 
the prosperity that could be achieved in Friesland during 
the different phases. As for the Middle Ages, we especially 
consider the role that the Frisian elite were able to play. 
While firmly connected to farming, they were often flexible 
enough to respond to the opportunities (and threats) pre-
sented by large-scale, mainly external factors.
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