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- Stone age Houses in Västraby 
 
 
 

The early Settlers 
 
More or less 13.000 years ago Sweden became at last visible from behind the ice slush. Soon after that the 
first animals and plants appeared here. The arctic tundra landscape was spreading and the wild reindeer 
felt at home here. Our ancestors, who specialised in hunting and fishing, followed the reindeer. They had 
dogs with them and they were equipped with bows and spears. 
Thereby started our long history that would last for the following 7.000 year. We call this period the Stone 
Age. Why do you think it is called the Stone Age? Could this period have another name? Think about 
what kind of material people used then!  
 
A few thousand years passed before the first people came to Emmaboda area. We can find traces of those 
first settlers in our district alongside the beaches of the Lyckebyån River from Vissefjärda in the south to 
far up north in the Algutsboda parish. 
 
About 6.000 years ago our ancestors started to produce their own food. They grew wheat and barley and 
kept domestic cattle (cows, sheep, goats and pigs). 
The river was still the most important pantry but the water meadows around the beaches were important 
for livestock farming. 
We know that here in Västraby there were people living during a period that we call the Neolithic period. 
 
 

Why did People Settle Right Here?  
 
During the time of vast wastelands the settlement places were chosen with great care. Three factors 
determined the choice of the settlement place. Think about what three things they could be and discuss it 
with your friends. 
 
 

Come and Stand in front of the House! 
 
We are often surprised that people during the Stone Age had so big and well-built houses. We all tend to 
underestimate our ancestors. 
About 150 years ago most of our relatives were peasants. They were all Jacks-of-all-trades and had great 



2 

talents in taking advantage of the nature’s resources. Nowadays we are forced to take part in survival 
training-courses that cost a few thousand kronor to be able to manage a few days out in the nature. 
Men used to build houses, make tools, forge iron, brew beer, cultivate their land and butcher their 
livestock. Women used to process flax, spin, weave, make clothes, wash, milk animals, make butter and 
cheese, bake, cook meals and as ever they used to give birth to babies. 
What do you think the life was like for children in the Stone Age? How did they spend their time? Did 
they have anything to play with, do you think? 
 
When the farming society grew stronger people started to live more settled lives. They concentrated on 
building houses, such as post buildings. The choice of material for walls and roofs depended on the local 
access to reed, grass, hay, seaweed, peat etc. 
 
Right up to the beginning of the 19th century our country houses were built out of material that could be 
found in the nearest surroundings. That was also one of the starting points for building houses here in the 
area of Västraby. Where does the reed for the roof come from? Where do the clay for the walls and the 
hazel, the oak and the juniper come from? Do you think that people used spruce as building material? 
Why? 
 
 

Now we´ll go inside and Sit on the Benches around the Fireplace 
 
We shall sit down for a while and let our eyes get used to the light. 
Look at the thick oak posts that support the roof construction. The biggest ones are 4,5 metres high and 
are sunk 1 metre in the ground. Not one nail has been used to build it. All details fit into each other and 
some parts are locked with wood nails (dowels). Have a closer look at how the reed is tied up to the rods. 
There were no steel wires in those days and people used to make strings out of tree bast (the white 
membrane under the bark). The best quality strings were made out of lime tree. 
 
 

How could People live here in the Winter? 
 
In those days the climate here was similar to the climate of Italy or Spain today. There were for example 
pelicans and mud turtles here. The cattle could be outside all the year round. The houses had probably a 
better-insulated winter part where the fireplace was. Although the fire was burning all day and night it was 
warm only closest to it. There were probably reed mats on the floor and in winter people used to sleep 
near the fire. 
 
 

Did they have any Light in Those Days? 
 
There are no windows in the house but there are two openings in the upper parts of the gables to let the 
smoke out. By means of the shutters in the openings the level of the smoke was controlled. The smoke 
was always kept just above the people’s heads. In this way people took advantage of the smoke’s 
insulating effect. 
The fire eased the darkness inside the house. Apart from this, people used oil lamps in the form of small 
bowls of clay filled with animal fat and surely firebrands and torches. Handicraft required good light and 
therefore it was performed outside. 
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Was there any Furniture in the Stone age? 
 
The finds of wooden objects from Denmark prove that houses were equipped with furniture. People used 
to sleep in beds, sit on stools, drink from mugs and eat with spoons. Houses were also decorated and 
painted. The Stone Age was not at all as primitive as we sometimes believe. 
 
 

Why is the Door Opening so Low?  
 
How tall we people grow depends on how wholesome food we eat. There were periods in the Stone Age 
(a long time before crisps and Mac Donald’s) when people’s average height was more than it is today. 
The walls and thus the doors were so low because it was more labour consuming to build walls than to 
build a roof. We also had low doors that opened inwards in our cottages as late as in the 19th century. 
Some of the research workers say that they were built so in order to make strangers more vulnerable when 
they had to enter the house crouching down and with bare head. 
 
 

What did People Use to Eat? 
 
The food consisted mainly of fish but also of meat to some extend. Because fish were so important we 
find most of the settlements near the water. The easiest way to catch fish was to close off part of the river 
furrow with twigs and branches. Then the fish were forced to swim into fish traps (cages) of different 
kinds. They could not free themselves from there. 
In summer and autumn people used to pick berries, fruit, mushrooms, roots and other things that they used 
to dry and eat all the year round. 
 
When people became farmers and started to cultivate the land they could also bake bread. How did they 
bake bread in the Stone Age? What do you think? They used to quench their thirst with water, birch sap, 
lingonberry drink and the like. Do you think that children had any sweets in those days? What could they 
be? Think about it and discuss it with your friends and the teacher. 
 
 

How did People Cook? 
 
Let’s go outside and you shall see! There is a fireplace here where people used to warm up stones of the 
size of a clenched fist. Beside it there is a hollow that people used fill with the warm stones. On top of 
these a piece of meat or a fish was placed wrapped in birch bark. The hollow was then covered with grass 
tufts. After about an hour the people could enjoy their juicy food. 
 
 

Did they have any Clothes Then? 
 
People made warm and practical clothes out of animal skin. Both men and women had also pretty 
jewellery made out of animal teeth. When they had a party they did as we do today - made them up.  
This is what you Do to make you up as they did in the Stone Age: 
Put some clay on a flat stone, which has been warmed in the fire. The clay will become dark and reddish. 
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Take the clay lumps and rub them between two stones until you get powder. You have now produced one 
of the most common prehistoric paints - the red ochre. In order to make it smooth and possible to be 
applied to a basis you must add a yolk of an egg to it and stir it well. You will also need a brush. Break a 
fresh birch twig and bite one end to bits until you get a brush of thin wood fibres. 
Now make your mummy happy and paint your face! You may need some help from a friend. Watch your 
clothes! 
 
 

Did they have any Toys in Those Days? 
 
Of course they did, a whiner for example. Children have always enjoyed making noise and annoy their 
parents. A few whiners made of bone have been found in Denmark. They are a few thousand years old. 
This is how to make a whiner:  
Cut a thin bit of wood about 3 - 6 mm thick, 20 mm wide and 100 - 150 mm long. Polish the edges and 
corners. Make a hole in one end and draw about 1 metre long string through it. Now stand so that you 
have plenty of room around you (no people near you) and spin your piece of wood. A whining sound will 
be heard eventually. You and your friends together can form a magic Stone Age orchestra. 
 
 

Is All This True That we Say about the Stone Age Here? 
 
As you may have noticed we have often used words such as probably or likely. There are few things we 
can be absolutely sure about regarding the Stone Age. The objects we find are usually those made of 
stone. Everything else is very rare. Some objects made of wood have been found in bogs, mainly in 
Denmark. A few years ago the Iceman was found in the Italian Alps, a discovery that you have surely 
heard about. 
Our knowledge is increasing but there are still many guesses we have to make. We get some help by 
studying how people live in other parts of the world that are isolated, for example in the jungle. We have 
similar doubts about all the information regarding our house here in Västraby. Most of it is likely to be 
true! But we cannot be quite sure of course. 
 
If you find flint here in our area it will no doubt be a trace of our ancestors. Do you know what flint looks 
like anyway? Do you know what quartz looks like? 
 
If you met a Stone Age human what would you like to ask him about? Think about it and talk about it in 
the class. 
 
 
 
This leaflet is part of a series of information materials published by the Lyckebyån River Water 
Management Association about the Lyckebyån River’s nature, culture and environment. The materials 
are addressed first of all to primary schools pupils. If you want to find out more about the project and 
other published material please ring the Water Management Association’s secretariat, Karl-Erik 
Hällstrand (0471-18100). You can also visit our website www.lyckebyan.org to find out more about the 
Lyckebyån River and the Association’s activity. Questions can be asked through the website (contact). 
For more information on the Stone Age contact the History Association. They can provide you with 
recipes, descriptions and can lend you some common objects from that period. Contact Per Melin, 
0471-12785 (home) or 0471-18680 (work). 


