
At Jarlshof, Shetland, there is a building beside the drinking 
hall that that has been interpreted as a ‘bath house’. It is 
equipped with drains, a long central hearth and the possible 
footings of a grain or malt drying kiln. This is more likely to 
be the brew house, not the bath house. It seems that they 
were using wooden mash tuns at Jarlshof, since there are 
significant numbers of fire cracked rocks at the site. 

Where were the Viking brew houses?
Graham Dineley, craft brewer & Merryn Dineley, independent researcher

We have been studying traditional malting and beer brewing techniques for 15 years. 
Graham is a craft brewer with 30 years’ experience of making beer from the grain. 
Merryn is an archaeologist, completing her M.Phil ‘Barley Malt & Ale in the Neolithic’ at 
the University of Manchester in 1999 and continuing research independently since then. 
The brewing of ale is a skilled craft that has hardly changed over the millennia.  For the 
last few years we have been looking into the potential archaeological evidence for the 
brewing of ale at Viking sites. 

The Norse ‘sauna’ at the Brough of Birsay, Orkney. This building was situated 
beside the drinking hall and was equipped with stone shelves, a central hearth and 
substantial drains - facilities that are essential for the brewing of ale. There are huge 
drains, as well as several smaller ones, at the Brough of Birsay. Some of these 
buildings were the brew houses, supplying the ale for feasts that took place here in 
Viking times.

We know that the Vikings drank ale. There are numerous references to it in the 
Sagas. We also know that the ale was made from malt. In the 10th Century AD, 
Haakon Haroldson, the first Christian king of Norway, decreed that Yule be celebrated 
on Christmas Day and that every farmstead “should brew two meals of malt into ale”. 
One brew was for family, the other for guests. There were fines for non compliance. 
If they failed to brew for three years in a row their farm was forfeit. 

Ale was an important part of the Yule celebrations. Every farmstead had the facilities 
to make it. The ale was stored in huge vats, close to the drinking hall. The Orkneyinga 
Saga tells us that Svein Breastrope was ambushed and killed by Svein Asleiferson, 
who had hidden behind a stone slab by the ale vats in the entrance of the drinking 
hall at Orphir, Orkney. Since huge ale vats are not easily moved, then the malt must 
have been mashed and the wort fermented close to the ale store. 

The products and by products of brewing ale are ephemeral, leaving no trace in 
the archaeological record. Ale is drunk, spent grain is fed to animals and residues 
are washed down the drains. Only the installations and perhaps some equipment 
may survive. In order to recognise Viking brewing facilities, it helps to understand 
something about how ale is made from malt.

For further details please contact merryn@dineley.com

The ‘bath house’ at 
Brough of Birsay, Orkney 
would function very well 
as a brew house. There is 
a very well paved floor, a 
huge central hearth and 
large central drain, as 
well as smaller drains and 
a stone shelf for the ale 
storage vats. This building 
was located beside the 
feasting hall, which has 
been destroyed by coastal 
erosion.

The stone built installation at 
Cubbie Roo’s Castle, Wyre, a 
Viking stronghold of the 12th 
Century AD is ideal as a mash 
oven, with the cauldron sitting 
above the fire. It may be the 
best example of a Viking brew 
house in Britain. The room is 
well equipped with substantial 
drains. It has a stone shelf 
for the ale vats, with a drain 
beneath. It is located beside 
the drinking hall.

Archaeological evidence 
for Viking brew houses.
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Making ale from malt

Malt is grain that has been steeped in water, then allowed to grow until the 
rootlets just begin to appear. This is done on a malting floor within a barn. 
The malt is dried, then lightly crushed and mixed in the mash tun with hot 
water to make the liquid malt sugars known by brewers today as the ‘wort’. 
This is the ‘mashing’ process. A mash tun can be a large metal cauldron or 
wooden tub and this dictates how the water is heated. A metal cauldron is 
heated over a fire or a mashing oven. A wooden mash tun is heated using 
hot rocks. Finally, the wort is fermented into ale or beer, preserved and 
flavoured with angelica, meadowsweet, heather or bog myrtle.

All brewing equipment, such as mash tuns, 
cauldrons, fermentation vessels and storage vats 
must be kept scrupulously clean, to avoid infection 
and spoilage of the ale. Typically, a brewer uses 5 to 
10 times as much water in cleaning the equipment 
than is used for making ale. Therefore, access to 
water and substantial drains are essential.


