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INTRODUCTION


When my great friend Bob Pegg suggested that I write this book, my first reaction was to ask myself if I knew enough stories that I had not already published. When I sat down with a notebook and pen I was pleasantly surprised at the list I compiled.


There were also many stories that I knew in part. I had heard the stories told but did not know them well enough to attempt to tell them to an audience.


I was extraordinarily lucky in my young life, to meet and hear so many wonderful storytellers. During my youth we lived in three different houses and each one seemed to be a magnet for interesting visitors.


Shetland, at the latitude 60 degrees north, has long dark winter nights, which are ideal to visit and welcome visitors alike. In my childhood and youth we had no electricity and therefore no television, no phone – computers were unheard of. We did have a radio but it worked off a combination of wet and dry batteries. The dry batteries were expensive and the wet battery had to be recharged on a regular basis, so it was not surprising that the radio was used sparingly.


What we did have was books and visitors providing fantastic conversation that often expanded into storytelling. Good stories did not have to be epic folk tales, it might be no more than someone telling of a trip to the shop.


With no streetlights and pitch-dark evenings, those going out on a visit would take with them a burning peat from the fire. It would be carried in tongs or speared on a stiff wire. Outside in the fresh air and wind it would burn bright and show them the way.


If it was still burning when they reached their destination they would put the peat in the host’s fire. When going home again the reverse would be the case. In the wintertime when a household had invited visitors it was referred to as having folk ‘in aboot da nite’.


Families and friends were invited to spend an evening and later the visit would be returned. Many a time there were visitors who just called in on the spur of the moment. To visit each other was one of the ways of shortening the long winter nights.


My father, Tom Tulloch, was to be found in his workshop almost every evening. He was a wood worker and a metal worker and he often made doors, windows, wheelborrows, threshing machines, harrows, rollers and much more for friends and neighbours.


Shetland is a treeless place but in those days wood was plentiful; it came from the sea from ships sunk or damaged during the Second World War. Money seldom changed hands but anyone that my father worked for would do something for him in return.


He also had a circular saw that was driven by an old engine that started life in a car. Wood would be sawn into boards or however it was wanted but much of it was rough wood and was made into fencing posts.


Every night he had visitors in his workshop, some were there to help while others came for the crack and many stories were told, some of them were of the ‘after 9 p.m. variety’, and I wish I had paid more attention.


At this time, the Henderson brothers, John and Bertie, were regular visitors to our house. They lived in the most isolated part of the island, a place called West-A-Firth; it had no road to it and anyone going to it, or coming from it, on a winter’s night had to tackle a formidable journey through moorland and mire. No one locked their doors in those days and it was no uncommon thing to get up in the morning to find John sleeping in the resting chair beside the fire. If he had been somewhere and did not fancy the long walk home he never hesitated to come to our house, the Haa of Midbrake, to await daylight.


If the weather was really bad he might stay for several days and he was always a welcome visitor. I have travelled a good deal and I have heard scores of storytellers but none that could hold a candle to John and Bertie. When they described someone they had the knack, like a cartoonist, of making the exaggeration that brought them to life. John was also a master mimic who could reproduce the voice and mannerisms of anyone that he heard speaking or saw moving.


They never were aware of it but every time that they spoke they gave a masterclass in storytelling. Some of the things they said might, nowadays, be considered politically incorrect but it was said entirely free from either spite or malice. It is they and many others who have inspired this book.





Lawrence Tulloch, 2014
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THE FETLAR FINNMAN


Fetlar is the fourth largest island in Shetland. It is very fertile and is sometimes known as the Garden of Shetland. Nonetheless, Fetlar folk depended on the sea for part of their living, as did other Shetland communities.


Fetlar has no natural harbour so the boats used for fishing had to be small enough, and light enough, that they could be hauled up the beach after every fishing trip. While many men worked together and went to the fishing as a crew, one young man tended to fish alone.


Erty prided himself on being the best fisherman in Fetlar and he went to sea in some very rough and stormy seas. The older men advised him to be more careful but he was entirely confident and he paid no heed to what they said.


On one really bad day, so bad that even Erty was compelled to stay on the shore, he met a Finnman on the road. Finnmen were a race of creatures that lived in the sea. They could take any form that they wished and sometimes they lived on floating islands that were invisible to the human eye. On the shore they were usually seen as tall dark, handsome men, always well dressed and rich.
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The Finnman greeted Erty and said, ‘You think that you are a great fisherman but I will wager that there will be no fresh fish on your table this side of Jül.’


This was like showing a red rag to a bull. Erty bristled and was more than ready to meet the challenge. In the days that followed, the weather never relented and no fishing was possible. Erty was not too worried because Jül was some way off.


The wind blew and blew from the southeast, the worst possible direction, and even when it shifted it was never for long enough to allow the heavy seas to settle down. Erty was on the alert day and night looking for any weather window.


He had almost given up hope when, on Tammasmas Day, five days before Jül, the wind suddenly eased and went into the west. The next morning he was up long before dawn and with the first greek of day he decided that it was now or never. He knew enough about the weather to be fully aware that the lull would be no more than just that, a lull.


He put his tackle in the boat but he had no bait. It was a high tide and there was not so much as a limpet to be had from the rocks. To go without bait was a waste of time, and then he had a desperate idea.


His wife had bought linen to make clothes from and he knew that there were a number of off-cuts. He went home and got some of those and carefully wrapped strips of linen around the hooks.


He took his razor-sharp knife and made a deep cut in one of his fingers. It bled profusely and he soaked the linen on the hooks with blood. This done he lost no time in launching the boat and rowing away from the shore. He also took with him the pig, the earthenware jar in which they gathered fish livers. (Liver oil was used for the lamps and for lubricating wool that was going to be spun into yarn.) Erty knew that the liver oil could calm the sea, and given that his adventure was dangerous he felt that the oil might prove useful.


Conditions were far from ideal and but for the wager with the Finnman he would never have ventured out that day. He went directly to the nearest place where he was likely to catch a fish. He did not care what sort of a fish he caught; anything would do, so long as he could prove the Finnman wrong.


His line had been in the water for no more than a minute when he felt the strong tug of a fish on it. To his delight it was a cod, not the biggest cod he had ever caught but it would be a meal to him and his wife, and the Finnman was beaten.


As soon as he had the fish safely in the boat he made all speed for the shore but the weather was getting worse by the minute. Facing the stern of the boat he could see three enormous seas building, waves that were out of character even with this rough day.


The first wave ran under the boat and did no real damage but the second one nearly swamped the boat, and Erty knew that he had no chance of surviving the third. He remembered the liver oil and he poured some of it on the water; it had some effect but the big wave seemed to be unstoppable.


Erty stood up in the boat and with all his strength he hurled the pig, oil and all, into the face of the wave. The wave faltered, it seemed to stop and then it died down to be no bigger than any of the other waves.


By this time, Erty was close to the beach and his neighbours had heard that he had gone to the sea and they were there to look for him to try to help. As soon as the boat touched the beach, willing hands grabbed it and carried it up the beach and beyond the reach of the angry sea.


Erty had to endure several lectures from the older men but he took the cod home and it made a delicious meal for him and his wife. It was a few days after that when he met the Finnman again but this time Erty scarcely recognised him; he had a black eye, his nose was broken and some of his teeth were missing. Undaunted, Erty reminded him of the wager. The Finnman snarled at him and said through the teeth that he had left, ‘You are getting nothing from me. You spewed out that filthy oil and you struck me in the face with that stinking jar.’
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Erty never saw the Finnman again.
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THE NETTED MERMAID


Fishing with long lines was labour intensive and very hard work and not least because bait was required for every one of the four hundred or so hooks on each line. Herring and mackerel were used but time had to be spent in catching them.


The skipper of one boat decided to experiment with nets. He reasoned that they could set a few nets and fish while the nets were left to collect the desired fish. On one occasion when they came to hail the net they could feel something heavy in it.


They pulled the net in alongside the boat and they were astonished to find that they had caught a mermaid. She was terrified and she was crying in an uncontrollable manner. Her long golden hair was woven into the net as well as her fish tail.


When she looked into the boat her eyes met the eyes of one of the youngest members of the crew.


‘Help me Magnie, please help me,’ she pleaded.


Young Magnie’s father, Geordie, was the skipper and he gave his son a fierce look.


‘Do you know this creature, boy?’ he demanded to know.


Magnie just nodded. The crew pulled the mermaid into the boat and she was freed from the net. Geordie looked angry.


‘Will someone tell me what is going on?’


Magnie had difficulty finding speech and so the mermaid spoke:


‘One evening when I was sitting on a rock Magnie came close to me. Maybe I was sleeping but I never heard him or knew that he was there until he put his arms around me. He is very handsome and like every mermaid my dearest wish is to be married to human man.


‘After that we met many times and I learned to speak the human tongue. I have fallen in love with Magnie, it is a love that will never die. I know that Magnie feels the same way about me but my father will not allow us to get married.
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‘Only he has the power to take away this fish’s tail and give me the legs of an earthly woman. He wants me to marry a human but he wants it to be to a rich man not a poor fisherman.


‘We had a serious quarrel this morning and I had to flee for my life. My father is an evil man and he would rather kill me than allow me to marry Magnie and he will certainly kill Magnie if he ever gets the chance. It was because I was in a panic that I swam into your net.’


Some of the men wanted to put the mermaid back into the sea and old Geordie was somewhat hostile too. Magnie spoke for the first time.


‘Father, if you put Mara back into the sea you will be sending her to her death and I will not have that; I will go with her and I will die too.’


Geordie knew that his son was determined and meant what he said so, reluctantly, he consented to taking Mara ashore with them. Magnie’s mother had to be told and though she did not like the situation, there was not much that she could do.


One of the first things that Mara noticed in the fishermen’s house was the cross that hung on the wall. It was made of iron, roughly made by Magnie when he was apprentice to the local blacksmith, and the two pieces of metal had been walled. They had been heated and hammered together to form a join. The rest of the cross had also been hammered so that it had dozens of facets. Years of polishing gave it a deep, burnished shine and for Magnie’s mother it was her most precious possession. As one who had been brought up to hate Christianity, Mara felt uncomfortable with it but she said nothing.


When Mara and Magnie were alone they discussed the situation and Magnie was in no doubt that the merman, Mara’s father, had to be confronted. Mara kept telling him that he had no idea how powerful and how evil her father really was.


She said that his power came from the knife that he always carried. She knew that without the knife he was no threat to anyone but, hard as she had tried, she had never been able to steal the knife from him. He slept with it under his pillow and during the day he wore it in his belt.


It was with the knife that he intended to kill one or both of them. Mara said that they would never be safe from him because he would patrol the shore tirelessly until he found them.


‘Right,’ said Magnie, ‘I will go to the shore now and have it out with him.’


He ignored her protests and set out for the beach, unarmed except for one secret weapon. He did not have long to wait before the merman appeared. With a face that was full of hatred he said through clenched teeth, ‘You have destroyed my daughter’s life, earthman, and for that you will pay with your life.’
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He drew the magic knife and moved forward menacingly and with murder in his heart. The knife had a long, curved and wicked-looking blade. But Magnie was a brave young man, and he stood his ground. He took the cross belonging to his mother from under his gansy and held it aloft.
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The cross caught the sunlight and when the first ray shone in the merman’s face he halted in his tracks. Magnie kept the cross moving and the many facets reflected the light, leaving the merman blinded and shaken. He staggered back and fell, but Magnie was unrelenting. He kept the light shining into the merman’s face and the merman began to shrink in size, his knife falling from his powerless hand.


Magnie picked the knife up and threatened the merman, ‘You were determined to kill me and you deserve to die. But I am not as evil or wicked as you are so I will not take your life. Go back to the sea before I change my mind and if I ever see you again it will be worse for you.’


The merman scuttled down the beach and disappeared beneath the waves and a new sound came to Magnie’s ears. It was Mara laughing and running down the path and into Magnie’s arms. She no longer had the fish tail, instead she had lovely slender legs; she was stunningly beautiful and Magnie was even more in love with her.


Soon they were married and went to live in their own house. Magnie left the sea to take over from his mentor as the village blacksmith, which gave him more time to spend with Mara and their three children, two boys and a girl.


As for the omnipotent merman’s knife – Magnie took it home. Mara was given her own cross as a wedding present; it was fashioned by Magnie in the forge from the evil knife that the merman once owned. Mara polished it every day and it hung in their cottage in a place where, on bright mornings, it reflected the early sun and filled the room with gladness.
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THE LAUGHING MERMAN


A lone fisherman was rather sad because he was having no luck: he had been fishing all morning and he had shifted to a number of fishing grounds but without any luck.


He was sure his luck had changed when he felt a big weight on his line and very powerful tugging. He hauled with all his might and was amazed and somewhat dismayed when he discovered that he had hooked a merman.


The merman was small and ugly, and when he was hauled into the boat he was very angry. He demanded to be released and allowed to go back into the sea. The fisherman told him that he would be taken ashore.


‘You don’t look as if you will be for any use but I have caught nothing else so I will keep you for the time being and I will not release you until it suits me to do so.’ And he put the merman into a basket and secured the top so that he could not escape. By this time it was late afternoon and the fisherman decided that he had been at sea long enough, so he took in his lines and made for the shore.


The fisherman’s wife was there to meet him; she put her arms around him and told him how much she loved him, and at the same time the dog came to greet him but he kicked the dog and told him to go home. The merman laughed loudly.


As they walked up the path to the cottage the fisherman tripped over an embedded stone and he nearly fell on his face. The merman laughed loudly again. Later, some peddlers came to the house and among the things that they had for sale were boots and shoes.


The fisherman refused to buy any because he said that the soles were too thin and that they would not last long. The peddler showed him that the soles were double thick but again the fisherman insisted that they were too thin. The merman laughed loudly. Inside the house the fisherman demanded to know why the merman laughed, but he would say nothing.


[image: images]


The merman was kept a prisoner for three days and nights, with the fisherman trying to force him to explain what he was laughing at. The merman said that he would let the fisherman know, but only if he was taken back to the place where he was caught, to be released. At last they came to a compromise. The merman agreed to tell the fisherman if he was allowed to sit on the blade of an oar that was outstretched from the boat above the sea.


The merman was wise in many matters and the fisherman asked him what was the best tackle to use to ensure a good catch of fish. The merman said, ‘Bitten iron and trodden shall they have for hooks and make them where the stream and sea can be heard, and harden them in horses’ tire. Have a grey bull’s line and raw horse skin cord. For bait they shall have bird’s crop and flounder bait and man’s flesh in the middle bight and fey are you unless you fish. Forward shall the fisher’s hook be.’


The fisherman then wanted to know why the merman laughed when his wife and dog met him at the beach.


‘I laughed because you are so stupid. The dog loves you and he is your best friend but you kicked him. Your wife loves another man and wants you dead but you kissed and caressed her.


‘The stone that you cursed lies on top of a pot of gold that would make you rich but you are so stupid that you do not know this. I laughed when you would not buy the shoes because you are so stupid that you do not know they would have lasted all the rest of your life. You have only three more days to live.’
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The merman dived off the oar and disappeared into the sea but everything that he said turned out to be true and a poem was written to remember this event:





Well I mind that morning


merman laughed so low;


wife to wait her husband


water’s edge did go;


kissed him there so kindly,


cold her heart as snow;


beat his dog so blindly,


barked his joy to show.
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THE MERMAID WHO LOVED A FISHERMAN


Once upon a time there was a mermaid who fell in love with a fisherman. The fisherman was poor and the mermaid’s father would not allow her to marry the fisherman, but it was only her father who had the power to free her from the fish’s tail that was her lower body.


He tried to persuade her to look for a rich man, one who would keep her with plenty for the rest of her life. She said no, she wanted no one save the young fisherman. They sat together near the sea whenever they had the opportunity and dreamed of being married and having children.


Her father came to realise that no matter what he said his daughter would never leave the fisherman. One night when the lovers met, the mermaid had the startling news that her father had decided that the only way that he could break the romance was to kill the fisherman. The mermaid produced a knife and handed it to the fisherman.
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‘This is the knife that he would kill you with,’ she said. ‘Keep it safe because it is no ordinary knife. But just because I have stolen it from him does not mean that you are safe. He has great powers and he will brew up a great storm and use that to sink your boat. When this looks like happening you must throw the knife into the sea and that will calm the billows.’


The fisherman was far from convinced but he accepted the knife, and to please her he promised to do as she said. The very next day the mermaid watched from her favourite place on the shore as her lover sailed his boat out to the fishing grounds.


He had only been fishing for a short time when the sky began to darken and the wind began to blow hard. The gentle swell turned into big, breaking waves and the boat was tossed around like a piece of cork.
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Waves began to break over the boat and the mermaid knew that the boat had to be filling with water and was in grave danger of sinking. She also knew that the storm was the evil work of her father, and willed and implored the fisherman to throw the knife into the sea.


When he did not she thought that maybe he had forgotten about it so she slipped into the water and swam off to the boat as fast as she could. She was going to shout above all the noise and urge him to throw the knife.


But the fisherman suddenly remembered the knife and what the mermaid had told him, so he threw it into the raging sea. By this time the mermaid was near the boat and the knife plunged deep into her beautiful white breast, killing her instantly.


And so it was that the fisherman lost the love of his life, the merman had lost his only daughter and neither of them was ever happy again.
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THE BLACKSMITH AND THE NJUGGEL


A njuggel is a creature that no community wants to have. Njuggels usually live in freshwater lochs, they can take on any form they want but, more often than not, they look like a horse.


Discerning folk can nearly always know a njuggel if they meet with one. A njuggel’s coat is never dry and the hair grows upwards, the opposite way from an ordinary horse. A njuggel will sometimes, on a cold, dark and stormy night, stand by the roadside and invite a weary traveller to ride on its back. But anyone foolish enough to take up the offer will always regret it. The njuggel is unlikely to take them anywhere that they want to go and, if they ever reach home, they will find that their clothes have a horrible smell, are soaking wet and can never be dried.


However, it is children that are most in danger from the njuggel. A njuggel’s tail is very long tail and it can shape it into a wheel of sorts, which can spin around. Children find this most attractive and the njuggel will invite a child to sit on it for a ride.


Any child who sits on a njuggel’s tail is doomed; the njuggel will take the child into the loch never to be seen again. On one island the njuggel had preyed on so many children that very few were left.


One who had so far managed to elude the njuggel was the blacksmith’s daughter. She was an early teenager, and she was big and strong like her father, and she had eluded the njuggel despite all his efforts to capture her.


Eventually the patience of the njuggel was exhausted so he took a direct approach. He arrived at the blacksmith’s forge full of menace and in a wicked temper. He demanded that the blacksmith hand over his daughter saying that if he refused he would be killed. The blacksmith stood his ground, looked the njuggel in the eye and said, ‘You will never have my daughter. She is all I have, especially since her mother died. She is the apple of my eye and I defend her with my life.’


The njuggel’s face went black with rage and he stamped his hoofs on the ground.


‘I will give you one last chance,’ he said. ‘I will come back in twenty-four hours and if you hand over the girl well and good but if you still refuse I will kill you and take her anyway.’


Twenty-four hours gave the blacksmith time to prepare and he told his daughter what he planned to do and what he wanted her to do. That done, he set about making some special thick, extra heavy horse shoes for a very special horse.


The njuggel duly arrived the next day and repeated his demand and was met with the same answer. To demonstrate his power the njuggel reared up before bringing his hoofs down with a mighty crash that shook the building.


‘Next time those hoofs will come down on you head,’ he roared.


The njuggel reared up again, higher than ever, with deadly intent. He was almost perpendicular when the blacksmith made his move. The njuggel was used to people backing away from him in fear so he was unprepared for what happened next.
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