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I have felt the call of the Northern Isles – Orkney and Shetland – since childhood. I’m not sure why they’ve had this fascination for me, but perhaps it has something to do with my father’s Norwegian background. When I was a boy, he introduced me to the delights of the higher latitudes. Sailing with him among the islands of Norway’s fjord-riven west coast or tramping the snowfields of the Hardangervidda in spring were experiences that put me in touch with nature and the unique quality of northern air and northern light.


When I was a teenager, I hitch-hiked and travelled through arctic Norway and Sweden, but our own Scottish ‘far north’ remained a mystery. As the years went by, the desire to visit grew stronger and stronger, but it wasn’t until I was in my 30s that work in television enabled me to travel to Orkney for the first time, to film a sequence about ancient human bones with an archaeologist in a laboratory. As soon as we had finished, I seized the opportunity to spend the rest of the day seeing as much of Orkney as I could. And I was impressed. The scenery was completely different from Norway’s west coast, of course, but there was something in the air – a chill in the breeze, the big skies and wide horizons that was the same. And then came the link back to Norway: in the town of Kirkwall I was surprised to see the Norwegian sail-training ship Statsraad Lehmkuhl berthed down at the quay. She was a familiar sight to me – I had seen her many times before in Norway during those early visits. She was from Bergen – my father’s home town.


Since then, over the years work and leisure have enabled me to explore both Orkney and Shetland in depth, often with a copy of the Victorian Black’s Picturesque Guide to Scotland in my rucksack. This book was once a family treasure and was kept in the glove compartment of our car whenever we went on holiday in. Sadly, my father and I never travelled as far the Northern Isles together, but using Black’s as a reference kept him – and those family holidays from years before – alive in my mind.


This book of my travels in the Viking Isles is necessarily a personal one and is dedicated to the memory of my father and his northern soul.


Paul Murton
August 2019
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Chapter opening: Eshaness.


Shetland – or the Shetland Isles – is often described as the most northerly outpost of the British Isles, a distinction which can give the impression of a bleak, subarctic remoteness. But, for the 22,500 or so people who live there, the islands are home. And, as anyone who has been there will tell you, Shetland is a well-connected place of surprising and rugged beauty, with a history to capture the imagination. True, the weather can be wild, the summers short and the winters ferocious, but there is a warmth among the people which counters even the most challenging days. And, for anyone who thinks that island people are insular, prepare to revise your preconceptions. Shetlanders are amongst the most outgoing folk in the whole of the UK, despite being branded as remote. However, geographic reality can’t be denied. Shetlanders live a long way from the rest of Scotland – and it’s further than you might think. There has been a long cartographic tradition of including the island group, along with Orkney, in a box at the top right-hand corner of the UK map. This makes Shetland look closer than it really is, which is perhaps why few people in Britain appreciate how far north Shetland is from the mainland and how its geographical position has shaped the character of both the landscape and the people.


Shetland has a history of human settlement going back at least 5,000 years. Although evidence of earlier human occupation may have been lost to rising sea levels, fine examples of Neolithic, Bronze Age and Iron Age artefacts and structures have survived across the archipelago, which consists of 35 islands over 40 hectares and dozens of stacks and rocky skerries strung out along a deeply indented coastline of bays, known as wicks, and arms of the sea, known as voes. The most southerly point of the main island of Shetland is Sumburgh Head. From here, the nearest point on the Scottish mainland is Dunnet Head in Caithness, lying 166 kilometres across the sea to the south-east. Edinburgh is more than 450 kilometres away to the south as the crow flies. But Bergen in Norway is much closer – a mere 366 kilometres across the sea to the east. And it’s the proximity and influence of this Nordic neighbour that has helped give Shetland its unique identity. Invaders from Norway poured into Shetland from the about AD 800, obliterating the native Pictish culture. What happened to the original inhabitants is a matter of much speculation. Were they driven out of the islands completely, displaced to poorer land as some place names suggest, or were they absorbed by intermarriage with the invading Vikings, whose culture reigned supreme for six centuries? Today the Norse legacy lives on just beneath the surface and is perhaps most noticeable in Shetland place names and the dialect of the islands, which both derive from Norn – the old language of the Vikings whose deep-rooted culture has survived in various guises. Norn was still spoken in parts of Shetland up until the 18th century and a recent genetic survey has shown that 60 per cent of Shetland men can trace their ancestry back to a western Norwegian lineage. From a personal point of view, it was this Scandinavian connection that first drew me to the islands.


Shetland has always had a place in my heart and in my imagination. My father, who lived for many years in Bergen, Norway, used to sail along the Norwegian coast for pleasure in his old wooden gaff-rigged fishing boat called Blid. During the school holidays, he would take his sons for trips to explore the myriad rocky islands close to Bergen that form a sort of marine labyrinth of narrow channels and rocky skerries covered in heather and juniper. As summer days turned slowly into the magical half-light of midsummer nights, we’d moor Blid alongside an uninhabited rocky island and clamber ashore. After making a campfire, we’d grill freshly caught mackerel and talk about seafaring and the heroic age of the Vikings. Beyond the horizon, a mere 182 nautical miles to the west, lay the Shetland Islands. For centuries, they were firmly part of the Viking world and an integral part of Norse culture. The archipelago was a hub for all the maritime traffic heading west from Norway. Longships making for the Faeroes, Iceland or Greenland sailed first to Shetland or Hjaltland as it was known to the writers of the Icelandic sagas. Vikings, sailing between Norway, its colonies in the Hebrides and around the Irish Sea, would also stop over in Shetland. The islands were at a crossroads of the western Nordic world and occupied a pivotal trading and cultural position within it. A thousand years later, as we watched the sun disappear over the northern horizon in a halo of golden light, Shetland still seemed part of that lost world, despite being annexed by the Scottish crown in 1472. This happened after the marriage of James III of Scotland and Margaret of Denmark when the islands were pawned to raise money for a dowry. Although sovereignty was lost to Scotland in the 15th century, many Norwegians continued to regard Shetland as essentially part of their world – and still do. As a teenager sitting with my father in the half-light on our rocky skerry, this seemed entirely natural. Accordingly, we made plans to sail one year to discover the Viking connection for ourselves.


Sadly, I never made that trip with my father. But, years afterwards, just months before my father died, I eventually fulfilled my dream to follow in the wake of the Viking longships. In June 2012, I joined a Norwegian crew on board the yacht Hawthorne for the annual yacht race from Bergen to Lerwick. Over 40 yachts gathered at the entrance to Hjeltefjord or ‘Shetland’s Fjord’. A weathered lighthouse perched on the rocky summit of the surf-fringed island of Marstein served as the starting line. Leaving the Norwegian coast and heading due west, we watched a spectacular sunset as the flotilla of yachts gradually dispersed on the surface of the shimmering sea. Some 30 sleepless hours later, we caught our first glimpse of Shetland on the horizon – the great wedge-shaped cliffs of Noss, rising proudly from a churning sea of white-capped waves, just as they must have appeared to Viking navigators over a thousand years ago – and, to greet us, the unforgettable sight of a pod of killer whales. We rushed to the side of the boat to get a better view as they raced past. There were about a dozen of them, their backs breaking through the sea surge, the sound of their snorting breath mingling with the cries of gulls wheeling overhead. It was a truly primal moment that seemed to put us in direct touch with the Vikings of old. Unfortunately, we were brought back to reality with a bump – almost literally. A few moments later, Hawthorne was involved in a near collision with another yacht from Bergen. Angry words and Viking expletives were exchanged as we forced the other competitor to change course. The following morning, blearyeyed after a night of celebration, we were summoned to appear before the race committee. We were told that we’d broken the rules of the road and were disqualified – a disgraceful episode, surely? Yes. But, since we were already last in our class, this seemed, at the time, a less humiliating and more Viking-like outcome!
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Shetland sunset.





CHAPTER 1



SOUTH MAINLAND AND THE SOUTHERN ISLES


Sumburgh Head, Lerwick, Scalloway, Walls, Sandness, Mousa, Noss, Bressay


[image: Illustration]


The historic settlement of Jarlshof, near Sumburgh.


SUMBURGH HEAD


The biggest of the Shetland Isles is also the fifth largest of the British Isles. It has a population of nearly 19,000 and is known as Mainland, which can be confusing in conversation. When a Shetlander says he or she is going to the Mainland, they invariably mean they are travelling to the largest island in the archipelago – and not mainland Britain, which is usually referred to as either Scotland or England, as the case maybe. But Mainland has had other names. I have an old map in the house which calls the main island Zetland. In fact, Zetland was an alternative name for Shetland for many years and, until local government reorganisation in the 1970s, the island administration based in the capital Lerwick was known as Zetland Council. Apparently, the confusion is due to the written Scots version of Hjaltland – the old Viking name for the islands. The first two letters of Hjaltland sounded the same to 15th-century Scots ears as the old Scots letter yogh, which is written thus – 3. In this way, Hjaltland became Zetland and finally Zetland.


Sumburgh Head marks the most southerly point of Mainland and is often the first glimpse air passengers have of Shetland as their plane makes its final approach towards Sumburgh Airport. Sometimes this can be an alarming experience. The first time I flew into Sumburgh, the weather was appalling. The cloud base was not much higher than the cliffs and the twin-prop plane was bouncing around like a runaway tractor on a badly rutted field. Glancing out of the window, I saw Sumburgh Head Lighthouse through a squall of rain. I gave an involuntarily gasp as we banked steeply to line up on the runway. We were now clearly lower than the lighthouse and the cliffs and, for a moment, I was convinced that we were going to crash, which of course we didn’t. Bumpy landings in poor visibility are par for the course in this part of the world and Sumburgh Head is a formidable place whatever the weather.


Sumburgh Head is home to Shetland’s oldest lighthouse, which is perched 87 metres above wild seas on a narrow finger of cliff-girt land. Built to a design by Robert Stevenson, the grandfather of author Robert Louis Stevenson, it has braved the ferocious elements since 1821 and has witnessed a sad litany of shipwrecks and tragedy down the years, including the story of the Royal Victoria, which was on her way to India with a cargo of coal when she sank in a freezing storm in January 1864. Although 19 souls were saved, Captain Leslie and 13 others perished. He and five of his crew are buried in the parish church of Dunrossness. Inside the humble church, there’s a bell which was donated by the captain’s grieving parents. For many years, it hung outside the lighthouse where it served as a fog warning until a foghorn was installed in 1906.


In more recent times, Sumburgh Head bore witness to an environmental disaster when the Liberian-registered oil tanker Braer lost power and ran aground in hurricane-force winds on 5 January 1993. The ship was on its way from Norway to Canada with over 85,000 tonnes of crude oil, which poured into the sea when its tanks ruptured. According to the World Wildlife Fund, at least 1,500 seabirds and up to a quarter of the local seal population died. There were fears at the time that Braer’s spilt cargo would result in an environmental catastrophe similar to the one caused by the Exxon Valdez when she ran aground in Alaska four years earlier. When I visited Sumburgh in 2004, I spoke to an eyewitness who remembers standing on the cliffs at the height of the storm.


‘You could smell the oil before you could see it,’ he said, grimacing at the memory. ‘The stench filled the air and made you feel sick. The stormforce winds and churning seas were turning the oil into an aerosol and blowing inland. We thought it would contaminate the whole island. And the oil slick was also threatening the entire coastal ecosystem of Shetland. Braer was carrying twice as much oil as the Exxon Valdez and we feared the worst. Salmon farmers and fishermen thought their livelihoods would be destroyed for a generation.’


But, in fact, the strength of the wind and the violence of the seas were a saving grace and quickly helped to disperse the oil – a light variety of crude that was more easily broken down. As a result, there is no evidence at Sumburgh today of Shetland’s worst environmental disaster, although broken sections of the giant wreck still lie at the bottom of nearby Quendale Bay.


Thankfully, Sumburgh Head has been restored to nature. Although the lighthouse is no longer manned, it is still operated by the Northern Lighthouse Board and forms the centrepiece of a visitor centre and nature reserve. The awe-inspiring cliffs are home to thousands of breeding seabirds whose raucous numbers make it an internationally important site. The reserve, run by the RSPB, is home to one of the most accessible seabird colonies to be found anywhere in the British Isles and, in the past, I have been lucky enough to spend many hours watching the ever-changing scene from the cliffs. Perched in a sheltered nook, framed by sea pinks and high above the waves, I have been enthralled by the avian dramas unfolding hourly – gannets returning from fishing expeditions are attacked by ruthless and piratical skuas to give up their catch, guillemots encouraging their chicks to take their first plunge from high ledges into the waves below and, of course, the endlessly fascinating antics of puffins, which seem close enough to touch.


Just over a kilometre down the road from the lighthouse and overlooking the sheltered waters of Sumburgh Voe is the historically fascinating site of Jarlshof. Jarlshof might sound authentically Shetland, with echoes of a heroic Nordic past, but, in fact, it’s a fictitious name, which was made up by the great romantic writer Sir Walter Scott. In 1814, Scott joined his friend the lighthouse engineer Robert Stevenson on a voyage to survey sites for future lighthouses. Scott’s creative imagination was inspired by his experience of the Northern Isles – the drama of the scenery, residual Norse culture and tales of an 18th-century local pirate John Gow (who actually came from Orkney). Returning home, Scott wove these disparate elements into a thrilling tale which he published in 1822 as the novel The Pirate. In the book, Scott gave the local laird’s house the fanciful Norse name of Jarlshof, which translates as ‘Earl’s House’. With the publication of his novel, fiction became fact and the laird’s ruined house, which had been abandoned since the 17th-century, has been known as Jarlshof ever since.
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Sumburgh Head lighthouse.


However, there is much more to the site at Jarlshof than Scott could have ever imagined. Some 60 years after his death, a series of violent storms eroded the land surrounding the old ruin revealing the remains of several ancient buildings which together have a history of continual human habitation going back to the Stone Age.


When I visited Jarlshof for the first time, I was shown around by local man Douglas Smith, who surprised me with a Norwegian greeting, ‘Hei, hvordan går det?’, to which I naturally replied, ‘Bare bra, takk!’ just to show off. It turned out that Douglas is a keen linguist and, during the summer months, often guides Scandinavian tourists around Shetland’s more popular historic destinations. The salutations over, we reverted to English as Douglas took me for a wander through the complex jumble of ruins that represent several distinct eras of human occupation. The earliest fragmentary remains date from approximately 4,700 years ago. More substantial are the Bronze Age dwellings, including a Bronze Age smithy. The next layer is the most complete and belongs to the Iron Age. Some of the houses from this period are connected by narrow underground tunnels called souterrains, which I found somewhat damp and claustrophobic. There is also the base of a broch – or defensive tower – from a later period, along with four wonderfully preserved 2,000-year-old wheel houses, so called because the domestic chambers radiate from a central area, like the spokes of a wheel. When a wheel house was occupied the whole structure would have been sunk into the ground so that, to modern eyes versed in the works of J. R. R. Tolkien, it would have looked rather like a prototype hobbit burrow.
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At the ruins of Jarlshof with my copy of Black’s Picturesque Guide to Scotland.


I was especially keen to see the Viking remains which have been discovered at Jarlshof. They date from about AD 850 and form part of a farming settlement. The longhouse at the centre is clearly visible and would have been occupied for up to 16 generations until about AD 1200 when a new farm and outbuildings were constructed close by. I was curious to know what present-day Scandinavian visitors make of these ruins.


Douglas chuckled. ‘The Norwegians say that only seasick Vikings settled here in Shetland. The real Vikings went further west to Iceland and beyond!’


I wanted to know if Douglas felt a connection to the Viking past. ‘Oh, it’s our heritage. A lot of us Shetlanders feel a bit Norwegian – part Viking. I know I certainly do. And I must be a real Viking. I’ve never been seasick in my life!’


The island of Mainland is pinched into a narrow neck of land just over 200 metres wide at Jarlshof, which overlooks the waters of Wester Voe and the Ness of Burgi with its Iron Age fort. Around Jarlshof, the land between the two coasts is almost entirely taken up by runways of Sumburgh Airport. The road north actually crosses the runway and traffic has to be stopped whenever an aircraft takes off or lands.


Making my way around the southern end of the airfield, I came to the little village of Grutness, from where the ferry to Fair Isle leaves. There isn’t much to Grutness these days, but in 1886 this quiet corner of Shetland was caught up in the blaze of publicity that surrounded Betty Mouat and the amazing story of her Norwegian adventures. Betty was a 59-year-old spinster who lived with her halfbrother and his wife in a croft at nearby Scatness. Like many women in the district, Betty made a living knitting garments and shawls, which she sold to various shops in Lerwick. In January 1886, she packed a creel full of woollen shawls that she and her neighbours had made and set sail for Lerwick on board the cutter Columbine. The crew consisted of the 36-year-old skipper James Jamison and two deck hands. Betty was the only passenger when the Columbine left Grutness and headed out to sea in a rising wind. Half an hour later, disaster struck. Skipper Jamison was knocked overboard. The two crew immediately launched a dingy but failed to save the drowning man. The shock at losing their captain was immediately compounded when they realised that the Columbine had sailed unaided beyond their reach. Despite rowing heroically as fast as they could, the distance between them and the Columbine increased with every oar stroke. Realising they would never catch her, the men returned to the shore. Meanwhile, the Columbine sailed on with Betty Mouat. Darkness fell. The wind increased to a full gale. In such bad weather, people on the shore assumed that the Columbine would come to grief without a crew but on she sailed. Betty hunkered down in the passenger cabin, clinging on like grim death as the little ship was tossed around in mountainous seas. Her only provisions were two biscuits and a quarter pint of milk. For eight days and eight nights she endured until, miraculously, the Columbine drifted through a maze of rocks and skerries to run aground on a beach below the cliffs of the Norwegian island of Lepsøya just 10 kilometres north of the fishing port of Ålesund. After being rescued by friendly islanders, news of her ordeal and salvation spread around the world, being reported in newspapers from London to New York. Betty could have become a celebrity but turned down tempting offers to appear in public. Queen Victoria was so impressed with her story that she sent her a cheque for £20. Preferring the quiet life, Betty returned with her shawls to her half-brother’s croft at Scatness, where she lived until she died in 1918 at the ripe old age of 93. Betty’s story is told by T. M. Y. Manson in Drifting Alone to Norway.


Dominating the views west across Quendale Bay are the awesome and spectacular cliffs of Fitful Head, a wonderfully evocative and appropriate name for a place of great desolation and beauty. Fitful actually derives from the Old Norse hvit fugla or ‘white fowl’. It’s not surprising that Sir Walter Scott was impressed when he saw the cliffs, which rise over 280 metres above the wildly surging seas. Inspired by their grandeur, he incorporated them in his fictional tale The Pirate, making the heights of Fitful Head home to the witch Norna, whose cave was still being pointed out to sceptical tourists in the 20th century. For the author, Norna represented the Old Norse world of the Vikings which, at the time of the narrative, was being supplanted by the new order of rule by Scottish lairds. Scott often drew on real places and characters in his fiction and this is true of the witch Norna, who is based on a well-known Orcadian woman called Bessie Millie (see also p. 149). Bessie was famous for her weather spells and sold fair winds to superstitious sailors for sixpence a time in a cloth bag. Apparently, she did a roaring trade in wind!


To experience Fitful Head and its associated winds, it’s worth taking the time to make a 9-kilometre circuit from the beautifully restored Quendale water mill, up a roughly tarmacked road towards the summit, where a white golf ballshaped radar station perches on the cliff tops. With magnificent views along the coast to the north and across Quendale Bay and its rocky islands to the south-east, the route follows the vertigo-inducing heights back to the mill. But watch out for nesting bonxies – the Shetland name for the great skua. When disturbed, bonxies will take off menacingly and immediately start to divebomb any intruder. Carry a stick and hold it above your head if you don’t want to lose your hat and your dignity.


Heading up the A970, the main route north from Sumburgh, I was keen to visit the Croft House Museum at Dunrossness which is just south of the small village of Boddam. The original buildings are situated above the voe and offer a glimpse into the world of crofting life in Shetland during the 19th century. In the past, Shetlanders were often described as fishermen who also farmed. In effect, this meant that the man of the household spent a good deal of his time at sea fishing or perhaps spending even longer periods away from home on board one of the many whaling ships that ventured into the wild North Atlantic. While the man of the croft was away, the women and children did most of the agricultural work.


The Croft House Museum is a great place to explore. It comprises two parallel rows of singlestorey stone buildings. A thatched roof is held in place with a weighted net. For successive generations, right up until the late 1960s, this simple structure was home to an extended family and their animals. It was also where much of the business of farming was carried out.


Accommodation for the family was provided by just two rooms. The main room or ‘but end’ was the heart of the household. Here food was cooked over a peat fire and fish hung to dry and cure in the smoke. A large box bed still takes up much of one corner of the room. Apparently, it could get quite crowded in there, so despite having curtains to keep out inevitable drafts, there wasn’t much privacy to be had. It makes you wonder how intimacy could ever have been possible. But they must have managed. Shetland families tended to be very large. It must have something to do with the long winter nights! The second room – the ‘ben’ of this ‘but and ben’ home – was the main sleeping area. Again it has a box bed, cots and another bed. I was fascinated to discover that much of the furniture was made from driftwood that had been collected from the shore. Crofters had to be ingenious as well as self-sufficient. The living quarters of the croft are linked to the byre where the family kept their cattle. This in turn leads through to the rear part of the building, which is divided into a stable and a barn. At the back of the barn is a stone corn-drying kiln. The entire complex was designed to withstand the worst of Shetland weather and to enable the occupants to move around inside from area to area without having to brave the elements.
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Croft House Museum at Dunrossness.


Edward Charlton, a medical student from England made several visits to Shetland in the 19th century. In 1834, he vividly described the interior of a house not dissimilar to the croft at Boddam:




We bowed low to enter to save our heads from encountering the doorway. In true Norse fashion the entry was through the byre, steaming and redolent of all but sweets and from thence we were ushered into the hall of dais, into the sanctum of the edifice. The ‘riggin’ was above our heads, but a bare riggin we could not term that which was incrusted with at least three inches of soot. Chimney of course, there was none. An opening in the centre of the roof immediately above the fire allowed the egress of smoke and admitted light enough to see one’s way in the apartment. Around the fire were arranged soft seats of turf for the family, and above them were piled chests, skin coats, dried fish etc. in endless confusion.





Set about 200 metres closer to the coast and a short distance from the Croft House Museum is the horizontal water mill. Once common in Scandinavia, Scotland and Ireland, the design of this traditional type of mill changed very little over the centuries. It was built to maximise the power of relatively small streams and didn’t require elaborate engineering. Simplicity was key to its success. A wheel consisting of a set of paddles was positioned horizontally into the flow of water, which ran beneath the whole structure. A shaft from the water wheel drove the millstones above, which were housed in a stone-built building not much bigger than a garden shed. Such mills were built and run by a family or small village for their own use. Larger mills were usually owned by the laird who charged a fee for milling grain, holding back a proportion of flour as payment. To ensure they got a decent return, landlords began to insist that estates mills be used, making life more difficult for the tenants. Gradually, many small mills fell into enforced redundancy.


Heading up the east coast, I came to the parish of Cunningsburgh. According to my copy of Black’s Guide to Scotland published in 1886, the inhabitants of this part of Shetland once had an unenviable reputation. ‘For long they have laboured under the stigma of being the most morose and inhospitable in Shetland. When a guest outstays his welcome, he is bidden to depart with these words “Mirk in the ljora; light in the ling, time that the guest be gone”.’ Apparently this meant that, if was dark in the smoke vent and there was light outside on the heather, then it was time to make yourself scarce. However, my old guidebook doesn’t explain why the good people of Cunningsburgh became so inhospitable – if ever they were. I’m happy to report that, a century and a half later, I met no one in the parish who was anything other than a model of hospitality.


The first time I came to this stretch of coast, I was chasing killer whales. I was part of a documentary film crew and we had just landed at Sumburgh Airport. Our wildlife researcher had been in contact with local whale watchers who’d reported that a pod of orcas had been spotted heading up the coast towards the island of Mousa. We jumped in our hire cars and sped towards the waters of Mousa Sound. On the beach above the jetty at Sandsayre, we stared out to sea. One of the crew spotted something. The cameraman focussed his powerful telescopic lens in the direction being indicated. ‘It’s a pod of orca – no question,’ he said emphatically. For us now, the question was how to get closer. Then, almost miraculously, a local man tapped me on the shoulder and said, ‘I can get you out there if you want. I’ve got a boat big enough for filming.’ Minutes later and having only been on Shetland an hour, we were alongside the pod of orca. There was a dominant male, with a two-metre dorsal fin, several females and their calves. We were so close I could have touched them. I could hear their rasping breath when they surfaced. It was a primal, awe-inspiring ‘wildlife’ moment but there was something fearsome and deadly about their presence. They are supreme predators and were probably hunting seals as they headed south down Mousa Sound. These great beasts, which few people realise come so close to our shores, command respect.
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St Ninian’s Isle, often described as Shetland’s finest beach.


Following a zigzagging route north, I headed west again, passing the Loch of Spiggie. The wonderful name of this small body of water apparently derives from an old Scandinavian word for the stickleback fish which I suppose still live in its waters. The Loch of Spiggie and the neighbouring Loch of Brow are both freshwater lochs and, because of the abundance of plants, fish and wildlife that thrive there, they have been designated as a Sites of Special Scientific Interest and Special Protection Areas. Loch Spiggie is also an important overwintering destination for migrating whooper swans which arrive every autumn from Iceland. The Loch of Spiggie is cut off from the sea by a narrow band of dunes which separate it from the beautiful shell sands of Spiggie Beach, a glorious spot to paddle and cool one’s tired feet on a summer’s afternoon.


Heading north from Spiggie, I arrived at what is often described as Shetland’s finest beach – St Ninian’s Isle, which is probably one of the most photographed locations in the archipelago. Its image appears everywhere and is frequently used to promote the beauties of the Shetland coastline. Tiny St Ninian’s Isle itself lies 400 metres offshore and is connected to the mainland by a spit of sand which forms a double-sided, bow-shaped beach. When I saw it for the first time on a sunny, blustery day in early May, the beach certainly lived up to expectations. The fresh green of the spring grass of the island contrasted with the brilliance of the sun-drenched yellow sand. The stiff breeze blowing off the Atlantic whipped up the waves. Breaking white horses ran into the blue-and-turquoise tinted shallows. The colours might have been Mediterranean or Caribbean but the temperature certainly wasn’t. There was a distinctly invigorating Nordic chill in the air as I made my way across the sand spit towards St Ninian’s Isle, making the short walk an intoxicating experience. My senses were dazzled by the cries of seabirds, the sound of the waves and the shimmering sea on both sides. It was almost like walking on water.


The route I took crossed the back of a peculiar topographical feature known as a ‘tombolo’ or, in Shetland where they are common, an ‘ayre’ – from the Old Norse eyrr for ‘gravel bank’. These spits of sand and gravel linking islands to the shoreline are features of a postglacial landscape. Much of the coastline around Shetland disappeared slowly beneath rising sea levels as glaciers and great ice sheets began to melt some 12,000 years ago. The action of the waves and the tides reworked undersea sediments to create beautiful beaches, bars and ayres. The one that links St Ninian’s Isle to the mainland is the biggest of its kind in Britain and one of the finest in the whole of Europe.


It only took a few minutes to cross the sandy ayre and set foot on the green grass of St Ninian’s Isle, which has a history that predates the Vikings by at least a millennium. Today the most obvious sign of this ancient human past is the ruined chapel, which dates from the 12th century, but archaeology has revealed an older church and a graveyard beneath its foundations. This pre-Norseera building once stood at the centre of an ancient graveyard, with burials from the Iron Age and Bronze Age.


The medieval chapel made national news in the summer 1958 when a 15-year-old local schoolboy made an astonishing archaeological discovery. Douglas Coutts was on his first day as a dig volunteer, working with a team from Aberdeen University, when he unearthed the St Ninian’s Isle treasure. Interviewed some years later, Douglas recalled that unforgettable day. ‘I came to the site and was allocated a small area to begin some trowelling, which is the task normally allocated to novices. I had been at work only possibly for an hour when I came across a thin stone slab, which I levered up with my trowel and underneath I saw a hollow with some green material in it. I realised it was something unusual and I called over the professor, and I could see by his expression that this was indeed something unusual. So I was asked to step aside while he and his team investigated further.’


Douglas had no idea of the importance of his discovery. It consisted of 28 pre-Viking silver and silver-gilt objects, including several silver bowls, decorated sword hilts and 12 exquisitely beautiful ornate silver broaches. The items were contained in a larch-wood box which had been placed beneath the floor of the ancient chapel. But how did it get there? Ever since the find, people have speculated about where the treasure came from and who hid it. Did it represent the wealth of the church or had it been hidden in a panic during an early Viking raid? Whatever the truth, whoever had the task of hiding it did a good job. It remained undisturbed for 1,200 years – until young Douglas Coutts made his amazing discovery. The hoard is now kept by the National Museum of Scotland in Edinburgh.
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Lerwick, the capital of the Shetland Islands.


The sense of antiquity on St Ninian’s Isle is palpable and stirs the imagination. For millennia, it seems, our human ancestors were attracted to its beautiful, green sequestered acres. But why? Was it just the view and the glorious setting or did they sense something else? Did they intuit something spiritual and sacred about the island? Down the centuries, from era to era, epoch to epoch, culture to culture, they came to bury their dead in a place they must have considered to be supremely blessed. As I stood above the ruined chapel with its truly ancient past, I could sense why.


LERWICK


Lerwick is the capital of the Shetland Islands. It has a population of about 7, 000 souls and is the most northerly town in the British Isles. Although it is small, it has a considerable impact on the rest of the island group. Half of all Shetlanders live within 10 miles of Lerwick, where a host of urban amenities are on offer – businesses, shops, restaurants, bars, an outstanding museum and several music and art venues. But Lerwick wasn’t always the principal town of Shetland. That title belonged for centuries to Scalloway, which lies eight kilometres away on the west coast. Curiously, Lerwick’s origins owe more to Dutch fishermen than to the Vikings who only seem to have named the place. Lerwick comes from the Old Norse Leir Vik, which means ‘muddy bay’ and appears to have been a place of no significant settlement until the 17th century, when the Dutch came in search of migrating shoals of herring. These highly prized fish were caught by craft known as ‘Dutch busses’. They sailed in fleets of several hundred, accompanied by warships for protection, and followed the herring around the North Sea and up to Shetland. The technique of ‘gibbing’, where the gills and the gullet of the fish were removed before they were salted, enabled the Dutch busses to keep their catch from perishing too quickly and so extended the range of the fishing fleet and the time it could spend at sea. The muddy bay of Lerwick and the sheltered waters of the Sound of Bressay made a natural harbour which the Dutch used as a base for their fishing activities. Canny Shetlanders cashed in on their presence, supplying the visitors with a host of sailing essentials from spare ropes to bars and brothels. Every summer, a shanty town of shacks and tents would spring up to service the Dutch fleet and the improvised town on the shores of the muddy bay soon earned a reputation for drunkenness and licentiousness. One pious resident of Scalloway described the annual debauchery as ‘the great abomination and wickedness committed yearly by the Hollanders and country people’. To lance this sinful boil on the body politic, the authorities in Scalloway insisted that the shanty town of Lerwick be destroyed and burned it down twice. But every year, along with the migrating herring and the Dutch busses, it would spring up again on the shores of the muddy bay.


By 1650, there was a more permanent settlement at Lerwick and, because of continuing wars with the Netherlands, the government became increasingly concerned by the presence of the Dutch fishing fleet in the muddy bay. To keep an eye on them, a fort was built overlooking Bressay Sound by order of Oliver Cromwell, the Lord Protector of the Commonwealth. This was later replaced with the pentagonal fort built in the 1660s – not that the Dutch were terribly impressed. They burned it down in 1670. In 1702, when Britain was at war with France and Spain, the French set fire to Lerwick before a new fort could be built. The present defences of Fort Charlotte were named after the wife of George III and were completed in 1781.


Given this chaotic and chequered history, it isn’t surprising that the town’s fluctuating fortunes are reflected in the look of the place. Early guidebooks were ambiguous in their descriptions. Black’s famous Picturesque Guide to Scotland says, ‘Lerwick is a very irregularly built town. The houses are very plain and not prepossessing in appearance.’ But a later edition describes the town more favourably. ‘It is very quaint, resembling a Dutch town.’ This must be stretching it a bit. I’ve travelled extensively in the Netherlands and I’ve seen nothing there that looks the least bit like Lerwick. If I’m wrong – then I’m a Dutchman, as they say. Curiously, there seems to be no agreement on how to pronounce Lerwick. Black’s Guide from the turn of the last century says emphatically that it’s pronounced Ler-wick and not Lerrick, which is what I’ve heard most often. But across Shetland generally, there seems to be considerable variety – Ler-week, Lerrick and Lerook, depending on the dialect of the area where the speaker comes from.


Whichever way it’s pronounced, Lerwick has a subtle, understated charm that grows on you. Over the years, I’ve come to love the narrow streets of the old town with its irregular street pattern, its closes and steps and the glimpses of the bay which gave the town its name. Riding on a mooring offshore is a replica Viking longship, which helps give a Scandinavian feel and berthed in the harbour there are usually about a dozen or so yachts. Many come from the Continent or Scandinavia. I’ve seen French, Dutch, German, Swedish and, of course, Norwegian yachts tied up alongside. These visitors from over the sea create a cosmopolitan atmosphere in this most northern of Scotland’s towns. The Norwegian boats especially are a reminder of the centuries old Nordic connections between Shetland and the fjord-riven coast of western Norway.


Every June, the good burghers of Lerwick play willing and cheerful host to boatloads of Norwegians. taking part in the annual yacht race. As previously mentioned, back in 2012 I sailed into Lerwick on the Hawthorne, arriving with Morten, Espen and Stig. We’d been at sea for nearly 36 hours and were one of the race stragglers, tying up after sunset alongside the 40 or more other competing boats in the harbour. Although we were exhausted from lack of sleep, we were pumped up with excitement after experiencing all the highs and lows of racing across the stormy North Sea. Having secured the boat, our priority was to celebrate our safe landfall. I’d brought a fine malt whisky as an ‘anchor dram’ but was dismayed to see the entire bottle consumed in half an hour. My Norwegian shipmates drank it empty in shots. ‘Skål! Skål! Skål!’ And so began our stay in Shetland – in typical Norwegian, alcoholfuelled style.


With my fine malt coursing through our veins, we stumbled across the grounds of Fort Charlotte in the dark, until we came to a wee flat owned by Morten’s family. They stayed there whenever they had dealings in town, which was quite often. Fish was their business – buying and selling, importing and exporting. This, I thought, seemed an appropriate occupation given the piscatorial origins of Lerwick.


The following day, we woke late and headed outside to brave the rain and wind of a typical Shetland summer’s day. Hungry and seeking shelter from elements, we dived into the New Harbour Cafe which, despite its unprepossessing appearance, served up one of the finest full Scottish breakfasts I’ve ever enjoyed. My Norwegian pals were similarly delighted. They smiled with satisfaction through the fug of bodies in the crowded room, gulping their eggs, Lorne sausage and black puddings, all washed down of course with piping hot tea.


Having lined their stomachs, the Norwegians were ready to do battle. Stig led the charge into the pubs and bars of the old town. First was Captain Flint’s, then Da Wheel, The Lounge Bar, the Douglas Arms and Da Noost. Round and round we seemed to go and so did our heads. Stig was getting very unsteady. Espen seemed to be focussing on objects beyond the horizon. Only Morten appeared unaffected. ‘Do you do this every year?’ I asked him.


‘Yes, of course. We can’t buy alcohol this cheaply at home so we have to make the most of it while we can – just like the Vikings of old. You could say it’s in our DNA. But we’re harmless nowadays. We’re just weekend Vikings!’


There was a band playing at the Lerwick Boat Club where the alcohol continued to flow. At some point we returned to the flat. Espen fell over a cannon at Fort Charlotte and hurt his leg. By the time we limped our way home, an after party was in full swing. Morten was singing an old Shetland sea shanty, ‘Rowin Foula Doon’. His Norwegian accent certainly helped with the dialect.




Oot be wast o Horn o Papa


Rowin Foula doon


Ower a hidden piece o watter


Rowin Foula doon


Roond da boats da tide-lumps makin


Sunlicht trowe da cloods is brakkin


We maan geng whaar fish is takkin


Rowin Foula doon





I don’t know about rowing Foula doon – I was just about done in and so was everyone else. There were bodies and bottles lying everywhere. It was carnage. Then Stig came through the front door. He had a large bandage on his head where he’d fallen and cut himself. Someone had found him below the walls of the fort and given first aid before he’d staggered off into the night. He looked at me and grinned broadly. ‘Skål!’ he bellowed.
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At the helm during the annual race from Bergen to Lerwick.


We were almost sober by the time we set sail for the return leg of the race. The wind was screaming in the rigging as Hawthorne left the harbour. Sightseers and well-wishers lined the esplanade as the fleet of yachts sailed down Bressay Sound and headed east under stormy skies. Looking back at the little grey town of Lerwick, I reflected on my time as a weekend Viking. Despite the sore heads and the injuries, it had been great fun. It had also been an authentic experience – one that revived the ancient link between Shetland and its Viking past. I wondered too if this was perhaps more real and relevant than the annual Up Helly Aa fire festival, which takes place every January through the streets of Lerwick.


Up Helly Aa has all the trappings of a pagan Viking festival. There is a torchlit procession of Viking warriors lead by the Guizer Jarl. The event culminates with the burning of a replica Viking longship. But all is not as it seems. This is not an authentic Viking festival. It was concocted in the 1880s and grew out of a tradition of celebrating Christmas and New Year by rolling burning barrels of tar through the streets. For obvious reasons, there were concerns over health and safety. And the pious disliked the alcohol-induced fun that accompanied the flaming barrels. The town council appointed special constables to police the crowds but they had only limited success. By the 1870s, the tradition began to fade but a group of young men with an intellectual interest in the Viking history and Shetland’s Viking past reformatted and reconceived the event. What emerged was the Up Helly Aa of today.


For anyone disinclined to follow the path of Viking mayhem, Lerwick has a lot more to offer than riotous behaviour – although I am forced to admit these other pleasures eluded me when I was a crew member on board the Hawthorne. However, on other ramblings around the town, I’ve enjoyed the mix of old-fashioned shops and businesses that occupy the shore front and the network of lanes and narrow streets. You can get anything in Lerwick, it seems, from a gasket for the return valve of a head pump, to sheet music of traditional songs, from knitwear to silk underwear, from fine art to artisan haggis – a veritable cornucopia of delights awaits the dedicated shopper, if that’s your thing.


Leaving the old town, the shore road passes above Bain’s Beach. Built on the seaward side of the road is the picturesque old lodberrie – a survivor from an age when Lerwick merchants occupied a complex of buildings that included cellars, sail lofts and store rooms with easy access to the sea. The word lodberrie comes from an Old Norse word hjøberg which apparently means ‘a place where a small boat could come alongside to be unloaded’. Originally these may have been nothing more than handy rocks where boats could tie up but lodberries later developed to include jetties and warehouses to accommodate small boats carrying goods from a bigger ship anchored offshore.
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