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About the Author

George Mackay Brown was one of the greatest Scottish writers of the twentieth century. A prolific poet, admired by such fellow poets as Ted Hughes and Seamus Heaney, he was also an accomplished novelist and a master of the short story. He died at the age of 74 on 13 April 1996.
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People
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The people of Orkney today are a mingled weave. Over the winter fires, when we are not watching television, some of us like to think of ourselves as ‘sons of the Vikings’. To go into the history of these medieval pirates and reivers is not such an edifying experience. No doubt the Norsemen who settled in the islands, and farmed and traded and fished, form an important strain in the modern Orcadian. Especially in the North Isles, you can see tall fair-haired blue-eyed men and women who seem to be ‘typically Scandinavian’.

But our modern blood springs from many sources. What ingenious folk built the brochs? Who were the Picts? Orkneyinga Saga is silent about them – you might think the sagamen would have delighted in telling how the first Norsemen outwitted and destroyed the Picts, and made of their keeps wide strewments of stone. But there is nothing. Perhaps what happened is that there was slow infiltration from the east over centuries – a storm-driven longship, gaunt-faced traders, silent night-shrouded raiders, even a tentative settler in this island and that – until in the end the new culture, laws, ways of sailing and farming took over completely. If that was the way of it, there is probably as much Pictish blood in us as Norse. Even if the conquest was sudden and violent, we may be sure that the girls were not despised.

The blond word-man in the first death-ship said, ‘We removed stone from stone, on a western beach.’ Sigurd the skipper said, ‘I think we can build a hall and a few proper farms here …’ Sigurd said later, ‘Take the best of the women down to the ship …’

The sources go much further back. No doubt, such are the blood’s intricate interweavings, some of our remote ancestors were at the building of Brodgar and Skara Brae. They dragged the huge stones from Vestrafiold and trundled them all the way to the dark moor between the lochs. They manhandled monoliths for the master-masons of Maeshowe. What kind of people they were – their laws and music and language – are utterly lost. But it seems they saw life not as a brief line, birth-to-death, but as a circle which has neither beginning nor end.


The New Chief: Quanterness




First was given, with new edges,

A breast cut

Deep, for a welling of light.




The moon-thirled women

Turned wheels

All about him: wool, milk, stone.




The chief came, hooded,

To a red stone marked OX. Thereafter

Furrow and fire were ours.




(Who chose this man? Roots

Cried, stars sang,

Gulls wrote a name in the air and in water.)




Yesterday he idled

Grass-biting, a herdboy. Now

He rules, horned, from the centre.




As we are drawn

To snow and eclipse, his hand

Makes the sign of the sun.




He died one shearing time,

Webs of winter on him.

He returns, lissom, a boy again, with leaf and lamb.



Were there other more mysterious ancestors still, shadows upon darkness? For them, primitive and short-lived as they were, the land and sea, after the retreat of the ice, must have seemed a new marvellous place, swarming with plants and animals and birds and fish that were more their kin than their prey (though, to live, they were forced to hunt them).

But finally and irrefutably, it was the Norse laws and culture that triumphed. Because they were masterly story-tellers, and delighted in that art in all its purity, we have in Orkneyinga Saga a matchless record of the way their earls and great men and women lived and thought. They delighted too in the intricate web of kinship; some of the sagas begin with a long formal account, going many generations back, of what lineage the chief characters in the story to be told were begotten. This gift has come down in all its essentials to certain modern Orkney men and women; you have simply to name a person in the presence of these ‘kin-redders’, and they will immediately surround that name with cousins, step-brothers, uncles, grandfathers: the web, fixed deep in time, may span the world nowadays from Vancouver to New South Wales. If it sounds like a dry art, there are in every family certain incidents and involvements to give it spice.

The Norsemen had hardly taken over when, naturally, their chiefs were drawn into the orbits of Scottish high society. Whether we like it or not, the greatest of the Orkney earls, Thorfinn the Mighty, was a cousin of King Macbeth of Scotland. Thorfinn did not look at all like ‘a son of the Vikings’:

He was of all men the tallest and strongest; he was ugly; he had black hair, a large nose and a rather dark complexion. He had enormous energy, and he desired above all things riches and good fame … Orkneyinga Saga

The Scottish influence grew over the generations; it was natural, Norway was far away eastward, and the growing kingdom of Scotland lay just across the Pentland Firth. Yet the language of the Norsemen was such a vivid inheritance to this increasingly mingled race that it was remembered here and there, in croft and noust, until late in the eighteenth century. There was a sufficient scattering of the old words only fifty years ago for Dr Hugh Marwick to put together a dictionary of them, The Orkney Norn.

What the Saga does not tell us is what life was like for the common people of Orkney and Shetland between the eighth and thirteenth centuries. There is one glimpse only, among heroic battle shouts, intrigues, burnings, festive songs in the high hall; that is the moving story of how Earl Rognvald fished dangerous waters with a Shetland crofter, and how afterwards the shore women laughed as their hooded lord slipped and fell in the seaweed …

But there they lived and drudged, generation after generation, in their little ‘toonships’ beside the sea, or on the loch-shore, breaking the soil with primitive shares, the men berated by their women (the women of the north have seemed to be always more powerful characters than any other women in the world), reaping the sudden silver harvest and the slow golden harvest, hedged in by dark supernatural powers, hoarding a bit of butter and a few dried fish to pay the earl or the bishop his rent.


I rent and till a patch of dirt

Not much bigger than my coat.

I keep a cow and twelve swine

And some sheep and a boat.

Drudgings, stone.




The name of my wife is Hild.

Hild has a bitter tongue.

She makes passable butter and ale.

Her mouth brims and brims with bairnsong.

Driftings, stone.




What’s winter? A thousand stars,

Shrinkings of snow, an empty pail.

All summer I go, a drenched ox

Between the plough and the flail.

Drudgings, stone …



Yet the drudgery and the drift were brightly starred with festivals and junketings: Yule, Beltane, Johnsmas, Lammas, Hallowe’en, Saints’ days. And such natural events as birth, marriage, death were not allowed to pass into oblivion without music, ale, dancing feet. To see an ancient Orkney wedding must have been an entrancing experience: the long column of countryfolk, led by a fiddler, wending its way two by two between the bride’s house and the minister’s manse, and back again after the ceremony, that one white splash among the sombre homespun. Then, in the barn, the drinking and mirth and dancing went on till beyond cockcrow. Before the revellers went home they drank, in a sunwise circle, from the bride’s cog – a round wooden vessel filled with hot ale, spices, whisky … Often the wedding celebrations went on for days, as if these folk were reluctant (and who shall blame them?) to return once more to the uncertain wheel of agriculture.


Bride Song




In the barn, fiddle and flute

Are at odds, the dancing feet

Slower and heavier stamp,

The ale sinks low in the jar.

I unlatch a secret door.

‘Come quickly. I’ve turned the cold sheet.

I have put

Only a little oil in the lamp.’



They were so humble and anonymous that originally they had only the names given them in baptism, and if it was necessary to particularise some person more closely, they called him or her ‘Peter’s son’ or ‘Magnus’s dottor’, or ‘Thorfinn’s son’. So the surnames changed with every generation: to a hunter of genealogies it is impossibly confusing. There must be records of a fairly definite time when everyone, possibly in order that the earl might have a more precise roll-call of the governed (for fiscal or other reasons), was compelled to take a fixed surname. The Orcadians solved the situation simply: they called themselves by the district or parish or island where they lived at the time – Marwick, Linklater, Halcrow, Heddle, Firth, Harra, Corston, Corrigall, Cursiter, Rendall, Baikie, Isbister, Twatt … (Some argue that these names were given to families who had removed to another island or parish.) It is possible to argue that Orcadians with these ‘district names’ are older truer islanders than certain other families like Spence, Sinclair, Sutherland, Brown, Muir, Tait, who must have drifted in (from Scotland mainly) over the generations; it is probable that the infamous Stuart earls, so artistically sensitive but such bad governors, brought retinues of Scotsmen north with them into the islands. But the whole question of genealogy is such a tangle that it is foolish to say or conjecture how much native blood flows in a man’s veins; and, as we’ve seen, Orkney blood was from the beginning a sampling and a mixing from many wells.

It is arguably good for a people that they have variety in their ancestry. Most of us have seen what horrors were loosed on the earth only a few decades ago in the name of racial purity. Royal and noble families who tried, in past centuries, to maintain their blood untainted, had to endure for such folly incurable ailments of body and mind.

No doubt, in certain isolated parts of Orkney there was inbreeding that resulted in similar weaknesses. In the eighteenth century and earlier, it’s said, a ‘toonship’ or a district resented it if a young man from another place came courting there; everything was done to discourage the suitor.

But one constant in Orkney history is the infusion of new blood, from this distant airt and that. Shipwrecks were common in former times. Did one of the Armada ships blunder against an Orkney coast? There are traditions of shipwrecked sailors from other lands, staying on and marrying local girls. There is the very moving story of a ship – either she was called ‘Archangel’ or she was out of that port – bound from Russia to America (loaded with immigrants, possibly) going ashore on Westray. Only one child, an anonymous boy, was saved from the wreck. That is why there was a family called Angel in Westray until recently.

When the Orkneymen, like their Norse forbears, sailed north-west in the nineteenth century after whales, or to work at the Hudson’s Bay Company’s fur posts, they did not remain celibate. Many of them loved their Indian wives well enough to take them back home, once they had earned enough money to rent a croft or a little farm in the islands.

The two world wars saw huge influxes of soldiers, sailors, airmen from all over Britain; and, as the war went on, from further afield. To an already complex bloodstream were added these exotic strains. No one shall say that the Orkney people were soiled or spoiled by the admixture. Indeed, one of the very gratifying things about young Orkney folk, however descended, is the perennial love they have for the islands. Many of them are forced of necessity to make their livings elsewhere; whenever an opportunity comes, they are true as salmon to the native streams. Is there a typical Orkney face? There are farmers and their wives at the Dounby Agricultural Show with apple-cheeks and ready laughter and shy careful speech. There are the fair-haired blue-eyed laconic fishermen from the islands. Islanders who do not belong to Kirkwall see in the faces of the capital lineaments not discernible in the outlying parishes and islands: an alertness (for want of a better word) springing perhaps from centuries of commercialism and close-knittedness. Stromnessians, too, are said to have their own speech and cast of countenance. ‘The Orkney face’ contains within itself great variety. All that can be safely said is that the earth and skies and sea that people live among get worked at last into the flesh and bone.


Many masks merge in an island face,

Pict, Norseman, Scot,

Salt wanderers, tremulous first-comers

After the ice broke.

Face of the countryman, strength of loam in it.

Faces of fishermen, sailor : the eyes

Level as horizons.



There was a minister in Kirkwall in the late seventeenth century who wrote an enchanting book about the islands and their people. The English language was so rich then that merely to put pen to paper, it seems, begot felicities and delights. (We tend, increasingly, to speak and write more like computers than like imaginative beings.) Rev James Wallace, unlike the Cromwellian soldier who a few years earlier wrote a filthy ill-natured poem about Orkney and Orcadians, had a sweet nature and a perceptive eye. What he wrote about the islanders of three centuries ago is largely true today. Whether he was an Orkneyman or not, there is no doubt, judging from his beautiful prose, that he was under the spell of the islands. I can do no better than to make a little anthology of his remarks.

The People here are generally Civil, sagacious, Circumspect, and Piously Inclined. Though Boethius reports them to be great Drunkards … Yet now it is not soo: For though they use strong Ale and Beer (the nature of the Climate requiring strong Liquor) yet generally they are sober, and Temperate, but withal much given to Hospitality and Feasting, very Civil and Liberal in their Entertaining of Strangers …

The People are generally personable and Comelie … The Women are Lovely, and of a Beautiful Countenance, and are very Broodie and apt for Generation, One Marjorie Bimbister in the Parish of Evie, was in the year 1683 brought to bed of a Male Child, in the sixtie-third year of her Age …

By reason of the Temperance of their Dyet, and wholesomeness of the Air, the People usually Live to a good Age. A Man in the parish of Ham, died not many years since, who had Lived upwards of four-score years with his Wife in a Married estate. There is also a Gentleman yet living in Stronsa, who was begotten of his Father when he was a hundred years of age, and did live till he saw this same man’s Children.

All speak English, with a good Accent, only some of the common People among themselves speak Norse or the old Gottish Language, which they have derived to them, either from the Pights, who first Peopled this Countrey, or from the Danes and Norvegians, in whose possession it once was.
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A childhood
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Cull-ya! Cull-ya! Cull-ya! cried the gulls at the end of the pier, especially when the wives were gutting their fish at the slipways and swilling them in the sea. Cull-ya! Cull-ya! – and white flashing wings.

Whitemaas we called them, or cull-yas. ‘The cull-yas are crying for rain,’ my mother would say, when for no reason the gulls would raise an outcry.

A fisherman sat on the pier, baiting his lines or mending his lobster-creels, when he wasn’t fishing.

The fishermen went out in their white motor-boats, out through the rasping ropes of the Hoy Sound tiderace, out beyond Hoy or north as far as Birsay. When they returned with their baskets of haddock or cod, they emptied the fish into hand barrows and sold them along the street, weighing them on brass scales in front of the women who were waiting at the end of every close with their basins – sixpence a pound. ‘And,’ said one fisherman, ‘there were fine outcries when we raised the price from threepence a pound!’
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