
Modelling an island landscape in the North Atlantic
Iron Age. The interpretation of monuments and
resources in order to understand local factors
influencing settlement and social organisation.

Item Type Thesis

Authors Lamb, Deborah E.S.

Rights <a rel="license" href="http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
by-nc-nd/3.0/"><img alt="Creative Commons License"
style="border-width:0" src="http://i.creativecommons.org/l/by-
nc-nd/3.0/88x31.png" /></a><br />The University of Bradford
theses are licenced under a <a rel="license" href="http://
creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/">Creative
Commons Licence</a>.

Download date 19/05/2023 19:08:06

Link to Item http://hdl.handle.net/10454/5445

http://hdl.handle.net/10454/5445


1 The character of Shetland settlement 

It has sometimes been suggested that Shetland has changed little in the preceding 

thousand years (Hunter, 1996: 3) but, as was shown in the preceding chapter, there is 

also a dynamic aspect to settlement which demonstrates that the inhabitants 

responded to changing situations.  This chapter looks at how people in the study area 

have adapted themselves to the Shetland environment over the millennia.   

This chapter explores the cycles of growth and retraction in Shetland settlement 

which have taken place over the centuries and which lie behind the development of 

agricultural soil in particular locations.  Consideration of a long timeframe, from the 

Neolithic to the early twentieth century, sets in context the research tools which are 

to be used to expand the archaeological evidence in the study area.  It also highlights 

certain enduring features which provide the parameters within which communities 

are likely to have modified the broad trends of the Iron Age to their own local 

circumstances.   

The impression of continuity in Shetland is strengthened by the presence of 

“townships” where generations have cultivated and improved the land.  Modern 

crofts lie for the most part on former township land.  This chapter explains how the 

location and relative value of these settlements may be traced from the 

comprehensive documentation of the nineteenth century back to the late thirteenth 

century, using historical evidence as a research tool. 

The potential for documented townships of the late thirteenth century to have been 

occupied during the Iron Age is illustrated by the number of reports in the local Sites 

and Monuments Record and the volume of archaeological material lodged in the 

Shetland Museum.  Much of this material can be dated in broad terms.   

A chronological framework for this material has been provided by a series of recent 

archaeological excavations at Sandwick on Unst.  This location provides a case study 

of a Shetland settlement which can be shown to have been continually occupied from 

the Iron Age into the early part of the twentieth century.  Its situation shows a 

number of similarities with parts of the study area. 

The sequence of events at Sandwick, Unst also illustrates how settlement change and 

continuity are affected not only by environmental factors but also by economic and 

political considerations and social preferences. 



1.1 Pulses of settlement 

As explained in the previous chapter, most arable soils in Shetland are 

anthropogenic.  Depth of soil, however, is not a simple function of length of 

occupation.  Anthrosols may be built up continuously or by successive episodes of 

activity.  Also, certain periods will have led to more intense improvement and 

deepening of soil than others, depending on the manuring regime applied. 

Shetland settlement is characterised by pulses of expansion and contraction.  

Surveying local history gives an idea of when these are likely to have occurred.  

Identifying when and in what circumstances they took place may provide an 

indication of the likeliest periods for soil enhancement in a particular locality.   

Pulses of occupation and abandonment can be traced in the archaeological record 

between the Neolithic and the Late Iron Age (c. 3500 BC-AD 800), in the 

archaeology and place names of the Early and Late Norse periods (c. AD 800-1300), 

and from documentary sources thereafter.  An outline of local trends and events 

which influenced settlement patterns is presented here; the archaeological evidence 

is discussed again and in more detail in the following chapter. 

1.1.1 Development and retrenchment c. 3500 BC-AD 800 

There is some evidence for Mesolithic activity in Shetland (The Council for Scottish 

Archaeology, 2003: 165) but none has yet been identified in the study area.  The 

earliest dates for permanent settlement in Shetland date from the Neolithic (c. 3500-

1500 BC) (Fojut, 2006: 44-45).   

There are extensive networks of boundary dykes dating from this period which are 

found throughout Shetland and in the study area.  These boundaries differ from field 

walls in the massive  scale of their construction and their alignment on natural 

features and burial cairns  (Fojut, 2006: 21).   Their existence implies a need for 

territorial demarcation, and possibly some pressure on the amount of available land 

since they often occur near the sites of houses, enclosures and field systems (e.g. 

Figs. 47 & 50 in Whittle et al., 1986: 52, 55).   

The characteristic Shetland dwelling of the Neolithic and Bronze Age periods is the 

thick-walled oval house (Fojut, 2006: 44).  This was a successful design which 

persisted even into the Iron Age.  Enclosures with a house in the centre are 

frequently recorded on Ordnance Survey maps as a “homestead” and are thought to 

be earlier than field systems.  On some sites there are small groups of two to four 



oval houses located around the same field system (Whittle et al., 1986).  

Characterised by dykes, lynchets and clearance cairns, field systems usually consist 

of curvilinear walls and often form a cluster of small irregular fields (Turner et al., 

2004: 123).  This layout may have represented the arable centre; the larger 

surrounding area marked by the boundary dykes would have been used as pasture for 

livestock. 

A generally well-populated Neolithic landscape (Whittle et al., 1986: 148) of 

dispersed, but loosely clustered settlements (Fojut, 1999: 10) is believed to have 

contracted as climatic deterioration in the Bronze Age (c. 1500-800 BC) led to 

coastal areas being more favoured for settlement: increased storminess forced 

habitation downslope and into more sheltered situations.  Burnt mounds are the 

“signature monument of the Shetland Bronze Age” (Fojut, 2006: 47) and this pattern 

of contracting settlement is confirmed when the distribution of burnt mounds is 

compared with that of prehistoric settlement (Dockrill et al., 1998: 81).   

Overall, the Iron Age (c. 800 BC-AD 800) is often thought to have been a period of 

further retrenchment, marked  by the development of nucleated settlements close to 

the shore (Owen and Lowe, 1999: 269).  It may, however, be separated into three 

distinct phases.   

The Early Iron Age (c. 800-400 BC) does show some evidence for continued 

retraction, but new settlement types appear in the Middle Iron Age (c. 400 BC-AD 

400).  This was the period when brochs were built, probably including the ones at 

Brough on Burra and at Burland on Trondra.  Many Shetland brochs were 

surrounded by smaller dwellings (Fojut, 1985: 60-66) and excavation has shown that 

some continued to be centres of population into the Late Iron Age (c. AD 400-800) 

and beyond.  Notable examples include Jarlshof (Hamilton, 1956), Scalloway 

(Sharples, 1998)  and Old Scatness(Dockrill et al., 2005a).   

Even so, not all centres of Middle Iron Age occupation built brochs: the settlement at 

Kebister is a case in point (Owen and Lowe, 1999: 286).  Neither were all 

settlements nucleated, for other isolated forms of dwelling continued to be occupied.  

Recently excavated examples include unfortified domestic sites such as the re-

modelled oval houses which had already been in use for centuries at Mavis Grind on 

Mainland Shetland (Cracknell and Smith, 1983) and at Bayanne on Yell (The 

Council for Scottish Archaeology, 1997: 71).   



The development of oats as a crop in the first half of the first millennium AD (Bond 

et al., 2004: 143) added another dimension to the distinction between arable nucleus 

and extensive grazing.  Oats made it possible to cultivate more marginal land and the 

first signs of barley being grown in the richer infield and oats in an outfield are 

archaeologically visible at Late Iron Age Scalloway (Holden, 1998: 126).   

The Late Iron Age (c. AD 400-800) was a time of Pictish influence in Shetland and 

is marked by the establishment of a number of settlements by the priests or monks 

known as papar from the late sixth or early seventh century (Fojut, 2006: 80).  Some 

of these settlements, such as Papil on Burra, were monastery-based (Project Team, 

2001).  The papar may have introduced an intensified form of agriculture (Simpson, 

2002: 59-60) based on the use of domestic livestock, manures and turves.  This will 

have provided a foundation for the generation of cereal surpluses but it also has 

implications for the management of livestock.  This agricultural occupation of land is 

likely to have improved previously less fertile areas and made them more attractive 

for subsequent domestic occupation. 

Secular settlements are more difficult to identify.  It has been suggested that estate 

management may have been a feature of secular Pictish society, with an affluent elite 

copying the church by living on landed estates and deriving their wealth from goods 

and services exacted from the surrounding community (Thomson, 1987: 23).  There 

is some fleeting evidence for early estates in Shetland (Smith, 1995). 

There appears to have been a contraction of settlement towards the end of the Late 

Iron Age, with a reduced population retrenching to the broch-settlements.   

1.1.2 Expansion and change c. AD 800-1300 

The arrival of the Norse in the eighth to ninth centuries AD marked the beginning of 

the Early Norse period (c. AD 800-1000) in Shetland and significant developments 

in the form and location of settlement.   

The question of the relationship of the incoming Norse peoples with the native 

inhabitants of the Northern Isles continues to be a matter of debate (summarised in 

Morris, 1996), but there is certainly evidence for an increase in population.  

Occupation continued in existing buildings on some broch sites (e.g. Old Scatness 

Dockrill et al., 2005a: 63-64) but there is also evidence for new development in the 

form of long houses.   



The narrow rectangular shape of Norse long houses is easily recognised.  In some 

cases the walls are bowed, giving the impression of a boat shape.  This feature often 

indicates early Norse provenance (Crawford, 1987: 145) although it is not present in 

all early Norse buildings (e.g. Hunter, 1986: 90,114).   

Three criteria have been suggested for the optimum Norse site.  These are “(1) 

access to the sea, with a reasonable place to pull up a boat; (2) a patch of fairly flat, 

reasonably well drained land suitable for the construction of a farmstead and with the 

potential for some grain cultivation; and (3) extensive grazing areas, since the 

number of animals which the poor vegetation of the islands could support would be 

rather low” (Small, 1968: 149).  To these might be added the availability of fresh 

water.   

Norse ship-building technology represented a new factor in the location of 

settlement.  Viking ships had a draught of less than a metre and could be landed on 

any open coast with a suitable beach.  Coasts with this kind of feature might be 

expected to attract settlement.   

It is not clear how far the presence or absence of the indigenous population may have 

been another factor.  In some cases long houses are found adjacent to settlements 

which show signs of Iron Age occupation (Bigelow, 1985) but others are located on 

tracts of land away from broch sites (Small, 1982).   

There is evidence in Shetland for expansion in the ninth and tenth centuries from 

prime to less ideal locations (Bigelow, 1984: 74).   This evidence includes that of 

place names some of which can identify the relative age and status of settlements, 

pointing to a pattern of settlement division and growth.   

Over 99 per cent of Shetland place names are derived from Old Norse (Fojut, 2006: 

92).  Place names can contain word elements which point towards the age, size or 

status of a settlement and thus have the potential to provide a coherent framework for 

the settlement patterns of the Norse-speaking population.  They do, however, need to 

be treated with caution because while some names may be traced back to the Norse 

period, others are of comparatively recent coinage.  The use of onomastic evidence 

as a research tool in this study is described in Chapter 6: Expanding the archaeology. 

In general, growth of settlement in Shetland between the ninth and eleventh centuries 

appears to correspond to social trends in Norway (Larsen, 1948: 131-132) where 

rapid population increase during a period of warm and reliable climate led first to 

expansion and emigration to places like Shetland, and then to land being cleared for 



new homesteads.  These new farms were small and on poor land.  Older farms were 

divided between sons.  By the 1200s slavery in Norway had disappeared and the 

descendants of slaves became freedmen living on smallholdings on the poor margins 

of the settled land (Benedictow, 2003: 246).   

The Late Norse period (c. AD 1000-1300) is marked by increasing political 

sophistication.  This can be seen during the eleventh century with the consolidation 

of the Orkney earldom by Thorfinn the Mighty and the establishment of a bishopric 

in Orkney (Thomson, 1987: 69-87).  The medieval churches and chapels of Shetland 

may date from 1050 onwards, with a parochial system in place from the twelfth 

century (Cant, 1975: 9).  This is the earliest likely date for the chapels at Brough on 

Burra, next to the broch site, and at the Hame toun on Trondra.   

In 1195 the Norwegian crown assumed direct rule over Shetland (Ballantyne and 

Smith, 1999: xi).  During the late thirteenth century it carried out a systematic re-

organisation of the tax-paying districts in Shetland (Smith, 2000).   

More efficient taxation by both state and church gave definition to certain kinds of 

land use and influenced the success of some settlements to the detriment of others.  

Initially it was probably the levies payable to the church which influenced people to 

put less effort into agriculture and more into fishing, with corresponding 

consequences for preferred places of settlement.   

Church levies increased throughout the twelfth and thirteenth centuries.  Tithes were 

introduced in the early twelfth century (Cant, 1975: 38) followed by other levies 

such as Peter’s Pence (Crawford, 1974: 18) and Crusading Tithes (Seaver, 1996: 73).  

All of these dues were payable in grain, butter or wool.  Butter and wool are likely to 

have been introduced as a substitute for grain, after the climate deteriorated in the 

late 1200s (Bigelow, 1984: 211).   

The incentive to fish rather than farm arose from the method of calculating tithes, 

and from opportunities to trade fish for grain.  A tithe was calculated as ten per cent 

of the annual “increase” of a man’s land or other livelihood (Cant, 1975: 13).  

Initially at least, this did not include marine produce (Bigelow, 1984: 222); fish does 

not appear to have been caught by the tithing rule until after 1469 (Cant, 1975: 13).  

By the mid-twelfth century, however, fish could be traded for grain through Norway 

which meant that effort directed into fishing provided a tax-free source of income as 

well as food (Bigelow, 1984: 228-229). 



The incentive to fish is likely to have led to an increase of settlement in those 

locations from which the wealth of the Burra Haaf could be exploited easily (1845: 

15), especially those places with beaches where boats could be hauled into noosts, 

and fish could be dried for export.  This effect will have increased with the 

importance and scale of the fishing trade from c. 1250 onwards.  Climate was 

deteriorating in Europe (Bigelow, 1984: 169-170), bringing years of disastrous 

harvests and recessions which caused populations to retreat from marginal lands.   

1.1.3 Two episodes of contraction c. AD 1300-1700  

The Historic period (c. AD 1300-1700) began with the Black Death and ended with 

famine and the first of many smallpox epidemics.  Both episodes reduced the 

population and altered the pattern of settlement and land use.  

As events approach modern times, the quantity and detail of documentary evidence 

increases.  This identifies the more recent changes in settlement location and extent.  

It also allows cause and effect to be recognised more readily because contemporary 

trends and events are better understood.   

From the thirteenth century onwards there were increasing incentives to put effort 

into fishing.  Thus at the period when documents relating to Shetland history first 

become available, they reflect a pattern of settlement which was already changing to 

reflect an economy with a different emphasis from earlier periods.   

The years between 1315 and 1319 were “a crescendo of calamity” (Ziegler, 1982: 

32-33).  In such an economic climate settlement might be expected to retrench to low 

lying coastal locations, although good agricultural soil will still have been important.  

This effect will have been reinforced by the consequences of the Black Death which 

arrived in Shetland in 1349 (Smith, 2000: xv).  There is little information about how 

Shetland was affected, but European losses due to the plague are estimated to have 

been about one in three (Ziegler, 1982: 239).  One estimate for the population of 

Shetland in 1300 (Smith, 1990: 26) indicates that there were about 10,000 people 

living on 700 farms.  This would suggest that perhaps 6,000-7,000 were left after the 

epidemic.  

The sudden drop in population would leave many inland farms empty and thus 

provided the space for increased livestock production.  In Scandinavia agricultural 

depression and deserted farms remained a feature of the economy even as late as 

1500 (Thomson, 1984: 131).  Meanwhile outer, empty farmlands were being turned 



over to pasture to meet increased demand for meat and butter.  The distribution of 

abandoned farms in Norway indicates a movement of population from the poor land 

and inland farms to fishing settlement on the coast and a similar pattern might be 

expected in the study area. 

Evidence of how far the fortunes of individual settlements had changed between the 

eleventh and the fifteenth century is shown in the study area by the site of the 

German merchants’ booths.  Shetland’s main export commodity of dried and salted 

fish had been channelled by the Norwegian crown through the Hanseatic merchants 

in Bergen but from the early 1300s German merchants from Hamburg, Bremen and 

Lubeck began to visit Shetland in increasing numbers (Smith, 1990: 31).  At major 

centres of fishing, they established booths on the shore (Smith, 1984b: 13-15).  Two, 

known locally as the “Bremen booth” and the “Hamburg booth”, were situated in the 

study area next to beaches used for drying fish, one at Papil on Burra and one at 

House on Houss.  This suggests that these two settlements had been the main centres 

of retrenchment in the preceding period.   

The late sixteenth century was a prosperous and independent time for Shetland 

(Smith, 1990: 32), political change notwithstanding.  In 1469 the rule of Shetland 

passed to the Scottish crown.  The lordship of Shetland was granted to Earl Robert 

Stewart in 1564 (Anderson, 1996: 179) and thereafter passed to his son, Patrick.  

One of the Scots accompanying Earl Robert was Laurence Bruce of Cultmalindie.  

His exactions as a landlord formed the basis of a long and formal complaint to the 

crown in 1577 (Ballantyne and Smith, 1999: 183-224).  This document is rich in 

detail and gives the name and address of the many complainants including men from 

the study area.  After Patrick’s death in 1615 the crown leased its interest in Shetland 

to a series of “tacksmen” but did not sell its holdings until 1766 (Thomson, 1987: 

397).   

Far more disturbing were the environmental problems of the seventeenth century.  

By 1600 the population may have risen to between 10,000 and 20,000 (Donaldson, 

1958: 135-136) but the deteriorating climate of the Little Ice Age brought disastrous 

harvests leading to famine, and storms leading to loss of agricultural land (Bigelow, 

1984: 169-173).  There were devastating sandblows in the Northern Isles in the latter 

part of the century.  As mentioned in the previous chapter, the estate of Brow in 

Dunrossness, Shetland, was overwhelmed by sand, burying settlements and making 

agricultural land unusable.  Something similar may have occurred at Minn and at 



Meal, both on Burra.  There were notable rabbit warrens in these settlements (Smith, 

1984b: 20) which would have contributed to the degradation of the sandy land there 

and made it more vulnerable to storm.  The famines which were repeated throughout 

the century (Smith, 1984b: 43-44) were at their worst when failed crops and cattle 

disease combined with a shortage of fish. They reached a nadir in the 1690s. 

The intensity of agricultural stress is visible in the low levels of rent and tax 

collected in this period (Thomson, 1983: 152-153).  Landholdings were becoming 

small and fragmented and correspondingly difficult to work whilst the communal 

nature of agriculture made it less efficient and less open to innovation (Knox, 1985: 

7).  The situation was unsustainable unless the population was reduced or the supply 

of food increased.  The solution, as in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, was to 

exploit the fisheries and exchange fish for grain.  

The Shetland of the eighteenth century was so different from that of the seventeenth, 

that the turn of the century has been called a “great plane of cleavage” (Smith, 

1978a: 16).   Between the twelfth century and 1700 the changes to settlement were 

gradual and cumulative, but after 1700 the nature of Shetland settlement was 

completely transformed with the introduction of fishing tenure and agricultural 

improvement.  The study area contains examples of both.    

1.1.4 Socio-economic re-alignment c. AD 1700-1900  

The economy and society of Shetland was turned into a huge commercial fishing 

concern (Smith, 2000: 45-47) as a small group of merchants sought to build up their 

fishing businesses and landowners looked to settle more and more fishermen on the 

available land (Smith, 1984b: 127).  At first the smallpox epidemic of 1700 and the 

outbreaks which followed at twenty-year intervals outweighed any natural increase 

in the population (Thomson, 1983: 154-156) but then the population began to grow.  

In 1861 the population of Shetland peaked at 31,670 (Thomson, 1983: 151-152).  

This part of Shetland’s history is well-documented. 

Not all estates became fishing estates.  As agricultural units grew smaller and 

extended onto poorer land, agricultural standards declined.  An urge for agricultural 

improvement was professed by landowners (Knox, 1985: 114-115) for it represented 

a long-term investment at little risk to landowning capital (Smith, 1984a: 114).  

Amongst other developments, this brought a renewed interest in establishing 

boundaries to separate arable land from pasture.  The boundaries of this period are 



readily distinguished from their Neolithic and Bronze Age predecessors by their 

lightness of construction and good state of preservation.   

The study area reflects the different approaches taken by Shetland landowners.  The 

main settlement on Trondra at the Hame toun was completely re-organised as a 

model agricultural community in the mid-eighteenth century, with a view to 

increasing its longer-term agricultural viability.  Sir Laurence Dundas had acquired 

Trondra along with the rest of the crown’s landholdings in 1766 (Thomson, 1987: 

341) and appointed an Orcadian, William Balfour of Trenabie, as his factor.  Balfour 

thoroughly documented all that was being done in his employer’s name, and 

included a description of the changes on Trondra in a document of 1772 (Balfour, 

1772).  An extract from the document is included in this study as Appendix 2: 

Balfour’s 1772 description of Trondra.  Fortunately it describes not only the changes 

so methodically introduced by Balfour, but also the shape and location of the main 

settlement which was being dismantled.   

The owner of Trondra was unusual in not requiring his tenants to fish (Questions 

3747-9 in Truck Commission, 1872: 90).  Increasing the number of tenancies was 

the most commonly chosen means of developing the income to be derived from an 

estate.  On fishing estates there was increased intensity of cultivation within the 

existing settlements leading to subdivision into tiny plots.  Land adjacent to 

established settlements which had previously been used for communal pasturing of 

stock was turned into new smallholdings.  Only the poorest land was left untenanted.  

These holdings were too tiny to sustain an individual and his family by farming 

(Knox, 1985: 7).  Given the level of rent applied (Fenton, 1997: 57) this meant that 

the new tenants were obliged to fish for the landlord in order to maintain their 

families.  The population grew to exceed what the land itself could feed in terms of 

contemporary agriculture and diet. 

These socio-economic developments meant that the size and shape of settlements 

changed (Fenton, 1997: 55), and that those with easier access to fishing grew more 

populous.  The commercial approach taken by landowners is reflected in the 

professional valuations and surveys carried out in the early nineteenth century 

(Knox, 1985: 94-112), and in the detailed rental records which survive.   

The landowner-tenant relationship in the form of fishing tenure was particularly 

attractive to the landowners of Burra and Houss because it gave them the means of 

exploiting the wealth of the nearby Burra Haaf.  In 1832 the then-landowner engaged 



a teacher from Yell named Mathewson to review the rental capacity of the two 

islands.  Mathewson produced a detailed survey of the dwellings and inhabitants, and 

a well-drawn sketch map showing the boundaries of the then-cultivated land 

(Mathewson, 1832).  The map shows the main division between arable land and 

rough grazing, and some boundaries between properties.  Mathewson noted on his 

survey either the value of the tenanted property in merks, or the fact that it was an 

outset.   

The settlements named by Balfour and Mathewson are shown in Figure 3-1: 

Settlements named by Mathewson and Balfour. 

The distinction between township and outset, and the use of merks as a measure of 

value, are discussed further later in this chapter in the context of the role of 

townships.  The use of these terms indicates the continuing influence of certain 

traditional landholding expressions in Shetland, and this is seen in a number of other 

nineteenth century documents.   

One description of the property on Burra and Houss can be dated to the period before 

1830 and may found in Appendix 3: Pre-1830 description of Burra and Houss.  The 

sale of the islands of Burra and Houss is expressed by setting out the value in merks 

of the individual townships in the islands, and identifying the outsets.  This 

description is found in the documents relating to the sale of Burra and Houss in 1921 

(NAS RS111/213/48-50).  The documents state that the property as described was 

being passed to the purchaser subject to the contents of documents listed in an 

attached Inventory of Writs.  The Inventory itself lists various bonds, deeds, will,  



 

 

 

 

 

INSERT FIGURE 3-1: SETTLEMENTS NAMED BY MATHEWSON AND 

BALFOUR



charters, grants of wayleave etc., the earliest of which dates from 1830.  It follows 

that the description of the property must have been the one in use in 1830.  This 

description is the first item in the Search for Incumbrances still used today by 

solicitors involved in buying and selling property on the two islands.   

In the early 1820s the landowners of Shetland set about drawing up an official 

valuation roll with a view to establishing their voting rights in parliamentary 

elections (Valuation Roll, 1825).  The Shetland Archivist advises that information in 

the Roll was gathered by means of sending a questionnaire to every known 

landowner in Shetland.  The roll lists every place in Shetland which was measured in 

merks of land.  If it was not measured in merks, then it did not appear in this 

document.  It follows that townships were listed but outsets were excluded (Smith, 

B., pers. comm.).  Once again townships are distinguished from outsets and valued in 

merks. 

This distinction is still a matter of record decades later, for the 1855 rental records 

for Burra and Houss (Rental, 1855) still note against each tenanted property either its 

value in merks, or the fact that it is an outset.   

The contents of these and the documents mentioned above are considered further in 

Chapter 6: Expanding the archaeology. 

These descriptions of property would have been recognisable to medieval 

landowners, but by 1900 Shetland presented a very different aspect, and much of the 

change was concentrated in the study area. 

The largest settlement in the study area today is Hamnavoe on Burra.  Despite its 

Norse-sounding name it did not exist until the 1880s.  Hamnavoe came into being 

specifically as a fishing village, the only one in Shetland.  It was built on a fishing 

boom made possible by technological advances such as cotton nets (Coull, 1996: 

113) and the steam capstan (Smith, 1977: 55) and by improved transport links with 

Great Britain (Smith, 1984b: 199).  The new fisheries broke the link with the 

agricultural rhythm (Smith, 1984b: 134) for the ships which made the export of wet 

fish more viable, could also be relied upon to bring meal into the islands.  Out of the 

218 people in Hamnavoe on census night in 1901, 50 were males aged 15 or over 

and almost all earned their living from fishing or fishing-related activities. 

The extent to which settlement in Shetland has been transformed particularly over 

recent centuries (contra Hunter, 1996: 3) is a caution against applying the conditions 

of the recent past uncritically to the more distant past.  The founding of Hamnavoe 



on Burra and the orderly pattern of individual enclosed holdings around the Hame 

toun on Trondra demonstrate the potentially fundamental effect of trends and events 

since 1700 on earlier settlement patterns.   

1.1.5 Patterns of land use 

As long as agriculture was important to survival, the limited availability of arable 

land in Shetland meant that amongst available locations, the more marginal ones 

would be occupied last and abandoned first.  Since the process of building deep soil 

is cumulative, sustained or repeated cultivation in each pulse of expansion and 

contraction would reinforce the distinction between more and less fertile settlements.   

Locating and evaluating the more fertile settlements is made easier by one of the 

most enduring and distinctive features of Shetland settlement, namely the township.  

Notwithstanding the changes described above, townships are an element of 

continuity which can be traced from the comprehensive documentation of the 

nineteenth century back to the tax re-organisation of the late thirteenth century.  

These are described in the following section, in order to set them in the context of 

the developing history of settlement.  Their adaptation for use as research tools is 

described in Chapter 6: Expanding the archaeology.  

1.2 The role of townships 

In a Shetland context a township is a small farming settlement, usually situated near 

the coast.  The township has been the centre of human activity throughout much of 

Shetland’s history, forming the geographical unit of settlement, subsistence and 

commercial production (Smith, 1984b: 2).   

1.2.1  Township, outsets and rough grazing 

The distinction between arable and grazing activities is one of the most enduring 

features of Shetland settlement.   

A clear separation between land used for arable and for pastoral activities is a 

discernible feature from Neolithic times onwards, when field-systems marked the 

arable core and the great territorial boundaries set the limits of the associated 

grazing.   

During the Norse period (c. AD 800-1300) this system began to take a distinctive 

shape.  The arable land was identified as a township and the open land beyond was 

used for common grazing.  With respect to grazing, it has been noted that in the 



Early Norse period (c. AD 800-1000) scattered nomadic methods could be adopted 

(Sawyer, 1997: 124), making  periodic use of areas at a distance from the main farm.  

Although place-name evidence indicates that certain areas were favoured specifically 

for grazing stock (e.g. Crawford, 1987: 108-109) there is little evidence for a full 

shieling system in Shetland such as developed in the Western Isles.   

In historical times before the agricultural improvements of the eighteenth century 

and the introduction of crofting tenure in the nineteenth (Knox, 1985: 6) Shetlanders 

still distinguished between two types of land use: townships and the rough hill land 

used for grazing.   

The words “town” and “township” are Anglicised forms of the Shetland words 

“toun” and “tounship”.  The word “toun” refers to the arable enclosed land of an 

individual farm or group of farms (Graham, 1984: 93, Stewart, 1987: 279). 

FIGURE 3-2: SHETLAND TOWNSHIP  

Medieval and modern Shetlanders lived in about 700 townships (Smith, 2000: xi).  

These had a distinctive physical shape which was centuries old (Crawford, 1987: 

150) and contained a number of standard features which are shown schematically in 

Figure 3-2: Shetland township.      

The best ground within the township was used cultivation, and the rest as meadows 

for hay.   

Characteristically the enclosing dyke was semi-circular in form, starting and 

finishing at the shoreline (Tait, 2000: 20-21).  The hill dyke was usually built of turf 

and stone, and formed a barrier preventing livestock straying amongst the growing 
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crops.  It also represented the boundary of the township lands (Morris, 1985: 230).  

An example of such a dyke is shown in Figure 3-3: Shetland hill dyke seen from the 

common grazing. 

The arable land within the hill dyke was where crops were raised and fodder grown 

during the summer, when livestock were grazing on the common land beyond the 

dyke.  Before the era of agricultural improvement, arable land was managed 

communally at the level of the township.  A proportion of good and poor arable land 

was allocated to all owners or their tenants within the town, using a runrig system.  

The grass meadows were mown to make hay.  In winter the animals were allowed 

back into the town and could graze on the grassland there (Tait, 2000: 1). 

This runrig system of land organisation demanded uniformity of behaviour among 

the tenants (Knox, 1985: 7).  Once the hill dykes were opened after the harvest, 

livestock could graze all over the townlands.  Within the township itself the only 

parts that might be enclosed were individually held; these were small elements such 

as kailyards (Fenton, 1997: 100).  This made it difficult for innovating smallholders 

to cultivate new crops, added to which the marginality of agriculture (Knox, 1985: 

14) would encourage conservatism.   

New methods were more easily achieved where a whole township belonged to a 

single owner.  Even a small single holding could be considered preferable to a share 

in a township.  The position of the  tenant at Hogaland on Trondra in 1772 was noted 

as follows: “Hogoland contains from 5 to 6 acres of arable, mean mossy soil, but as 

the tenant is alone upon his possession it is considered the best in the island” 

(Balfour, 1772).  The main phase of improvements which centred on abolishing 

runrig in the townships ran from 1830 until about 1870 although some estates like 

Trondra had done this much earlier (Smith, 1984b: 114). 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

INSERT FIGURE 3-3: SHETLAND HILL DYKE SEEN FROM THE COMMON 
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By the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, when documents describing the sale and 

purchase of property first appear, all land outside townships was attributed to one 

township or another.  A right to part of the township land was accompanied by a 

right to use a proportional amount of the associated common land beyond the hill 

dyke (Smith, 2000: 40).  Recorded property transactions such as purchase, sale, rent 

and taxation were calculated with reference only to the arable land within the 

township.  Access to the arable and meadow lands within the town dyke carried 

implicit rights to the associated grazing land beyond.   

During times of population expansion, additional holdings were created by enclosing 

areas of common grazing beyond the hill dyke.  These were known as outsets 

(Smith, 1984b: 337).  As was suggested in the survey of pulses of settlement, there 

were several episodes of expansion over the centuries.  In recent times the most 

active period of outset creation related to the years from the early eighteenth century 

until the middle of the nineteenth, when many Shetland landowners created new 

outsets and parcelled out small units of land in order to increase the number of 

fishermen tenants (Knox, 1985: 36-38).  There were thought to be about 380 outsets 

in Shetland by 1770 (Smith, 2000: 46).   

Outsets were not regarded as having any share in the resources or responsibilities of 

the adjacent township.  The contrasting status of townships and outsets can be traced 

back to the thirteenth century (e.g. Smith, 2002).   

1.2.2 The valuation of townships 

The use of merks to value townships developed not long after the late thirteenth 

century re-organisation of tax, and can be related back to the preceding system of 

pennylands and ouncelands (Smith, 2000: 1-18).  Valuation in merks was generally 

at the level of the whole township, with tenants being liable for a proportion of the 

whole, according to their holdings.  This included being liable for tax, according to 

the number of merks held.   

Outsets, being founded on the common grazing, were not measured in merks neither 

were they taxed.   

The merk was a measure of value, not of extent.  In medieval times a merk was a 

piece of land that cost a set weight of silver (Ballantyne and Smith, 1999: 297).  

Thus the exact extent of the area involved varied considerably, according to the 



quality of the soil, for the same merk would buy either a large area of poor land or a 

small area of good land.   

From the late Middle Ages, merks of land paid rent at different rates (e.g. Ballantyne 

and Smith, 1994: 66).  These varied between four and twelve pennies per merk, 

sometimes within a single township.  Gradually the merk came to be less of a 

standard measurement, but it retained the concept of value rather than extent and 

remained a useful tool as a measure of the comparative value of townships.   

The merk was still in use as a means of describing land holdings in the early 

nineteenth century.  The Valuation Roll of 1825 lists every place in Shetland which 

was measured in merks of land.  This document therefore excluded all settlements 

which had begun as outsets.  

The concept and valuation of townships reaches back to the thirteenth century, but 

their location and extent is known in detail because they formed the basis for the 

modern crofting communities. 

1.2.3 From townships to crofts 

The nineteenth century was an era of conscientious documentation.  This included 

the introduction of the ten-yearly national census in 1841 (Sinclair, 1990: 12-13), 

and the extension of the Ordnance Survey on a country-wide basis (Grant et al., 

2002: 8-9).  The study area was first surveyed for mapping in 1877-8.  Commissions 

of Enquiry, such as those appointed to examine the truck system in Shetland (Truck 

Commission, 1872) or the condition of crofters (Napier Commission, 1884) took 

comprehensive evidence in the course of preparing their reports.  Crofting 

legislation, beginning with the Crofters’ Holdings (Scotland) Act of 1886 and the 

Crofters’ Common Grazings Regulation Act of 1891, led to comprehensive 

documentation of agricultural holdings in the crofting counties, including Shetland. 

Following the introduction of crofting tenure, land in agricultural occupation was 

delineated and allocated to named individuals.  This applied to township and outset 

alike.    An example of how a pre-existing Shetland township might be shared out 

between households is shown in Figure 3-4: Shetland township allocated as crofts. 



An effort was made to equalise the allocations in terms of yield, with larger shares of 

hay meadow compensating for lesser shares of cultivated land.  The crofters received 

legal documents confirming the nature of their title and describing the extent of their 

crofts.  The law provided that the boundaries of crofts could not easily be changed 

(MacCuish and Flyn, 1990: 4).   

FIGURE 3-4: SHETLAND TOWNSHIP ALLOCATED AS CROFTS 

Crofters also received rights in pasture or grazing land held in common with others.  

In Shetland this represented a codification of existing rights, but there were some 

new developments; for example, any crofter with rights in common grazing land is 

entitled to apply instead for an apportionment of part of the common grazing, for his 

or her exclusive use.  Areas of common grazing around a Neolithic house are often 

seen to have been selected first, for the effect of earlier cultivation is still seen in the 

improved vegetation. 

The characteristic Shetland distinction between arable and grazing was thus 

maintained by the new system, and the nature of crofting tenure made it difficult to 

alter the extent of individual holdings.  Clusters of crofts replaced townships, but 

they occupied the same location and the perimeter of each cluster outlined the shape 

of the old township and any adjacent outsets.  The role of the Ordnance Survey in 

recording the shape of nineteenth century cultivation at this time is discussed in 

Chapter 6: Expanding the archaeology.   
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1.3 Case study: Sandwick, Unst 

Even if the nature of townships allows the location of settlements during the late 

thirteenth century to be identified, there still remains the question of whether these 

settlements were also occupied during the Iron Age.   

There is a large amount of circumstantial evidence suggesting that they were.  In the 

course of this study reference will be made to a range of undated structures and 

artefacts from different parts of Shetland.  This information is drawn mostly from the 

local Sites and Monuments Records and 

from material lodged with the Shetland 

Museum.  Some of the accompanying 

reports date from the nineteenth century, 

and vary in the detail which they contain.  

Much of this material has been discovered 

on croft land which used to form part of a 

historically-documented township, but it 

can only be attributed to the Iron Age in 

very broad terms.   

However this wider material can now be set 

in a more secure chronological context 

following a series of recent archaeological 

investigations at the documented township 

of Sandwick, Unst.  Its location is shown 

on Figure 3-5: Location of Sandwick, Unst. 

The settlement is now deserted but, as in 

many other locations, there is evidence 

suggesting multi-period settlement from the first millennium BC up to crofting 

times.  The existence of the later township is confirmed by documents of the 

fourteenth and later centuries, and the first edition Ordnance Survey map records a 

cluster of occupied croft dwellings.   

The importance of Sandwick, Unst, lies in the series of recent excavations which 

have provided dated material from the Iron Age and the Norse periods.  This 

settlement is discussed in detail because it can be shown to have been occupied near-

continuously from the Iron Age until the early twentieth century.  It also provides an 
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example of the way in which the focus of habitation may shift but can be seen to 

remain centred in the same location.  

Settlement evidence at Sandwick, Unst is distributed along and behind the bay which 

is c. 750 metres in length.  See Figure 3-6: Sandwick, Unst.  This is an area of 

heavily eroding beach and shifting machair and the shifting topography may be one 

reason for the migration of settlement focus.   

FIGURE 3-6: SANDWICK, UNST 

Source: Lamb after Ordnance Survey 

The earliest evidence for settlement is an Iron Age site at the south end of the bay, 

now named “Eastings” to avoid confusion with other nearby excavated sites.  

Neither absolute date nor overall longevity of occupation is known, nor is the length 

of time between phases and events.  Pending full analysis and publication, the 

excavator assigns the majority of structures and related activity to the first 

millennium BC if not slightly earlier (Lelong, 2007b: 47-51).  Two main structural 

phases are apparent.   

The earlier building (Structure 5) contained several successive occupation deposits 

and, at one stage, a paved floor and hearth.  It appears to have been used 

domestically.  After the building fell out of use it was subject to stone-robbing.  
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Various midden deposits were dumped over and around it.  Finally it was used to 

form a rubble foundation for the structure built over it.   

The later building was a complex, multi-phase structure comprising a number of 

cells (Structures 1 to 4).  The remains had been truncated by erosion but consisted of 

at least four conjoining and juxtaposed cells.  These were substantial with orthostatic 

and coursed stone walling.  They had paved and clay floors. A painted quartzite 

pebble (SF 1048) was found in a context which may represent Structure 2 or the 

early use of Structure 3 (Lelong, 2007a).  It is thought that one cell (Structure 1) may 

have been a dwelling with the other cells being used as workshops or storage rooms.  

After it went out of regular use, it was used to dump midden material.  This material 

contained pot sherds and part of a steatite tuyère.  Finds from the site included pieces 

of bog iron and slag and also anvil stones, which confirms that metalworking was 

taking place close at hand (Lelong, 2007a: 23).     

Later midden deposits on the site indicate that occupation continued nearby and they 

include a blue glass bead and a fragment of a shale bangle found in Structure 4 

(Lelong, 2007b: 40).  After final abandonment, a layer of windblown sand sealed the 

structure.   

An extended inhumation burial was subsequently cut through this sand layer at a 

point some 5 metres to the west of the abandoned structures (Lelong, 2007b: 15-16).  

The burial included a polished stone disc and a small, copper alloy ornament.  One 

of the ribs was radiocarbon dated to AD 130-390 (SUERC-10745).  A small sub-

circular cairn is thought to have marked the grave.   

The length of time after the abandonment of the later structure and its sealing with a 

layer of windblown sand is not known.  The presence of the painted pebble in a 

sealed context combined with the date of the burial suggest that the buildings in 

which the pebble was found had been in use not long before the burial.   

There is also slight evidence of Iron Age activity around the medieval Framgord 

chapel (NMRS # HP60SW3) at the north end of the bay.  There are traces of an 

earlier, curvilinear enclosure within the chapel burial ground (Brady and Johnson, 

2000: 54) which hints at the possibility of an earlier building, possibly also a church, 

having existed on the site.  On the shore to the north of the chapel (NMRS # 

HP60SW23) a sherd of coarse "broch-type" pottery was found during field 

investigation where the sea had eroded the shore.  Several placed stones suggested 

the remains of an occupation site.   



There is evidence for other Late Iron Age burials between Eastings at the south of 

the bay and Framgord chapel at the north.  A number of cist burials are said to have 

been washed out in the area (Bigelow, 1985: 100).  Human remains were recovered 

from a short cist (NMRS # HP60SW33) but the context is not known.  A flat square 

kerbed cairn lay to the north of the Eastings site and contained a burial dated to AD 

250-800 (GU-1291), making it slightly later than the Eastings burial.  The square 

cairn had parallels with a cairn from Ackergill, Caithness (Bigelow, 1985: 102-103).  

A second similar cairn was also located at Sandwick but no associated bone was 

found (Discovery and Excavation in Scotland, 1980: 27).   

In general the area around the bay has yielded a range of isolated bone, bronze and 

steatite artefacts which may potentially be Late Iron Age, although their find 

contexts are unknown (e.g. NMRS # HP60SW 26 & 34).  These include a conical 

gaming piece c. 28 mm high (NMRS # HP60SW12).  It is described by its finder as 

“A playing-man of Cetacean Bone” and surmounted by “an acorn-like terminal” 

(Society of Antiquaries of Scotland, 1932).  This is now in the National Museum of 

Scotland (Accession Number HR 849).  Conical gaming pieces are associated with 

brochs (Wilson and Watson, 1998: 174) and examples have been found at Scalloway 

where they were located in the broad context of the secondary occupation (Sharples, 

1998: 172) which the excavator dated to c. AD 500-900 (Sharples, 1998: 87).    

Within this area of Iron Age activity there are thought to have been four Norse 

longhouses.  See Figure 3-6: Sandwick, Unst.   

The most southerly of these (Norse longhouse 1) lies less than 200 metres to the 

north-west of the Iron Age site at Eastings.  The excavator of this longhouse (NMRS 

# HP60SW9) did not fully explore the structure’s early history (Bigelow, 1985: 103) 

noting only two main phases of building.  These were dated by radiocarbon to c. AD 

1200-1400 and to c. AD 1400 (Graham-Campbell and Batey, 1998: 184-185).  The 

excavations found evidence for episodes of sand blow during the early phases of 

occupation (Discovery and Excavation in Scotland, 1980: 26-27).   

Moving northwards, the next longhouse (Norse longhouse 2) was being heavily 

eroded by the sea when it was excavated.  Initially described as a site of “Viking-

Late Norse date” a number of artefacts were recovered which suggested occupation 

in the eleventh to thirteenth centuries AD (Discovery and Excavation in Scotland, 

1980: 26, The Council for Scottish Archaeology, 1995: 105-106).   



A third longhouse (Norse longhouse 3) was reported locally and a collection of 

Norse artefacts from its site have been lodged with the Shetland Museum, but the 

site itself has been completely eroded since it was reported and no descriptions 

survive (Bigelow, 1985: 100).   

Another longhouse (Norse longhouse 4) lies on the headland to the north of the bay 

(NMRS # HP60SW24) and is known locally as the “Priest’s Hoose”; it lies next to 

Framgord chapel.  Artefactual evidence was thought to indicate “medieval Norse 

occupation” of the longhouse (Discovery and Excavation in Scotland, 1980: 26).  

Such occupation would have been contemporary with use of the burial ground 

around the chapel which contains tombstones of a type associated with the twelfth or 

thirteenth centuries (Ritchie, 1997).   

Wider work on the Late Norse (c. AD 1000-1300) material at Sandwick, Unst has 

identified the beginnings of intensification in the fishing sector (Bigelow, 1985).  

The twelfth century has been proposed as the point when the majority of Shetland 

households moved from a subsistence strategy to one which included a pattern of 

surplus-for-exchange, particularly fish for grain (Bigelow, 1992: 18-20). 

A property transaction took place in one of the houses at Sandwick on 4 March 1360 

(Ballantyne and Smith, 1999: 6), witnessed by the Archdeacon of Shetland and a 

number of other prominent men.  Sandwick is again mentioned in a document of 

1578-9  (Ballantyne and Smith, 1999: 242).  Clearly an established settlement, it also 

appears in Andrew Smith’s “Rental of Yetland” dated c. 1628 as a tax-paying 

township (Smith, forthcoming). 

Above the beach croft buildings, now ruined, are shown as occupied on first edition 

Ordnance Survey maps and identified as the townships of Houlligarth and Framgord.  

They can be seen to occupy the distinctive elliptical shape of a Shetland township 

(see Figure 3-2: Shetland township).  Today this area is used for grazing cattle and 

sheep, for the former arable land provides better pasture than the rough hill land 

beyond. 

Sandwick, Unst provides many parallels with parts of the study area, notably the 

Links of Minn on Burra.  The evidence for multi-period occupation at that location 

was discussed in Chapter 2: The shape of the country.  The Links of Minn is also an 

area of machair, and there have been episodes of sandblow.  Occupation has 

nevertheless continued, with the focus of settlement shifting around the cultivated 

soils.   



The evidence for pulses of expansion and contraction in settlement described in the 

first part of this chapter needs to be set in the context of remarkable continuity in 

some locations.   

1.4 Change and continuity 

The survey of Shetland settlement which began this chapter illustrates the varied 

reasons which might lie behind changes in density and distribution.  

It has been said that there are three factors which affect patterns of settlement: 

natural, economic, and political (Paterson, 1999: 260-261).  On the other hand, 

Marxist and structuralist approaches (surveyed in Trigger, 1989: 339-340) would 

stress the role of human consciousness and social relations.  However they are 

analysed, it is clear that the interaction of these forces can be complex, with internal 

and external influences counteracting or reinforcing each other. 

Natural factors comprise the geographical features discussed in Chapter 2: The shape 

of the country.  They include developments such as changes in sea level.  However 

the formation of anthrosols and the maintenance of fields in the face of encroaching 

peat show how far the influence of natural factors may be tempered by human 

activity. 

Economic factors comprise issues of production and exchange but they also require a 

positive human choice to be made.  Fishing effort on a commercial scale played a 

role in the pattern of settlement on more than one occasion, but was prompted by 

differing circumstances and was dependent on the level of available technology, the 

capability of contemporary sea-going vessels and the ability to reach markets. 

Political factors and issues of social relations can also be seen at work where 

settlement was affected either by the ownership and the availability of vacant land or 

by questions of security and colonisation.  The growth of the state and the power of 

the church brought additional political consequences such as taxation and law which 

can be seen to have influenced the settlement pattern at different periods.   

Concurrent with these factors, certain long-term trends are visible.  Agricultural self-

sufficiency diminishes in importance over the centuries.  The famine of the late 

seventeenth century could be relieved by outside aid and by the late nineteenth 

century the establishment of a regular steamer service allowed imported food to be 

relied on.  Contact with the outside world was increasing, as was the activity of the 

state.   



Changes in the nature of agriculture and the size of population also affected the 

sustainability of settlement.  It has already been pointed out that the Middle to Late 

Iron Age (c. 400 BC-AD 800) was a period of environmental stress similar in many 

respects to the Little Ice Age (c. AD 1500-1850).  The better-documented events of 

the seventeenth century show how bad the situation might become, but they do not 

necessarily apply in the earlier period.  The problems of the seventeenth century 

were exacerbated not only by the size of Shetland’s population and its reliance on a 

narrow subsistence base, but also by the nature of landholding and agriculture.   

Not all the processes occurring in dynamic systems lead to optimisation but the 

nature of Shetland’s landscape favours certain settlement strategies.  Three in 

particular are repeated over time even although the immediate circumstances are not 

necessarily identical.   

Firstly, agricultural capability was an important consideration for most of the period 

surveyed.  The presence of good arable soil would encourage continued settlement 

but may not have been the only consideration.    

Secondly, the distinction between arable and pastoral areas of the landscape was 

long-lived.  It could be adapted, for example when abandoned farms were used for 

grazing and dairying in the fourteenth and again in the twentieth century.   

Thirdly, the exploitation of the fisheries is an oft-repeated strategy.  This involved 

exchange and commercial activity with export initially of dried and salted fish, then 

from the late nineteenth century of fresh fish.  This activity can be seen to occur not 

simply when effort at fishing brings greater rewards than effort at agriculture, but 

when technology and transport reinforce an opportunity. 

In sum, the underlying features of change and continuity are related to the land and 

sea of an islandscape.  The limited extent of arable soil represented a natural factor 

adapted by human activity, whilst sea-borne activity and contact had economic and 

socio-political implications.  These aspects of Shetland settlement provide the 

context for the archaeological background to Shetland’s Iron Age which is discussed 

in the next chapter.



 


