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1 The landscape model 

The main subject of this research is the relationships between settlements during 

Shetland’s Iron Age (c. 800 BC-AD 800).  This chapter draws together the different 

strands of evidence for settlement and presents them as one possible model of how 

the study area may have appeared in and around the time of the Iron Age.  The 

interpretation of the model, in terms of the likely status and authority of different 

settlements, forms the subject of Chapter 9: Settlement and social organisation. 

The model is presented as a series of one page maps, each illustrating how the study 

area might have appeared at a particular point in time.  Different symbols are used in 

order to identify which strand of evidence supports the inclusion of each location.  

were discussed in Chapter 5: The archaeological evidence. 

The general background to archaeological sites and monuments in the study area was 

considered in Chapter 4: Island landscapes and the North Atlantic Iron Age.  Each 

example in the study area was discussed in Chapter 5: The archaeological evidence.  

A distinction was made between those sites which were more and those which were 

less likely to indicate settlement activity.  Additional potential settlement sites were 

identified using other disciplines in Chapter 6: Expanding the archaeology.     

For the purposes of assembling the model it is assumed that these locations are 

correctly identified, but these assumptions should be tested; possible approaches are 

set out in the following chapter, Chapter 8: Testing and using the model. 

In order to reflect the dynamics of the evolving landscape, this chapter takes into 

consideration a timeframe which is longer than the research focus, and looks at how 

the study area might have appeared before and after the Iron Age, as well as during 

it.   

1.1 Before the Iron Age 

Pre-Iron Age structures, both monumental and domestic, will have formed part of the 

Iron Age landscape.  Their continued presence is likely to have had a social and 

practical significance for Iron Age trends and events. 

 

 

1.1.1 Late Bronze Age (c. 1500-800 BC) 
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Monumental Neolithic and Bronze Age structures such as burial cairns, standing 

stones and territorial boundaries are still visible in the study area today and will have 

been more complete and prominent in the Iron Age.   

Some of these structures may have been of more recent date than others, as was 

suggested in Chapter 5: The archaeological evidence.  The great burial cairns vary in 

style and age, but most will have gone out of use long before c. 800 BC.  The two 

standing stones are of uncertain date but may also have been set up in the centuries 

preceding the Iron Age (Fojut, 2006: 51-52).  As discussed earlier, the stretches of 

territorial boundary in the study area are also undated but they show more than one 

phase of development where dykes marking later divisions abut earlier dykes.   

These monuments might be termed the ancestral elements of the landscape and they 

are brought together in Figure 7-1: Ancestral elements.  For the sake of clarity they 

are omitted from the Figures showing actual and predicted sites of Iron Age activity, 

but their presence should be borne in mind as a backdrop to that activity.   

Also visible in the Iron Age landscape would have been a number of oval houses and 

burnt mounds, representing more domestic activity.  Changes in sea level mean that 

the ruins of earlier houses which have now been lost completely may during the Iron 

Age have been visible in the ebb.  Burnt mounds, some isolated and others in small 

groups, will also have been more obvious in the landscape.  Some of these may have 

continued in use. 

The location of these early domestic elements is shown in Figure 7-2: Comparative 

distribution of oval houses and burnt mounds.   

As was pointed out in earlier chapters, the fact that houses may lie close to mounds 

does not necessarily imply that house and mound were in contemporary use.  It can 

be seen that there is no easily recognised pattern to their distributions although in 

some places mounds appear to lie midway between houses.   

In terms of settlement pattern, oval houses appear to have been moderately dispersed 

over the study area although not all will have been occupied at the same time.  Most 

will relate to the period before the Iron Age.  Some will have been long abandoned 

by c. 800 BC, but others will have continued in use.  In some cases a long period of 

occupation is suggested by the presence of successor dwellings on the same site, or  

 

 

 



Page 3 

 

 

 

 

INSERT FIGURE 7-1: ANCESTRAL ELEMENTS
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INSERT FIGURE 7-2: COMPARATIVE DISTRIBUTION OF OVAL HOUSES & 

BURNT MOUNDS 
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nearby.  A few examples may only have been built during the Iron Age; these were 

discussed in Chapter 5: The archaeological evidence. 

Before the Iron Age domestic settlement appears to have been fairly evenly 

distributed over the study area, but it is of note that there appear to be no houses on 

Houss Ness. 

As climate deteriorated a preference could be expected for the sheltered inner coasts 

of the island group where the land slopes gently down to a shallow sea (Fojut, 1999: 

9-10), and the evidence for Early Iron Age occupation appears to confirm this trend.   

1.2 The Iron Age 

The model of the Iron Age landscape is presented in three stages representing the 

Early (c. 800-400 BC), Middle (c. 400 BC-AD 400) and Late (c. AD 400-800) 

periods.  Sites of likely occupation activity in the study area were identified and 

discussed in Chapter 5: The archaeological evidence and in Chapter 6: Expanding 

the archaeology. 

The occupation activity modelled here should also be set in the context of the rich 

resources of the study area, as described in Chapter 2: The shape of the country.  In 

addition to a wide range of natural assets which provided the raw material for 

subsistence, the area was capable of producing a tradable surplus of barley, fish oil 

and iron.  These three commodities could all be exploited and stored with Iron Age 

technology. 

1.2.1 Early Iron Age (c. 800-400 BC) 

Early Iron Age occupation is predicted at fourteen sites on the basis of the natural 

qualities of their soil; five of these show signs of archaeology regarded as 

specifically Early Iron Age.  Not all the sites with archaeology would have been 

predicted as occupied on the basis of soil quality.   

The locations of possible Early Iron Age activity in the study area are listed in Table 

7-1: Sites modelled as occupied during the Early Iron Age (c. 800-400 BC).  

 

 

 

ISLAND SITES WITH ARCHAEOLOGY PREDICTED SITES 

Burra Branchiclett Branchiclett 

 - Meal 
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ISLAND SITES WITH ARCHAEOLOGY PREDICTED SITES 

 Brough (Gulver) Brough 

 Tougs Tougs 

 - Grunasound 

 - Sandwick 

 Clett  Clett 

 Minn Minn 

   

Houss Voe of North House - 

 House - 

 - Easter Hogaland 

 - Norbister 

 - Bloomister 

   

Trondra Burland - 

 Pund of Burland - 

 - the Hame toun 

 - Cauldhame 

 - Hogaland  

                              TABLE 7-1: SITES MODELLED AS OCCUPIED DURING THE EARLY IRON AGE 

(C. 800-400 BC) 

By analogy with the rest of Shetland, some burnt mounds with integral structures 

may have been still in use, or being re-used after an interval, but domestic 

occupation was not necessarily centred upon them.   

As elsewhere in Britain, it is difficult to see exactly where people were living in this 

period.  Only Tougs and Burland have provided secure dates, but if Figure 7-3: Early 

Iron Age activity (c. 800-400 BC) is compared with Figure 7-2: Comparative 

distribution of oval houses and burnt mounds then it can be seen that almost all of 

the locations modelled as occupied during the Early Iron Age lie close to one or 

more oval house sites.   

The locations are identified on a map in Figure 7-3: Early Iron Age activity (c. 800-

400 BC).  

As modelled, the map of Early Iron Age (c. 800-400 BC) settlement may understate 

the density of occupation because it is not known how many oval houses and burnt 

mounds are likely to have been in use.  Even so, activity is likely to have been on a 

scale reduced from preceding periods.   Settlement continues to be fairly evenly 

distributed but there is some retrenchment from the furthest outlying areas such as  
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INSERT FIGURE 7-3: EARLY IRON AGE ACTIVITY 
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Bruna Ness and the south part of Kettla Ness on Burra.  Areas not occupied 

domestically would have been available for pasture.   

1.2.2 Middle Iron Age (c. 400 BC-AD 400) 

Locations of possible Middle Iron Age activity are listed in Table 7-2: Sites 

modelled as occupied during the Middle Iron Age (c. 400 BC-AD 400).   

ISLAND SITES WITH ARCHAEOLOGY PREDICTED SITES 

Burra Moosa Breck - 

 Atla Ness - 

 Brough Brough 

 Luddie - 

 Clett  - 

 Minn  - 

   

Houss House House 

   

Trondra Burland - 

 - the Hame toun 

TABLE 7-2: SITES MODELLED AS OCCUPIED DURING THE MIDDLE IRON AGE (C. 400 BC-

AD 400) 

Shetland’s Middle Iron Age was the period when agricultural activity began to 

intensify and Plaggen soils first become visible in the archaeological record.  Apart 

from those sites where specifically Middle Iron Age archaeology was noted, 

occupation in this period was also predicted at three settlements in the study area 

where the ratio of merks to acres suggested an outstanding quality of soil.   

As an initial hypothesis this soil quality is attributed to an unusual depth of anthrosol 

which began to develop in the Iron Age.  The question of how this assumption might 

be tested is considered in the following chapter, Chapter 8: Testing and using the 

model. 

The sites in question are mapped in Figure 7-4: Middle Iron Age activity (c. 400 BC-

AD 400).  Middle Iron Age activity should be seen in the context of a sea level 

which was lower than today.  Fluctuations in sea level were discussed in Chapter 2: 

The shape of the country.   

During the Middle Iron Age the sea level in the study area was probably at its lowest 

since the Neolithic, as shown in Figure 7-5: Anticipated sea level c. 400 BC-AD 400:   
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INSERT 7-4: MIDDLE IRON AGE ACTIVITY
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FIGURE 7-5: ANTICIPATED SEA LEVEL C. 400 BC-AD 400 

This would have created three land-bridges.   

North east Trondra would have been connected to Mainland Shetland, close by the 

settlement later known as the Hame toun, where the high quality of the soils suggests 

that it may have been the site of arable activity.  However, notwithstanding the 

presence of the burnt mounds ((NMRS # HU43NW2 / SMR # 880 / EASE # T10 

and NMRS # HU43NW3 / SMR # 881 / EASE # T25) and the later construction of 

the medieval chapel.(NMRS # HU43NW4 / SMR # 2172), there are no 

archaeological traces of specifically Iron Age occupation.  An undated crouched 

burial (SMR # 2417) may reflect the presence of the chapel.   

Burra would have been joined to Houss at the later site of Grunasound.   

The south part of Trondra would have been linked to north Houss and this would 

have caused the re-appearance of the prehistoric boundaries which used to cross 

from one island to the other.   

These land-bridges represent the locally extreme effect of changes in sea level.  In 

other respects the study area can be seen to be part of the British Iron Age. 

As elsewhere in Britain, Shetland at the beginning of this period shows a surge of 

new building forms such as blockhouses and brochs, some of which may have been 

located on sites unoccupied in the Early Iron Age.  There is also renewed activity at 

some continuing unenclosed sites. 

The study area appears to display similar trends, although in most cases the actual 

dates of individual sites relative to each other are unknown.   

There are no extant blockhouses or promontory forts in the study area although one 

may conjecture that two sites at the south end of Houss have possibly been lost to 

cliff fall.  As discussed in an earlier chapter, the evidence is inconclusive and the 

sites are omitted from the model.   
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The circular form of house represents a new building trend, and there are three 

examples of isolated and unenclosed houses of circular and sub-circular shape: the 

one at Atla Ness (EASE # WB37 / SMR # 853 / NMRS # HU33NE27) is small and 

beautifully shaped, although the one at Luddie (EASE # WB17 / SMR # 3526) is 

larger.  These may be compared with the Middle Iron Age Structure 1 at Bayanne in 

Yell which measures some 7.4m by 5.6m.  The small roundhouse at Moosa Breck 

(SMR # 846 & 5857 / NMRS # HU33NE23) is an example of re-building on the 

same site and has already been compared with the re-modelled house at Mavis Grind 

in Northmavine.   

New building forms are represented most strongly by the two brochs in the study 

area, Brough and Burland.  From the visible remains it appears that both brochs are 

structurally analogous with those at Old Scatness, East Shore and Scalloway.  Both 

also appear to have a related “village”.   

Evidence for habitation in and around the broch at Brough occurs in two places.   

The depth and quantity of stone around the broch at Brough implies the presence of 

surrounding structures.  There is no visible sign of massive roundhouses such as 

those found at Old Scatness, but the ruins must have been more substantial before 

the removal of building stone in the nineteenth century.  They suggest that a small 

settlement may have surrounded the broch.  The presence of oval houses on the 

nearby shore has already been mentioned.   

There are also a number of remains on the seashore some 350 metres to the east 

below the broch.  These possible houses (EASE # WB43 / SMR # 829 / NMRS # 

HU33SE65 and EASE # WB44 / SMR # 829 / NMRS # HU33SE66 and EASE # 

WB56 / SMR # 830 / NMRS # HU33SE67) were illustrated and discussed in 

Chapter 5: The archaeological evidence.  They are now much eroded, but Parry’s 

sketches as reproduced by Hedges (Hedges, 1984: 52) (see Figure 5-9: Houses I and 

II at Brough and Figure 5-10: House III at Brough) show a range of size and form 

which is comparable with the small group of houses at Kebister.  The Kebister 

houses were discussed in Chapter 4: Island landscapes and the North Atlantic Iron 

Age, when it was pointed out that they may have represented renewed rather than 

continued occupation. 

The broch at Burland now lies on a small offshore islet and the evidence for 

associated settlement lies on the modern shore opposite. 
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Lower sea level during the Middle Iron Age means that when constructed the broch 

would have been situated on a rocky prominence overlooking a low-lying area.  Any 

evidence of structures closer to the broch will have been lost to the rising sea. 

As discussed in earlier chapters, radiocarbon dates have shown that there was 

activity on the modern shore opposite the broch from c. 400-200 BC until c. AD 

600-880.    A new structure was built c. 400-200 BC on the cleared ruins of an earlier 

one.  This date is similar to the construction date of the broch at Old Scatness, raising 

the possibility that the earlier structure and the broch at Burland may have been built 

at the same time.  The nearest extant oval house lies some 500 metres northwards 

along the coast at the Pund of Burland (EASE # T7 / SMR # 382 & 3505 / NMRS # 

HU33NE2) and the assemblage from its partial excavation has been discussed and 

raises the possibility that the Pund of Burland had been occupied in the Early Iron 

Age.   

The broch at Burland is inter-visible with the one at Brough.  As a pair, Brough and 

Burland are strategically placed to observe not only seaborne traffic approaching 

from the west but also movement from the east side of Mainland Shetland through 

the Quarff Gap.  This strategic position is illustrated in Figure 7-6: Strategic 

considerations.   

This may be contrasted with the more limited outlook of the broch at Scalloway.  

The view from Scalloway is clear to the south, where Trondra will have been joined 

to Mainland Shetland at Uradale, but limited to east and west by high ground.  

Scalloway broch has a clear view of Brough broch, which lies some forty metres 

above sea level.  It cannot see Burland broch at all, for Burland lies at sea level and 

is completely concealed by the hill of Torgur on north-west Trondra.   

In terms of settlement distribution in the Middle Iron Age, there are signs in the 

study area that settlements are beginning to coalesce into separate districts, although 

there is no sign of the kind of infill occupation visible elsewhere on Mainland Britain 

(e.g. Hill, 2007: 23-24).   
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INSERT FIGURE 7-6: STRATEGIC CONSIDERATIONS
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In the central part of the study area (around Burland and Brough) there are two 

brochs close to other structures and three unenclosed oval houses which may date to 

this period.  The abandonment of Tougs marks the apparent establishment of an 

empty belt of land effectively separating this part of the study area from the south 

end. 

At the south end of the study area (around Clett and House) the evidence for 

occupation is less substantial in material terms and less chronologically secure.  

Pottery sherds from middens at Minn /Clett and at Houss indicate Iron Age activity 

but their attribution specifically to the middle of the period is uncertain and the 

associated habitation has not been identified.  This part of the study area would have 

been particularly affected by sea level change.  Substantial areas of low-lying 

marshy land would have been exposed between Burra and Houss.  Navigation from 

the south would have been limited to vessels of very shallow draft but some 

settlements previously separated by sea or bog would have become accessible on 

foot.  Agricultural capability would not have recovered until the effects of salt water 

inundation had faded. 

It is possible that only the central part of the study area was occupied in the Middle 

Iron Age.   

1.2.3 Late Iron Age (c. AD 400-800) 

Places modelled as occupied during the Late Iron Age are shown in Table 7-3: Sites 

modelled as occupied during the Late Iron Age (c. AD 400-800).  They are presented 

diagrammatically in Figure 7-7: Late Iron Age activity c. AD 400 -800). 

ISLAND SITES WITH ARCHAEOLOGY PREDICTED SITES 

Burra Brough Brough 

 Papil - 

 Clett  - 

 Minn - 

   

Houss House House 

   

Trondra Burland - 

 - the Hame toun 

TABLE 7-3: SITES MODELLED AS OCCUPIED DURING THE LATE IRON AGE (C. AD 400-800) 
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INSERT FIGURE 7-7: LATE IRON AGE ACTIVITY



Page 16 

As modelled, the landscape of the Late Iron Age (c. AD 400-800) reflects the effects 

of a rising sea.  This will have removed arable land along the shore but have made 

access by small boat easier between the islands.   

The division into three districts appears more marked, with the north empty apart 

from the possibility of arable activity at the Hame toun.  Here, evidence for 

occupation remains as for the Middle Iron Age.  It is possible that low-lying 

evidence on the Hame toun headland may have been removed by the rising sea.  If 

cultivation was taking place, Plaggen soils would have been growing in depth.   

Once again the most highly visible sites are the brochs of the central zone.  In 

parallel with developments elsewhere in Shetland, it may be expected that there was 

some re-occupation of the brochs, with broch villages continuing on a reduced scale.  

Dating evidence from Burland indicates that occupation continued there on the shore 

opposite the broch and the possible remains of a square cairn (This Survey # T5) hint 

at Pictish influence.   

The model implies retraction of the remaining population to these sites, with the 

isolated dwellings at Moosa Breck, Atla Ness and Luddie in the study area 

abandoned in the same timeframe as the similar structures at Kebister and Bayanne.   

In the south of the study area, place name evidence and the presence of the 

outstanding Class 2 symbol stones suggest the establishment of a monastic 

community at this time.  As discussed in earlier chapters, the activity of the papar at 

Papil is probably contemporary with the dated activity at St. Ninian’s Isle.  In the 

study area both Fugla Stack and the site at Ruff Loch offer possible examples of 

eremitic sites which may have been used for periods of retreat.   

Apart from the pottery evidence in midden deposits previously mentioned in 

connection with the Middle Iron Age, there is no other evidence of domestic 

habitation in the south end of the study area in this period. 

Sea level would have been rising again, once more affecting the availability of arable 

land and changing the pattern of communication within and across the study area.  If 

the dynamics of an islandscape are taken into account, the two clusters of occupation 

in the centre and south of the study area can be seen as distinct neighbourhoods 

comprising land and sea, the latter element uniting rather than dividing their 

respective communities. 



Page 17 

1.3 After the Iron Age 

Consideration of the periods following the Iron Age allows its monuments and 

settlements to be set in the in the context of a developing landscape.   

The trends and events which influenced continuity and change in the nature of 

Shetland settlement up until the end of the nineteenth century were set out in Chapter 

2: The character of Shetland settlement.  Chapter 6: Expanding the archaeology drew 

on these later developments, showing how the study area reflected trends and events 

in the rest of Shetland. 

1.3.1 Early Norse (c. AD 800-1000) 

Just as the pre-Iron Age structures and settlements formed part of the Iron Age 

landscape, so the Late Iron Age had an effect on the Early Norse pattern of 

settlement.  This makes the Early Norse a key period for interpreting the landscape 

of the Late Iron Age.   

Settlements modelled as occupied in the Early Norse period are listed in Table 7-4: 

Sites modelled as occupied during the Early Norse Period (c. AD 800-1000) and 

presented as a map in Figure 7-8: Early Norse Period activity (c. AD 800-1000). 

ISLAND SITES WITH ARCHAEOLOGY PREDICTED SITES 

Burra - Branchiclett 

 - Mail 

 - Brake 

 Brough Brough 

 - Grunasound 

 - Sandwick 

 Papil Papil 

 “by Clett” Clett 

 - Minn 

   

Houss Whalsies Ayre - 

 - House / Huseby 

   

Trondra - 
the Hame toun / 

“Trondra” 

 Burland Burland 

 “by Burland”  

 “by Cauldhame” Cauldhame 

TABLE 7-4: SITES MODELLED AS OCCUPIED DURING THE EARLY NORSE PERIOD (C. AD 

800-1000) 
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INSERT FIGURE 7-8: EARLY NORSE PERIOD ACTIVITY
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By this period the sea had probably risen to near-modern levels.  Trondra will have; 

been an island: the Norse name of Uradale opposite derives from øyrr meaning a flat 

sand- or gravel-bank jutting out into the water (Jakobsen, 1936: 125).  This is 

probably the feature immediately offshore from the northeast headland of Trondra 

and known today as the mussel scaap (a “scaap” is a bank of sand or mud exposed at 

low tide).  On Burra, the areas north and south of the Links of Minn will have been 

flooded.  South Trondra and north Houss will have been severed by Stream Sound.   

The nature of Viking ships means that these changes in topography had two major 

implications for accessibility and shelter from the sea.  They will have opened up 

second lines of approach for shallow-drafted vessels to the broch-settlements.  

Scalloway could now be approached from Clift Sound to the south as well as from 

the west through Scalloway Voe.  Brough could be reached not only from Lang 

Sound to the north, but now also through Stream Sound to east.  At the same time, 

the gently sloping parts of the study area which were newly re-flooded will have 

provided good beaches for longships to come ashore.   

As modelled, the study area appears to reflect increased settlement activity in the 

Early Norse period.   

The study area contains five possible early longhouses.  A sample (SUERC-3631) 

from the possible longhouse at Burland on Trondra has provided indicative dates of 

c. AD 680-940 (Moore and Wilson, 2001b: 12-13, 2001a: 14-16).  The other four 

structures are undated but show evidence of having bow-shaped walls.  In the 

Northern Isles this type has been assigned to periods varying between the ninth 

century (Hunter, 1986: 90, 114) and the twelfth century (Stummann Hansen, 2000: 

98).  

The requirements for the optimal Norse site were said to include suitable agricultural 

land and “access to the sea, with a reasonable place to pull up a boat” (Small, 1968: 

149).  The location of the five longhouses is not consistent with these.   

The longhouse at Burland (EASE # T17 / SMR # 3058 / NMRS # HU33NE64) lies 

on good agricultural soil on the shore opposite the broch islet, but the longhouse on 

Whalsies Ayre (EASE # EB 21 / SMR # 3492) lies on rough grazing.  The 

longhouses “by Burland” (This Survey # T4), “by Cauldhame” (EASE # T27) and 

“by Clett” (EASE # WB11 / SMR # 3520) all lie just outside later croft land, on the 

edge of land shown as cultivated on early Ordnance Survey maps.  Their relationship 
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to good agricultural soil is illustrated in Figure 7-9: Location of longhouses with 

bowed walls.   

As regards access for a longship, the longhouses “by Clett”, on Whalsies Ayre and at 

Burland are next to the sea where, although not deep, it is clear of rocks, sandbanks 

and other obstacles.  Conversely the longhouses “by Cauldhame” and “by Burland” 

lie on the landward side of an area of agricultural soil.   

Apart from these apparent anomalies, there are signs of population concentration in 

some districts with the expansion of pre-existing settlements and indications of infill 

occupation.  This is in line with the anticipated increase of population between the 

ninth and eleventh centuries which was discussed in Chapter 3: the character of 

Shetland settlement. 

In Shetland generally there is increased density of settlement, whether by incoming 

or indigenous inhabitants, in and around the broch-settlements.  The finding of Norse 

material next to sites of Iron Age activity has been discussed in the archaeological 

context of Sandwick in Unst and the Sands of Breckon in Yell.  At Brough, the form 

of the adjacent settlement’s name “Brake” suggests early establishment.   Supporting 

evidence for this pattern of occupation comes from the analogous broch villages at 

Old Scatness, East Shore and Scalloway.   

In the study area infill occupation is suggested by the topographically descriptive 

place names of Sandwick and Grunasound.  Place name evidence also suggests some 

re-occupation of the settlements on limestone soils which were identified as last 

occupied during the Early Iron Age: Meal and Branchiclett are examples.   

Although evidence for Iron Age occupation in the south part of the study area is 

slender, activity in the Early Norse period is suggested by the presence of Early 

Norse names at Clett and Minn and possibly House.  The Class II symbol stones 

from Papil and, by analogy, the date of burials from St. Ninian’s Isle, suggest that 

there was some continuation at the major Christian monastic sites.  Such activity 

implies the nearby presence of a congregation and domestic settlement.  Houses of 

this period in Shetland are slight in form and are therefore more likely to have been 

removed or to have remained undetected and unexamined than monumental 

structures like brochs. 
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INSERT FIGURE 7-9: LOCATION OF LONGHOUSES WITH BOWED WALLS
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The general case for infill settlement at this period in Shetland is unproven, although 

ongoing work in Unst may clarify the situation there.  In the study area the Early 

Norse settlement predicted at Grunasound and Sandwick would lie at a distance from 

the pre-existing domestic settlements modelled as inhabited: these two locations 

could be regarded as  infilling the empty belt of land between the central and 

southern Iron Age districts identified earlier.   

On Trondra there is no archaeological evidence for the occupation of the Hame toun 

at this period, in spite of the quality of its soil.  Conversely the presence of the 

longhouse with bowed walls on the edge of agricultural land at Cauldhame implies 

contemporary occupation of that better land.  This suggests a small concentration of 

households, even though the soil at Cauldhame is relatively poor.  

Overall, the pattern of settlement in the study area no longer separates itself as 

clearly into the loose districts identified during the Iron Age.  The island of Houss is 

relatively empty, although this low level of occupation would not be at variance with 

other periods in the past - in 1733 there were only four families in the whole of 

Houss (Gifford, 1786: 18) 

1.3.2 Late Norse period (c. AD 1000-1300) 

Locations which are likely to have been occupied during the Late Norse period 

include those with early chapels, those with names which are typical of the period 

before c. AD 1300, and those which were documented as scat-paying settlements. 

The background to this period was described in Chapter 3: The character of Shetland 

settlement.  During this period demographic changes in Norway were leading to an 

increase in the number of smallholdings on the poor margins of the settled land 

(Benedictow, 2003: 246).  This pattern is likely to have been reflected in Shetland.  

The construction of chapels and churches in Shetland from the mid-eleventh century 

might be expected to mark the more important settlements occupied at that time.  It 

is at the end of this period that the tax re-organisation took place which started the 

record of Shetland townships which remained a reference point into the nineteenth 

century.  Since these settlements were prosperous enough to be of interest to the tax-

collecting authorities in the Late Norse period, it is reasonable to assume that they 

were already well-established. 

Settlements which are likely to have been occupied in the Late Norse period are 

summarised in Table 7-5: Sites modelled as occupied during the Late Norse period 
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(c. AD 1000-1300) and presented as a map in Figure 7-10: Settlement in the Late 

Norse period (c. AD 1000-1300). 

ISLAND SETTLEMENTS 

WITH CHAPELS 

SETTLEMENTS WITH 

EARLY NAMES 

SCAT-PAYING 

SETTLEMENTS 

Burra - Setter Setter 

 - Branchiclett Branchiclett 

 - Meal Meal 

 - Brake - 

 Brough Brough Brough 

 - Wester Hogaland Wester Hogaland 

 - Grunasound Grunasound 

 - Sandwick Sandwick 

 Papil Papil Papil 

 - Clett  Clett  

 - Minn Minn 

    

Houss - Easter Hogaland Easter Hogaland 

 - Norbister Norbister 

 - Bloomister - 

 - House / Huseby House 

 - Symbister - 

    

Trondra the Hame toun - “Trondra” 

 - Cauldhame - 

 - Burland - 

 - Hogaland - 

TABLE 7-5: SITES MODELLED AS OCCUPIED DURING THE LATE NORSE PERIOD (C. AD 

1000-1300) 

On Whalsies Ayre two longhouses of more rectangular shape (EASE # EB17 / SMR 

# 3488 & EASE # EB20 / SMR # 3491) appear to have succeeded the early 

longhouse (EASE # EB 21 / SMR # 3492).  Their date is not known but since 

Whalsies Ayre is unrecorded in the scat records then it is likely that this part of 

Houss was no longer domestically occupied by the end of the thirteenth century. 

There were medieval chapels at Brough (SMR # 335 / NMRS # HU33SE9), Papil 

(SMR # 342 / NMRS # HU33SE2) and the Hame toun (SMR # 2172 / NMRS # 

HU43NW4).  Notwithstanding the frequent association in Shetland of broch sites 

and medieval chapels which was mentioned in Chapter 4: Island landscapes and the 

North Atlantic Iron Age, there was no chapel at Burland, neither was there one at  
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INSERT FIGURE 7-10: SETTLEMENT IN THE LATE NORSE PERIOD
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Scalloway.  This might suggest that the chapel at the Hame toun served the 

population of both Trondra and Scalloway.     

The principles which might identify a chronology of early place names during this 

period were set out in Chapter 6: Expanding the archaeology.  When the place names 

of the study area are compared with the evidence for soil quality, as was shown in 

Table 6-14: Model of settlement expansion by place name, they appear to be 

compatible with the chronological framework suggested. 

The early scat records mention only “Trondra” which, as discussed in earlier 

chapters, is more likely to refer to the Hame toun than to the whole island.  Neither 

Cauldhame nor Burland are mentioned by name which suggests that they were no 

longer as densely occupied as before, and possibly that they were vacant or nearly 

so.  As was pointed out in earlier chapters, in a time of contracting population it is to 

be expected that the more marginal locations will be abandoned first, sometimes to 

be re-occupied in the next pulse of expansion.   

On the above evidence the Late Norse pattern of settlement is moderately dispersed 

over the island group.  In this respect it bears some comparison with the Late Bronze 

Age pattern.   

1.3.3 More recent history 

As described in earlier chapters, during the Historic period (c. AD 1300-1700) some 

settlements grew in importance, while others dwindled.   

House continued to prosper.  The inclusion of House in the Skat of Yetland 

(c.1507x1513) (Ballantyne and Smith, 1999: 255) and the presence of a major 

branch of the powerful Sinclair family in the later medieval period (Ballantyne and 

Smith, 1999: xvi) attest to the settlement’s prominence.  The foundations of “Da 

Galleries” in the grounds of the ruined haa house may be the remains of an earlier 

prestigious dwelling.  Traces of other earlier structures are likely to have been 

obliterated either by the construction of the haa or by the group of houses which lie 

to the north-west of the haa and which were noted on the first edition Ordnance 

Survey maps.  

Burland on Trondra is mentioned in a number of documents dated between AD 1567 

and 1599. 

This is the period when the settlements of Brough, Clett and House may have 

expanded onto Southerhouse, Bannaminn and North House.   
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However not all previously prosperous townships flourished.  In places episodes of 

sandblow buried agricultural soils beyond further use, as happened at Brow in 

Dunrossness.  Meal in Burra may have been similarly affected.   

Cauldhame on Trondra was certainly vacant towards the end of the Historic period, 

for it is not mentioned at all in Balfour’s description (Balfour, 1772).     

To the north of the study area, Scalloway was developing into the capital of 

Shetland.  It Scalloway appears not to have contained an early medieval chapel, the 

nearest being at the Hame toun, although there was a cemetery at Upper Scalloway 

in use around AD 1400 (Sharples, 1998: 187).  Originally centred around the broch 

at Upper Scalloway, the centre of the settlement moved closer to the waterfront.  By 

the time the castle was built at the end of the sixteenth century (Finnie, 1990: 41), 

Scalloway had long been growing in importance (Sharples, 1998: 202-203).   

The lands around the Hame toun subsequently formed a natural extension to the 

property interests of Earl Patrick Stewart, the builder of Scalloway castle (Anderson, 

1992: 41, Ballantyne and Smith, 1994: 177-179).  The documents recording 

Stewart’s acquisitions refer to “Trondra”, but the descriptions make it clear that it is 

the Hame toun which is being bought.  By 1772 the Hame toun was a densely-

occupied settlement (Balfour, 1772).   

The increasing volume of documentation in the modern period (c. AD 1700-present) 

describes a fast-changing world, often in sufficient detail to provide a clear timescale 

for events and trends.  Cauldhame, for example, was established as a modern holding 

sometime between 1772 and 1878 and the population of the island of Houss grew 

from four families in 1733 (Gifford, 1786: 18) to 204 individuals in 1851 (Census 

for the County of Shetland, 1851).     

1.4 Using the landscape model 

The model presented in this chapter represents one reading of how the Iron Age 

landscape may have developed in the study area.  Following chapters look at the 

strength of the model, and at what it might mean in terms of the relative status and 

authority of the different settlements during the Iron Age. 

The identification and allocation of the archaeological evidence to different periods 

needs to be confirmed, as does the reliability and date of the other evidence used in 

the model.  The next chapter considers how the model’s underlying principles might 
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be tested, and how both the archaeological and the other evidence might be 

examined further.   

A later chapter, Chapter 9: Settlement and social organisation, analyses the modelled 

landscape in terms of how the settlements may have related to each other at different 

points during the Iron Age, and why they might have evolved in the way anticipated 

in the model. 



  

 


