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Introduction   

This paper will describe ongoing research carried out between 2014 and 2019, which seeks to 

understand one of the most inaccessible archaeological sites in the UK, the spectacular Kame of Isbister 

in the Shetland Islands. The Kame is a 38m high rocky headland of mica slate, which is, through coastal 

erosion, becoming a sea-stack. It is situated in North Roe, in the parish of Northmavine, some 40 miles, 

or 1 hour’s drive, north of Lerwick (See Figure 1). The grid reference is 60° 36′ 18″ N, 1° 18′ 19″ W. 

The nearest modern settlement is a 1km walk over a hill used for rough grazing. On its western side the 

Kame is connected to the Shetland mainland by a knife-edge ridge, which is now impassable. On two 

sides it has steep slopes with cliffs, with a deep sea-cave penetrating it on the northern side. On the 

eastern side there is an area of bare rock which faces Yell Sound. Indeed, the whole headland projects 

into the Sound and from the sea it forms a prominent feature. The Kame is covered with grass, which 

slopes steeply from the summit to the rocks on the eastern side, and the total area enclosed is some 95 

x 55m. What makes the Kame so interesting from the archaeological perspective is the presence of a 

nucleated settlement, comprising a large, and as yet undefined, number of rectangular stone and turf 

structures, of which some 15 are situated on the summit, with 3 on the south eastern edge, and 1, perhaps 

2, at the bottom of the slope near to an earth embankment, which transects the headland. The larger of 

the structures on the summit are roughly 7 x 3m internally, while the clearly identifiable building at the 

bottom of the slope appears to be 8 x 4m internally. Although difficult to see from the landward side, 

from the seaward side these structures project a considerable sense of presence, and despite being about 

0.5m in height, they can easily be seen by vessels sailing up Yell Sound. Indeed, even today they can 

be clearly identified from the coast of Yell, 5.5km away on the other side of the Sound. The seaward 

perspective ought to be prioritised when considering the Kame’s use. It has been speculated that the site 

might have been a Pictish eremitical monastery, or a refuge from Viking raiders. The one extant C14 

date produced from the site furnished a Viking Age date of 1139 ± 44 BP, with a 95.4% probability of 

770AD – 990AD. However, this date combined with the shape of the structures, its similarity to the 

Brough of Deerness on Orkney, and its visibility from the sea, are highly suggestive of a Viking 

settlement, perhaps a Viking fort or stronghold.  
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Figure 1 Map of Shetland 

Previous Research  

Due to its inaccessibility the Kame has been the focus of very little previous research. In 1876 the site 

was visited by George Cockburn, a student of Divinity at the University of Aberdeen, at the behest of 

the Rev. Dr G. Gordon who submitted his description to the Scottish Society of Antiquaries in 1877 

(Gordon 1878, 202-6). Cockburn pointed out that the foundation-plans of the structures resembled those 

of lodges used by the haaf-fishermen at the time. The haaf-fishery was an important fishing enterprise 

carried out in Shetland during the 19th century. However, he continued, the Kame would hardly have 

been selected for this purpose and the site had all the appearance of being chosen for defence or refuge.  

He noted that the local name for the structures was ‘Pechts’ Houses' implying they were from the distant 

past. Pecht is the dialect word for Pict, and was used as an adjective to describe old, usually prehistoric, 

buildings of which the origins were unclear. Access to the site was a little easier for Cockburn than it is 

today. He entered by a narrow footpath, now lost to erosion, along the crest of the rocky ridge. He noted 

the remains of 23 buildings, 17 of which were in 2 rows situated above the bank. They appeared to be 

partly excavated and partly built, and the configuration of the land had been taken into account when 

building. In most cases the doors looked to the south-east. He dug trenches in two houses and found, 

‘ashes and stones marked by fire, and what appeared to be the remains of a nail or some instrument of 

iron’ (Gordon 1878, 206). 
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After Cockburn’s pioneering visit, the Kame was left largely untouched until 1970, when Arthur Clarke 

of the Ordnance Survey, not finding it possible to visit the site, surveyed it from the air taking aerial 

photographs (Clarke 1970). He confirmed Cockburn’s description, but could only identify 19 buildings. 

He suggested that, along with discounting it as a base for fishermen, a Viking settlement could also be 

disregarded, as the site seemed to him to have been selected for purposes of refuge and isolation. 

Further, he suggested it might be a ‘Celtic’ monastery. However, he did not take its seaward position 

into account, where it is anything but screened from sight. Clarke also drew a parallel with the Brough 

of Deerness, a view which has been followed by Raymond Lamb, who researched the Kame in the 

1970s (Lamb 1975-6). It is unclear whether Lamb actually stood on the Kame, despite visiting many 

highly inaccessible sites in the course of his research. However, he provided a plan of the site drawn 

from Clarke’s aerial photographs and he identified the Kame as being one of a class of similar sites in 

Orkney and Shetland, which he labelled as eremitical monasteries, the settlements of monkish hermits 

(Lamb 1973, 76-83). He deliberated on the Kame in his discussion of paired-stack settlements, where 

he suggested that it might have been paired with the similar site of the Birrier of West Sandwick (Lamb 

1975-6, 146-7), which lies on the other side of Yell Sound. It was another 30 years before the site 

became the focus of further research. 

In 2003 a team led by the archaeologist Katie Hirst from the Channel 4 TV series Extreme Archaeology 

carried out a small investigation on the Kame, in less than ideal weather (Hirst et al. 2003). Despite 70 

mile an hour winds and driving rain, the team conducted survey work and some minor intrusive test 

pitting. This included resistance and magnetometry surveys. The overlapping magnetic and resistance 

surveys revealed an anomaly, but this could not be securely identified as an archaeological feature. A 

total of 8 square metres were excavated. These comprised 6 trenches. Trenches 1-4 focussed on 

establishing the date and function of the structures at the top of the Kame, and trenches 5 and 6 were 

placed to investigate the structure at the bottom of the slope. Again, results were inconclusive. However, 

the team showed the structures were constructed of roughly hewn courses of stone strengthened with 

turf packing. No finds were uncovered, but, in Trench 3, a 1.5 x 1m trench placed over a collapsed wall, 

there was a 2 cm thick loose brown, well-sorted, silty deposit, with no inclusions, which was interpreted 

as an episode of burning. A sample was collected for analysis. This was sent to the University of 

Waikato in New Zealand for radiocarbon dating, where charcoal was extracted from the soil organics 

and returned a date of 1139 ± 44 BP. There was 68.2% probability it dated to between 780AD and 

980AD, and a 95.4% probability it dated to between 770AD to 990AD, placing it in the early Viking 

period. 

Current Research 

As a Shetland-based researcher with the Institute for Northern Studies UHI, which has a remit to 

undertake locative research in the Northern Isles, the Kame has interested me greatly. So, in 2014 I 



A Potential Viking Fort in Shetland - the extraordinary Kame of Isbister  
 

4 
 

dedicated my University of the Highlands and Islands sabbatical to further investigate the site, with a 

view to planning a full research project in the future. I visited the Kame on 14/08 and 11/09 2014. On 

both occasions, unlike for Cockburn, physical access proved impossible, but the weather was suitable 

for flying a drone. Detailed aerial photographs were taken and, using 3D photogrammetry software, a 

simple 3D model of the headland and its structures was created (see Figure 2). This model can be 

accessed online at https://skfb.ly/BI6M. The video can be accessed on YouTube at 

https://youtu.be/6CaXMn4xeMw. The buildings and the embankment appear very clearly on both the 

scan and the video. 

 

 

Figure 2 A 3D Image of the Kame of Isbister 

 

On 21/09 2014 with two colleagues from the University of the Highlands and Islands, Dr Simon Clarke 

and Dr Marc Chivers, an approach was made by boat from the village of North Roe along the coast. 

Despite inclement weather and a heavy swell, I managed to access the site by swimming from the boat 

and climbing up the rocks. Some 15 minutes were spent on site, exploring the embankment and the 

buildings on the top of the slope. No measurements were taken, but the experience was extremely 

valuable. From a phenomenological perspective, one sensed that the Kame dominated the Sound, rather 

than that one was hiding from the hinterland. A further visit was made on 29/10 2014, in order to take 

further aerial photos, but this time no access was attempted.  

Later in 2014, and into 2015, similar sites in Shetland and on the mainland of Scotland were visited for 

comparison. For example, on 28/10 2014 the Birrier of West Sandwick on the opposite side of Yell 

Sound was investigated. Although this proved to be an equally extreme site, it was possible to climb on 

to it, and a clear view of the Kame on the other side of Yell Sound was provided (see Figure 3). Its 

prominent position from the seaward perspective is obvious. 

https://skfb.ly/BI6M
https://youtu.be/6CaXMn4xeMw
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Figure 3 Looking across Yell Sound from the Birrier of West Sandwick to the Kame of Isbister 

 

Research on the site has continued, and it was revisited by myself and Dr Clarke on 18/08 2018. Dr 

Clarke accessed the summit by climbing the northern slope, only possible because the Shetland summer 

had been particularly dry, and I swam around the northern edge, climbing on to the rocky slope. An 

hour was spent photographing the buildings (see Figure 4) and the embankment and recording evidence 

of recent erosion. A rough survey was carried out. The large buildings on the summit measured 7 x 3m 

internally, while the isolated building at the bottom of the slope measured 8 x 4m internally. The priority 

of this visit was to ascertain whether there was a way to safely establish access on to the site even in 

poor weather, so that a joint research project involving carrying out a detailed on-site survey might have 

some hope of being successfully prosecuted. It was established that it would be possible to access the 

summit reasonably safely with pitons to create a solid anchor point for a fixed rope, and carabiners to 

attach the researchers to the rope.  

 

Figure 4 A Building on the Summit of the Kame of Isbister 
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Discussion 

Currently, any discussion of the site has to be tentative. As yet, there is not enough evidence to make 

any definite statements about its date (one C14 date is indicative, but not conclusive), the number of 

buildings (without a detailed survey it is impossible to accurately count the structures), or its function. 

However, the most important fact about the Kame remains that it is a defensible, clearly bounded space, 

effectively a small island, attached by a narrow strip of land to the mainland and standing in a striking, 

visually prominent position in the sea. This geographical reality made it a suitable place for someone, 

probably the Norse, to build over 20 similar buildings.  It is clearly like the other stack-sites, including 

the Brough of Deerness in Orkney (Lamb 1980; Barrett & Slater 2009, 84). The buildings have a Norse 

appearance, despite Lamb’s suggestion that the ‘oblong-buildings’ on the Kame and a number of other 

sites, are the remains of pre-Norse eremitical monastic buildings (Lamb 1980, 146), surely unlikely, 

although not entirely impossible. Despite having smaller dimensions than a typical longhouse, such as 

the example from Belmont on the island of Unst, which has external dimensions of 22 x 7m (Larsen 

2013, 185), they do in fact resemble the Norse buildings on the Brough of Deerness in Orkney, in 

particular Structure 23, which measures 7.2 x 3.5m internally. Structure 23 was also constructed of 

unbonded masonry and cut into pre-existing deposits, which were dated to AD 660 – 870 and AD 570 

– 665 (Barrett & Slater 2009, 86).  

The shapes of the Kame’s buildings also resemble those of the booths at the medieval assembly site of 

Skuldaþingsey in Iceland, the dimensions of which range from 5.8 x 4.3m to 11 x 5.3m (Vésteinsson et 

al 2004). In personal conversation, when presented with an image of the Kame, Dr Natascha Mehler, 

who has investigated medieval assembly sites in the North Atlantic (Coolen and Mehler 2014), 

spontaneously remarked it had a resemblance to a þing-site. The Norwegian Court Sites, with their 

concentrations of buildings which date from the pre and early Viking Age, also have intriguing points 

of comparison (Storli 2010). A seasonal, reuse of the Kame by a group of people could explain this 

suggested similarity. 

Lamb’s interpretation of the Kame, and other similar sites, as eremitical monasteries has been influential 

(Turner 1998, 95; Dumville 2002, 121-132; Fojut 2006, 83), creating an impression of the pre-Norse 

period in the Northern Isles as being a hive of Christian activity, for which there is little unequivocal 

evidence (Jennings 2016, 52). However, if the Kame was such, there is no obvious evidence of monastic 

activity. There is no extant early Christian sculpture, or any reported in earlier sources. There is no 

obvious chapel, no clocháin ‘beehive huts’ or leachta ‘altars’. It is a subjective opinion as to whether 

the Kame resembles a site like the early medieval monastery of Sceilig Mhichíl, in County Kerry, 

Ireland, and, in my opinion, other than in terms of isolation, it does not. Lamb also suggested that the 

Brough of Deerness was an example of a later Norse period, ‘eremitical monastic settlement consisting 

of an extensive complex of longhouses surrounding a small oratory’ (Lamb 1980, 79). However, 
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excavations at Deerness have not supported a monastic use (Morris 1996, 61). According to Gerrard 

and Barrett, ‘It now seems clear that the main Viking Age phase of settlement should be interpreted as 

a chiefly stronghold, rather than an ecclesiastical centre or a temporary refuge for example’ (Gerrard 

and Barrett 2009, 3). Fieldwork on Brei Holm on Papa Stour, Shetland, another site which Lamb 

suggested might be of monastic origin, has also provided no evidence of such use (Brady and Batey 

2008). The idea of eremitical monasteries may well have occurred to Lamb because of the seeming 

inhospitableness of some of the sites, as he said, ‘anyone who did choose to live on one [such site], so 

completely at the mercy of wind and weather, would be committing himself to a life of privation hard 

to imagine’ (Lamb 1973, 78), his view being that only those intent on mortifying the flesh would 

consider living on one these sites. The problematic experience of Extreme Archaeology might well 

support this impression. However, on a fine Shetland day, the Kame, once accessed, is not nearly as 

inhospitable as one might imagine, and, despite popular belief, these do happen quite regularly in 

summer. As suggested above, if it were only inhabited seasonally when the weather was mild and the 

nights short, it would not have been an unpleasant place to be based. Even when the Shetland weather 

is at its worst, it is not as bad as the weather in Iceland or Greenland, and these inhospitable places were 

inhabited. 

If the Brough of Deerness is a Norse stronghold, then this is surely a good indication of the purpose of 

the Kame of Isbister. It is too soon to engage in a debate about what kind of stronghold it might have 

been, that of early Viking invaders establishing a foothold in Shetland, or the fort of an established local 

chieftain dominating the Sound of Yell, or indeed some kind of defensible farm settlement. However, 

a stronghold of some kind seems a very plausible explanation. After all, people have used promontories 

and stacks for defence in the islands and around the coast of Britain and Ireland from the Neolithic 

period right up until the early modern era (Murphy 2018). Examples from different periods that might 

provide parallels to the Kame are not difficult to identify. Not only does the Kame resemble the Brough 

of Deerness, it also closely resembles the equally inaccessible stack site of Dunnicaer, south of 

Stonehaven, which is currently being excavated by Dr Gordon Noble from the University of Aberdeen. 

This has been identified as a high status, early Pictish fort, intensely occupied during the 3rd to 4th 

centuries AD (Noble and MacIver 2018). The Brough of Deerness has Pictish levels and there is always 

the possibility that they might also be present on the Kame. Further afield, but still on an island, there 

is a particularly close physical resemblance between the Kame and the Ile Agois on Jersey, which was 

noted by the excavator (Finlaison and Holdsworth 1978, 330). Also, although from a later period, Borve 

Castle in Farr, Sutherland, which I visited in October 2014, strongly resembles the Kame (RCHMS 

1911, 89-90). The remains of the castle, destroyed in 1555 by the fleet of Queen Mary of Guise, lie on 

a steep promontory joined to the mainland by a narrow neck of land. The promontory also slopes down 

towards the sea just like the Kame. Interestingly the name Borve is a gaelicisation of the ON borg ‘fort’, 

and according to folklore it was supposedly originally built by Torquill, a Norwegian. Lamb (1980, 90-
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92) himself discussed Borve Castle in his work on promontory forts, along with sites like Old Wick 

Castle, which might date from the days of the Orkney Jarldom, and which he compared to medieval 

towers in Scandinavia. Another potential parallel with the Kame is Dùn Èistean, a stack site off Ness 

in Lewis, which repeatedly provided refuge in the 16th and 17th centuries, and also functioned as a clan 

power centre (Barrowman 2015).  A recent study of stack sites on Lewis produced some other potential 

parallels including Dun Othail, which contained a number of buildings including Structure I which 

measured 7 x 3m internally, the same size as some of the buildings on the Kame (McHardy et al 2009, 

76).  

As regards onomastic evidence, the place-name Kame of Isbister in itself does not imply a fortified 

place. It is a Scots formulation x of x. Kame ‘steep-sided ridge’ is a Scots word, so it need not be 

particularly old. However, as kame is also a borrowing from ON kambr ‘rocky ridge’, it might be a part-

translation of an older name. Isbister is a settlement name bearing the ON generic bólstaðr ‘farm 

settlement’. The specific is the comparative adjective, ON eystri, 'easterly', although, as Gammeltoft 

(2001, 112) points out, it might derive from ON ýztr, 'outermost'. Although the latter surely suits the 

position of the site, Isbister itself is a settlement on the mainland, so the name Kame of Isbister is a 

secondary formulation, which suggests the original name for the stack settlement itself has been lost. 

However, the names of other similar sites in Shetland discussed by Lamb (1975-6) do imply strongholds 

- Burri Stacks, Strandibrough, Sumburgh, Burgar are all from ON borg ‘fort’. In addition, on the Blue 

Mull, which, although not a stack site, is a rocky hill with oblong buildings dominating the Blue Mull 

Sound between Yell and Unst, we have the Loch of Vigga, probably from ON vígi ‘stronghold’. The 

Blue Mull Sound, like Yell Sound, provides access through Shetland avoiding a voyage around the 

treacherous northern coast.  Of course, the identification of a place as a fort by the Norse does not 

necessarily mean that the site was a Norse fort. The term borg was frequently applied by the Norse to 

Iron Age brochs (Jakobsen 1897, 71). However, the existence of strongholds in Norse Scotland bearing 

appropriate place-name elements is supported by the references in Orkneyinga Saga to the 12th century 

chieftain Sveinn Ásleifarson, who had a vígi called Lambaborg in Caithness whence he harried the 

locals.  

Þá safnar Sveinn mönnum, ok ferr til Lambaborgar, ok býst þar um. Þar var vígi gott, ok sat 

hann þar með sex tigi manna, ok flutti at sér vistir ok önnur föng þau er þeir þurftu at hafa. 

Borgin stóð á sævar-hömrum nökkurum; en steinveggr var fyrir ofan, vel smíðaðr. Björgin 

gengu langt með sjánum annan veg. Þeir gjörðu þá margar úspektir á Katanesi í ránum, ok 

fluttu þangat í borgina, ok gjörðust úvinsælir. (Vigfusson 1887, 142)  

Sveinn gathered his forces and went over to Lambaborg, ready to take a stand. It was a safe 

stronghold and they stayed put there sixty strong, fetching in all the provisions and other things 

they needed. The fortress stood on a sea-cliff with a stoutly-built stone wall to landward. The 
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cliff stretched quite a distance along the coast. They committed many a robbery in Caithness, 

taking the loot into their stronghold, and so became thoroughly unpopular. (Pálsson and 

Edwards 1978, 151) 

Lambaborg has been identified tentatively as the rugged promontory on which the formidable Bucholie 

Castle was built at a later date (Taylor 1873, 122). One cannot help speculating whether this association 

between a powerful, aggressive Norse chieftain and a promontory stronghold in Caithness might well 

mirror the situation on the Kame of Isbister. Perhaps under the medieval castle lie structures like those 

on the Kame.  

Conclusion 

Clearly it is premature to present any firm conclusions about the age or purpose of the site. However, 

one can safely conclude that the site has great potential. If it were to prove to be a Viking fortress, or 

indeed some sort of defensible assembly site, the Kame would be an important addition to the 

archaeological record of Shetland and to the understanding of Viking Age activity in the North Atlantic. 

It is essential that further detailed research be undertaken, and given the logistical problems caused by 

its isolation and the unreliable weather, which can mean fieldwork is delayed or impossible, this would 

best be carried out by researchers based in Shetland, who could respond more easily to a suitable 

weather window than mainland-based academics. Therefore, detailed field work to accurately survey 

the site will be carried out in August 2019. The survey will firmly establish the number and size of the 

buildings. It is important this is done before more erosion makes the site even more difficult to access. 

Although there is some erosion on the site itself, the ridge is suffering severe erosion. The survey will 

also include two onshore structures, which appear to have a relationship with the Kame. On first 

inspection they resemble native late Iron Age buildings and they might be contemporaneous with the 

buildings on the promontory. Further, more detailed aerial photography and photogrammetry will be 

undertaken. In the 2020 season, it is intended that an excavation be carried out, focusing on one or two 

of the buildings on the promontory. It is hoped that further C14 dates and culturally specific artefacts 

will verify Viking age activity on the site. 
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