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	ê | Moored at Lerwick
   Steam drifters in the 1930s.
   Photo: J Peterson



A long and  
proud history
Shetland’s fishing history spans a period of more than 6,000 years, since the 
islands were first settled. Throughout most of that period – and until relatively 
recently – fish were caught by hand, either from the shore or from small open 
boats propelled by oars or sails. It was only in the last 150 years or so that 
these traditional fishing methods started to be replaced, ushering in an era of 
apparently ever more rapid technological development. In the space of only 
six generations or so these developments propelled local fishermen from 
small open boats to the decks of the sophisticated fishing vessels that make 
up the modern Shetland fishing fleet.

Fishing has probably always been important to 
Shetlanders. The islands are not well suited to 
agriculture and have few natural resources, but are 
surrounded by productive seas.

The oldest evidence of a human presence in Shetland 
is a dump of oyster shells and the remains of other 
marine animals found at Sumburgh that has been 
dated to more than 6,000 years ago. Evidence of 
fishing has been found at many other archaeological 
sites, including both the remains of fish and shellfish 
and of fishing equipment such as weights from 
fishing nets or lines. While some of these fish and 
shellfish could have been gathered on, or caught 
from, the shore it is likely that early islanders also 
fished from boats.

For most of its history fishing in Shetland was 
probably largely a subsistence activity; fish were 
caught to provide food for local consumption.  
Locally caught fish remained an important source  
of food for islanders until relatively recently. But  
fish also represented a commodity that could be 
traded; exchanged for other goods or for money.  
The Viking settlement of Shetland in the 10th  
century connected Shetland to a European trade 
network. By the 12th century fish from Shetland  
were being traded with Europe, marking the start  
of the development of fishing in Shetland from a 
small-scale subsistence activity to a large-scale 
commercial enterprise.

9



Viking technology also had a profound influence on 
fishing in Shetland. While the means of catching fish 
did not change markedly, their ships represented a 
significant technological advance over previous types 
of sea-going craft. The double ended, clinker built 
Viking vessels combined stability and seaworthiness 
with strength and lightness. The yoals, fourareens 
and sixareens which were to become the dominant 
types of fishing boat in Shetland for most of the next 
thousand years were their direct descendants.

By the 15th century Shetland’s fish trade with Europe 
was well established, and largely controlled by 
Hanseatic merchants (from the north German port 
cities of the Hanseatic League). These merchants 
travelled to Shetland each summer, renting houses or 
bøds from local landowners to use as stores during 
their stay. They purchased fish, mainly cod and ling, 
caught by local fishermen on inshore fishing grounds 
and salted and dried in the wind on clean stony 
beaches, also rented from local landowners.

Much of this trade was by barter, the fishermen 
receiving fishing gear, cloth, meal, alcohol, tobacco 
and other goods in exchange for fish and other local 
produce, but the merchants also introduced money 
into the islands for the first time.

The 14th and 15th centuries also saw a growing 
Scottish influence on Shetland, which culminated 
in the islands being annexed to the Scottish Crown. 
This led to the increasing settlement and control of 
Shetland by Scots landowners and the erosion of the 
islands’ traditional systems of law and links with the 
outside world.

The dominance of the German (sometimes referred 
to as “Dutch”) merchants persisted in Shetland long 
after the decline of the Hanseatic League in the 16th 
century. It was finally broken following the union of 
Scotland and England in the early 18th century by 
customs duties imposed to discourage foreigners 
from trading on British soil (the Salt Tax in particular).

	 | Fourareen in 1920s/30s
   Four men sailing and two rowing off Unst.

	ì	| Fethaland haaf station
   Sixareens lying in the East Wick in the early 1890s.
   Photo: J D Rattar
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With the departure of the German merchants 
Shetlanders lost the principal market for their fish. 
With no incomes the crofter-fishermen were unable 
to pay cash rents to their Scottish lairds, while the 
lairds had no market for the produce levied from 
their tenants in lieu of rents and had lost the regular 
income from renting bøds and beaches to the  
visiting merchants.

To fill the resulting economic vacuum the lairds 
had to take over the export trade themselves. New 
markets for Shetland fish were found in Spain in 
particular, which was to remain the largest consumer 
of Shetland caught and cured fish until the end of the 
19th century.

Although fishing in inshore waters around the islands 
continued to be important, the 18th century also saw 
the development of the offshore haaf fishery, up to 
30 to 50 miles from land, which was to dominate 
Shetland life for more than 150 years. The haaf 
fishery was pursued in the summer months using 
sixareens; clinker built, wooden boats of about 7.5 
to 9 metres (25 to 30 feet) in length propelled by 
six oars (hence the name) or, when the wind was 
favourable, a single square sail. Fishing stations were 
established on outlying islands and points of land 
to lessen the distance to the fishing grounds. Each 
sixareen carried 7 to 8 miles (11 to 13 km) of line, 
with about 1,000 to 1,200 baited hooks. These lines 
were set on the sea-bed and hauled again, by hand, 
after about three hours. Back ashore the fish caught 
– predominantly ling, cod and saithe – were split, 
salted in brine and dried on stony beaches. 
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	 | Smack under sail 
   Painting from 
   Shetland Museum Collection

The haaf fishery was controlled by the lairds, who 
generally owned the boats and fishing gear (as 
well as the crofters’ houses and land), and acted as 
merchants. Crofters were compelled to fish for their 
landlord and to “sell” their catch to him through a 
system of barter, known as the Truck system, under 
which they were not paid in cash but in credit which 
could only be redeemed in the laird’s shop.

Despite their seaworthiness the sixareens, far out  
in the open ocean, were vulnerable to the gales 
which can spring up even in summer in Shetland. 
Thirty one boats and more than 100 men were lost  
in a gale in 1832, and 10 boats and 51 men in 1881 
(the Gloup disaster). The 1881 disaster shook the 
long standing confidence in the sixareens which 
were clearly less safe than the larger decked fishing 
boats that had appeared in Shetland during the 19th 
century (and were becoming unable to compete 
with them economically). The Crofters' Act of 1886 
which granted security of tenure to crofters broke 
the power of the lairds and was the final blow for the 
haaf fishery.

Since at least the 16th century Dutch fishermen had 
been using large seaworthy sailing vessels to fish for 
cod and herring in the waters around Shetland, but it 
was not until the 19th century that Shetlanders began 
to follow their example. While haaf fishing continued, 
some Shetlanders – including the growing merchant 
class – began to invest in larger more capable fishing 
vessels to fish for cod or herring.

Cod “smacks” were relatively large sailing fishing 
vessels, which could stay at sea for longer than the 
sixareens. In “home” waters trips of a week to 10 
days became the norm, but by the 1860s the cod 
fishery had spread as far as Faroe, Iceland, Rockall 
and Norway, and eventually to Greenland. The cod 
were caught on hand-lines and preserved in salt on 
board the vessel before being dried on beaches on 
return to port.
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		| Steam drifter
   Angelina (LK104) landing herring. 
   Photo: J D Rattar

Several companies were formed to send out smacks 
and to export the catches, and several fortunes were 
made by local merchants. Although the fishermen 
did not share in much of this wealth, they were 
free agents (unlike their haaf fishing brethren) and 
received a cash wage or, more usually, a share of the 
proceeds from the voyage.

The first significant Shetland herring fishery 
developed in the 1830s, again thanks to investment 
in larger vessels capable of carrying the necessary 
nets. There was a short-lived boom, which was 
brought to an end by a decline in the abundance of 
herring, the collapse of overseas markets and losses 
of boats and fishing gear in a great storm in 1840. 
These difficulties caused the failure of a number 
of local businesses, including the Shetland Bank, 
and together with a general transfer of interest to 
the more successful cod fishery resulted in herring 
fishing being largely abandoned in Shetland for 
several decades.

The Shetland herring fishery expanded again in the 
1870s, thanks to new markets and new larger sailing 
fishing vessels (“Fifies” and “Zulus”) that could pursue 
the herring further afield. Shetland became part of a 
wider British herring industry as hundreds of Scottish 
and English fishing vessels, like the Dutch before 
them, flocked to Shetland for the start of the herring 
season before following the migrating shoals south.

With the boom in herring fishing, curing stations 
sprang up all over the islands, wherever suitable 
harbours existed, to process the catches. The herring 
were gutted and packed in barrels of salt, mainly for 
export to Germany and Russia. The herring had to 
be cured within a short time of catching, typically no 
more than 12 to 24 hours, if they were not to spoil. 

The first steam drifters appeared in Shetland in 1900. 
Although they could get their catches back to port 
faster than the sailing drifters, and thus command a 
higher price, steam drifters were expensive and  
few local fishermen were ever able to afford such  
an investment.

The introduction in 1894 of selling fish by auction 
and the advent of the steam drifters, which required 
more sophisticated harbour facilities where coal 
and water were available, resulted in a steady 
centralisation of the curing industry in a few places: 
Lerwick, Scalloway, Baltasound and Sandwick, and, 
later, most particularly in Lerwick.
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By the end of the 19th century the Shetland herring 
fishery was booming. It peaked in 1905 when 645,000 
crans (about 110,000 tonnes), more than half the 
entire Scottish herring catch, was landed in Shetland. 

This success contributed to the decline of the 
Shetland cod smack fishery, which also faced 
increasing difficulty in obtaining crews and faced 
growing competition from steam trawlers. The last 
few Shetland cod smacks had to be crewed partly or 
wholly with Faroese fishermen, and the last was sold 
out of Shetland in 1908.

The herring fishery also declined after 1905 until the 
outbreak of war brought a virtual end to the fishery 
in 1914.

Many Shetland fishermen, and fishing vessels, served 
in World War I, and many did not return. 

The post-war years saw significant changes in 
fishing patterns around Shetland. The herring fishery 
continued, although its fortunes varied due to 
changing markets and fluctuating catches. The sailing 
drifters that had dominated the pre-war Shetland 
fleet were increasingly converted to motor vessels by 
the installation of relatively cheap and economical 
paraffin-fuelled internal combustion engines. 

Outside of the herring season many of these boats 
were able to switch to “small-line” fishing for haddock 
and whiting. An important factor in the development 
of this fishery was the establishment of regular 
steamer services to Shetland. This enabled fresh fish 
to be exported to mainland markets for the first time, 
allowing the profitable exploitation of the abundant 
stocks of small whitefish around the islands.

The inter-war years saw a decline in the number of 
traditional crofter-fishermen in Shetland. With the 
decline in the numbers of traditional sailing drifters, 
and their conversion to motor vessels, fishing 
had become much more of a full-time year-round 
occupation; one that was increasingly incompatible 
with the cycle of crofting life. While some men chose 
to become full-time fishermen, others concentrated 
on the land, emigrated or joined the merchant navy. 

World War II brought further disruption to Shetland’s 
fishing industry, and the loss of many more men 
and boats. The post-war years saw the development 
of what was almost a completely new fishing 
industry in Shetland as the pace of technological 
development in the industry accelerated. This was 
aided by government assistance provided for the 
redevelopment of the fishing fleet in the form of 
grants and loans. 
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One of the most important changes was the 
wholesale adoption of the reliable, economical and 
powerful diesel engine. This in turn allowed the 
widespread adoption of the seine net which used 
long warps towed across the sea-bed to catch a range 
of flatfish and other bottom-living species. 

Dual-purpose fishing vessels became increasingly 
common, designed to be able to fish both for herring 
with drift nets and for whitefish with seine nets. 
Technologies developed during the war also became 
increasingly common on fishing boats including 
radar, echo-sounders, VHF radios and the Decca 
Navigation System. Later, synthetic materials would 
become increasingly common for nets and ropes.

Herring fishing in Shetland saw dramatic fluctuations 
in the post-war decades and many Shetland fishermen 
abandoned herring fishing altogether in the 1950s to 
concentrate on seine net fishing for whitefish.

	 | Whalsay pursers
   The Zephyr and Charisma at Symbister Pier, c.1980.

	 | Awash with haddock
   Skerries seine-netter St Clair with skipper Jackie Hughson  
   in the wheelhouse and John A Williamson on deck.
   Photos: J Reid and courtesy of J Shearer 
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The 1950s and 1960s also saw the growth of 
commercial shellfish fishing around Shetland, 
initially mainly for lobsters. Encouraged by grants 
and loans, and by the development of markets, an 
increasing number of small shellfish fishing boats 
joined the Shetland fleet. Shellfish fishing saw the 
revival in Shetland of the tradition of fishing part-
time, alongside some other occupation. Shellfish 
fishing has continued to develop and expand, with 
new markets allowing a wider range of species to be 
targeted, especially scallops and crabs (brown and 
edible). Although it remains relatively small in terms 
of the size and value of catches, the shellfish sector 
accounts for by far the greatest number of boats in 
the local fishing fleet and shellfish have the highest 
unit-value of any species caught around Shetland.

There was an abrupt change in the pace of fishing 
around Shetland in the mid-1960s with the arrival 
of a fleet of modern Norwegian purse-seine fishing 
vessels. This marked the beginning of several 
decades of dramatic change and rapid development 
in Shetland’s fishing industry.

Using the modern technologies of sonar, synthetic 
nets and power blocks, the purse seiners were able 
to find and “target” shoals of herring, taking catches 
vastly greater than the traditional drift netters 
could expect. Shetland fishermen ordered their first 
purse-seiners in 1969, followed by several more, and 
their success soon led to the demise of the drift net 
fishery, and of the dual purpose fishing vessel. In the 
future Shetland fishing vessels would target either 
whitefish or pelagic fish.
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The huge fishing pressure on herring by an 
international fleet of pursers could not be sustained, 
and following the collapse of the stock the fishery 
was closed in 1977. This brought an end to 
traditional herring processing in Shetland, but local 
purse seiners were still able to fish for herring on 
the west coast of Scotland. More importantly for the 
future, they began to turn their attention to mackerel, 
which would come to dominate Shetland’s pelagic 
sector in the decades ahead.

There was renewed confidence in the whitefish 
fleet at this time, with new vessels joining the fleet, 
including – for the first time – trawlers. There was 
expansion in local whitefish processing capacity, 
largely to meet the demand for block frozen fillets 
from the USA, and an expansion of harbour and pier 
facilities (including a new fish market in Lerwick).

There were significant changes too in how fisheries 
were managed. The gradual expansion of fisheries 
limits by many coastal states placed ever-increasing 
areas under national jurisdiction, while the UK’s 
decision, in 1973, to join the European Common 
Market ceded control of fisheries around the UK to 
Europe. In principle the European Common Fisheries 
Policy – which eventually came into effect in 1983 – 
gave free access to all European fishing vessels to all 
European waters, except within the 12 mile limit.

Initially the priority of the European Economic 
Community was to increase Europe’s supply of fish, 
through an increase in fishing capacity. Grants were 
made available, which together with funding from 
other bodies (including the Shetland Islands Council), 
brought many new whitefish vessels to Shetland in 
the 1980s.

	 | Klondykers at Lerwick
   East European factory ships were  
   a common site in the 1980s.
   Photo: R Young
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Many pelagic vessels were replaced also, and the 
North Sea herring fishery was re-opened in 1983. 
With no herring processors left the primary market 
for herring in the years ahead were fleets of Russian 
and Eastern European factory ships (“klondykers”) 
that anchored in and around Lerwick harbour. 
Dissatisfaction with the limitations of this market  
led to the opening in 1989 of the Shetland Catch  
Ltd processing factory. Shetland’s pelagic fisheries 
have continued to do well, with a succession of  
new fishing vessels joining the fleet; the principal 
change being the switch from purse seining to 
pelagic trawling.

The whitefish sector has experienced more  
troubled times. The dramatic expansion of the 
European fishing fleet, encouraged by the EEC, 
inevitably led to declines in important fish stocks 
and to a switch of European fishing policy from 
expansion to conservation. The result was the 
increasing regulation of European fisheries with 
ever-tighter quotas, fishing gear rules and limits 
on days at sea, which severely restricted fishing 
opportunities. On top of this, in an effort to reduce 
fishing capacity, fishermen were actively encouraged 
to scrap their fishing vessels through several rounds 
of decommissioning. The result was a substantial 
reduction in the size of Shetland’s whitefish fleet. In 
2015, however, with fish stocks booming and quotas 
increasing there is once again a feeling of confidence 
in Shetland’s whitefish industry.

Ian Napier  |  NAFC Marine Centre

 

Shetland’s  
Fishing History
2016 Calendar
The 2016 Shetland’s Fishing History  
Calendar will be the 30th produced by  
the Shetland Fishermen’s Association.

Remember you can get your copy for £8  
from SFA office manager Una Simpson at the  
Shetland Seafood Centre, Stewart Building,  
Lerwick, Telelphone 01595 693197 or  
email info@shetlandfishermen.com
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