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Shetland is a land of incomers. Of course it is. Since the first men  
and women arrived, perhaps 6000 years ago, myriads of people have 
come to live here. We can only guess how the first Shetlanders got to 
Shetland. It probably involved what the prehistorian Humphrey Case 
has called ‘ferocious tidal races and fickle landings’, and a boat-load 
of people, cargo and stock. We have no knowledge about how they 
regarded their status as islanders when they stayed, or the status of 
other eventual newcomers. It is likely that they, their descendants and 
successors didn’t pay too much attention to such matters. Life was 
too complex and backbreaking to allow them the luxury of theory. 

What makes us brood about such matters? Why do we imagine, 
sometimes, that the place belongs to us, and that we have the right  
to exclude others from it, or at least to resent their presence? Who are 
‘we’, anyway, and who are the ‘soothmoothers’ (an epithet sometimes 
used by Shetlanders about others)? These questions are perplexing.

It is easy to imagine that the history of islands is never-changing 
and idyllic, until dangerous new elements came on the scene in 
modern times. ‘[O]ne of the strongest experiences which a visitor … 
encounters’, said Colin Renfrew, writing about Orkney – but he might 
have said the same about Shetland - ‘is an almost overwhelming 
sense of the continuity of things… The economy of Orkney was 
essentially based on smallholdings.’ As we shall see, that is a gross 
oversimplification. Islands have complex stories.

During the past half-century, archaeologists like Renfrew have 
become disaffected from the idea of ‘invasion’. Up till the 1960s 
they had overused the idea: every change in society, everywhere, 
was supposed to be the result of immigration, the irruption here and 
there of new ‘men’. Then in 1966 Grahame Clark wrote an article 
proscribing the notion. He argued that change might happen for all 
sorts of reasons, and that mass immigration should not be invoked 
unless there was clear evidence for it. His successors have followed 
his advice. Clark’s was a useful correction, but it is not so useful when 
applied to small communities like Shetland and Orkney. When big 
changes happened in Shetland’s history, they very often happened 
because of newcomers and new ideas from abroad.

Most archaeologists agree that Shetland’s Bronze Age was a 
non-event. There was hardly any bronze here, and there are so few 
traces of the society that one prehistorian thought – wrongly – that 
the islands might have been deserted at that time. A few hundred 
years later, on the other hand, Shetland was crammed full of large 
stone towers, brochs, evidence of a brand-new social system. I have 
heard a tour guide, influenced no doubt by the archaeologists, airily 
dismiss the idea that immigrants might have been responsible for 
the change. Shetlanders themselves, she said, effected it. But there 
were broch-builders in Orkney and Caithness, and further afield; it 
is far more likely that incomers arrived in the islands, with new ideas 
about how society should be organised, than that the Bronze Age 
inhabitants themselves changed course.

Because of these confusions there hasn’t been much discussion 
about the nature of broch society in Shetland. I suspect that it was 
more comfortable for the incomers than for the natives whom they 
met here. And Shetland’s next great invasion has led to even more 
odd ideas. This time, indeed, the archaeologists concede that there 
were newcomers. ‘Only in the case of the Norsemen’, says Colin 
Renfrew (those men again!), ‘is large-scale immigration generally 
accepted.’ A glance at Shetland’s place names is enough to show 
what happened when vikings came here, 1200 years ago: they 
replaced the local nomenclature with their own. In this case the 
incomers didn’t just take over: they put paid to the native Shetlanders. 
If they hadn’t done so, they would have shared the local names, or at 
least some of them. What exactly happened when they arrived we don’t 
know, and will never know in detail; but there can be little doubt that 
it was painful for the original inhabitants. 

When there is dispossession, or murder – that is what the viking 
colonisation of Shetland amounted to – there is usually resentment 
about the colonisers. In England, for instance, the behaviour of 
conquerors after 1066 led the local population to object to the 
‘Norman yoke’ that the newcomers imposed: an attitude that 
prevailed for hundreds of years following the invasion. The situation 
here is different: many Shetlanders are proud of their alleged viking 
ancestry, and gloss over or even celebrate the viking violence.  
‘To me the Vikings stand for strength, comradeship and honour’,  
the ‘guizer jarl’ in a local pageant remarked recently. 

The fact that the native inhabitants of Shetland disappeared without 
trace means that they do not have advocates. The incoming viking 
Shetlanders and their successors took all before them in the islands: 
they named places from scratch, and created their own laws and 
other institutions. Colin Renfrew’s ‘overwhelming sense of the 
continuity of things’ couldn’t be less appropriate in this case. 

When Scots and other incomers came to Shetland, in medieval times 
and later, we can understand their immigration better. In documents 
we can read about what the immigrants did, and sometimes we 
can discern what the natives thought about it. This time there was 
no violence, and if there was dispossession it was not so blatant. 
Scots seem first to have arrived here in the late fourteenth century, 
sometimes as officials, sometimes as clergymen. Occasionally they 
married local heiresses. The newcomers were often clever and 
enterprising, and some of them did very well in the islands. There  
is no sign of problems until the second half of the sixteenth century.

In May 1571 Shetland’s most unpleasant incomer arrived. Laurence 
Bruce, a native of Perthshire, the half-brother of Lord Robert Stewart, 
became the chief governor here. He began a reign of terror which 
was only thwarted when the Shetlanders complained bitterly about  
it in 1577. 

The key point to notice is that the Shetlanders’ complaints, which 
were recorded in detail, were not about Bruce in his capacity as a 
Scot. They made a distinction between ‘countrymen’ or ‘the honest 
men of the country’ – themselves – and ‘strangers’. But they had no 
objection to strangers per se. Some of them were essential to the 
community: the German traders who came to the islands each year, 
for instance, and bought fish. If those incomers failed to come the 
Shetlanders were bereft. What was objectionable was an official  
or a trader who broke the rules of their society.

Generally speaking, the Shetlanders were still capable of making 
sure that these rules were adhered to. In the sixteenth century still 
they had a strong system of local government which could keep 
most mavericks in check. Incomers to Shetland sometimes joined 
them and became integral parts of that system. Bruce was different: 
his behaviour was extreme, he wielded enormous power, and he 
was surrounded by thugs. It was his arbitrary behaviour that the 
Shetlanders objected to, not his nationality. In due course they 

persuaded two royal commissioners to come here to investigate what 
had been going on. They told them that they wanted to keep in check 
all persons ‘bearing care and charge over them’ – countrymen and 
strangers. It wasn’t a matter of natives and incomers at all.

Of course, there were sometimes resentments and clashes. In 
1577 the Shetlanders were adamant that no-one should make legal 
decisions in Shetland’s courts except ‘countrymen who know their 
own laws’. They didn’t want incomers encroaching in a sphere where 
they had expertise and rights. That sounds reasonable. In 1616, on 
the other hand, we find an example of a cruder attitude to strangers 
- an attitude we find in any close-knit community, albeit in a strange 
context. Katherine Johnsdaughter, a woman from Eshaness, was 
suspected of being a witch, and found herself in the sheriff court.  
Her husband had become psychologically ill, and was tied up and 
held in a merchant’s booth at Urafirth for a fortnight. Katherine took 
action. She went to the booth, gripped her husband’s hand, and  
then clasped the hand of a merchant from Fife who was nearby. She 
‘wished in her mind that her goodman’s sickness should come on 
him’. Why? ‘Because’, the court said, ‘he was a stranger, rather than  
a countryman.’ The merchant died during the next fortnight.

Most Scots who came to Shetland lived peacefully in the community. 
Laurence Bruce and the Fife merchant were unusual exceptions. 
But during the past few hundred years a notion has taken root here 
that the Scots immigration was uniquely rapacious and oppressive. 
It is Shetland’s version of the Norman Yoke theory. Oppressors there 
were, as we have seen; but the popular account, which attributes the 
oppression to the newcomers’ Scottishness, is misconceived. The 
folklorist Adam Grydehøy recently recorded a conversation he had 
with a Shetlander who ruminated about the Scots incomers of early 
modern times. ‘I think it’s a funny thing’, she said, ‘that they were all 
bad men. Very few good ones. And I think that the reason for that is 
that it was just a bunch of characters who’s hanging about the palace 
… and Queen Mary … [was] probably fed up with them, sent them 
north. But it’s a funny thing that they were all sort of bred the same 
way.’ The Shetlanders’ view that the Scots were bad is bunkum,  
as much as their view that the vikings were good.

600 YEARS OF INCOMING  
IN SHETLAND
Brian Smith
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During the eighteenth century, and for most of the nineteenth, Shetland 
entered a period of intense commercial activity, based on two main 
fisheries, organised in the islands by native Shetlanders. Islanders 
came into contact with plenty of ‘strangers’ in the course of their 
work; and thousands of Shetland men who served in the navy during 
the French and Napoleonic wars met far more. Incomers continued 
to settle here from time to time; they mainly came from the south, 
sometimes from exotic places. Then from 1880 onwards the arrival  
of the great Scottish herring fishery, and World War One, brought large 
numbers of visitors and settlers. One romantic commentator said, 
rather comically, that ‘[t]he bitter memories of four hundred years had 
been passing into oblivion in the last years of the nineteenth century, 
through intercourse with countless Scottish fishermen, capable and 
honest and reliable; now there was nothing left but admiration for the 
men whom they considered to be “real bonny fighters”.’ 

It is important to mention the immigrants from the north-east  
of Scotland who arrived and stayed in Lerwick. They were easily 
identifiable by their surnames – Watt, Wiseman – and sometimes  
met foolish prejudice. Jessie Watt’s fine novel Holm Sweet Holm, 
which commences before World War One, is about their experience 
here. In a touching passage about exclusion her heroine, the daughter 
of a ‘Scottie’ fisherman, wins a prize for arithmetic at school. ‘She 
was bristling with pride and keen to have her parents attend the 
small prizegiving ceremony. … John Watt [her father] did come to the 
gathering, arriving at the last minute. Jean spotted him standing quietly 
at the back of the hall, cap in hand, pride in her face as his name was 
called out. He did not hang around to mingle with the other proud 
fathers or the ladies with their Sunday hats. … Later, at home,  
he patted Jean on the head.

‘”Weel done, quine! I wis ‘ere … but there wisna mony o’ my kind … 
I winna be back tae the likes o’yon, but I’m right prood o’ m’quinie. … 
You’re as good as them ‘at thinks they’re better.”’

We are now reaching the period of living memory. I remember the bad 
treatment of pupils from that Scots community in my school in Lerwick 
in the 1950s – by pupils and their teachers. It went on. In the 1960s my 
peers at secondary school spent a fair amount of time moaning about 

immigration to the United Kingdom, inspired no doubt by the red-top 
press and by programmes like Any Questions on the BBC Home 
Service. (Ironically, my peers and I never saw an immigrant.) And then 
in the early 1970s North Sea Oil set up shop here, and the community 
began to spawn new myths and prejudices about the incoming workers. 

I well remember the occasion, in 1980, when a writer styling himself 
Nort Moother announced in the New Shetlander magazine that ‘a 
proud people’ – ‘us’ – was being ‘swamped under a tide of culturally 
deprived urbanites, a large majority of whom can only be described 
as arrogant, ill-mannered and ignorant. … [A]s our crime, drug abuse, 
glue sniffing, knife carrying, mugging, neighbour ignoring statistics 
approach the urban norm [he went on, getting into his stride], we can 
be described as progressing. They have little other to offer us. It seems 
inevitable, why fight it any longer. In fact it is almost indecent to put 
such things in print. … It is almost like exposing your person.’

Of course, rhetoric like that was confined to the smallest of small 
minorities. Nort Moother’s barmy jeremiad caused controversy, and 
nothing like it has appeared in a Shetland publication – if we except 
online publication – since. Shetland benefited from oil, and from the 
immigration that it brought. The best proof of that is some events of 
the early 21st century. In 2006 the then Labour government tried to 
deport Sakchai Makao, a young native of Thailand who was a lifeguard 
and recreation worker in Lerwick. Shetlanders immediately mounted a 
‘Shetland for Sakchai’ campaign, supported by thousands, and with 
the assistance of the member of parliament secured his release. An 
event soon afterwards heartened me a great deal: I was at the annual 
meeting of my trade union, and Sakchai came in to help put out the 
chairs. He had been the most talked about Shetlander a few weeks 
previously, but now no-one gave him a second glance. He was just  
a member of the community.

Equally pleasing was the campaign to prevent the deportation of Hazel 
Minn and her nephews, who had fled to Shetland from Burma after she 
had criticised the tyrannical regime there. ‘On Shetland’, the Guardian 
said in 2004, at the outset of the campaign, ‘… the tabloid headlines 
on the Scottish mainland, warning of immigrant influxes swamping 
the indigenous population, have been ignored. Instead, the local 

community is shaken and outraged by the way a distant authority 
is treating a family who have integrated to become Shetlanders.’ 
It took four years to force the government’s hand, by dint of many 
thousands of signatures on petitions and letters to the Home Office, 
and more representations by the M.P. But again the community was 
successful. It is not an exaggeration to say that the huge majority of 
adult Shetlanders supported the Minn family in their struggle to stay. 

600 YEARS OF INCOMING  
IN SHETLAND
Brian Smith

There would have been civil disobedience if the government had said 
no – something unheard of in Shetland up till then - and the Home 
Office knew it.

Shetland’s relationship with her incomers has sometimes been fraught, 
and has often been fruitful. This book deals with the current levy of new 
arrivals, and their experiences in their new home.
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THE INCOMING PROJECT
Raman Mundair

“I’ve lived here longer than I’ve 
lived anywhere else and I have, 
you know, where I was brought 
up in south-east London, I have no 
relatives or connections there now 
at all, and so, yeah, this is home this 
is where my roots are and yet, not 
that I would deny where I come from 
and I think that’s all part of life’s rich 
pattern and should be celebrated but 
sometimes you’re in situations where 
people are very quick to point out 
that you are not a Shetlander”

“...So I thought Shetland, Shetland 
– Shetland? It kind of sounds 
intriguing, yeah, yeah, I’ll go to 
Shetland. And the woman on the 
other side was like, are you sure, 
it’s Shetland! So maybe there’s 
something I don’t know, it’s in the 
middle of the Pacific, so I checked on 
the map – yeah – yeah, yeah – I’ll go.”

The seed of this project was sown when I found myself referred to as 
an ‘incomer’ on a Shetland website. The term incomer is interesting: 
it’s used widely to make the distinction between those who are born 
and bred Shetlanders and those who have chosen to live in the 
islands. This set me thinking about the whole idea of ‘incoming’ and 
who is an ‘incomer’. Clearly the movement of people from one area 
to another is a constant and has gone on from time immemorial. 
Shetland has seen wave after wave of people coming to its shores 
from the earliest settlers around 6,000 years ago, through to the 
Vikings, the Scots and others, up to modern times. This is attested  
to in the language, surnames, traditions, history, music, folklore and 
all the elements which, together, constitute Shetland’s culture.

This movement of new peoples into the islands is a factor that has 
contributed to Shetland’s rich cultural heritage and helped shape 
what the island community is today.

As I explored these ideas it occurred to me that it would be 
interesting to set the contemporary incoming of new people into 
Shetland against the history of incoming that the islands have 
experienced in the past. It also struck me that many groups of 
incomers have settled and made Shetland their home without leaving 
much documentary evidence of their experience of incoming. In 
this way two of my main aims were identified: to attempt to place 
contemporary incoming along-side the long history of migration to 
the islands; and to take the opportunity to record the stories and 
experiences of recent migrants to provide some kind of documentary 
record which would be added to the Shetland Archives, giving 
presence and voice to incomers who haven’t, to date, featured 
heavily in archival materials.

It is important to note that the project was formulated as an artist’s 
enquiry into the nature of ‘incoming’ and not an academic study – a 
number of which have already been carried out. It does not pretend  
to be comprehensive either in terms of an historical analysis of 
migration to these islands or in terms of contemporary movements  
of people to Shetland.

During the project I met with many people, not all of whom agreed  
to participate in the project but who were open to meeting with me 
and sharing their experiences off the record. 

The project’s recorded interviews encompassed Shetlanders who 
originate from Austria, Burma and China to Slovenia, Sri Lanka and 
Thailand. Many of these people had lived in Shetland for longer than 
they had lived in the country in which they had been born.

I wanted the recordings to offer a snapshot of incomers’ lives and 
experiences in Shetland today. The interview was more a conversation 
than an academic information-gathering exercise. I had drawn up some 
baseline questions in an effort to maintain the conversation should it dry 
up. I offered participants the opportunity to not answer questions they 
felt uncomfortable with and to introduce topics that were of interest to 
them. Frequently, there would be excellent ‘pre-record conversation,’ 
which would be very interesting and revealing, but unfortunately this 
information would not be covered in the recording.

Of course, some groups of people are absent from or poorly 
represented in the project. An open call was made for people 
who were willing to be interviewed and others were approached 
personally. The interviews in the project are with those who 
responded to the open invitation or who were approached  
and agreed to be interviewed. 

There are probably many reasons why certain individuals or groups 
did not respond, both personal and cultural. Interviewees were being 
asked to speak about their life journey that had resulted in their 
settling in Shetland and it is understandable that many would find 
this too personal. By coming forward people were being asked to 
identify themselves as ‘incomers’ and it might be that some might 
not wish to identify themselves in this way. Clearly there will also be 
cultural reasons why certain individuals or groups did not take part.

During the open call process for the project, it is very interesting to 
see who did identify themselves as ‘incomers’. Although one cannot 
rely on this as a measure of who feels assimilated into Shetland, 
to the extent of not identifying with the term ‘incomer’ – there are 
obviously many reasons why people might not come forward – but it 
does indicate that you don’t have to come from another nation to feel 
that you are an incomer or are as regarded as such. 

The people I met had chosen Shetland as their home. They came 
from diverse backgrounds, were often highly educated or skilled. 
My process as an artist and writer is often visually led. A chance 
encounter with an image, painting or photograph can frequently trigger 
a series of questions. Whilst engaging with these questions I draw out  
a narrative which ultimately leads me to the making of new work.

I didn’t approach this project with any preconceived ideas but on my 
first day in the Archives, I was introduced to the wonderful, in-house 
database of records and photographs. I typed in the word ‘Indian’ 
and encountered a remarkable image. 

The photograph was a portrait of a dapper Indian doctor, who first 
came to Shetland in 1899. More on him later.
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WAYS OF SEEING
There is, within the collective imagination a general idea, of 
‘whiteness’1 connected with the North. Difficult though the issue 
of race may be, it is a factor in the way that places and spaces 
are viewed. There is a narrative of ‘whiteness,’ for example, in the, 
primarily Victorian, ideas of Viking heritage that have been attached 
to Shetland that perpetuates the notion of a mono-cultural ‘white’ space.

I imagine that if you asked people to describe a Shetlander, few would 
suggest anything other than Caucasian. Yet visit the local A&E or 
outpatient department and you will find doctors from all around the 
world. A walk down Lerwick’s Commercial Street during a weekday 
afternoon will yield a steady stream of people who reflect many 
heritages and cultures. The cultural geography of Shetland is changing. 
This is a diverse Shetland, a cosmopolitan Shetland, with people from 
India, Pakistan, Philippines, Thailand, and Eastern European countries. 
These people have had families and raised children here and a new 
generation of Shetlanders are emerging whose roots are anchored in 
Shetland but stretch far beyond these isles.

Of course, Lerwick has always been cosmopolitan –  
the afore-mentioned people are following in the footsteps  
the Scots, English, Dutch, German and Norwegian visitors  
and settlers who came before them. 

So, who is an ‘incomer’? What does being an ‘incomer’ mean in 
Shetland? And what does ‘incoming’ mean to ‘incomers’? Are there 
fixed notions or perceptions of what Shetland is and who Shetlanders 
are? How does this vary? These are some the questions I considered 
during my project. Not all of these questions were answered but an 
interesting enquiry was begun.

1  There are many academic studies into the critical pedagogies of ‘whiteness.’ Rural Racism edited by Neil Chakraborti, Jon Garland, Willan Publishing, 2004, includes an insight into 
Scotland’s relationship with this issue.

THE INCOMING PROJECT
Raman Mundair

“I do have a community but it’s not 
the obvious one, let’s put it that way.”

“… being an incomer. I know people 
who have lived here for thirty years 
and they’re still incomers, or second 
generations their children are, the 
children of incomers. So I quite like it 
to be honest, I’m not expecting to be 
become whatever the opposite of an 
incomer is”

In Edit Bugge’s 2009 paper on Shetland dialect, she refers to 
academic surveys of dialect, including one by James M. Scobie, 
where “informants are divided into groups according to their parents 
geographical background, categorizing parents as either “locals” or 
“incomers”.”2 She suggests that this method allows for a differentiation 
between social and linguistic backgrounds of Shetlanders.

In relation to incomers within Scottish rural communities, Kathryn 
Burnett writes that “...Aspects of ‘localness’ are used to both 
define and promote Scotland’s rural people and places... the social 
construction and consumption of Scotland’s highlands and islands [are] 
underpinned by a negotiated relationship between what is considered 
‘local’ and ‘not local,’... incomer and local identities are constructed and 
mediated by development agencies and academic analysis.” 3 

The term incomer as suggested by Bugge, functions as a way of 
placing social and linguistic difference in Shetland and by Burnett, it 
works as a means of both defining a place and maintaining its unique 
difference – its ‘localness’ is what makes it different from other 
places. This ‘localness’ could be read as the ‘true’ or ‘authentic’ 

culture of that place. By demarking authentic, local attributes from 
‘outsider / incomer’ influences, it creates a distinct ‘brand.’ A brand 
which is then available for consumption by both locals and outsiders. 
Once this ‘authentic’ brand is created, there is a vested interest in 
protecting it. 

Is there a Shetland brand? The existence of agencies such as Visit 
Shetland and Promote Shetland would confirm that there is.

This concept of authenticity is somewhat of a red-herring - societies and 
communities are dynamic – they evolve and change through time. To, 
at some specific moment in time, define some aspects of a community 
as ‘authentic’ and others as ‘not authentic’ is to attempt to ‘fix’ a vibrant, 
developing entity at that particular stage of its evolution. It also negates 
the contribution of so-called incomers - this notion of the ‘authentic’ 
excludes their voices and labels them inauthentic and as a threat  
to the local brand. 

Of course there are issues of identity here. Who, what is a 
Shetlander? And how do we define this? Who defines this? How long 
does it take to mature into a Shetlander?! Is it up to the incoming 
individual herself to claim a Shetland identity or wait for it to be 
bestowed upon her? And what rites of passage does she face to 
enable this? All these questions are of particular interest to me as 
a writer and artist, who has made her home and laid down roots in 
Shetland and who frequently features Shetland in her work. I wonder 
when surveys are made of the literary and artistic maps of Shetland 
will my contribution be included or rendered invisible? 

2   Bugge, E. (2009), The role of ‘family’ in intergenerational transmission of Shetland dialect vocabulary. In Ninth International Conference on the Languages of Scotland and Ulster.  
[http://www.abdn.ac.uk/pfrlsu/uploads/files/Bugge - Last accessed online - 1st May 2014]

3   Burnett, K. A. (1998), Local Heroics: Reflecting on Incomers and Local Rural Development Discourses in Scotland. Sociologia Ruralis, 38: 204–224. doi: 10.1111/1467-9523.00072 
[http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/1467-9523.00072/abstract  - Last accessed online - 1st May 2014]
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Every place has an underbelly, a side hidden from view, a dark side 
if you will, that is at odds with the public face it presents - the ‘brand’ 
that it projects. This can vary in its significance and nature. Anke 
Stallwitz says in the introduction to his PhD theses that:

“When considering the idyllic, sparsely populated, wealthy 
appearance of the Shetland Islands with their wide green treeless hills, 
idyllic bays, and remote location amidst the North and the Norwegian 
Sea, an array of different associations cross one’s mind. These might 
involve scenic nature, Shetland ponies, birds, seals, knitwear, Vikings, 
and maybe the inhabitants’ propensity to consume alcohol. The use of 
illegal drugs and especially heroin will most likely not be amongst such 
spontaneous images.” 4 

Stallwitz’s study portrays a Shetland within Shetland, an after-hours 
underworld that is startlingly at odds with the usual pastoral views of 
Shetland. This substance-abuse culture is often attributed to incomers:

“...a stereotype exists in Shetland that commonly holds incomers 
from other parts of Britain responsible for social evils and unwanted 
phenomena, including the consumption of illegal drugs, especially 
heroin. They are derogatively referred to as ‘Soothmoothers’ by the 
Shetland community...”

Stallwitz suggests that there is some basis in fact that there has been 
a recent external impact on Shetland drug culture but that it is also 
true that Shetland has had its own, home grown, local heroin abuse 
culture that predates this influence. 5

Some of Stallwitz’s interviewees were incomers and something that 
I found fascinating was how despite being addicts and in desperate 
need, they modified their behaviour as a result of the relationship 
they had built with Shetland. They appeared almost romantic and 
sentimental in their display of feeling:

“...[Robin] considering the respectful and supportive treatment he has 
hitherto encountered on the island, ... seems to regard criminal and 
violent behaviour as inappropriate. He also affirms that in an urban, 
anonymous setting, he would not have a problem to break into big, 
impersonal factories. In Shetland, however, where everybody knows 
each other, he would have difficulty harming people familiar to him.

R: And would you say that there are certain things you would 
have done on the mainland that you wouldn’t do up here?

...

ROBIN: Aad, breakin’ intae places, like shops, you know? Like 
on the mainland it’s multinational companies, in Shetland, it’s like 
family businesses, you know? Sooo, that’s just as bad as breakin’ 
into their house. You know?...like shop-liftin’, tha’s somthin’ 
I wouldnae do in Shetland either. Bu’ on the mainland, aye, 
definitely, no problem, ...I wouldnae bring drugs onto this island.

R: Why not?

ROBIN: Aaah, this island’s been good to me... ” 6

It would appear that the Shetland brand of community and community 
mindedness has been consumed by, and had a positive effect on, some 
of the people Stallwitz encountered and has encouraged them to adopt 
new behaviours and possibly even forge a new identity.

It can’t be ignored that settlers in Shetland bring with them their own 
ideas of what they imagine Shetland is. Some of the people I spoke 
with clearly related to Shetland as a rural, romantic idyll, a place of 
abundance, an island where you can reinvent yourself, start afresh, 
anew. A place where a career can be built or a good living made. 
Shetland was somewhere to raise a family, build a house and a 
community and work to live rather than the other way around. Many 

spoke of strong visceral connections with the physical landscape 
and seascape. Others identified the people they met in Shetland as 
a strong, positive reflection of the way they came to feel about the 
place: full of generosity, warmth and friendship.

Frequently, interviewees chose to share on record a Shetland 
experience which was positive but once the recording device was 
switched off they would offer an experience or personal anecdote 
at odds with this wholly positive version of their experience. It was 
rare to have someone commit to the record any difficult or negative 
experiences of Shetland. This maybe was because the recordings 
weren’t anonymous or because people felt uncomfortable raising 
such issues - as one interviewee put it, ‘I don’t want to be political.’ 
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4   Stallwitz, A. (2010), The Role of Community-Mindedness in the Self-Regulation of Drug Cultures, PhD thesis, University of Bremen,5.
5   Stallwitz, A. (2010), The Role of Community-Mindedness in the Self-Regulation of Drug Cultures, PhD thesis, University of Bremen,151.
6   Stallwitz, A. (2010), The Role of Community-Mindedness in the Self-Regulation of Drug Cultures, PhD thesis, University of Bremen, 120.

“I often exploit the fact that I’m an 
incomer to hopefully everybody’s 
advantage because it obviously 
helps some folk to be able to talk to 
me with a different voice than they 
use with everybody else that – they 
know I’m not related to anybody. And 
there’s a real safety to having, or just 
hanging out with me instead of your, 
you know, fourth cousin removed,  
or whatever...”

“Now I have stronger, what is it – 
feeling about the island, you know, 
and kind of appreciation than when I 
first came. Now, I love Shetland, I’ve 
lived here almost as long as I’ve in 
Bulgaria. I mean it’s different, they 
ask you are you a Shetlander, to the 
Shetlanders you’re always going to 
be a foreigner but to the Bulgarians 
you’ll be a foreigner too now. To 
me, I’m a foreigner doesn’t matter 
in which land I go. So as I say, I see 
myself as a world citizen.”

15
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ATTITUDES TO INCOMERS
Shetland’s history of ‘incoming’ has always been a complex one. 
Although my project was not focussed on native Shetlander’s 
relationship with incomers, I did ask a range of people if they could 
tell me using a word or phrase, what the word incomer meant to 
them. The responses were revealing and included: soothmoother, 
foreigner, fresh blood, highly educated, interesting, outsider,  
different, non-Shetlander, passing through, immigrant, alien, 
disruptive, hard-working and worker.

During my research I found several academic researchers who refer 
in their work to the impact of incomers on Shetland. I quote here from 
their work in the interest of offering some of the views they found on this 
subject but all perspectives need to be read in context and the project 
participants nearly all had positive experiences with Shetlanders.

Marsha Renwanz 7 observes in her 1981 PhD theses that following  
the arrival of people during the oil boom:

“… [Shetlanders] focused on soothmoothers … so that even when 
they criticized the SIC, they were really complaining that the SIC wasn’t 
protecting them from soothmoothers. They blamed soothmoothers for 
wrecking the local housing market and for buying up all the goods in 
the stores. Moreover, they even blamed soothmoothers for wrecking 
the economy of the local hospital and of the schools and they alleged 
that soothmoothers were given preferences over natives for council 
houses. …Shetland parents expressed a great deal of concern over 
the over-crowding in schools caused by the influx of incomers and 
their families. …To solve this problem, one native parent suggested: 
“What they ought to do is build a separate school and stick all these 
sooth bairns in it and leave our own to go to the school we’d planned 
to have them attend.”…Furthermore, my native informants asserted 
that goods in stores has also become scarcer. Some contended that 
incomers were greedy, buying more than they needed and leaving 
nothing for locals. When P&O Ferry workers threatened to strike in 
1978, for example, several Lerwick women I knew accused sooth 

wives of rushing out to the shops and stockpiling canned goods and 
food stuffs. One Cunningsburgher added: “How would you feel if you 
went right fae da wark to Wisharts only to find that some soothmoother 
had bought the last loaf from under your nose?”

Adam Grydehøj 8 finds similar mistrust amongst Shetlanders of 
incomers in his 2011 study:

“One of my contributors, a man in his early 40s living in rural Shetland, 
expresses the common complaint that socially unfit individuals 
immigrate to Shetland either in a misguided attempt to escape their 
troubles or because they feel they can exploit Shetland’s welfare system:

“A lot of this folk that’s moved in, because they’re individuals or 
individual families and stuff, then they’re just going and signing on 
at the doctor and occasionally going to the shops. They’re not really 
taking part in very much, you know?...” 

Regardless of the truth behind these accusations, they are sufficiently 
widespread to indicate the negative preconceptions confronting 
incomers to Shetland. Immigrants are thus in a double bind: If they 
seek to use their skills in the local community, they are liable to 
be labelled as interfering and overbearing, as the archetypal Scot 
who comes in and tells the locals what to do. Yet if they keep to 
themselves (either as a result of commuting to work elsewhere in 
Shetland, of being self-employed, or of being unemployed), they  
are likewise seen as part of the problem of rural decline.

One expression of this is the use of dialect to exclude incomers. …
Malachy Tallack (2009) comments on this phenomenon:

“What strikes me as odd, particularly given the level of concern many 
people feel about this trend [of declining dialect use], is the degree of 
hostility that still exists towards the idea of people who were not born in 
Shetland learning and speaking dialect themselves. […]

“There is still a very strong antipathy towards non-native dialect 
speakers. This is most often manifested in a quiet tutting or cringing 
when an individual is brave enough to give it a go, but in private many 
will go further and suggest that it simply should not or even cannot be 
done (I have heard it said, in all seriousness, that folk without Shetland 
genes are physiologically incapable of pronouncing Shetland words).”

At the same time, however, most of my native Shetlander contributors 
accuse mainland Scots of having tried – and sometimes, still trying 
– to kill off the dialect. Thus, on the one hand, immigrants’ lack of 
respect for dialect is presented as a lack of respect for Shetlanders 
in general while on the other hand, portions of the community exert 
social pressure to prevent outsiders from becoming insiders by using 
dialect. …Describing what he perceives as the thoughts of the typical 
Shetlander, Simpson (2007) says:

“They just feel, ‘Well, I’ve lived all my life here on an island. OK, so, 
you’ve come here, and I know you like it here, and you’re contributing 
and so on, and you’re going to die here and so on, but at the end of 
the day, you know, you can never be a real one, because you weren’t 
born and brought up here. And it’s as simple as that.”

These studies illustrate a conflict between the image that Shetland 
projects, and most Shetlanders convey, of the islands as a kind, friendly, 
welcoming place and the views found by the researchers above. There 
is, perhaps, a cognitive dissonance at work here. And poignantly, 
although my interviewees nearly all spoke of positive experiences of 
Shetland and Shetlanders, many of them reflected on the fact that 
despite counting Shetlanders amongst their friends, they found it difficult 
to progress these friendships beyond casual acquaintanceships, and 
several people I spoke with noted that they had never been invited for 
a meal at a Shetland friend’s house. Some of my interviewees said that 
they felt that their friendships with fellow incomers were deeper because 
they held a shared experience of ‘incoming’
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7   Renwanz, M. E. (1981), From Crofters to Shetlanders, The Social History of A Shetland Community’s Self Image: 1872-1978, PhD thesis, Stanford University, 316-319. 8    Grydehøj, A. (2011). ‘It’s a funny thing that they were all bad men’: cultural conflict and integrated tourism policy in Shetland, UK. International Journal of Tourism Anthropology, 1(2), 125-140

“The first thing that was really weird 
was no trees, because Slovenia is 
quite a foresty country and there was 
no rivers. And I just thought that was 
weird but then at the same time in 
April the grass was green, started to 
get really green, and all the wee hills 
and – I just thought it was beautiful. 
And I still do to this day when we 
drive and if especially if it’s a nice 
day I kind of look around and oh 
yeah, this is why I live here.”
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During the project I had the opportunity to meet with students 
learning English as a Second Language (ESOL), some of whom 
agreed to be interviewed. Several students spoke off the record of 
the misconceived assumptions they faced on a day to day basis. Of 
how people would assume they were uneducated, illiterate or were 
in Shetland as a result of marrying a Shetland man. These students 
were also aware of the negative wide-spread media coverage of 
migration to the UK. One woman told me that she no longer mentions 
to people where she is from as she has been dismayed and upset 
by the negative reaction and hurtful assumptions people have made 
about her and her family. 

Here I quote from my interview with Celia Smith and Averill Dorrat, 
who have worked for many years teaching English as a Second 
Language. They were reflecting on a student discussion in class:

AD – ...they were bringing up things like, oh, sometimes when we go 
out on a Saturday night in town, people, young people are drinking 
or drunk, they might say, oh, go back to Hungary or go back where 
you came from – kind of ignorant people that you get probably 
anywhere. But it’s disappointing to hear them feeling that and seeing 
that and also what they see in the media is affecting them a lot 
more, I think this year because there’s been so much more negative 
publicity coming through the media because of the Bulgarian and 
Romanians coming – not that they’re any different from anybody else, 
but politically because of the recession and the government are kind 
of jumping on it and making big headlines and UKIP and people, it’s 
making it really difficult for these people and some of our students 
are feeling slightly victimised because of that negative publicity. And I 
suppose some local people read all that and they believe everything 
they read in the paper and they don’t think and then maybe if they’ve 
been drinking they do open their mouths and say the wrong thing, 
which is unfortunate, really unfortunate. And I also feel, and I think 
Celia agrees with me here, Shetland, the booming economy that we 
have in Shetland at the moment, has pushed everything up pricewise 
and local landlords who are renting out accommodation can basically 
say what they want in terms of rent. And a lot of the people that are 
coming here and working in the factories and keeping the factories 
open and supporting our economy, the landlords are taking huge 

rents so you have several families in one house, sort of one family 
per room kind of thing in order to afford the rent. And I always think 
it’s a pity that people don’t realise that these people are contributing 
to economy here and yet they’re being ripped off on the other side 
and I think a lot of people are probably ignorant in the general wider 
community. I don’t know if they necessarily know all the ins and outs 
that we get to know about. ...”

My interview with these two experienced teachers also reveals  
that they have never once encountered a student who was  
claiming benefits:

“I haven’t met anybody on benefits or anybody who has come  
here for the sole purpose of being on benefits, they’ve come here  
to get out of a really difficult situation at home, working but not getting 
paid a decent wage so trying to find something where they get paid  
a better wage. So that they can improve themselves and look after 
their families.” 9 

This portrays a very different perspective from the much touted 
narrative that the UK is being flooded with migrant workers who  
come to reap rewards from our benefits system. Instead, Celia  
and Averill highlight the hard working nature of their students who 
have ventured to Shetland from around the world, and when not  
at work choose to attend an English class. 

ISLAND LIFE 

There can be a romantic ideal attached to the idea of living on an 
island. Some attempt to buy into a Shetland ‘idyll’, to construct a kind 
of personal ‘Eden’. Some come searching for a perfect, harmonious 
‘community’ and find that they encounter in Shetland much the 
same difficulties that you might be faced anywhere in world. This 
aspirational idyll, which does not concern itself with practicalities, is 
fed by many sources – from tourist organisations through television 
programmes to the mainstream press. There are undoubtedly those 
who arrive in Shetland holding a romantic, idyllic view of how life is 
going to be in the Northern Isles, only to be met with realities which 
dash their pleasant expectations as thoroughly as a salt-laden gale 
can wreak havoc to some carefully nurtured plant. 

Whatever their expectations of Shetland, the views expressed by 
interviewees have been largely positive. There was a consensus that 
Shetland is a pleasant place to live. Only two interviewees spoke 
openly about experiences that had challenged their first largely 
positive perspectives of Shetland, which had now developed into  
a more nuanced, shifting relationship. 

Several of my interviewees expressed a rational view of their 
relationship with Shetland: that whilst embracing all that Shetland has 
to offer, they held realistic expectations and acknowledged that living 
in any place can proffer difficulties and will involve compromise.

A repeated theme in the interviews is the impact of Shetland 
landscape and seascape – there is a sense of a visceral relationship 
with Shetland that leaves a permanent mark. Shetland is a place, an 
environment that really thrusts itself upon you, surrounds you and is 
difficult to ignore or take for granted.

This Shetland, the physical environment of the islands, has been a 
source of inspiration for many of the creative people who have chosen 
to settle here. The insistent presence of the landscape, the constantly 
changing face of the sea and sky, the muted palette of colours, have 
seduced artists of all descriptions into attempting to capture something 
of the essence of the place. Many of the people I interviewed remarked 
on how Shetland has brought forth a creative instinct in them and has 
allowed them the space to explore this creativity. 

Some of the project interviewees have found a Shetland that has 
reinvigorated them, allowing them to reinvent themselves; to start 
anew; to take risks. Clearly, this may be the case in moving to 
any new location but there are those who feel that the islands are 
particularly generous in this respect. Shetland’s geography, the 
physical act of crossing the sea to get here, for many incomers 
involved sacrifice - for example, not seeing friends and family for 
long periods of time - along with an element of reinvention and 
adventurous new beginnings. 

9 Averill Dorrat (2014), ESOL teacher at Shetland College, recorded in a digital interview with Raman Mundair, 22/1/14.

Several participants stressed that however much they enjoyed living  
in Shetland, it was important for them to get away from the island 
on a regular basis. They saw Shetland as a place that offered a safe 
base, a gateway, a jumping off point and saw themselves as citizens 
of the world rather than bound to one place. A few interviewees 
stated that acceptance as a Shetlander was unimportant to them, 
they did not feel the need ‘to belong’, they were here and this was 
their home.

An unexpected element that came through in the interviews was 
that some interviewees spoke of their experience of practicing their 
faith away from their religious communities. One woman reflected 
on how her religious practice became stronger in Shetland because 
she had fewer distractions and that Shetland offered her the space 
to reaffirm her spiritual commitment:

BA – And also I’d just like to add that I think on a religious front I 
think it’s...I think it’s made me a better Muslim in terms of you know, 
Islam promotes very simple living, modest living, and that’s one 
thing I feel to a certain extent I have been able to sort of live in the 
last couple of months, like I said without my materialistic things or 
my want or desires, you know, for other things that are not just you 
know, available, as in sort of, you know, daily life. That’s one thing 
I think, you know, again like I said, Islam really promotes that, you 
know, simple living, and that’s one thing I feel I have been able to 
sort of work towards I guess and sort of, bring in I think into my 
family, as well, that sort of that desire to have, you know, less.   
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RM – No, that makes sense completely. So would you say it would 
be true to say that Shetland in a way has enhanced your experience 
of Islam?

BA – Yeah, definitely I think so, yes. And I feel more so it’s, I think 
I can practice my religion which, Islam is like you mentioned, like a 
meditation I think, it just kind of, it does cleanse you in many ways. 
Like it purifies your soul, just the teachings in terms, you know, just 
[pause] basically it curbs your yearnings and things like that ….10 

In this project I have tried to give voice to, and where possible a face 
to (although I am not a trained photographer) Shetland incomers.11  
I wanted to capture, however briefly, their presence in and contribution 
to Shetland society and place this on the record. 

Something that should be noted and celebrated are the successful 
campaigns in support of the Minn family in 2004 and Sakchai Makao in 
2006.12 This is a clear demonstration of how, when individuals are in real 
need of support, the people of Shetland will stand up and take action. 

During my interview with Celia Smith and Averill Dorrat I asked them 
what they felt their culturally diverse students bring to Shetland, here 
is how they answered:

AD – I think they bring a lot.

CS – Oh, they bring a lot. They bring their culture, they bring 
language, they bring traditions, they bring just a different outlook on 
life. And I mean, for example, and this sounds really quite ignorant, 
having taught a number of Polish students – ten years ago I knew 
where Poland was but I had absolutely no desire to go. Now I 
can’t wait, because I’ve heard so much about it and seen so many 
beautiful photos and have a number of Polish friends. And yeah,  
I would love to got to Poland. It’s on my list of must see places.

Earlier, I referred to a photograph of an Indian Doctor that I found in 
the Shetland Museum and Photographic Archive collection. Doctor 
Elphinstone Mumford Joseph De Sylva came from India to Scotland 
to study. On completing his studies he came to Shetland in 1899 and 
spent thirteen years here as a general practitioner. In 1909 Dr De 
Sylva built his house Dinapore in Scalloway. He married and had 
children and eventually left Shetland around 1913 because his wife 
wished to be close to her ageing mother on mainland Scotland. His 
granddaughter, Anne-Marie Thompson née De Sylva, told me that “ 
...my grandfather loved the islands and I don’t think he would ever 
have left if it hadn’t been for his wife…” 13 When he died in 1947 his 
obituary was published in The Shetland News and gives some 
details of what appears to be a rich and fulfilling life that touched 
many people. During my work on this project Dr De Sylva became  
an inspiration for me and came to symbolise all the incomers who 
have contributed in so many and varied ways to the life of the islands. 
For this reason I have included his obituary in full in this publication 
along with details of his life provided by his granddaughter.

It is interesting to note that it was Dinapore, the house that Doctor 
De Sylva built, which was used as the headquarters for the Shetland 
Bus operations during the Second World War – a link to another 
group of incomers. 

Early in the Second World War Norway was occupied by German 
forces and many Norwegians left their homeland, either as refugees 
or to continue to fight against the enemy. A large number of them 
came through Shetland, often crossing the North Sea in small 
fishing boats and in difficult conditions. Of these many young  
men returned to Shetland to carry on the struggle in whatever way 
they could: as agents/saboteurs; as commandos; as sailors; as 
seamen making the dangerous journeys between Shetland and  
the Norwegian coast that became known as the Shetland Bus.  
While these men were based in Shetland a number of romances 
bloomed and marriages to local girls took place both during the war 
and shortly after the end of hostilities. Some of these men moved 

AD – And even the food, we had last year and I think before that, we 
went up to the [Anderson] High School with a group of students for 
the activity day, and they came and they came and they brought a 
recipe each and they taught the kids and I think that was really a plus 
if people experienced different foods. I mean, not just the Chinese 
food that they’re more familiar with, but it was Bulgarian and Polish 
and something else, I can’t remember. So that kind of thing. And also 
they bring, they work, they keep factories open that would otherwise  
be closed because Shetland doesn’t have the number of people  
to do the kind of jobs that need doing. So yeah, a lot pluses there.

Why do we feel the need to make distinctions between island 
inhabitants? Why do we feel the need to claim and mark spaces as 
our own? Shetland has complex historical narrative not a simple one 
disrupted by ‘incomers’. Shetland is not a museum. It is a vibrant, living 
community with an ever changing, shifting cultural landscape. As this 
project illustrates, incomers contribute to and are a positive aspect of this. 
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their families to Norway but others settled in Shetland. Among 
these are Asbjorn Lie, Albert Eilertsen, Sverre Syversen and Kaare 
Iversen14. As James W. Irvine says in his book, ‘The Waves are Free’:

‘Albert Eilertsen as we saw married in 1943. When the Commandos 
left Shetland in 1944, Albert became one of the crew of the 
Vigra, and got to know the legendary Larsen very well… He was 
demobilised in January, 1946, and took his wife over to Norway. 
However, they returned to Shetland, and today they live in Lerwick. 
Asbjorn Lie married his Shetland wife at the end of 1944, and 
returned to Norway on MTB 719, his first port of call being Moloy… 
Things were very difficult, and he stayed with the navy for a time, 
and brought his family over to Norway. But in 1947 they returned to 
Shetland, and they live today in Lerwick. Sverre Syversen stayed in 
the navy for a time, and was demobilised in 1946… He returned to 
Shetland and married Isobel in 1947… Today there are surely few 
Lerwegians who look on “Steve”, Asbjorn and Albert as anything 
other than Shetlanders.’ 15 

It’s rare to find details of an earlier incomer’s experience of Shetland, 
especially the difficulty of arrival and establishing yourself Shetland, 
but Ethel Hofman’s book ‘Mackerel at Midnight’ records the 
experience of her parents, the Greenwald family, from her father, 
Harry Greenwald’s arrival in Shetland from Belarus via mainland 
Scotland in 1918, to her Mother, Jean’s experience as a newly 
arrived, arranged marriage bride in Lerwick in the 1930s.
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10 Bushrah Ali (2013), recorded in a digital interview with Raman Mundair, 27/12/13
11  Professional portraits of incomers were made by Norweigen photographer, Anite Orheim in 2011 http://www.redbubble.com/people/anitaorheim/collections/187900-moving-

through-borders-shetland-exhibition?ref=carousel_collection [Last accessed May 1st 2014]
12  http://www.indymediascotland.org/node/852 

http://www.theguardian.com/uk/2004/apr/19/immigrationandpublicservices.burma 
http://www.theguardian.com/uk/2006/jun/15/scotland, http://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/crime/local-hero-shetland-islanders-celebrate-as-thai-man-caught-up-in-foreign-
prisoners-row-beats-deportation-threat-and-wins-his-right-to-stay-407088.html  
[Last accessed 1st May 2014]

13 Anne-Marie Thompson, 10/4/14, in email correspondence with Raman Mundair
14  Kaare Iversen married Christina Slater in 1944 and settled in Scalloway.  He recounts his wartime experiences in his book, ‘Shetland Bus Man’. Published by the Shetland Times, 

it was reprinted in 2004.
15  Irvine, J.W.  (1990). ‘The Waves Are Free’, Shetland Publishing Company, 245

“...they say, [she] is a foreigner. So for 
example, if I go and give them a hug 
that’s easy, they are ready to give me 
a hug, if it’s a Shetlander coming to 
give them a hug it would be a different 
story. No? But they can relax with me 
and the same, I don’t have to become 
a Shetlander to be accepted. You 
know, I can just be myself....”
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Hofman describes her Mother’s early encounter with Lerwick  
and Lerweigans:

‘The park was a gathering place for mothers and children, old-age 
pensioners out for a stroll, and people taking a shortcut from Burgh 
Road to Gilbertson Road. On her first visit, Jean made a lifelong 
friend. She was resting on a wooden bench when a tall well-dressed 
woman walked over. “My, my what a bonnie, peerie lass,” she 
said, peering into the carriage. ... They exchanged introductions. 
“I know who you are,” said Lillie with a warm smile. “You’re Harry 
Greenwald’s wife. The whole of Shetland knows you’re here.”

“How can that be,” stammered Jean. “I’m not that long in Lerwick.”

Lillie was reassuring. “This is a small town. We all know each other 
here, and you’ll fit in just fine.” From that moment, Lillie and her 
husband adopted the insecure young woman. Lillie became Granny 
Hunter to the Greenwald family.’ 16

Hofman writes about her parents experiences as Jews in Shetland 
during the Second World War: 

We were Jews. Anxious and apprehensive, my parents whispered  
to each other in Yiddish, so that I wouldn’t understand. However, 
I grew to understand every word. They voiced their fears.

“Maybe we should take down the sign over the shop.”

“No, we have good friends here… if we must, we’ll leave everything 
and just vanish.” 17 

The difficulties of maintaining Jewish practices and identity are also 
referred to in Hofman’s book. She narrates of the cultural importance of 
food and how her Mother would go to great lengths to try and recreate 
Jewish food and ritual in Shetland, some of which had to be adapted to 
what was available and possible on the island. Here she mentions this 
and how much her father loved Shetland:
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“Keep the family together though you’re thousands of miles apart” – 
Ma’s mantra – rings in my ears, as I strive faithfully to carry it out. We 
telephone, e-mail, and visit, walking in the steps of Harry Greenwald, the 
young peddler who came from a foreign land and stayed to die in the 
islands that he loved, and Jean Segal Greenwald, who left Glasgow’s 
vibrant Jewish community to live on an isolated island with a foreign 
culture. She adapted, and involved herself in island life without casting 
aside her Jewishness. At the same time, she instilled a long-lasting,  
Jewish identity in her children.”18 

Another incomer was Alexander Solotti, an Italian who settled in 
Shetland and set up a business selling ice-cream and running a café. 
‘Solotti’s’ became a Lerwick institution until it finally closed in the 1980s.

Packmen were itinerant pedlars who went door to door selling 
household goods. I was particularly keen to find out more about the 
Indian packmen who came up the isles as recently as the 1980s. There 
is very little information about them and I came across no photographs.  
I was however contacted by a few Shetlanders who remembered them. 

John Hunter wrote to tell me about his father’s relationship with  
the packmen:

“My late father, Dr Albert Hunter, spent a number of years in  
India as an army medical officer during the Second World War.  
He had a great deal of respect for the local soldiers who served  
with him, and he learned a little Urdu in order to converse more  
easily with them.

In Shetland after the Second World War he had few opportunities  
to meet people from the Indian subcontinent so he was delighted  
to meet these travelling salesmen and bring them into our home. 

What I remember about them is that they seemed to favour Morris Minor 
Travellers, which were absolutely loaded to the gunwales with their stock 
of drapery. The last one I remember coming to our house in the 1980’s. 
He wore a Sikh turban and as I recall he would have been in his 30’s...” 19 

Ross Bray wrote to tell me of his memories of the packmen:

“I remember the Indian packmen coming around when I was a small 
boy in the sixties. They came to our house - a farmhouse - and 
my mother always bought something. I can remember her buying 
a working shirt for my father and remember her being offered silk 
material with Indian or paisley patterns. She said they were just 
trying to make a living or pay their way through college. The men 
were almost certainly Sikhs judging by their turban and beards. I 
also remember being in a friend’s house when the Indians came 
around, to the horror and terror of the mother. After keying the door, 
she assured me if she spoke to them and didn’t buy something she 
would be cursed! ...There was a Sikh guy driving around in a Ford 
Sierra full of stuff in the late seventies. I think he came up every year 
for a while and was going house to house. ...”  20 

16 Hofman, E. G., (2005) Mackerel at Midnight – Growing Up Jewish on a Remote Scottish Island, Camino Books, 37
17  Hofman, E. G., (2005) Mackerel at Midnight – Growing Up Jewish on a Remote Scottish Island, Camino Books, 79
18  Hofman, E. G., (2005) Mackerel at Midnight – Growing Up Jewish on a Remote Scottish Island, Camino Books, 171.

19 John Hunter, 24/1/14, in email correspondence with Raman Mundair
20  Ross Bray, 24/1/14, in email correspondence with Raman Mundair
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SOME INCOMERS FROM THE PAST
Raman Mundair

I have heard anecdotal evidence that some of these Sikh men were 
based in Glasgow. I have also heard that they would often sleep 
rough as they could find no place to stay whilst they were up in 
Shetland. There are no references or sources available to confirm  
this but they definitely ventured a long way to make a hard and 
difficult living. 

There remain many mysteries and unanswered questions, for 
example a striking photograph held in the Shetland Museum and 
Photographic Archive collection is a 1870s portrait by Charles Spence 
entitled ‘Unknown black man’.  21 Who was this man? What brought 
him to Shetland? Did he stay and make a life here? Could he be the 
same man referred to by Charles Edward Oliver in his sketch book?  22 

There is much more work to be done to find out about these pioneer 
incomers, some who simply passed through and others that came  
and chose Shetland as their home.

21  http://photos.shetlandmuseum.org.uk/index php?a=wordsearch&s=item&key= 
WczoxNDoiY2hhcmxlcyBzcGVuY2UiOw==&pg=2 [Last accessed May 1st 2014]

22  http://www.abebooks.co.uk/servlet/BookDetailsPL?bi=7300819412&searchurl=bsi
%3D60%26amp%3Bkn%3Dshetland%26amp%3Bsortby%3D1%26amp%3Bx%3D-
842%26amp%3By%3D-95 [Last accessed May 1st 2014]

Many people in Shetland learned with much regret the death recently 
at Arisaig, Invernessshire, of Dr E.M. J. De Sylva, B.A., L.R.C.P. & A., 
who was about 75 years of age. He passed away suddenly, the cause 
of death being heart failure.

Dr De Sylva first came to Shetland in 1898 assistant to the late  
Dr. J.F. Robertyson, and was with him for 18 months. Desiring to see 
his grandmother, he returned to India, but before leaving expressed 
a wish to practise again in Shetland. When Dr Forbes, who was the 
doctor for Scalloway and district died suddenly, an application for  
the vacancy was lodged on behalf of Dr. De Sylva. He was appointed 
and a cable to that effect was sent to Calcutta. He was back in 
Shetland within three weeks, arriving on 21st December, 1900, 
and he remained in Scalloway till 1912, when he was appointed 
to Arisaig, Invernessshire. He retired in 1938, but was appointed 
honorary medical officer for the district. 

Up to the time of his retiral he had served almost 40 years as a 
medical practitioner in the Highlands and Islands. During the time he 
was assistant to Dr. Robertson and while in Scalloway for 12 years, 
Dr. De Sylva proved himself to be a very able and skilled doctor, 
and his cheerful manner, kindly nature and gentleness made him 
exceedingly popular with his patients and with the public at large.

Four of his sons served in the late war. One was in Abyssinia, another 
was an officer in the R.E., and the two younger sons were in the 
R.A.F. One of the latter died suddenly in India not very long ago.  
One of his two daughters was also on service, and the other was  
a nurse in Belgium when war broke out. She was missing for a long 
time, but eventually turned up in Ireland.

Dr. DeS visited Shetland last October along with one of his sons.  
He was very fond of the islands, and always spoke very highly  
of them and the Shetland people in general. He was a great friend  
of Mr R.H. Ramsay, Fogralea, and they had corresponded regularly 
ever since the doctor left Shetland.

Shetland News 23 January 1947

DEATH OF DR . DE SYLVA.
Former medical practitioner in Lerwick and Scalloway.
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Dr de Sylva was born in Pondicherry [...]India 19th April 1870. He 
was educated by the Christian Brothers and gained a BA at Calcutta 
University. He was a brilliant student and in Feb 1891 he registered as 
a medical student at Calcutta Medical College and had successfully 
completed the First and Second Examinations at Calcutta University by 
1895. He registered as a Medical Student in Edinburgh on 1st Oct. 1895 
having been sent by his step-father Dr Anthony Martin Laws to study 
medicine in Edinburgh which in those days was unrivalled anywhere in 
the world for its medical training. He gained the Triple Qualification of the 
Royal Colleges of Physicians and Surgeons of Edinburgh and Faculty of 
Physicians and Surgeons of Glasgow in 1897.

In 1899 Dr de Sylva was Assistant to Dr Robertson, Lerwick. 
He returned to India and was with his stepfather and mother in 
Baluchistan (now in Pakistan) during 1900. However he missed 
Scotland and the Islands so much that by the end of 1900 he had 
returned to Shetlands to take up the position of General Practitioner 
in Scalloway. In the almanacs at Lerwick Museum he is listed from 
1901 to 1912 as GP in Scalloway. He rented a house in New Street, 
owned by William Rae Duncan, a merchant, which had a rental value 
in 1908/09 of £16 per annum. 

Mrs Davidina de Sylva (nee Little) known as Ina, only visited the Islands 
once. Her maiden Aunt Lizza Jackson, who was a deaconess in the 
Church of Scotland, came to the Islands every year as a missionary to 
speak to the fisherwomen. On one trip Ina accompanied her and met  
Dr de Sylva. They were married in St Mary’s RC Cathedral, Broughton 
St., Edinburgh on 10th Nov. 1908. At the time of their wedding Ina was 
22 and Dr de Sylva was 38.

Their house, Dinapore, was built in 1909. Mrs de Sylva provided the 
funds and in the 1909/10 Survey Book of Valuation of Lands and 
Heritages, she is listed as the proprietor and her husband as the tenant. 
Dinapore was the base for the Shetland Bus during WWII.

MY GRANDFATHER –  
DR ELPHINSTONE MUMFORD JOSEPH DE SYLVA
Anne-Marie Thompson

In Shetland Life February 1984, Dr de Sylva is mentioned in connection 
with Dinapore. 

“Moving further west along the street we come to the house of 
Dinapore, built by Dr de Sylva in the first part of the century. Dr de Sylva 
had been an assistant to Dr Robertson of Lerwick and came over to 
practise in Scalloway. Dr de Sylva, a coloured man, was of a really good 
nature and well liked by his patients.”

Their first 2 children were born in Scalloway. David Anthony was born  
in April 1910 and Winifred Hannah Jackson in August 1911.

When her mother was widowed, Mrs de Sylva wanted to be nearer 
her on the west of Scotland and Dr de Sylva found a position on the 
mainland of Scotland at Arisaig, near Mallaig, in the Highlands. In 1913 
he was awarded the TFE medal for his devoted attention as medical 
superintendant to the 7th Voluntary Brigade of the Gordon Highlanders, 
Shetland Company, and was given a beautiful desk and swivel chair, 
suitably engraved, which is still in the family. 

Dr de Sylva was GP in Arisaig from 1913 until his retirement in 1938.  
Dr and Mrs de Sylva had 4 more children: Robert Elphinstone (known  
as Bobby and my father) born on 1913, Regina Marie (known as Marie) 
in 1915, James Jackson (Jim) in 1920 and William Alexander (Bill)  
in 1925. Bill died during World War II in India. 

Dr de Sylva found it very hard to charge his patients who had little and 
often his services were given free or he accepted potatoes or a rabbit. 
His first car, a Trojan, was only the second car in Arisaig but was very 
uncomfortable with its solid wheels. Later he bought a Morris Cowley. 
Due to his persistence, the telephone arrived in Arisaig in 1933 after 
he had found 6 willing subscribers – the minimum required by the 
telephone company. 

Dr de Sylva had his own pharmacy at his house ‘The Glen.’ Some of 
his medicines became household remedies and I used to make up 
one in particular for my children. He created a fund to assist the District 
Nurses and another to subsidise two beds in the Western Infirmary in 
Glasgow for Arisaig patients. He organised whist and bridge clubs and 
a Caledonian Society. By starting a Trustee Saving Account, Dr de Sylva 
encouraged people to save. He was very involved in many fund-raising 
activities on behalf of St Mary’s R.C. Church in Arisaig.

Dr de Sylva died in Jan 1947.

Many years later in 1967 when my first child was born in Redlands 
Nursing Home in Glasgow, a young nurse had noticed my maiden 
name and asked if I was related to Dr de Sylva. She was from Fort 
William and talked about my grandfather in very glowing terms. 
I realised due to her youth that she was repeating what she had 
heard from older members of her family. History repeated itself in 
1989 when my second son was at Aberdeen University and met a 
girl at a party who told him Dr de Sylva had saved her father’s life. 
His memory lives on not only in my family.

27th Feb 2011  

[Text originally written for Scalloway Museum]
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Like other rural places, Shetland was traditionally a place of 
emigration, not immigration. For centuries people all over the 
world have left their homes to seek a better life in urban settings, 
in industrial areas, or in newly-opened lands offering exciting 
opportunities. Shetland provided none of these, and the islands’ 
demography, like other regions of rural Britain, saw huge numbers 
leave around 150 years ago as the home population rose and the 
Empire beckoned. 

However, there is a paradox, for it could be said that Shetland’s 
foundation was built on immigration. These islands underwent one  
of the most devastating immigrations in European history when, in the 
early 9th century, Viking settlers from south-west Norway arrived in 
such numbers and force that the whole of local society was overhauled, 
making what had been a Celtic culture into an entirely Scandinavian 
one. The effects of this can still be found today, in placenames, 
language, buildings, artefacts, and genetically. Life after this period was 
stable for many centuries, and although islanders benefited from the 
trade of visiting merchants from northern Germany in the 16th century, 
this was a seasonal activity, and the resident Shetlanders remained  
a fairly homogenous lot – island Norwegians through-and-through.

MEMENTOES OF PAST LIVES
Ian Tait

People leave their homeland behind to create a new life elsewhere 
for different reasons, and we can see these forces at work in the 
artefacts that incomers have left behind in Shetland. The first wave 
came in the 16th century, in the wake of Scotland’s takeover of 
Shetland’s sovereignty from Denmark-Norway, and these settlers 
were attracted to come to the opportunities that a new colony 
offered; gentry arrived and acquired estates, clergy settled as 
ministers of the church, and traders offered imported goods to sell 
to the indigenous population. The effect of this top-tier immigration 
is controversial, because most Shetlanders lost their farms to feudal 
landlords, and the age-old trading links with Norway that benefited 
everyone weakened. This is a familiar conception even today, but it 
isn’t true to say that immigrants in Shetland 400 years ago were all 
“lairds and ministers” The long sea crossing meant Shetland was  
hard to get to, and only the intrepid got here, but there were plenty of 
lower-class settlers who arrived along with those better-off immigrants.

It is difficult to quantify the scale of this settlement, because ordinary 
people didn’t leave written records, but the numbers must have been 
large, as seen in the many centuries-old mainland British surnames 
in these islands. These settlers would have found it easy to blend in 
with local life. At the poorest end of the social scale, there were even 
gypsies in Shetland from around 1600 at least.

For the purposes of the Incoming project, we have concentrated 
on lives from the last 150 years – the period in which the compass 
tilted from Shetland being mainly a land of emigration to a place 
with an upcoming economy that offered opportunities to settlers 
from diverse places, not just Britain, and who came here for 
different reasons. When people leave their own homeland, they are 
sometimes drawn by opportunities elsewhere, and even if they have 
to leave because of hardship, they won’t go to a place that is hard 
to get to or doesn’t offer many enhancements in life conditions. 
Some immigrants brought special skills that were in shortage in the 
islands, such as millers who operated commercial corn grinding, and 
trained local men in the technique, or stonemasons whose services 
were in huge demand as new buildings like churches and schools 
were being made in that confident Victorian age. Other settlers lived 
by their wits, like the itinerant tinkers, and Shetlanders benefited 

hugely from the wares that they brought from district to district, and 
every local home had kitchen or linen items that they sold. Up to the 
early 19th century immigration had been low-scale and gradual, but 
when Shetland enjoyed a commercial fishing boom later through 
the century, the islands became an attractive proposition for anyone 
with the right skills - not just fishermen, but domestic servants, shop 
workers, or teachers. All these and many more were openings that 
the boom time of the late 19th century opened for incomers with 
drive, skills, and dedication.

THE ITINERANT LIFE
A feature of the 19th century, itinerant people called tinkers – 
locally called “tinkies” - came to Shetland every year, often leaving 
before winter, sometimes staying for a few years. They subsisted 
by travelling between districts, and specialised in selling and fixing 
items made from tinplate. There was no local manufacture of such 
things, and in those days a handmade item was just as cheap as a 
factory-made one. So the 19th century was the golden age of the 
tinkers, who made items like mugs, wooden dolls, and buckets,  
 and sold linen items.

Lamp, made of tinplate. Around the 1860-1880 paraffin was 
becoming available in Shetland, and this type of lamp partly 
replaced traditional ones. They used a rag wick, and were smoky 
and smelly, so weren’t popular. This replica doesn’t have the lower 
drip-pan it should have. 

Tinkers also made better-quality items from copper. The candlestick 
from Urafirth, Northmavine, is perhaps made from sheathing 
(underwater plating) salvaged from a wooden ship. 

Simple carpentry didn’t need special tools or much wood, so tinkers 
could make clothes pegs from scrap timber. They were sold cheaply 
direct to local women, who were saved the bother of making 
their own, whilst having to run farms themselves. These are from 
Scalloway, Tingwall. 

Pedlars specialised in retailing household goods. They brought 
stocks of brushes, pillowcases, and other homeware north on 
the steamer, then travelled around Shetland’s rural districts every 
summer carrying goods in a pack, hence their local name “packies”. 
They were familiar all over the islands, some coming from as near  
as eastern Scotland, others as far away as Sikh provinces of north-
west India. What could be more Shetlandic than one of the pinnies 
they sold? 

Mitchell Arthur, from Nissetter, Northmavine, had cataracts, and 
had one eye cured by operation in the 1930s. He had a hospital 
prescription for special spectacles, and these were made by a 
Jewish pedlar named Franklin, who came to Shetland regularly. 
They are cleverly made, so they could be put on any way round, 
having double-hinged joints on the legs. 
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PROFESSIONAL STANDARD
The role of the state was expanding, and government, church, 
and secular organisations were all working to improve the way of 
life for Britons everywhere, and the opportunities for clever people 
increased all the while. A rural backwater like Shetland simply didn’t 
have the population, or a large enough educated elite, to provide all 
this brainpower, so islanders came to expect that such officials were 
from outwith the islands. There were places for people in medical, 
legal, judicial, and educational professions, and many of them 
settled and married in the islands they had come to serve. 

Peter MacDougall came to Lerwick from Ellon, in Aberdeenshire, to 
become a teacher at the Anderson Educational Institute. In 1897 he 
married a local woman, Florence Garrick, from Greenfield Cottage, 
Lerwick, and the couple later moved to Scalloway in 1913 when 
Peter became the local headmaster. In the army in the First World 
War, Major MacDougall turned down the opportunity to remain in 
Britain to train recruits, and instead went to the battlefront in France, 
where he used these spurs on his horse ‘Sarsaparilla’. 

Thousands of Dutch fishermen had come to Shetland for 250 years 
when Petrus Loeterbagh arrived in Lerwick as a visiting surgeon 
with the fishing fleet from the Netherlands. Unlike his countrymen, 
Dr Loeterbagh, who was from Dordrecht, opted to stay permanently 
in Lerwick, where he married Ann Heddell. He realised there was 
the need for a chemist’s shop in town, and he opened the Medical 
Hall in 1863; it was a huge success, and traded for 140 years. 

MEMENTOES OF PAST LIVES
Ian Tait

FISHING OPENS THE DOOR
When the economy boomed with herring fisheries in the late 
nineteenth century, the numbers who settled in Shetland was greater. 
These people typically moved to Shetland as families, unlike the 
professionals, and were from the ordinary working sector, neither 
at at the bottom or the top of the work pyramid. It is also interesting 
that their community was quite nucleated, especially at the north 
end of Lerwick, because the influx was sudden and that part of town 
was developing at the time. The specialist knowledge of the Lerwick 
“Scotties” had a big influence on the development of our fisheries.

The main area of Lerwick where the Scotties settled was the North 
Road, home of Wisemans, Groats, and Watts. 

The boat compass belonged to a Lerwick Scottie fisherman in the 
late 19th century. 

Coopering was essential to the herring industry, and the sheer 
number of barrels to be produced every year meant Shetlanders 
couldn’t keep up with demand. Hugh McDonald, from Kildonan in 
Sutherland, came to Shetland in the 1890s with the herring trade. 
He married Robina Tulloch, from North Roe, Northmavine, and the 
couple stayed at 73 King Harald Street. Hugh did well, and in the 
1890s he owned a herring station at the North Ness. His chamfer 
knife was used to shape the slanting ends of barrel staves, and like 
their father, the couple’s three sons - Bertie, Willie, Bob – all became 
coopers themselves. 

The McNab family came from Fraserburgh, Aberdeenshire, to Lerwick 
in the early 20th century. Jimmy McNab was the last apprentice 
cooper in Lerwick; he was taken on at Pommer & Thomson’s yard in 
1971, where his father and grandfather were also coopers in the firm. 
From Jimmy’s tool kit, this is a type of plane locally called a “shiv”, 
which was used to cut a shallow channel below the end of the staves 
on the inside, which was used to hold in the barrel head. 
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MEMENTOES OF PAST LIVES
Ian Tait

SETTING-UP SHOP
A century ago was a good time to be shopkeeper, because everyone 
was coming to rely more on shop-bought goods, and people found 
it convenient to have shops in easy distance offering the goods they 
needed.  There were many long-established firms, but the market 
was ripe for more, and immigrants coming to Shetland could find 
a niche in many ways.  Most came to Lerwick, with the largest 
population. Some had little grocers’ in the fishing part of town, some 
had pubs, which were always in demand, and some specialised in 
things that hadn’t been seen in the north before.  Some businesses 
didn’t thrive, some were a roaring success.  

The hotel trade was buoyant at the turn of the 20th century, as 
Shetland was becoming a tourist destination, and commercial 
travellers rented rooms as showrooms to wholesale buyers.  
Lerwick’s largest was the Grand Hotel, which was owned around 
1900 by William Hatje, from the Netherlands.  The tariff card gives 
prices for rooms, food and baths. 

In the late 19th century many Italians left their homeland because 
of poverty, and those who came to Britain were well-known as 
confectioners or fish & chip sellers.  Any new Italian shop was a 
welcome novelty in a small town, and Lerwegians were fortunate  
when Alexander Solotti, whose family hailed from Lucca, in Tuscany, 
came to Shetland around 1910.  He produced lemonade, and his ice 
cream was finer than any other marketed in the islands.  Alexander 
married Helen Yeats, daughter of Scottish couple who lived in Shetland. 

Harry Greenwald was a Jew from western Russia, and had left with 
his parents and siblings in 1910 to escape persecution.  The family set 
up a clothier’s shop in Lerwick in the early 1920s.  In the 1930s-40s 
Harry’s wife Jean arranged charity collections on behalf of the Jewish 
Board of Guardians, for the poor and needy in Glasgow.  Customers 
placed change in this box in the shop.  [Collection box shown in 
earlier photograph with spectacles made by Franklin] There was no 
Jewish community in Shetland, but Jean was very busy during the 
Second World War, when, with friends’ help, she catered for Jewish 
service personnel based in the islands. 

THE STORY GOES ON
As the 20th century moved on, so did small-scale immigration, 
across a wide range of livelihoods, from teaching, medical, and 
business professionals, to pedlars and fish processors. The 
opportunities were limited so long as the way of life remained rural, 
but all was to suddenly change from the late 1970s onwards, as 
Shetland was thrust into the oil boom, and the local economy was 
energised. As the decades passed, society at large changed, with 
a diversified work market, many indigenous Shetlanders left for 
opportunities elsewhere, and native islanders were unwilling to 
work for low wages. The world was shrinking, and since the 1990s 
immigrants are very much part of our lives, from mainland Britain, 
Eastern Europe, the Indian subcontinent, and the far east. Unlike 
in past centuries, these new members of local life are from many 
parts of the world, and they follow many callings of work. Their, and 
our, story goes on and in time to come we shall see what artefacts 
best represent their lives: will it be a spanner, a clipboard, or a mop 
bucket? Probably it will be a Fair Isle jumper. 

THE MARINE ROAD
Just as ships follow the sea to shipping ports, so to do mariners. 
Many hundreds of Shetland men were merchant seamen in any 
one year, and countless of their number settled as emigrants away 
from their homeland. The fact that a smaller, converse, story – the 
immigration of seamen and sailors into Shetland – occurred is easy  
to miss. Those who came in wartime came from many parts of 
Britain, and typically came to stay here because they married local 
women. These were accidental immigrants. Not so many merchant 
seamen settled in Shetland, because there was no major shipping port. 

David Harper was from Lisburn, Ireland and in the First World War he 
was a crewman on the depot ship H.M.S. Brilliant, based in Bressay 
Sound. In 1917 he married another immigrant, Grace McMillan, 
who was from Scotland, and the pair stayed at 15 Haldane Burgess 
Crescent. The medals [shown in earlier photograph with spurs] were 
awarded for his service in the 1914-1918 and 1939-1945 wars, during 
which he became a Chief Petty Officer, and crewed on the cruiser 
H.M.S. Hawkins, the battleship H.M.S. Ramillies and the cruiser 
H.M.S. Emerald. 

Orcadian couple William Comloquoy and Edith Stevenson married 
in 1913, and their only child Olga was born that year. Orkney and 
Shetland culture was uniquely similar, so immigrants from our 
southmost neighbour would have found it very easy to fit in, being 
from a similar society and language. The family moved to Shetland  
in 1916, where Edith was the schoolmistress at Gonfirth, Delting,  
and William was a merchant marine skipper. Olga’s toy cradle,  
made from a box, was probably made by her father. 
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“WHAT IS IT LIKE TO BE AN INCOMER IN SHETLAND?”
Rosa Steppanova 

I’d often been asked if I liked Shetland, enjoyed living here, but when 
Raman asked me this particular question, it triggered a long forgotten 
memory. Westdeutscher Rundfunk (a German TV channel) filmed a 
series on Germans who lived abroad and had made their mark in their 
new societies. 

On the final day of filming, the producer, who referred to me as the 
crazy, passionate, heart-on-sleeve Böhm (Bohemian), asked; “What  
is it like for someone like you to live in a climate like this? I cheerfully 
referred to water-proofs and extra layers of woollens. “I meant what is  
it like in here?”, he replied, beating his fist on his chest. I burst into tears.

During the emotional and psychological processing of Raman’s 
interview, three connected, but diverging “incomer” strands began  
to emerge.

A SENSE OF HOME
I initially fell in love with the Shetland landscape, the sea, the wide 
horizons, then with its people. I admired their tenacity, loved their brand 
of humour and easy hospitality. There followed a long honeymoon, a 
time of pure joy, but gradually I felt a keen lack of something I couldn’t 
quite define. I hadn’t realised how important nature is to the human 
spirit and psyche. It goes without saying that I missed my friends and 
family, but I pined equally for the gentle landscape of vineyards and 
forests that had held and cradled me for the first 25 years of my life. 

In Shetland, stripped of the anonymity residing in a large town 
brings, I felt raw and exposed on the one hand, but also caged and 
imprisoned on the other. I had lived on a continent. Whenever I felt 
like it, I could jump into my car and find myself in Amsterdam, Paris, 
Copenhagen, Venice or Prague within a few hours. Now I lived on one 
of the most beautiful islands in the world, but my world had shrunk. 
That gnawing sense of confinement has since lost some of its keen 
edge, but at times Shetland still feels very small and I can’t resist the 
urge to escape for a bit.

During those first years I used to return “home”, flee from the dark, 
endless Shetland winters to where there was brightness and where 
I could walk, unobserved, through snow-covered forests. My original, 
strong sense of “home”, has since grown vague. My family, my 
husband and daughter, are my home, but I have also created a new 
home for myself, my very own warm and gentle landscape in Shetland, 

“a different world” as many Shetland Lea Gardens visitors call it.  
A world of my making, somewhere I feel safe and can be invisible.

A SENSE OF BELONGING
A sense of belonging is vital to each and every one of us, it is as 
essential as food and water; without it we shrivel and die. I believe all 
human beings have a need to be connected, included, and accepted. 

While working in the voluntary sector I came across many individuals 
who had no sense of belonging and had turned to drugs (including 
alcohol) as a consequence. When I asked one of my counselling 
clients (a Shetlander) if he felt marginalised in this society, he said:  
“It is much worse than that, I feel that nobody sees me or hears me.”

My sense of belonging has fluctuated over the years, has ranged from 
strong and firm to non-existent. There was a stretch, I call it the hunger 
years, when I felt all but disconnected, excluded and unaccepted, and 
fell seriously ill as a consequence. It was, all the same, an important 
learning process and rather than just one, there are now several 
different sources I draw on for my sense of belonging, and more 
nuanced levels.

One such sense still belongs where my roots are, but this is only 
connected to my “old” self now, one that is barely accessible while 
I’m in Shetland, but comes vividly to life in Germany, when I become a 
member of a large, extended family once more, and partake in “tribal” 
and cultural rituals and festivities. 

Another comes from being part of a small community, the kindness  
of neighbours, casual friends and acquaintances. 

Sharing passions, beliefs and convictions has always been important 
to me. Being a past member of CND and the Labour Party, rattling  
tins on Commercial Street during the miners’ strike and organising 
fund-raising events for the anti-apartheid movement, have all given  
me a strong sense of solidarity and belonging. 

Plants and gardens are my overriding passion and, having walked 
the long, and often solitary, path from apprentice gardener to 
plantswoman and horticultural writer, I now take immense pleasure in 
sharing what I love so much with an ever-growing band of keen and 
knowledgeable gardeners, who are themselves setting out to create 
their own worlds and landscapes. 

All these are important, but the greatest source of nourishment for 
my sense of belonging is my close and intimate friends. Friends I love, 
friends who make me feel loved and understood, and accept me, 
warts and all.

A SENSE OF IDENTITY
By this I don’t mean cultural or national identity, but something deeper, 
a personal identity. I was born in Germany, from antecedents that 
are one half Czech, one quarter German, one quarter Austrian. I was 
multi-cultural to begin with and am more so now, having absorbed 
some Shetland, some Scottish, but above all, much of my husband’s 
English culture. As to a national identity – I don’t give a hoot. 

I arrived in Shetland during the construction of Sullom Voe oil terminal, 
when the islands underwent their most significant and rapid change 
in recent history. As a result of the oil riches pouring in, Shetland lost 
much of its past identity, its “romantic” identity. 

At times I feel a nostalgic longing for the Shetland of the 1970s and 
early 80s, the all-night, whisky-fuelled Tresta first-footings, Jimmy 
Tait setting his salmon net in the voe, and sharing his catch, knitting 
plain jumpers on a huge, industrial “Dubied”, then grafting shoulders 
while having a yarn with his wife Ellen, lifting tatties with the Deyells in 
Semblister, or clipping the hill sheep with the Johnson family. A time  
of great sharing and participating, that has all but vanished.

Like Shetland, I was also losing my identity. I’m not even sure what 
this identity was when I arrived here; something I was barely aware 
of, something I felt so secure in, as to render it weight-less. Now, 
suddenly, I was something different; in Shetland I was a wannabe 
crofter and loud-mouthed German woman, while elsewhere I had 
become a “drop-out”.

“Shetland, most depressed place in the British Isles” was a headline in 
a Midlands Daily some years ago. The article referred to our alarmingly 
high rates of depressive illness and suicides, something we didn’t 
want the wider world to know about. The poor reporter was dragged 
up here, submerged in culture, dropped into the sea from a helicopter 
until, standing with a huge empty grin on a cliff top, he declared 
Shetland to be the best and happiest place on the planet. This was, 

arguably, the worst moment in Shetland’s identity crisis. Just like I, 
during my long identity crisis, Shetland also felt compelled to portray 
itself as all-singing-all-dancing.

My personal struggle came from living in a language I didn’t 
understand. I don’t mean the Shetland dialect or my pathetic  
school English, but an emotional language that was all but the 
opposite of the one I had grown up in. 

Having lived in a culture where anything and everything could be 
voiced, addressed, expressed and challenged freely and openly, 
where conflicts were solved, often noisily and tearfully, as soon as they 
had arisen, I now found myself in a very different and seemingly very 
cold place. That was the time when that film producer popped the 
climate question.

In Shetland society the expression of negative or painful emotions was 
all but taboo. So much, and so much that is pertinent and meaningful 
had to be veiled, couldn’t even be hinted at, let alone said. True 
feelings had to be concealed behind a mask of cheerfulness, while 
conflicts continued to simmer under the surface, or were “solved” by 
ceasing communication.

In order to be accepted and acceptable I had to be cheerful, amusing, 
entertaining, had to stop “moaning”, learn to hide pain and ignore my 
feelings of loneliness and isolation. 

I feel a great solidarity with Shetland and its people, as we both spent 
many years adrift, searching for a new identity, and have come a long 
way since. There is a new openness, a new emotional integrity in the 
younger generation that gives me great hope.

For a society to become fully-functioning it has to acknowledge and 
accept all there is, not only its positive aspects. It’s the same for me, 
acknowledging and accepting all there is of me and a realising that 
in order to remain a fully-functioning human being, I must experience 
everything to the full, happiness and elation, pain and sorrow. 

This is my sense of identity. I’m not sure how to define it, it is not 
bound to time or place, it’s a form of integrity, a being true to myself. 
My identity is weight-less once again. 
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INDEX OF PHOTOGRAPHS ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

Page 9, Two soldiers in front of W. R. Jamieson, Market Cross, c.1940s. 
Photographed by A.Isbister

Page 12, Dutch fishermen ashore at Lerwick, near Queen’s Hotel. 
Photographed by J.D. Ratter

Page 12, Lasses gutting herring at a station. Photo shows 
the farlins and sample baskets, c.1932-34.  
Photographed by Rev L. Jennings

Page 22, Alexander Solotti, confectioner, and owner  
of Lerwick ice-cream shop.  
Photographed by B. Inkster

Page 4 and 24, Unknown black man, c.1870s.  
Photographed by Charles Spence

Page 4 and 25, Dr De Sylva, c.1900

Page 27, Dutch fishermen at South End men from Marken,  
at far left man from Urk.  
Photographed by J.D. Ratter

Page 33, Car and Airman at Market Cross, c. 1940s  
Photographed by A. Isbister

Page 36 and 37, Photographs of project participants

Page 4 and 41, Inuit, Urio Etwango in Lerwick Harbour March 1887 
Photographed by J.D. Ratter

All images are from Shetland Museum and Archive Photographic Library 
except images of participants.

Christopher Brown, without whom this would not have been possible. 

Shetland Archives, particularly Brian Smith, for hosting the  
Incoming project.

Angus Johnson, Archives Assistant, for transcribing  
project interviews. 

Blair Bruce, Archives Assistant, for the Dr de Sylva ncestral 
connections. 

Anne-Marie Thompson, for information and photographs on  
Dr de Sylva. 

Ian Tait, Shetland Museum, for information on objects and 
photographs related to incomers.

Laurie Goodlad, Collections Assistant, for the photographs  
of objects in Ian Tait’s text. 

Joe at theunloved.co.uk for the terrific book design.

Thank you to all the project participants who generously met  
with me and contributed their time and stories. 

The Incoming Project has been funded by a Leverhulme Trust Artist 
in Residence Award.
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CONTRIBUTOR BIOGRAPHIES

RAMAN MUNDAIR,  
Leverhulme Artist in Residence

Raman is a writer and artist. She is the author of A Choreographer’s 
Cartography, Lovers, Liars, Conjurers and Thieves and The 
Algebra of Freedom. Recent artwork includes The Secrets of 
the Green, an interactive poetry plaque installation on The Green, 
Aberdeen, commissioned by Aberdeen City Council.

BRIAN SMITH 
Brian is archivist at the Shetland Museum and Archives, and has 
written and edited many books and articles about the history of 
Shetland and Orkney. 

IAN TAIT
Ian Tait is Curator of the Shetland Museum, where he has  
worked for thirty years. His specialism is ethnology, and  
his interests in post-Medieval Shetland embrace all aspects  
of subsistence life, especially farming, fishing, and domestic life.  
He holds a doctorate from St Andrews University for work on 
indigenous building practices. Ian is from north-west Shetland,  
where most of his ancestors have lived, for many generations back.

ROSA STEPPANOVA
Rosa Steppanova, born in 1951, is a Czech-German gardener, writer 
and photographer. She has lived in the Shetland Islands since 1976, 
is married and has a daughter. In 1981 she started Lea Gardens,  
now a unique and nationally significant plant collection of nearly  
two thousand taxa, which attracts visitors from all over the world. 

She has contributed to local and national publications as a free-lance 
writer and photographer, and has written a gardening column for the 
Shetland Times for over 20 years. She has published short fiction 
and served on the editorial committee of the New Shetlander. 

She works as a horticultural consultant, and her book,  
The Impossible Garden (published 2004), has attained cult status.  
At present she is writing columns for Shetland News, Shetland Life 
and is establishing a new phyto-geographic planting (South America), 
at Lea Gardens. 

For more information on the Incoming project  
and to listen to interviews please visit: 

www.shetlandamenity.org/the-incoming-project

Full interviews and transcriptions can be found at Shetland Archives. 




