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Barbara E. Crawford, Essays in Shetland History: Heidursrit to
T.M. Y. Manson. The Shetland Times Ltd., Lerwick, 1984, xiii + 271
pp. £15.00.

I've come to think of Dr. Mortimer Manson, whose ei~htieth birthday fell in 19H4,
as a symhol of Shetland, a community splendidly distinctive, patriotic and learned, Even
some people who know Dr. Manson fairly well may be taken aback hy the range of his
interests and achievements, as set forth in the warm appreciation of him contrihuted to
this volume by John G. Graham. To pick just one achievement. Dr. Manson played a
key part in organising the First Viking Congress in Lerwick in 1950. The Viking
Congress is a peripatetic occasion, drawing after it clouds of international academic
glamour. Ifs always worth remembering that, rather as with the Edinburgh Festival, it
originated with a few members of one community who possessed exceptional vision
towards the end of a rather dark decade.

Dr. Manson happens also to be one of the pleasantest of people. It's therefore good
to be able to report that his Heidursrit (the Faroese equivalent of out English word
Festschrift) is well worthy of him. The book contains a bibliography of his writings, Mr.
Graham's appreciation, and a frontispience photograph of Dr. Manson at his second
major congress, that of 1969, which he was much too courteous to explain to visitors like
me was to mark 4five hundred years of Scottish misrule.'.

There are also sixteen essays, all worthwhile, on the history of Shetland and its
neighbours. Not a few are too wide-ranging and interesting to be in any way categorised;
but it might not be too misleading to say that eight are on social and economic topics,
three on church history, two on literature, two on scholars (P.A. Munch and Jakob
Jakobsen) and one (by the late Ronald Popperwell) on Shetland music. I could use my
allotment of words to list and summarise the articles, but I believe it's better to state
emphatically that anyone interested in Shetland ought to read, ought ideally to own, this
book. I shall resist the temptation to take issue with Paul Bibire's learned and
controversial discussion of the story of St. Ronald going fishing, or to discuss the editor's
own fine examination of the cult of St. Magnus in Shetland, or Gordon Donaldson's
most useful contribution to Shetland Reformation studies. And I shall say simply and
with apologies for my brevity, with regard to the articles by Per Sveaas Andersen, John
Baldwin, Marinell Ash, Ronald Cant, Roy Gn?)nneberg and Christopher Harris, that I
enjoyed and was richly informed by them all.

I want to concentrate on a few of the social and economic essays, which range in
time from Lindsay MacGregor on the sources for Norse settlement in Shetland and
Faroe to Margaret Mackay on the oral history of Shetland's recent past. One or two of
these essays stand out, for me, through their blend of erudition and challenge. Ms.
MacGregor's contribution is a pregress report on her own work, a report that makes one
look forward eagerly to hearing more. In the meantime, her multi-disciplinary survey is
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going to be of great use to us historians who seek answers from other disciplines but
usually fear to ask.

Brian Smith asks "What is a ScattaldT with reference to the period since 1400. Any
sensible answer to this question, as Mr. Smith shows, is bound to deal with complex
patterns of landholding and of social relationships. What carries the reader through all
the complications is the force of Mr. Smith's conviction that getting the answer right is a
moral as well as a historiographical duty. After following his exposition it is hard to resist
his grim conclusion that "by 1900 ... the ideological fragmentation of the crofting
community, the physical fragmentation of it by sheep farms, and the impact of the new
fisheries, had damaged the old rural communities beyond repair. ' This, in its rigour and
its unsentimental compassion, is people's history at its best.

William Thomson takes us to Orkney. to examine the evidence for economic
depression in late fifteenth-century rentals. This is an important study, combining an
expert local touch with a firm grasp of the international context. Dr. Thomson shows
how the people, whether of island groups or of continents, have always had their lives
shaped by changes in supply and demand, in climate, health and demography. Like the
rest of us so far, he is able only to speculate about the effects of the Black Death upon
Scotland and the adjacent islands; but, with typical helpfulness, he points us towards
some potentially relevant folk tradition in Faroe.

John J. Graham on eighteen-century education is fascinating. His "hero' is James
Buchan, minister of Walls and Sandness for forty-three years from 1735. Buchan
achieved the creation of a network of schools in his parish, but only at the cost of
"unremitting effort, considerable negotiation and ultimately a degree of personal
financial commitment.' We follow Buchan in his fight, along with the people of
Sandness, to save their school when the SSPCK instructed the teacher to move after two
years to another area. Again, though Mr. Graham eschews explicit present-day
parallels, one is conscious how hard-won and how fragile our present-day social
provisions are.

Finally, Jonathan Wills deals with the "Zetland Method', the eighteenth- and
nineteenth-century system of debt bondage that he forthrightly describes as "pernicious'.
With a blend of scholarship and passion he salutes ministers like John Menzies of
Bressay who challenged the system, and concludes "We do not have to look far to find
their counterparts in the Third World today.' He also shows how the tenants hit back in
"sporadic and clandestine' ways at a social system that deprived them of more obvious
remedies. The lairds' ricks and boats were an occasional prey; and if the lairds required
payment in kind, the kind might be of a sub-standard sort - "rancid butter, putrid fish oil.
old hens, sickly sheep and badly knitted socks.' Dr. Wills, someone I am glad to see who
does not appear to be mellowing with age, observes that "the black market and the arts of
deception flourished in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, much as they
do today in the age of oil.'

It should surprise no one that some Shetland historians have a political edge to their
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writings. Shetland in 1984. like its symbol Or. Manson, cherishes the past but does not
live in it. Part-compensation. perhaps, for the perils of a multi-national age is the
heritage of multi-national scholarship~ some of the bibliographies appended to these
articles arc noteworthy in their own right, testifying as they do to important recent work
on Shetland that includes doctoral theses from Stanford to Manchester. and on topics
relevant to Shetland and dealt with in publications from Rome to Reykjavik. from
Budapest to Manitoba.

And a final houquet to Dr. Crawford: she has produced an elegant as well as an
instructive volunlc. and its many parts add up to a distinguished whole. I do wish that she
had furnished it with an index. hut that apart she has risen superhly to a daunting
cditorial occasion.

John Simpson

Bruce Walker and W. Sinclair Gauldie: Architects and Architecture on
Tayside. Dundee Institute of Architects, 27 Bank Street, Dundee, 1984,
206 pp.

The first author of this book is well known to members of the society for his
enthusiastic interest in Scottish buildings. especially rural ones. Here he displays his
wide knowledge of notable works of architecture in a large part of eastern Scotland
(more extensive than the Tayside of modern local government) to provide the greater
part of a book published in celebration of the centenary of the Dundee Institute of
Architects.

By means of nearly 200 illustrations of major buildings in town and country he
demonstrates (as the foreword tells us) "the legacy left by architects for us to enjoy or
suffer'. After a brief look at the early centuries from Roman and Pictish times. and some
attention to "monastries' (sic). castles and burghs of the Middle Ages, detailed attention
is given to the achievments of both local and distant architects from the seventeenth to
the early twentieth centuries.

The tcxt is as far as possible arranged around the work of named architects. whose
hiographies are sketched. and it has the great merit of suggesting dates for each huilding.
The record of structures which have heen demolished is particularly useful.

It is an informative hook to read through. but a quite maddening one to use as a
work of reference. Since there is no index and little ohvious connection between the text
and the illustrations. it is often hard to discover all that the author has to say ahout the
particular building or architect. Indeed I am not at all sure that all the illustrations are
cvcn mentioned in the text.

There are many attractive old drawings and photographs; but their value is much
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