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Shetland Place Names Project
Eileen Brooke-Freeman

Eileen’s interest in place-names stems from her childhood in Shetland learning local names from family 
members and an introduction to Scottish ethnology, through the Department of Celtic and Scottish 
Studies, whilst studying geography at the University of Edinburgh. She trained as an archivist and 
worked in Lincoln and Chester for 13 years before returning to Shetland in 2001 to establish and run the 
Shetland Place Names Project.

Introduction

I am delighted the conference celebrating the 60th anniversary of the School of 
Scottish Studies is being held in Shetland and to have the opportunity to talk 

about the Shetland Place Names Project. My first introduction to the School 
came 25 years ago when I took a course in Scottish Ethnology at Edinburgh 
University. Little did I know that it would eventually lead me to return to my 
native Shetland 10 years ago to establish the Shetland Place Names Project.

Shetland Amenity Trust is a charitable organisation dedicated to 
preserving, enhancing and promoting Shetland’s cultural and natural 
heritage, with responsibility for Shetland’s archaeology, biological records, 
architectural and environmental improvement, woodlands, Shetland 
Museum and Archives and the tourism organisation, Promote Shetland. 
In 1998 it was recognised that place-names are an important component 
of our cultural heritage, fitting logically within the Trust’s remit. Doreen 
Waugh was pivotal in the establishment of the project, having originally 
brought forward the idea. A project plan was developed and funding 
secured to set up a pilot project to systematically record all available 
information on Shetland’s place-names and establish a comprehensive 
database of Shetland place-names linking it to digital maps to enable users 
to relate the names precisely to their locations.
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The project planned to build on the achievements of place-name 
scholars such as Jakob Jakobsen and John Stewart who dedicated years to 
recording and interpreting Shetland place-names. Jakob Jakobsen in the 
1890s and John Stewart in the 1950s amassed vast collections of Shetland 
place-names which they scrutinised and interpreted in detail, culminating 
in Jakobsen’s The Place-Names of Shetland and Stewart’s Shetland Place-
names. Their approach was to arrange the names by linguistic elements 
rather than geographically, resulting in some difficulties when relating 
the names precisely to their locations. Subsequently one of our key aims 
was to locate all recorded names on maps, augmenting their work by not 
only adding more place-names, but putting the names they collected and 
explored linguistically into their geographic context.1

The project has stimulated a tremendous amount of interest throughout 
Shetland and beyond, resulting in considerable amounts of unrecorded 
information being brought to our attention. From a three-year Heritage 
Lottery Fund pilot, the Shetland Place Names Project has become one of 
Shetland Amenity Trust’s core activities. We are pulling together all known 
records of place-names and adding the many oral names which are at great 
risk of being lost entirely. The old place-names are a particularly fragile resource 
in this era of digital maps and satellite navigation; our modern lifestyle means 
that increasingly fewer people use coastal landmarks or waypoints through the 
hills. Priority is given to collecting names from oral sources before those 
names which do not appear on maps or survive in documents die out 
altogether.

A vast number of names relate to fishing and crofting, with individual 
rigs, geos and rocks all carrying names, which were passed down between 
generations of people living in the same area. Additionally, names have 
frequently been written down, but not plotted on maps, highlighting an 
urgency to talk to older residents who remember them and help locate 
them before the information vanishes forever. The project concentrates on 
recording these oral names first, prior to checking documentary sources 

1 Methods explored by Jakobsen, Stewart and the Shetland Place Names Project are 
explored in more detail in Sigurðardóttir and Smith, 2010.
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and undertaking linguistic analysis. The urgent need to preserve the oral 
record – recognised by both Jakobsen and Stewart – is still very apparent 
but, sadly, some of our key informants have now died, while other, 
potential informants have either died or become incapacitated before 
being interviewed.

Recording

An excellent starting point has been working with the network of local 
history groups. Currently 20 groups meet mainly through the winter 
months, but some continue their activities throughout the year. They 
have been instrumental in identifying potential informants for each local 
community and to date we have worked directly with 14 history groups 

Discussing Unst place-names with pupils from Uyeasound Primary School  
(photograph Barbara Priest)
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staging recording sessions in their communities. Other key groups include 
the Women’s Royal Voluntary Service and Care Centres where staff acted 
as recorders helping to note names on maps and recording sheets from day 
care residents. Work with primary schools has included supplying local 
information, maps and documents for local studies and Viking topics to 
supplement national curriculum resources.2 Recording place-names has 
also formed part of EcoSchools and other school assignments.

A range of recording techniques are employed including using copy 
maps and recording sheets, taping and digitally recording conversations, 
studying old maps and aerial photographs, walking the ground and 
photographing sites, and extracting information from documentary 
sources. The photo opposite shows names from Sandwick, Whalsay 
annotated on a photograph. We record each place-name on a copy map 
or aerial photograph with a running number adding details, including 
a phonetic spelling, the precise geographic location and a record of any 
alternative names, to the recording sheet. A description of the type of feature 
and information about origins of the name or suggested interpretations are 
also noted. All known names are recorded including those for features such 
as rigs, tracks, outbuildings, wells, mills, noosts (places where boats are 
drawn up) and rocks, whether named on the map or not. Names that are 
mis-named or mis-positioned on the maps are also corrected. Recording 
conversations helps determine pronunciation and therefore spelling and 
yields further background information about the locality. Some locations 
in the field are recorded with Global Positioning Systems (GPS) whereby 
satellites provide a grid reference which can later link to digital maps.

Various tools act as memory triggers including Ordnance Survey (OS) 
maps, especially the c.1880, 1901 and 1973 editions, photographs and 
aerial photographs. Particularly valuable has been copies of the RCAHMS 
Royal Air Force post-war survey of 1944–1951. We have teamed these up 
with transcripts of the names collected by John Stewart in 1951 to help 
pinpoint individual rig, hill and coastal names.

2 Prior to my input, school children were introduced to Viking place names through 
a workbook page of Lincolnshire examples.
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We are also extracting information from documentary and printed 
sources, deposited in the local museums, library and archives. It is also very 
important to cross-check written evidence with current local knowledge to 
avoid mistakes in suggested origins of names.

John Stewart Archive

The papers of John Stewart of Whalsay deposited in the Shetland Archives 
are one of our most useful sources.3 In 1951 Stewart, a Shetlander living 
and working in Aberdeen, followed the model of similar projects in western 
Norway and issued almost 5,000 numbered questionnaires to schoolchildren 
to take home to their parents and grandparents, and also to other houses in 
the district. The questionnaires asked respondents to record every place-name 

3 SA D.27/1/1-100.

Whalsay History Group members’ annotated place-names on  
photographs and maps
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they knew, spelling the names as they said them and grouping by names on 
their croft, names in the hill, names at the shore and names in the sea.

The response was overwhelming. Almost 1,200 original sheets are 
now deposited in the Shetland Archives, some listing up to 250 names. 
From the record sheets, Stewart extracted lists of names for his own field 
notes, which he added to and amended on his annual field trips. He traced 
every 6 inch: 1 mile OS map for the whole of Shetland, copying all the 
names as they appeared on the map. These were stuck into books and 
gradually annotated and amended during his annual field trips. He then 
proceeded to compile alphabetical lists of names covering each parish; 
these lists are estimated to contain over 30,000 different place-names. John 
Stewart’s detailed study of Shetland island and farm names, was published 
posthumously as Shetland Place-Names in 1987, ten years after his death. 
It comprises almost 4,000 names, but to his disappointment the immense 
volume of information amassed meant that he was unable to subject the 
entire collection to the detailed scrutiny he desired.4

In order to help make the entire collection more accessible, we are 
striving to pinpoint these names on maps, adding information about 
these and other known place-names. Transcripts of the original sheets 
are taken out to folk in each community to try and verify names and, 
more importantly, locate them on the map. It is a slow process as many 
of the sheets are difficult to read due to Stewart’s work method. As he 
copied names onto his subsequent lists, he crossed them off the record 
sheets, often almost completely obliterating the name. The lists work in 
the same way as OS maps, jolting memories and resulting in sheet names 
being corrected and added to. They are particularly effective when used 
in conjunction with enlarged copies of the RCAHMS aerial photographs 
and we are pinpointing the exact location of many of these almost obsolete 
place names and succeeding in mapping more of Stewart’s names.

4 In 1963 Stewart wrote: ‘My place-name stuff is an immense accumulation now. 
The problem is to get anything published … I would certainly be willing to publish 
it as a book or books. The difficulty is finding time to polish it off as I would like it.’ 
(Stewart 1987, p. viii).
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Shetland Place Names Database

We established the Shetland Place Names Database which is linked to 
digital maps. Based on the Scottish Place-Name Database,5 it includes 
fields for linguistic, historical and geographical analysis of place-names in 
their environment. Possible searches include all the names for a particular 
area, all occurrences of a particular feature, e.g. all noosts or skerries, 
all names that include a specific linguistic element, e.g. all borg- or kví- 
names, and all the names which include a particular word, e.g. baa (a 
sunken rock). Unlike the Scottish database, the Shetland Place Names 
Database precisely locates each place name with a 10-figure grid reference 
showing the location on maps. This is achieved through our Geographic 
Information System (GIS).6

GIS Digital Map System

The key to recording and presenting data is the use of digital mapping. The 
interface between the database and GIS allows place-names to be plotted 
on digital maps and then transferred into the database for the addition of 
further information such as the source, classification, informant details 
and pronunciation. This enables quick and accurate data entry. Digital 
mapping also provides a powerful means of presenting data. We can show 
layers of information gathered from different sources, and maps can be 
created based on the specific searches previously mentioned: for example, 
all the names for one village, all names containing the element quoy or 
hwaes (from ON kví: a cattle enclosure), and all rigs, noosts or baas. Results 
appear on the Shetland map and in a table, which can be enlarged to study 
a specific area or individual place-name. This Otterswick example shows 
the quantity of names added to the 1973 edition OS map. The new names 
in red increase the total for this small hamlet from 30 to almost 100.

5 The Scottish Place-Name Database is based at the University of Edinburgh’s 
Department of Celtic and Scottish Studies.
6 ESRI ArcGIS 9.
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There is immense scope for presenting and using the data. The base 
map can be linked to the detailed database and there is potential to link 
in old maps, aerial and site photographs, archive and printed source 
material and sound recordings. When new names are incorporated, a map 
is generated and taken back to the informants for checking the names 
and locations; any necessary amendments and additions are subsequently 
made to the database.

Fishing Meids

A parallel project has recorded Shetland’s fishing meids in conjunction 
with the Trust’s Shetland Biological Records Centre. Before the advent 
of navigation with radar and GPS, fishing grounds around Shetland were 

GIS search for baas (© and database right Crown copyright and Landmark 
Information Group Ltd (All rights reserved) Licence no NG00228)
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located by taking the transect of two meids – each meid involves lining 
up two landmarks. Meids are significant both biologically and historically. 
In biological terms they are used to locate fishing grounds that yielded 
particular species of fish. Historically, many of the meid names are at risk 
of being lost; many features which cannot be seen from land are recorded 
from the sea and many place names having an alternative name in fishing 
terms, either a descriptive name (how it appears from the sea) or a taboo 
name (due to the superstition of not using certain words when in a boat).

We interviewed 16 retired fishermen to collect information on meids 
and the fishing grounds that they were used to locate. Information was 
gathered on place-names relating to meids and the wider coastline, and we 
amassed an oral history relating to the contemporary environment, fishing 
and culture. This yielded a detailed history of the halibut line, haddock 
line and seine net fishery with descriptions of the grounds, details of place-
names and notable words and phrases.

Some place-names are forgotten on land, but preserved in meids. 
Houlastongas was the fishermen’s name for the sound between the Holm 
o Skaw and Whalsay (from ON holmr m. ‘a holm’ and ON stong f. ‘a 
pole’).7 Burgidale was an old name for the valley between Sumburgh Head 
and Mid Head, named after the fort once situated at Sumburgh Head 
(from ON borg f. ‘fort’ and dalr m. ‘a dale, valley’). Today any structures 
seem to have been obliterated when the building of Sumburgh lighthouse 
commenced in 1819 and the name is now only preserved in the meid 
Water in Burgidale – seen from 13 miles east, the valley dips below the 
horizon giving the appearance of water in the dale.

From the recordings, transcripts were made and reports compiled 
covering each type of fishery and ground. Additionally, a database and 
GIS system allows us to plot the landmarks and grounds and linking it 
to the Place Names Database. The transcripts of the men’s stories have 
been used to produce a book; Water in Burgidale by Charlie Simpson was 

7 Jakobsen (1993, p. 104) notes that ‘In Norway “Stang” (Eng. pole) occurs as a name 
of isles and peninsulas, and commonly as the name of a headland, in the compound 
“Stangnes”. – Shetla. Stonger-holm [ståņgәrom], the name of a holm off Nesting.’
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published in August 2010 and gives a detailed insight into the days of 
fishing before the use of navigational aids.

Conclusion

The future of the project looks really healthy. Our next major challenge 
is to make the maps and database more universally accessible through the 
internet. This will of course take time and money, but it will be pleasing to 
feel that we are using the latest technology to tell the whole story of what 
is going on in the landscape.

In over a hundred years of recording Shetland place-names, the 
importance of collecting place-names from oral sources has not 
diminished. Both Jakobsen in the 1890s and Stewart in the 1950s amassed 
vast collections of place-names by travelling throughout Shetland and 
talking to local residents. Jakobsen was gathering Shetland place-names 

Meids map of Da Rentils wi da Muckle Knowe fishing ground
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over a century ago at a time when there was little comparative work, but he 
employed the same basic techniques we use today – travelling around the 
isles talking to local folk about their way of life and local community. Fifty 
years later, in an era when the photocopier had just been invented but was 
not universally available, John Stewart chose to employ the method used in 
western Norway, sending questionnaires home with school children. Like 
Jakobsen he also travelled through Shetland talking to folk and verifying 
names. His achievements were immense, particularly in light of the fact 
that he was conducting all this work in his spare time and laboriously 
traced the OS maps rather than avail himself to the original maps, which 
might have been available through links established at the First Viking 
Congress held in Lerwick in 1950.

Today for the Shetland Place Names Project, the starting point remains 
the oral interview, but modern technology helps us collect and present 
Shetland place-names. Photocopied maps and aerial photographs and 
recording sheets are used, together with high quality digital recording 
equipment to capture local pronunciation and stories about the origin of 
names. Cameras and video cameras allow sites to be visually recorded, and 
GPS machines help pinpoint exact grid references in the field. Computer 
technology has enabled the development of a high quality detailed 
database to store the information and digital mapping ensures the accurate 
pinpointing of individual names, allowing the data to be presented in 
different ways to a range of potential users. Information can be shared 
worldwide through use of the internet. Taking forward Jakobsen and 
Stewart’s legacy, the Shetland Place Names Project is putting the names 
they collected and explored linguistically into their geographic context. 
The base map is linked to a detailed database with potential to link in old 
maps, aerial photos, site photos and sound recordings.

Not only are we are charged with the important task of locating 
Shetland’s place-names, but modern technology dictates our goal of making 
the information available to all interested parties worldwide and broadening 
the scope for future researchers, be it the local resident, the school child, the 
local historian, the official charged with producing maps or road signs, the 
historical geographer, the geologist, the archaeologist or the linguist.


