


A Stepping Stone in History

Norse settlers named it Fridarey - the island
of peace - but this stepping stone between
Orkney and Shetland was also vital in times
of strife, when the Earls of Orkney, and
Viking warlords before them, used itas a
look-out and for sending fire signals to and
from Shetland.

For thousands of years Fair Isle has been a
useful landmark for shipping but, in storms
and fog, its coastlineis highly dangerous,
with at least 100 known shipwrecks — the
most famous of which is probably the
Spanish Armada ship El Gran Grifon wrecked
on FairIslein 1588.

Over the centuries, the
island changed hands many
times, paying rentin butter,
cloth, dried fish and fish oil -
usually to absentee
landlords who rarely visited.
Communications with the
outside world were difficult and sporadic. Only in the
late 20th century did the island acquire a safe summer
harbour, at North Haven, and even today the mailboat
= has to be hauled out of the water
= &  from the reach of winter storms.

At Kirki Geo are the ancient
noosts, where men who rowed
and sailed to the line-fishing
hauled up their distinctive Fair
Isle yoals. The boat-shaped

: noosts remain in use today and
Fair Isle yoal sits traditional boats are still builtin
protected in its noost theisle.

El Gran Grifon

5,000 Years of Human Settlement

Fair Isle has been intensively studied by archaeologists
who have found evidence that the isle may have been
settled by Neolithic people up to 5,000 years ago. There
are traces of oval-shaped stone houses, perhaps 3,000
years old, and lines of turf and stone walls, or dykes,
which snake across the landscape. The Feely Dyke, a
massive turf rampart which divides the common
grazings from the crofts, may also be prehistoric.

The archaeological remains include curious burnt
mounds - piles of blackened stones which were
heated in a fire and
used to heat water.
The purpose is
unknown but may
have been cooking,
tanning, preparing
clothorevena
primitive sauna.

Therearetwoknown  gxcavation at Landberg
Iron Age sites—a

promontory fortat Landberg and settlement
underlying an early Christian church at Kirki Geo. Most
of the place names date from after the ninth-century
Norse settlement of the Northern Isles.

Inall, Fair Isle has 14 scheduled monuments, ranging
from the earliest signs of human activity to the
remains of a World War Il radar station. The two
lighthouses, now automated, are also listed buildings.

Work and the Land

Long ago the cultivable land and the
better grazing was divided into small
crofts. To this day crofting is a system
that gives each household a stake in the
island and its future.

It's a lifestyle based on low-intensity,

subsistence farming. The combination

of modern technology and old-style

28 labour produces hay, silage, oats, kale

i == and turnips as winter fodder for sheep
Sheep shearing  and cattle. Although so far north,
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islanders grow a lot of their own vegetables outside.
The increasing use of glass and polytunnels allows an
even wider range of produce to be grown. The crofting
year has a task for every season with most islanders
combining several part-time jobs with their croft work.

As well as the ferry, school and other public service
jobs, income also comes
from the knitwear co-op,
wildlife tourism, a local
building firm and the shop
and post office. Fair Isle
boasts a violin maker, a
traditional boatbuilder, and
the making of traditional

chairs, spinningwheelsand g, chyilding is a traditional
model yoals. island craft

Leading the Way with Windpower

Farfrom the National Grid, Fair Isle produces its own
electricity using a combination of diesel and wind power.

The first 60kw wind turbine wentup in 1982 as a
community effort, supported by counciland
government development agencies. As the first
commercially-operated wind energy scheme in
Europe, it proved an extremely successful alternative
to expensive diesel-powered generators.

Through the efficiency of the system, the islanders
were able to build up a reserve fund which in 1996
helped pay fora second 100kw turbine and upgrade
the old one. With this development, aided by the
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National Trust for Scotland, Shetland Islands Council,
Shetland Enterprise and the European Union, FairIsle
continues to lead the field in this developing technology.

George Waterston Memorial Centre
and Museum

George Waterston OBE [1911-1980), the former
Scottish Director of the Royal Society for the Protection
of Birds, was a much-loved figure who had a massive
and positive influence on Fair Isle. He bought the
island after World War Il and co-founded the Bird
Observatory in 1948, giving the isle’s economy a much-
needed boost. In 1955, the National Trust for Scotland
succeeded him as landlord and helped islanders to
stem emigration and revitalise the community.

DrWaterston's memorialis a
fascinating museum in the
former Fair Isle School, packed
with displays of the island’s
history from prehistoric times
to the present.

Aguided touris available on !
request, oryourewelcometo A period setting in the
browse this collection of gﬁxzmmmm’l
photographs, documents and

artefacts —for a unique insightinto Fair Isle’s past and

a better understanding of its present.




