
Remarks tpade in a Journey

Remarks 'made in a "Journey to the Orkney I/lands.

By Pr'mcifal Gordon, of the Scots Colkge in Paris.

THE Orkney iflands, 67 in number, 28 of which are inhabited,
lie between 58" 43' and 59° 34' north latitude. The number of in-
habitants, upon a calculation made 30 years ago, is fuppofed to be a-
bout 35,000. They are generally ftrong bodied, and remarkable for
thejtava ce/aries, and the oculi ce/ii, affigned by Tacitus as diftinctive
peculiarities of German nations. That, fea green colour of the eye,
which I take to be the meaning of the word cejii, is fo common in
Orkney, that I never met with any perfon whofe eyes were of a dif-
ferent colour. This circumftance alone would form a prefumptiori
that 'the people are originally of German extraction'; But wliat puts
it beyond doubt is, the great niltnber of X5erman names, a phlegma-
tic temper unknown in any other part of the Scottifh dominions, and,
above all, the Norwegian language, w'hic'h, in the memory of man,
was currently fpoken by the country people. Three only of thfi
Orkney iflands I vifited with fome degree of care.

The firft was'South Ronaldflia ^ its length is between eight or
;nine miles, its grcateft breadth, from Grirnnefs he"ad to Hoxa head,
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five miles and a half: At Hoxa head, upon an ifthmus, I faw the re^
mains of what the Orkney people call a Pictifh fort, on the fuppofi-
tion that it and fuch other forts were built by the Picts; but there
is little reafon to think that the Picts were ever in pofleffion of any
part of Orkney. This fort has been of a circular form, with a wall
round it, and perhaps two, the one furrounding the other at the dif-
tance of about three feet. Some remains were ftill to'be feen of this
double wall. The building is certainly the work of a rude and con-
fequently early period. It does not appear that any kind of cement
has been ufed to tie the ftones together : They are laid one upon the
other in their natural ftate, rough and unpolifhed, with little regard
to art or fymmetry. Its extent, as far as I could guefs, did not exceed
20 feet diameter. The outer wall inclofed a confiderable partof the
fmall eminence on which the fort flood. This eminence has certainly
been furrounded formerly by fea, and perhaps at no very diftant pe-
riod was ftill fo at high water : For, to the north eaft of the emi-
nence, there is to this day a fmall lake of fea water, which is only
feparated from the fea by a ridge of fand and pebbles caft up by the
fea, and the ridge itfelf is not above twenty feet broad. At the foot
of the eminence, to the north, is a fmall bay or landing places, and
on a point of land on the north of the bay, facing the eminence,
there has been another fort of the fame kind with the one I have
now defcribed. This inclines me to believe, that the defign of the
forts has been to protect the Chipping of the Norwegian rovers, who
frequented thefe iflands, and to fpread an alarm by fignals from the
top of the fort. I was told that there were many fuch forts in the
different iflands : Some of them I faw ; their fituatipn and ftructure
have been exactly the fame with the abovementioned one. They
are all upon a rifing ground clofe to the water edge, on final! points
of land projecting into the fea or lake nigh which they ftand. I was
Hkewife told, that human bones were found in the ruins of fome of
thefe towers, but I faw none; it would have been neceflary to have
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dug up the ftones and rubbifh, which I had not an opportunity to
do.

From South Ronaldftiaw I went to Burra, formerly the property
of the Stuarts Knights of Burra, now poflefled by Sir Thomas Dun-
das. This ifland is feparated from South Ronaldftiaw by a fmall
found of aboura mile over in the narroweft place. It is about five
miles long, three broad, and of an angular fhape ; it is thinly inha-
bited, but of an excellent foil. The principal farmer, a Captain Bal-
four, has carried on improvements with fuccefs, but has few imita-
tors ; it is hard to drive the Orkney people out of their old ways.
There has been an old tower in this ifland, of the fame kind with
that in South Ronaldftiaw; I was not at the pains to examine i.t.
The knights of Burra formerly refided in this ifland. There now
remains nothing of the old caftle but part of the wall j the ftones
have been employed in building Captain Balfour's dwelling houfe,
offices, and inclofures. From the quantity^of ftone employed in thefe
purpofes, it feems to have been a confiderable building. Except the
fort juft now mentioned, and the fmall remains of the caftle, there is
nothing elfe worth noticing in the ifland.

From Burra I went to Pomona, the largeft ifland of the whole
clufler, and called on that account the Mainland, by the inhabitants of
Orkney. From Dearnefs, to the brough of Birza, it is 23 miles long j.
from Skeil to Rendal, its greateft breadth, about 10 miles, but in fome
places not above three or four. The Capital of Orkney ftands in this
ifland, on a neck of land not above two miles broad, between two>
bays ; that to the fouth, named Bay of Scapha, the other to the north,
called Kirkwall road. Kirkwall, the name of the capital, lies admi-
rably fituated for trade ;. (hips of any burden may ride in fafety, in.
all kinds of weather, in either of the two bays. Befides thefe two,.
$iti£.re. is another to the north. eaft,_ called Inganefs-bay, equally iafe.,

Nothing.
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Nothing has been done to improve thefe bays by art; they continue
fuch as nuture made them. Kirkwall has feveral old buildings, a
cathedral, a college, and the remains of four caftles. The cathedral
was bui l t partly by Bilhop Stuart, partly by Biftiop Reid, both Ro-
man Cathohcsj but the addition made by Bifliop Reid, to the old
building, has fpoiicd its proportion. With this addition it is by far
too long for its breadth, being about 245 feet long to 45 broad. As
Bifhop Stuart left it, it was almoft in the ihape of a crofs; now it is
a narrow ftripe, damp, ill aired, and ill lighted. Indeed, the moif-
ture is not altogether owing to the narrownefs of the building, but
to its fituation. Kirkwall ftands nigh to the fea, and fo low that in
high tides the fea wafties the walls of fome of the houfes. The
want of light and air arifes principally from the ill judged fancy
of condemning moft of the old windows. It would feem.'by the
darknefs into which this and fome other old churches have been
reformed, tha t the firft apoftles of proteftantifm in Scotland were
much afraid of outward light, confidering it, no doubt, as a great e-
nemy to inward light. But this apprehenfion, with the no Jefs ill
judged one of cleanlinefs, has made the houfe of God in Kirkwall
fuch a houfe as no man would chufe to receive a friend in, much lefs
take up his own habitation. The locafentafttu of Virgil may, with
great juftice, be applied to moft fuch places in Scotland. With re-
gard, however, to the cathedral of Kirkwall, it muft be owned that
to the honour of the Rev. Mr Yule, prefent minifter of Kirkwall,
no one'minifter, nor all the minifters together, of that place, have
done fo much as he has done for keeping this venerable building
in repair, and that without laying any confiderable burden upon
the pariftnoners. It is alledged, with what juftice I cannot fay, that
the Scottifti clergy in general, are at more pains to keep their man-
fes than their churches in repair ; but 1 can fay with the greateft juf-
tice, that Mr Yule is an exception, for his manfe is one of the mean-
eft buildings 1 have feen of the kind.
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In this cathedral I found thrown afide, a piece of carved wood,
which attracted my notice. It is a board of a foot and five inches
long, and ten inches broad. On this board are carv.ed the hands and
feet of our Saviqur, in the form of a St. Andrew's crofs. The up-
per part of the crofs is compofed of the hands, the lower of the feet,
a foot being oppofed to each hand. In the-center, where the hands
and feet meet, there is a crown of thorns ; in the center cf the crown,
a heart pierced on the left fide. In the vacant fpace on one fide,
are three nails and three dice ; on the other, a fcourge : The whole
was overtopped by an Earl's coroner; but it is now broke off from the
board, and the board itfelf is rent through the middle* vertically. I
was informed that this piece of carving flood formerly on the fore
part of the old pulpit, which falling to decay, a new one was erect-
ed in its place, in 1689, but without the ornament affixed to the old
one. How this remnant of the Roman Catholic religion efcaped the
zealous eye of the firft reformers, is to me a myftery ; but, fince it
is come down to our times, though in a mattered condition, it were
fome pity to allow it to perifh by neglect. On my hinting fome-
thing of this kind to the prefent minifter and Provoft of Kirkwall,
they promifed to get the pieces put together by clafps, and framed.

On the floor of the church there are feveral tbmb-ftones, that, by
the Saxon characters infcribed on them, feem to be of confiderable
antiquity; but to read thefe infcriptions was impoflible. They are
on fome ftones almoit totally effaced, and on others they are fo overr-
laid with filth, that it would be no eafy matter to clean them, withr
out rubbing off the letters with the dirtj which, feems to be thor
roughly ingrained,

One fepulchral monument I particularly regretted, that of Bifhop
Tulloch, a man whofe memory was much refpected in Orkney, for
his fanctity and love of juftice, it was a plate of copper, full length
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of the grave : It was cuftomary among the inhabitants of Orkney,,
even after the change of religion, to lend money payable fuch a day
at Tulloch's tomb. The name of Tulloch, and the circumftance of
the money being payable at his tomb, were confidered as a fecurity
to the lender. A party of foldrers fent by Cromwell to Kirkwall,
in order to be a check upon the inhabitants, robbed the tomb of the
copper, as a fhred of the whore of Babylon. By the bye, I muft here
mention, that the foldiers fent by Cromwell, though on the whole fe-
vere and troublefome enough guefts, were of fome advantage to Ork-
ney. They taught the people the ufe of locks and keys, which till
then had never been heard of; and the firft fpinning wheel feen in<
Orkney, was one a foldier's wife brought with her.

The old houfe the bifhops dwelt in is ftill (landing, at leaft in
part, and is now a private houfe. The names and arms of Bifhops
Stuart, Maxwell, and Reid, are flill to be feen over the door to the
ftreet. James V. who is faid to have been twice in Orkney, and
who was there once for certain, in 1540, refided in the Bifhop's
houfe. Till within thefe thirty years, the bed on which he lay was
preferved. It was of wainfcot gilded over j but fome Gothic gentle-
man thought proper to convert it into a gate to an inclofure. This.
I had from a friend who faw the bed in its firft. and laft ftate.

Bifhop Reid, who was fond: of building, erected a new palace for
himfelf and fucceflbrs ; it (lands nigh the cathedral : There are ftill
confiderable remains of it; and his ftatue is to be feen to the right as
you enter. The ftone this houfe is built with is of a reddifh colour,
and of a bad kind ;. it is decaying faft..

The Earls of Orkney, Robert and Patrick, built a palace oppofite
to the Bifhop's j. it is of a better ftone, and in a better ftile of build-
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ing : The walls are ftill ftanding. When epifcopacy Was reftored by
James VI. it became the Bifhop's property and place of refitknce.

The college, which I mentioned as one of the old buildings to be
feen in Kirkwall, was never finifhed, Bifhop Reid having died be-
fore he could complete his defign. He left by his will L, Scoo ^cots
to carry it on ; but the Regent Morcon feized the money and ba-
nifhed the Biihop's executors.

Befides the cathedral, the Bifhop's palace, and the college, there
are fome remains of another building, which was the habitation of
the ancient Earls of Orkney. The rude appearance of thefe remains
befpeak a barbarous age. Lord Patrick, however, fuftained a fiege
in it, in James VI.'s time, againft the King's forces.

The houfes in Kirkwall are, many of them, of an old ftanding;
the years they were built in are commonly cut out on a ftone over
the door ; feveral of them are upwards of an hundred years old, and
one, I faw in particular, of the year 1574. They have no doubt been
repaired ; but it is vifible, that, even at firft, and before thefe repairs,
they were much better built houfes than were then to be found in
mod towns of Scotland of a greater fize.

From Kirkwall, I went to Stromnefs, and, in my way thither, vi-
fited the Semicircle and Circle of Stories, near the lake of Stenhoufe.
This lake is of frefh water, and runs into the fea at Stromnefs. It
extends for about ten miles fouth eaft ; at Stenhoufe, is almoft di-
vided into two feparate lakes by a neck of land, where the water is fo
{hallow, that it may be pafled at any time, even when the tide flows.

From this neck of land, the lake runs north weft for about fix
miles, leaving an intermediate fpace of dry ground, which, from one
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eighth of a mile, widens to about a mile towards the Manfe of Sond-
wick.

The Semicircle (lands oppofite to the place where the lake begins
to wind to the north weft. The ftones have been originally feven,
four of which are ftill ftanding, and feem to be about 14 feet high ;
one, however, is 18 complete ; their breadth about five feet; their
thicknefs varies. This Semicircle has been formed with fome de-
gree of art ; for, were we'to form it into a complete circle, the dia-
meter would be 104 feet; and, upon examination, the diameter of
the Semicircle, as it was at firft defigned, is exactly 52 ; a clear proof
that the planners of this Semicircle were not unacquainted with ma-
thematical proportions.

At fome diftance from the Semicircle, to the right, ftands a ftone
by itfelf, eight feet high, three broad, nine inches thick, with a
round hole on the fide next the lake. The original defign of this
hole was unknown, till about twenty years ago it was difcovered by
the following circumftance : A young man had feduced a girl under
promife of marriage, and (he proving with child, was deferted by
him :. The young man was called before the feffion ; the elders were
particularly fevere. Being afked by the minifter the caufe of fo
much rigour, they anfwered, you do not know what a bad man this
is, he has broke the promife of Odin. Being further afked what
they meant by the promife of Odin, they put him in mind of the
Stone at Stenhoufe with the round hole in it, and added, that it was
cuftomary, when promifes were made, for the contracting parties to
join hands through this hole, and the promifes fo made were called
the-promifes of Odin..

The complete Circle ftands upon the intermediate fpace betwixt"
the two branches of the. lake, and this fpace or promontory being a-
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rifing ground, which forms at laft into a plain of fome extent, is feen
at a confiderable diftance. There are fixteen of the ftones ftanding,
eight more are fallen to the ground ; the original number is uncer-
tain. Their height differs from nine to fourteen feet above the
ground j the diameter of the Circle is 336 feet. Round the Circle is
a ditch 35 feet broad, from nine to 14 deep ; round this ditch, at un-
equal diftauces from one another, are eight fmall artificial eminences.
The entrance is from the eaft, with an opening of equal fize to the
weft. The altar flood without the Circle, to the fouth eaft ; to the
left of the Circle, looking eaftward, you perceive a folitary ftone, and
two or three more fuch in a dired: line with it on to the Semicircle.
There is no infcription upon any of the ftones either of the Circle
or Semicircle.

Different reafons have been affigned by different perfons for the
circular and femicircular form of thefe Scandinavian temples, for fuch
they certainly .have been, as appears from the explication given above,'
of what is called in Orkney the promife of Odin. Some have pre-
tended, that the Semicircular temple was in honour of the moon, and
the Circular one in honour of the fun. Others, that the Semicircle
and Circle were emblems of the different phafes of the moon. Po-
cock, Bimop of Oflbry, who vifited Orkney feveral years ago, found
out, in the different ftones compofing the Circle and Semicircle, a ve-
ry minute aftronomical defcription of the various motions of the fun,
moon, and planets; but thefe fancies have no foundation, as far as
I could fee, either in the arrangement of the ftones, or in the Scandi-
navian mythology. It does not appear from the Edda of Iceland,
where we have a very full account of the Scandinavian divinities,
that either the fun, moon, or ftais, had any place among,them. I
do not pretend to give a better reafon for the circular or femicircu-
Jar fhape of thefe temples, than what has been given by others. In-
deed, it is impoffible to give any good one at this diftance of time ;
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however, we fee, that in different nations the circular fhape was a
favourite one in building temples; witnefs the Rotunda at Rome,
and many others on a fmaller feale in other parts of the heathen
world.

After fatisfying my curiofity here, I pafled on to Stromnefs, where-
there is nothing very remarkable, except the bay, which is a good
one, and more frequented by flipping than Kirkwafi road.

From Stromnefs, I went over to Hoy in the Cuftom-houfe boat,,
which Mr Stuart, Collector of the cuftoms at Stromnefs, was fo good-
as give me the ufe, of for the whole day. In Hoy there is a very re-
markable ftone, called by the inhabitants the Dwarfy Stone. It is a
large fragment of a rock, which feems to have tumbled from the hill
into the plain below. It has been cut out into a cell, which confifts
of a bed on the eaft end, a refting place on the weft end, and an in-
termediate fpace between both. The ftone is about 28 feet long; the
breadth unequal,- and cannot eafily be meafured. The refting place,,
to the weft, is four feet three inches long ; the breadth two feet two
inches-; length of the bed, to the eaft, five feet two inches, breadth
three feet; the height of the cell, from the floor, four feet. The
bed has its pillow cut out of the ftone, and the mark of the pick axe
is vifible in every part of the cell. The entrance to it is two feet
nine inches broad, and two feet fix inches high; Near to the door of
this cell is a ftone four feet high, and two feet and an half broad ;
the ftone is fuppofed to have been employed as a door. On the top
of the ftone, correfponding to the middle of the cell, is a round hole,
the diameter of which is two feet nine inches* What was the ori^
ginal ufe of the cell, or by whom it was made, is unknown, There
is, however, in Orkney, a tradition, that a monk from the Weftern
Ifles came to Hoy, where he led a reel ufe life ; and it may be fup-
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pofed he is the peifon who hewed this ftone into the form of a
cell.

At Stromnefs, whither I returned from Hoy, I met the ingenious
Mr Low, minifter of Birza parim ; he conducted me to Eaftnaby,
where 1 law a phenomenon in nature that cannot be accounted for
upon any principles of philofophy I know. On rocks, which rife
perpendicular from the weftern ocean feveral hundred feet above the
furface of the water, are found ftones marked with figures of all
fliapes, but moftly tr iangular and oval. They feem to make a part
of the rocks, but feparate from them by degrees, and form into thin
ftrata of different thicknefles : When fully detached from the rock,
they are often, in a tempeft with a ftrong wefterly gale, warned a-
way by the billows, which rife above the fummit of the higheft parts
of the rock ; but new ftrata of ftones, figured as the former, fucceed
thofe carried away by the fea. A very remarkable circumftarice is,
that, though the fide of the ftone which lies expofed to the air is
conftantly figured, the fide lying next the rock has no figure at all;
but, if you raife it fo from the rock fo as to give the air admifllon, or
if you turn that fide uppermoft, it gradually takes the fame figure
that was already formed on the other fide. The figures reprefent
no determined object in nature ; they look as if they had been cut
out of the ftone, and of various fhapes. Another circumftance is,
that, removed from this fpot before they are figured, the ftones take
no figure at all, more than any other ftone ; and if removed after
they are figured, they retain the fame figure without any alteration ;
whereas, when left upon the rocks at Eaftnaby, the impreflion be-
comes always ftronger. This inclines me to think, that the fea air
rouft give the ftones thefe impreffions, but in what manner it ope-
rates, and how it comes to operate here and no where elfe, is to me
inexplicable. . . -

I have
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I h-ave now given an account of what occurred to me mod wor-
thy of notice during my fhort ftay in Orkney ; had I had more lei-
fure, my curiofity would have led me to examine in a particular man-
ner the Tumuli, or heaps of earth and ftene, fo often to be met witii
in all parts of the country. Thefe tumuli are for the moft part bu-
rying places, which, if dug, might enrich the mufeum with valuable
remains of antiquity. I would beg leave to recommend it to any fu^
ture traveller in thofe places, to pay a particular regard to the tu-
mulL

I mall conclude this paper with a fhort defcription of the weights
and weighing inftruments ufed in Orkney. It never entered into my
mind that they were of a different nature from thofe ufed in other
parts of the Britifh dominions ; judge then how great my furprife
was, when I heard Pundlers and Byfmers mentioned as weighing, in-
ftruments. But my furprife increafed on feeing them ; not that they
are of ah unufual figure, for they are purely the Statcra Romana, but
becaufe they are fo ill conftructed, there being no fixed ftandard to
make them by, that they are vifibly defigned for the purpofes of
iniquity and oppreflion. One would hardly believe that 35,000 fouls-
being under the Britim government, a government whofe peculiar
object feems to have been to fecure the property and privileges of
individuals, have no fixed ftandard to regulate their weights by ; yet
any one who pleafes, may have at Kirkwall ocular demonftration of
this fact. He has only to defire a fight of their ftandard weights,
and he will fee produced a parcel of bones, ftones, and pieces of lead
tied together. It is needlefs to-obferve that there is, in fuch a ftand-
ard, ample field for fubtraction or addition, juft as it may be conve-
nient, and without the poflibility of detection. This is not the only
difadvantage attending fuch weighing inftruments, granting they
were made by a fixed ftandard ; yet, are they, through indolence,
seglect, or defign, fo miferably ill conftructed, that I myfelf faw the
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fame quantity of grain weighed three different times upon the fame
pundler, and each time a different weight. A third difadvan-
tage is, that a mark, which is the original weight, is not afcertained,
that is, it has not yet been determined how many ounces make a
mark: In all other parts of the world, where marks were ever ufed,
a mark was equivalent to eight ounces, but not fo in Orkney. At
different periods the Orkney mark has been at 12 ounces, 15 ounces,
20 ounces, 24 ounces, and 28 ounces, where it ftands at prefent; but
how long, no body knows, for it is in the power of a fingle trurn to
make it what he pleafes. Yet the people, who labour under this
grofs oppreflion, bear it fo tamely, that their voice has been hardly
heard.

One main defign of the Society of Scots Antiquaries, is to pro-
mote the good of their country ; may it not be expected, therefore,
that the different members will, upon a proper opportunity, contri-
bute what lies in their power to free the inhabitants of Orkney from
the oppreflion of unjuft weights and meafures, which, by the high-
eft of all authorities, are rightly called the abomination of the Lord,
and of every honeft man. The inhabitants of. Orkney have a claim
of juftice on every well-wifher to his country, for fupport. In the
laft war they fupplied the navy with upwards of 2000 feamen, and
in the prefent with upwards of 1500. Let any of the gentlemen
prefent inquire of their acquaintance in the navy, who have or had
any of the Orkney men on board their fhips, what kind of feamen
they are, and I am confident they will be told, as 1 was, that they
are furpafled by none in docility, patience, boldnefs, and activity.

A Defcription
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