
1The Cod Hunters

‘When all is said and done, life is first and foremost about salt fish.’

Halldor Laxness, Salka Valda (1931)

There were no roads in early nineteenth century Shetland. Nearly everyone and 
everything was transported by boat. Most people lived in crofting townships where 
they eked out a rather miserable existence, defying Shetland’s poor soils and 
worse weather. It was a subsistence lifestyle, with crofters trying to live from what 
little they could grow and what livestock they could raise. The capital, Lerwick, 
consisted of barely 2,000 people.  The only other settlement of significance was 
Scalloway, which was home to only a few hundred.

It is difficult to imagine nineteenth century Shetland when looking at the modern 
landscape. In the absence of telegraph poles and modern houses, the prospect of 
hills, valleys and voes would have been uninterrupted apart from the many small 
crofts. There would have been far fewer sheep than there are today and a surprising 
amount of land would have been given over to the growing of crops. The stone 
beaches would be unrecognisable to us today. There would have been no tideline 
of plastic bottles, synthetic ropes and the plethora of domestic rubbish we are 
now used to seeing around our twenty-first century coastline. All seaweed would 
have been removed on a daily basis, as the stone beaches had to be kept as clean 
as possible. These beaches were very important because this was where all the salt 
fish was laid out to dry. In the summer months, every stone beach around the coast 
of Shetland would have been glistening white with acres of salt fish spread as far as 
the eye could see.   

Shetland was poor and her people were poor. But her seas were rich and Shetlanders 
have always been good fishermen and skilled seamen. By the early nineteenth 
century a large fishery, called the haaf *, was already well established. This haaf 
fishery was undertaken by hundreds of small open boats. The largest of these were 
called sixerns, so called because they were crewed by six men rowing on six oars. 
These open boats would be at sea for one or two days and would usually fish 
between 20 to 40 miles from Shetland. The sixerns set baited long lines on the 
seabed, catching mostly ling and tusk. The catch would be landed on the nearest 
stone beach where the fish were gutted, split, salted and then laid out to dry. The 
dried salted fish were sold to Ireland and Great Britain with some being exported 
to Spain. The haaf season was short, starting in mid-May and ending in the middle 
of August. Short as it was, this fishery was very important as it provided one of the 
few employment opportunities that existed in Shetland at that time. 

*The word haaf is an Old Norse world meaning the deep sea.
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The cod fishery, which 
began in the early 
nineteenth century, was 
as different from the haaf 
fishery as it was possible 
to be. This fishery mostly 
took place in fishing 
grounds far distant from 
Shetland – around Faroe, 
Rockall, Iceland and 
Greenland. Even the Home 
cod fishery, which took 
place south west of Foula, 
was so distant that vessels 
had to spend a week at sea 
at a time to fish these grounds. The range of this operation was in complete contrast 
to the haaf, which always remained an inshore fishery.  

In order to sail these long distances, the cod smacks were fully decked and had to 
be big enough to accommodate a large crew. These smacks made trips lasting a 
week when fishing the Home grounds and between two and three months when 
fishing the distant water grounds. One of these long-range trips, lasting perhaps 12 
weeks, was therefore as long as the entire haaf fishing season. In a normal year a 
distant water smack would make three such trips. 

Every crewman on a smack fished with a hand line that had two baited hooks. Once 
caught, the cod were processed on board: being headed, gutted, washed and split 
and then salted below decks. In this way, the cod smacks can be described as the 
first factory ships, in that their entire catch was processed and preserved on board. 

Once back in Shetland, the wet salted cod from the smacks was laid out on stone 
beaches to dry. The end product was dried salted cod that was as hard as a piece of 
wood but could last for many years before being eaten. This was the most effective 
method of preserving fish and its origins are ancient. Dried salt fish was a staple 
food for many Europeans before the age of freezing. In Spain and Portugal, dried 
salt cod became the favourite of all the dried salt fish dishes. It is known as bacalao 
and this has spawned a cuisine with hundreds of recipes – many of which are still 
popular today.  

A sixern setting its long lines
Illustration by John Cumming
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In sharp contrast to Spain and Portugal, the tradition of eating salt fish has now 
disappeared from most of the rest of Europe. Even in Shetland, younger people 
rarely eat salt fish nowadays.  I was part of that last generation of Shetlanders who 
grew up before every house had a deep freezer. Before freezing allowed meat and 
fish to be preserved, everything was salted. We ate salt fish several times a week 
and regarded that as perfectly normal. People often ask me if I liked it. It is probably 
the wrong question. It was dinner and there was no alternative. Salt fish remains 
hard and salty no matter how long it is boiled. But with boiled tatties and melted 
butter it is good, and I still eat it from time to time. However, the salt fish that was 
eaten in Shetland and the rest of northern Europe was simple fare, compared with 
the elaborate and complex bacalao dishes still eaten by the Spanish and Portuguese.  

Now that salt fish is only 
occasionally eaten, it is difficult to 
appreciate how important it once 
was in shaping the economies, 
societies and cultures of much 
of Europe. Salt fish in general, 
and salt cod in particular, was 
regularly eaten by millions of 
people and huge industries 
grew up based on the catching, 
curing and selling of it. Salt fish 
was particularly important to all 
those coastal and island fishing 
communities dotted around the 
North Atlantic – without it these 
communities would never have 
been established in the first place 
nor would they have continued 

to thrive. Halldor Laxness, the Icelandic Nobel Prize winning author, captures this 
best when he states the obvious fact that, for Icelanders at one time, life was first and 
foremost about salt fish. 

The Shetland cod fishery began in earnest in 1818 and lasted until 1909 when 
the last Shetland-owned cod smack made its final voyage to the Faroese fishing 
grounds – a period spanning some 91 years. This book charts the rise and fall of this 
remarkable fishery and the impact it had on the economy and society of nineteenth 
century Shetland. 

The restored Faroese sloop Westward Ho  
leaving Scalloway under full sail.
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It tells the human story of 
the many Shetlanders who 
took part in this North 
Atlantic cod saga. It tells 
of the triumphs and the 
tragedies, of the successes 
and the failures and of the 
hopes and the fears of the 
Shetland cod hunters.

This book is no academic 
detour into an obscure 
nineteenth century subject. 
It is a story of what 
hard-worked and skilled 
fishermen and their families 
achieved against what 
must have seemed, and still 
seems to be, impossible 
odds. It is also the story of 

enterprising merchants who were not afraid to take a risk with their money. It is 
about Shetland’s contribution to the North Atlantic cod saga – that remarkable 
story of how cod have been caught on both sides of the North Atlantic and 
traded around the world. It is a story that began with Basque fishermen catching 
cod off Newfoundland long before Columbus discovered America and it is a story 
which continues to this day. Although Shetland is a small, isolated archipelago in 
the north Atlantic, it punched well above its weight insofar as cod is concerned. 
This book tells the fascinating and important part which Shetlanders played in this 
saga. This is the story of the Shetland cod hunters.

The cod hand line            
Illustration by John Cumming


