Early history of the school in Fair Isle
In his book, “Eight acres and a boat”1 Professor George Stout provides a useful
introduction to the early history of the school in Fair Isle (pp187-197). Although the
book was based on material produced by Jerry Eunson (1912-1987), George was more
than an editor, adding, as he did, material from his own researches. Unfortunately he
did not make clear which parts of the text were original with Jerry and which were his
own. It would appear, however, that much of the section on education was based on a
reading of the records of the Society in Scotland for Propagating Christian Knowledge
(SSPCK).
Apart from a few minor errors, the account given in “Eight acres and a boat” is a fairly
reliable reflection of the SSPCK records. One of the oddities, however, is that no mention
is made of Thomas Stout, who was the schoolmaster in Fair Isle for a period of time, and
who, according to family tradition, was variously “sent to Fair Isle by the SSPCK” and
was “the first teacher in Fair Isle” or was “the first Stout in Fair Isle”. If he was the first
Stout in Fair Isle then he was almost certainly an ancestor of both George Stout and
myself. By remaining silent on Thomas Stout the schoolmaster, George neither confirms
nor refutes any of these claims.
A further publication, one which has a more specialised focus on education in Shetland,
is “A vehement thirst after knowledge”2, written by John G Graham, a former
headmaster of Anderson High School, Lerwick (1970 – 1982). A very good account is
given of the history of education in Shetland in the wider Scottish context. One of the
appendices of this book gives a list of the schoolmasters in the various schools of
Shetland. For Fair Isle, it lists Thomas Stout as the SSPCK teacher from 1732 to 1736. It
also lists him as the parochial teacher at Tingwall from 1769-1773. The dates for the
SSPCK are in conflict with “Eight acres and a boat”, which states that William Strang was
the schoolmaster during that period. It is also implausible, perhaps that Thomas Stout
would have occupied two positions – in Fair Isle and Tingwall - separated by such a
wide time interval.
A third book which is relevant is A S Cowper’s “SSPCK Schoolmasters 1709-1872”3. This
is a thorough extract from the SSPCK records, organized by teacher name, and covering
all of Scotland during the period of SSPCK activity. It must have taken a huge amount of
work to trawl through the extensive SSPCK records (524 indexed volumes) to produce
this work. Unfortunately some of the SSPCK records are incomplete, so different
documents must be searched to unearth the whole story. This may be why George Stout
didn’t find our putative ancestor, Thomas. Cowper did find him, however, and gives two
short durations for his incumbency:
Gela in Fair Isle 1758-1759
Leogh 1766-1767
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Was there a vacancy between the two periods, or did Cowper simply not unearth the
whole story? I decided to search the SSPCK records myself to resolve all of these
questions.
What follows is not intended as a particularly readable document but as a report on a
thorough trawl through the SSPCK archives for information about the school in Fair Isle
and for some of the Shetland and broader context.
The governance of the SSPCK included a quarterly General Meeting of Members as the
principal decision-making forum. Under its direction was a smaller Committee, which
had an executive function, produced reports and made recommendations to the General
Meeting of Members4 for ratification. Over time, as the organisation matured and the
number of schools increased, the General Meeting was less involved in the day-to-day
management of the schools and the Committee took on more responsibility. Eventually
there was further delegation to various sub-committees.
One of the key management tools of the Society was the Scheme or List. This was a list
of schools, schoolmasters and salaries, prepared around August of each year to cover
the next annual term of employment, beginning on the 1st of the following November.
To begin with, the Scheme was presented in full in the minutes of the General Meeting.
Later it was referred to and approved but not presented in full in the minutes. The
Committee minutes did present the Scheme in full at that point. Still later the
preparation of the Scheme was delegated to a sub-committee appointed for the task.
The Scheme is a ready source of information about the schools, but by 1755 the Scheme
was no longer produced in full in even the Committee minutes. There is a Scheme ledger
for the later years, but this did not become instituted until 1771. I have not tracked
down the sub-committee minutes where the Scheme may have been documented
between 1755 and 1770. This is the very period where Cowper places Thomas Stout.
4 August, 1730 Minute of Committee Meeting
The first mention I’ve found of the need for a school in Fair Isle was this entry from
1730:
Produced a letter from Mr James Williamson missionary minister in Fair Isle, Foula
and Skerries dated the tenth of June last, representing that the case of the poor
people and the rising generation there is very clamant5 through want of such as
may teach them to read and therefore craving that the Society would allow
something for that end if it were but twenty shillings sterling to each of these
places; the Committee were obliged to refuse the said desire at present, by reason
their funds cannot bear the charge of more than are already erected.
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22 October, 1730 Minute of Committee Meeting
The Committee agreed to make a recommendation to fund a schoolmaster in each of
Fair Isle, Foula and Skerries on 22 October, 1730. That date was quoted thereafter in the
records as the date on which the school in Fair Isle was “erected”. However, the details
of the physical erection of schools buildings is not included in the SSPCK records. It was
the responsibility of the presbytery and laird to provide school accommodation:
The Committee having considered the desire of former letters with relation to the
three isles of Foula, Skerries and Fair Isle did agree that twelve pounds Scots 6 be
allowed to each of these remote isles for helping to maintain a school and to take
effect against the first day of May next upon condition that the people there do
provide accommodation for the schools and their masters and agree to grant them
some encouragement, so as they may not be further burdensome to the Society and
they to find out fit persons to serve thereon and send up certificates agreeable to
the Society’s Formula and which schoolmasters are in the minister’s absence and by
his direction to convene the people on the Lords Days and to read, pray, sing psalms
and catechise, and letters were ordered to be written to the Heritors of these
islands intimating the premises to them.
The school in Fair Isle was generally described as located at Gela (Gaila) but in some
records the location is given as Leogh. The two places are 500 metres apart and so it is
unclear whether the same building is referred to with two different addresses. The
location is consistently given as “Gela” up to 1763. There are entries citing “Leogh” in
1764 and 1765 but reverts to “Gela” in 1766.
The Committee recommendation was approved at a stated (General) Meeting of the
Society on 5 November, 1730:
And feeing schools are demanded to the remote islands of Foula, Skerries and Fair
Isle, where the Society never had any as yet. It was the Committee’s opinion that
twenty shillings sterling be allowed to help to maintain a schoolmaster in each of
them, and as to the salary which the schoolmaster in Hoy had, they were of opinion
it might be given for a school in Walls in Orkney; and these salaries are no further
burdens on the Society’s Fund. As to the Society’s schools in Stenness, Harray and
Sandwick the Committee overtured that unless the parishes do settle parochial
schools the Society should withdraw their allowance to these places and bestow the
same elsewhere. The General Meeting having heard this report and discoursed
thereupon, did approve of what their Committee had done in all the particulars
abovementioned and ordained that the same be intimated to all concerned, as also
remitted and empowered the Committee to finish the above proposal and grant
commissions accordingly.7
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It was some time before a teacher was appointed. (This was the responsibility of the
Shetland presbytery.) There were also communication difficulties between Shetland
and Edinburgh, as evidenced by the fact that when a teacher was appointed, the Society
took some time to discover that that was the case, and took even longer to start paying
him. William Strang was the first teacher appointed. He began in post in July, 1731 but
didn’t get paid until three years later - and then only after he had made a trip to
Edinburgh to appear before the Committee to demand payment in person! The story is
told in the records:
As mentioned, a List of schools was prepared each year by the Committee and presented
to the General Meeting for approval, usually between March and June at one time but, in
later years, in August. The following is from the minutes of 18 March, 1731:
15 March 1731 List of schools maintained by the SSPCK with an account of the
condition they are in8
…
100 Fair Isle in parish of Dunrossness erected the twenty-second October, 1730. No
master yet appointed.9
…
At the general meeting of 23 March, 1732 the list of schools was presented and there
was some discussion of the situation in Shetland.
1731 List of the charity schools maintained by the Society in Scotland… with an
account of the condition they are in 10
…
101

Nota that schools were allowed for the following places in the bounds of the
presbytery of Zetland, but there is no account of any master being provided
for them.

102

Nesting in the parish of Nesting erected the eleventh of December 1729

103

Fair Isle in the parish of Dunrossness erected the twenty-second of October
1730

104

Foula in ditto parish erected at ditto time

105

Skerries in ditto parish erected at ditto time11

…
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The correspondents in the bounds of the presbytery of Zetland, not having certifying
fit persons to take up schools in Nesting, Fair Isle, Foula and Skerries, and no report
since the twenty-second of October, 1730, that the Society made them an offer of
schools in these places if they will encourage the same, a letter should be written to
that presbytery showing that if that offer be not accepted and persons proposed to
take up schools there betwixt [now] and the first of November, these allowances will
be given to other places needing and desiring schools.12
The General Meeting having heard the above list of schools, and had the reports
therein mentioned produced before them, also the opinion of their Committee upon
the whole read in their presence, and considered the particulars therein mentioned,
did approve of their Committee’s opinion above written in all points, and ordained
that the same be intimate by letters to the correspondents and presbyteries as they
are respective concerned and remit to and impress the Committee to proceed
according to the above report and the rules of the Society thereanent. And that
schoolmasters may not suffer through visitors neglecting to do their part, it is
agreed that upon the master requiring them to visit, if they delay the same the
schoolmasters should obtain an attestation from the minister or next
correspondents of his diligence, bearing the number of scholars and their
proficiency, and that on production thereof they be paid.
Meanwhile in Dunrossness two schools were well established as reported in the
minutes of the Committee meeting of 25 May, 1731:
Produced a list of scholars at the school in Dunrossness parish, Francis Beattie
master, attested by the minister of the parish, dated the twenty-third of March last
giving account of the master’s diligence and proficiency of the scholars and that
there were then at school forty-one boys seventeen girls of whom thirty-one
reading the Bible, twelve the New Testament and the rest the Proverbs and
Catechism; as also was produced another attested list of scholars at Sandwick in
the said parish, Andrew Balfour master, consisting of twenty-seven boys twentythree girls of whom thirty-one reading the Bible, ten the New Testament and the
rest the Proverbs and Catechism and bearing the master’s diligence and proficiency
of the scholars and there was likewise produced a certificate by the presbytery of
Zetland dated the fifth of November one thousand seven hundred and thirty
testifying that the said Andrew Balfour had taught the foresaid school since
Martinmas13 one thousand seven hundred and twenty-nine to the fifth of November
last. The Committee were satisfied with the account of these schools for this time
but recommended to the presbytery and ministers of the parish to send more
particular reports for the future in terms of the Society’s commission to
correspondents.
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Disputes with the lairds over the legal requirement for them to finance parish schools
were common, Orkney and Shetland being no exception. A report from the Committee
was discussed by the General Meeting of 4 November, 1731:
Legal schools in Orkney and Zetland
The Committee reported that by their appointment some of their number waited of
the Right Honourable the Earl of Morton and dealt with his lordship about the
settlement of legal schools in Orkney and Zetland, and did intimate the Society’s
resolution the fifth of November last concerning some of the schools in these
counties being withdrawn in case parochial schools not settled, and his lordship
gave for answer that he had given directions for a legal school in the parish of
Birsay but he had reasons why he would not concur in settling any more. The
Committee did refer to this Meeting to do in this case as they shall think expedient.
The General Meeting having heard the above report did remit to their Committee to
use all prudent endeavours to have parochial schools settled in the foresaid counties
according to law and to deal yet further with the Earl of Morton to that effect.
23 May, 1732 Meeting of the Committee
Produced a representation and petition of the presbytery of Zetland craving the
salary to a schoolmaster at Nesting be augmented in regard none will undertake to
serve for twenty pounds Scots 14 per annum. The Committee finding that none has
yet been found to serve as schoolmaster at Skerries agree that upon the presbytery
certifying a fit person to teach the school at Nesting, ten pounds Scots of the money
allotted for Skerries be added to that allotted for Nesting, making his salary to be
thirty pounds Scots15 per annum, and withdraws the salary for Skerries.
And there being produced reports for the schools of Scatness in the parish of
Dunrossness, Francis Beattie, master, dated eighteenth of February last, Sandwick
in the foresaid parish, Andrew Balfour, master, dated twenty-third of February
foresaid and a list of scholars from Fair Isle in the same parish, dated tenth of
January last, but not mentioning the schoolmaster’s name nor any report of the
visitation thereof, the Committee sustained the above reports for this time but
orders that for the future the said presbytery be careful of sending hither distinct
reports annually with accounts of the distribution of the Society’s books to these
bounds, and that the schoolmasters’ names be always insert in the respective
reports and the list of scholars be signed by him and the moderator of the visitation.
The foresaid petition craves an allowance to a schoolmaster at Whiteness parish,
which the Committee refuses for want of a fund. The Committee appoints that a
letter be written to the said presbytery intimating the premisses to them and it’s
recommended to Mr Thomas Hay, minister of that presbytery now present in the
Committee to acquaint his brethren to be more punctual in observing the Society’s
rules presented.
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3 May, 1733 Minute of Committee meeting
The report from Nesting in Zetland being only a signed list by John Campbell,
schoolmaster, of his scholars and thereupon is wrote that John Bonar, one of the
ministers in Zetland that by last accompt there are about thirty scholars at Fair Isle,
the Committee refuse to sustain the above as formal.
7 June, 1733 Minute of quarterly General Meeting of the Society
1733 List of the charity schools maintained by the SSPCK with an account of the
condition they are in
Fair Isle in Dunrossness parish erected 22 October, 1730.
There’s a list of scholars given in by the Commissioner of Zetland presbytery to the
General Assembly 1732, dated 10th January that year consisting of thirty-one boys
and twenty-eight girls.
4 October, 1733 Minute of Committee meeting
That William Strang be continued schoolmaster at Fair Isle with one pound from
the Society.
28 May 1734 Minute of Committee meeting

Mr James Williamson, minister at Fair Isle, Foula and Skerries having certified that
William Strang did officiate as schoolmaster at Fair Isle from July 1731 till May
current by appointment of the presbytery of Zetland and upon their promise that he
should have the salary allotted for the said island and the Committee having heard
their minute of date twenty-second of October 1730 relative thereto and the said
William Strang himself being present and demanding payment, granted warrant to
the Treasurer to pay him salary from the first of August 1731 till the first of August
next at the rate of twenty shillings per annum, which being intimate to him, and he
produced a list of twenty-four scholars at his school, and proposing yet further to
serve the Society in the said station, the Committee remitted to Mr John and James
Walker to take trial of his qualifications and upon their being satisfied it’s resolved
that he have of salary thirty shillings sterling yearly after the said first of August
next and allow him a commission accordingly, and the Committee appointed an
extract of the said minute of October 1730 to be given to Mr Williamson in order to
be laid before the presbytery of Zetland to be observed by the schoolmasters in their
bounds and it’s remitted to the Praeses16 and Clerk to order books and paper for
their schools there.
6 June, 1734 Minute of General Meeting
1734 List of the charity schools maintained…
108

Fair Isle in Dunrossness parish erected 22 October, 1730, William Strang
master. An attested list dated 12 February, 1734 consisting of nine boys and
sixteen girls is sent, many of which are taught reading, writing and some
arithmetic and church music.

The school day was long, especially in the summer months. The original policy on hours
had been set in 1711. The summer months originally included February to September.
In 1734 it was decided to treat February as a winter month, thereby reducing the school
hours.
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Rule anent school hours
The Committee reported that they observing from the rules of the Society for their
charity schools dated the first of November, 1711 that the hours appointed for
teaching from the first of February till the first of October are from seven to eleven
in the morning and from one till five in the evening, did give it as their opinion these
hours should be observed only from the first of March to the first of October yearly,
and that the hours observed by schools during the winter season should be the rule
in the month of February. The General Meeting having heard this report and
opinion did approve thereof and enact accordingly.

It appears that John and James Walker were indeed satisfied with William Strang’s
qualifications and he did get a raise to one pound ten shillings per annum:
3 October, 1734 Minute of Committee meeting
109

That William Strang be continued at Fair Isle with one pound ten shillings
sterling from the Society to commence from August last which is ten
shillings of augmentation to him.

5 June, 1735
List of charity schools
Fair Isle in parish of Dunrossness, erected 22 October, 1730, William Strang, master.
No report.

18 September 1735 Minute of Committee meeting
That William Strang be continued schoolmaster at Fair Isle in Dunrossness parish
with one pound ten shillings from the Society.
June, 1736 Minute of General Meeting
List
Fair Isle in parish of Dunrossness erected 22 October 1730 William Strang master.
An attested list of 10 boys and 15 girls is sent dated 2nd February 1736.

1 July, 1736 Minute of Committee meeting
Produced a formal report from the school at Fetlar which was found satisfying and
a signed list of scholars at the charity school in Fair Isle with a certificate by the
minister of that parish of the schoolmaster’s service was sustained for this time.
23 September, 1736 Minute of Committee meeting
That William Strang be continued schoolmaster at Fair Isle in Dunrossness parish
with one pound ten shillings from the Society.
29 September, 1737 Minute of Committee meeting
That William Strang at Fair Isle be continued with one pound ten shillings from the
Society.
16 August, 1738 Charge and Discharge accounts 17
Line 148 shows a payment to Wm Strang of £3/-/-, presumably covering a two-year
period.
28 September, 1738 Minute of Committee meeting
That William Strang be continued schoolmaster at Fair Isle with one pound ten
shillings sterling from the Society.
2 November, 1738 Minute of General Meeting
List
Fair Isle

Dunrossness Zetland

William Strang

10 August, 1739
A List and Scheme of the schools maintained… from first of November, 1739.
That William Strang be continued schoolmaster at Fair Isle with £1 Sh10 from the
Society.
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7 August 1740 Minute of Committee meeting
A List of schools…
That William Strang continue schoolmaster at Fair Isle with one pound ten shillings
from the Society.
14 August 1741 Minute of Committee Meeting
124 That Willm Strang be continued schoolmaster at Fair Isle in ditto parish with
one pound ten shillings from the Society
5 August 1742 Minute of Committee Meeting
126 That fit person when certified be appointed in place of William Strang
schoolmaster at Fair Isle in ditto parish of Dunrossness with one pound ten shillings
from the Society
4 August 1743 Minute of Committee Meeting
130 That a fit person when certified be appointed in place of William Strang
schoolmaster at Fair Isle in ditto parish with one pound ten shillings from the
Society
13 August 1744 Minute of Committee Meeting
134 That a fit person when certified be schoolmaster at Fair Isle in ditto parish
with one pound ten shillings from the Society
13 June 1745 Minute of Committee Meeting
A report dated the fourteenth of February from the school at Gela in Fair Isle James
Omand master, another dated the twelfth of February from the school at Bremar in
parish of Cunningsburgh and Dunrossness Robert McPherson master are found
formal.
20 August 1745 Minute of Committee Meeting
137 It’s appointed that James Omand be schoolmaster at Fair Isle in ditto parish
with one pound ten shillings from the Society

22 August 1746 Minute of Committee Meeting
132 That Robert Harcus successor to James Omand who demitted18 be
schoolmaster at Fair Isle at Fair Isle in ditto parish with one pound ten shillings
from the Society
7 October 1746 Minute of Committee Meeting
Zetland presbytery anent schoolmasters’ salaries
After prayer the Clerk presented a letter from Mr Thomas Miller, minister of
Lerwick dated the fifteenth of August last including an extract of a minute of the
presbytery of Zetland containing a representation by him of his having received
from the Treasurer of this Society payment of the salaries of the schoolmasters
following viz. for Thomas Henry eighteen pound Scots from May one thousand
seven hundred forty-four to May one thousand seven hundred and forty-five; for
James Cheyne in Sandness twenty-seven pound Scots from November one thousand
seven hundred and forty-four to November one thousand seven hundred and fortyfive; for James Omand at Fair Isle seven and twenty pound 19; for Robert McPherson
at Cunningsburgh thirteen pound ten shillings from the first of February to the first
of November one thousand seven hundred and forty-five years extending in all to
eighty-five pound ten shillings Scots money which sum was on the twenty-seventh
of June taken from the said Mr Miller by a French privateer from Dunkirk with
more money and effects of his own all on board the Isabella of Lerwick on his way
from Leith to Zetland, and the said presbytery recommended the case of the
foresaid schoolmasters to the Society for payment of their said salary without
which they cannot subsist, which being considered by the Committee and they
being of opinion that the allowing the said sum to be paid them is an act of justice
as well as charity to grant warrant for payment of the same to Mr Miller bookseller
in Edinburgh upon receipt at the foot of this order Mr Thomas Miller foresaid
having by the said letter obliged himself to pay over the money to the respective
schoolmasters contained6 November 1746 Minute of General Meeting
The Committee reported that upon a representation of the presbytery of Zetland,
that the salaries of certain schoolmasters in their bounds had been paid upon their
receipts to Mr Thomas Miller, minister of Lerwick, amounting to eighty-five pounds
ten shillings Scots, the same was upon the twenty-seventh day of June last taken
from him by a French privateer from Dunkirk, with more money and effects of his
own, all on board the Isabella of Lerwick, on his way from Leith to Zetland, and
that without the said salaries the schoolmasters could not subsist. The committee
being of opinion that the allowing the said salaries to be paid would be an act of
justice as well as charity, had granted warrant to the Treasurer to be again paid
18

resigned
It’s a pity that dates for Omand’s salary are not given. His twenty-seven pounds Scots would equate to
eighteen months salary at one pound ten shillings sterling per annum.
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for the behalf of the said schoolmaster. The General Meeting having heard the said
report and opinion of their Committee, approved thereof and of the warrant issued
by them upon the Treasurer for paying over of the said salaries to the
schoolmasters.
6 August 1747 Minute of Committee Meeting
133 That Robert Harcus be successor to James Omand who demitted and continue
schoolmaster at Gela in Fair Isle in the parish of Dunrossness with one pound ten
shillings from the Society
17 August 1748 Minute of Committee Meeting
132 That Robert Harcus be continued schoolmaster at Gela in Fair Isle in ditto
parish with one pound ten shillings from the Society
11 August 1749 Minute of Committee Meeting
List or Scheme… 1 November 1749 to 1 November 1750
135 That Robert Harcus be continued schoolmr at Gela in Fair Isle in ditto parish
with one pound ten shillings from the Society
31 August 1750 Minute of Committee Meeting
138 That Robert Harcus be continued schoolmaster at Gela in Fair Isle in ditto
parish with one pound ten shillings from the Society.
9 August 1751 Minute of Committee Meeting
A List or Scheme of the schools maintained by the Society in Scotland for
Propagating Christian Knowledge with an account of such masters as are employed
as Catechists by the Committee for managing the Royal Bounty for Reformation of
the Highlands and Islands for one year from the first day of November one
thousand seven hundred and fifty-one to the first day of November one thousand
seven hundred and fifty-two.
.
.
136 That Robert Harcus be continued at Gela in Fair Isle with one pound ten
shillings from the Society.

19 September 1751 Minute of Committee Meeting
Upon a letter from the presbytery of Zetland inclosing a recommendation in
favours of Robert Omand for being schoolmr at Gela in Fair Isle in room of Robert
Harcus who has resigned the Committee grant him commission accordingly.
2 July 1752 Minute of Committee Meeting
Reports from the school at Whiteness in parishes of Tingwall, dated the fourteenth
day of November one thousand seven hundred and fifty-one and the fourteenth day
of February one thousand seven hundred and fifty-two, James Tulloch master; from
the school at Laighness, dated the fourth day of February, Alexr Halcro master;
from the school at Foula, dated the seventeenth day of May William Henry, master;
from the school at Bremir in Cunningsburgh, dated the twentieth day of February
Robert McPherson, master; from the school in Fair Isle, dated the second day of
November one thousand seven hundred and fifty years Robert Harcus, master; from
the school at Sandness, dated the nineteenth day of November one thousand seven
hundred and fifty years, James Cheyne master; with another report from the said
school in Papa dated the twelfth day of December one thousand seven hundred and
fifty-one years John Greig, master are all formal. By a memorial transported from
the presbytery it appears that by the demission of Robert Harcus the school in Fair
Isle is vacant since the first of November last and they recommend one Robert
Omand to supply that vacancy. The Committee agree to grant commission to the
said Robert Omand with the salary settled by the [left blank].
The Committee appears to have forgotten that they had already agreed the appointment
of Robert Omand in September, 1751.
8 February 1753 Minute of Committee Meeting
There was a discussion about whether schoolmasters who were also elders should be
permitted to attend presbytery meetings. This resulted in a hardline resolution about
unauthorised absences generally,
Act anent schoolmasters
The Committee do hereby discharge any of the schoolmasters employed by them to
be absent at any time excepting the time allowed for a vacation from their office
either as elders or any other manner or way without liberty asked and obtained for
that effect with certification; to such as do in the contrary that payment of their
salaries shall be stopped and appoint that all the presbyteries wherein any of the
Society’s schoolmasters as well as the schoolmasters themselves be acquainted
herewith.

23 March 1753 Minute of Committee Meeting
Prospective teachers were required to sign an oath of allegiance to the government, as
well as signing a Formula in opposition to Papism. In 1753 it appears that the Oath was
subject to some revision.
The sub-committee formerly named to prepare the draught of an act anent the
Society’s schoolmasters taking the Oaths to the government brought in their report
in writing which being once and again read over and some amendments made
thereto the Committee ordered that a clean copy thereof be made out and that the
same do lie on the table till next meeting to be perused by any member that pleases.
5 July 1753 Minute of Committee Meeting
As so often was the case a report from Fair Isle was not included in the submission from
Shetland.
Produced reports from the school at Tingwall dated the second day of November
James Tulloch master from the school at Sandness dated the sixteenth day of March
James Cheyne master from the school at Papa Stour dated the twenty-sixth day of
March John Greig master the same were all formal and the request for books
remitted to the sub-committee.
10 August 1753 Minute of Committee Meeting
147 That Robert Omand be continued at Gela in Fair Isle in ditto parish with one
pound and ten shillings from the Society.
6 September 1753 Minute of Committee Meeting
Elsewhere in Shetland there was a reassignment of some teachers.
Upon a letter of the eight of June last from the presbytery of Zetland craving the
transportation of some schools in their bounds the Committee ordered that James
Cheyne schoolmaster at Sandness be transported to Delting that Alexander
Halcrow at Laighness in parish of Dunrossness be transported to the parish of Unst
and that James Tulloch be transported from Whiteness to Weisdale in the parish of
Tingwall.
30 May 1754 Minute of Committee Meeting
It appearing from an extract from the Presbytery Book of Zetland that James
Cheyne schoolmaster at Sandness is to demit against next term and that George
Cheyne his son is sufficiently qualified for teaching that school the Committee agree

that he have a commission for that purpose with the salary fixed by the Scheme
commencing from the first of [left blank].
6 June 1754 Minute of Committee Meeting
It appears that there had been some delay in Robert Omand observing the formalities
which were normally required prior to receiving any salary. The remoteness of Fair Isle
sometimes made this kind of documentation difficult.
There was produced a certificate by Mr John Mill minister at Dunrossness of the
service of Robert Omand schoolmaster at Fair Isle from the first of November one
thousand seven hundred and fifty-two to the first of May one thousand seven
hundred and fifty-four and the Committee in respect of the said schoolmaster’s
distance from the presbytery seat do for this time sustain the said certificate and
order payment of the salary resting on his receipt, allowing the said Robert Omand
till the first of November next to produce a certificate of his having taken the Oaths
and signing the Formula.
1 July 1754 Minute of Committee Meeting
Reports from the schools at Laighness dated the twenty-ninth day of January
Alexander Halcrow master; Norbie dated the twenty-fifth day of January James
Cheyne master; Whiteness dated the nineteenth day of November James Tulloch
master; Cunningsburgh dated the twenty-first day of February Robert McPherson
master; and from the school of Uphouse John Greig master dated the twenty-first
day of February, are all formal.
Note that there was again no report from Fair Isle.
1 August 1754 Minute of Committee Meeting
The Scheme prepared for the annual term beginning 1 November, 1754 was the last one
fully recorded in the minutes of the Committee.
The Scheme of schoolmasters to be employed for the ensuing year being prepared
by the sub-committee and now produced the Committee approved thereof as
follows viz. List or Scheme of the schools maintained… from the first day of
November one thousand seven hundred and fifty-four to the first day of November
one thousand seven hundred and fifty-five years
.
..
152 That Robert Omand be continued at Gela in Fair Isle in ditto parish with one
pound ten shills from the Society.

19 December 1754 Minute of Committee Meeting
Many, if not most, of the teachers employed by the SSPCK were themselves a product of
the SSPCK or parish schools. There must have been some pressure at times to employ
newly graduated scholars. There was a concern that some teachers were underage. This
was addressed by stipulating a minimum age of twenty-one years:
Resolved to propose to the General Meeting that to prevent people underage to be
employed by the Society they enact that in time coming none under the age of
twenty-one years be employed as their schoolmasters unless very particular
reasons be offered for employing them sooner, and that the certificate of their
qualifications bear also their being twenty-one years of age or upwards.
5 June 1755 Minute of Committee Meeting
A year after the issue had been raised of Robert Omand’s signature of the Oath and
Formula the situation had still not been regularized.
Upon a certificate of the presbytery of Zetland of the service of Robert Omand
schoolmaster at Gela from the 1st of May 1754 to November last the Committee
order payment of the salary resting him for that time dispensing with the want of
his producing a certificate of his taking the Oaths to the government. In respect the
foresaid certificate of his service bears that the certificate of his having taken the
Oaths is lodged with the presbytery.
3 March 1756 Minute of Committee Meeting
The SSPCK had experimented earlier with vocational training, specifically agriculture
and spinning. The heritor, Sir Andrew Mitchell proposed to introduce a scheme to teach
ploughing in Shetland.
The sub-committee named to converse with the doer for Sir Andrew Mitchell on the
subject matter of his petition mentioned in minutes of the twenty-sixth of January
reported that having conversed with Mr Mitchell of Pitadie, as having commission
from Sir Andrew Mitchell… were of opinion… [as reported to the General Meeting
the following day].
4 March 1756 Minute of General Meeting
Zetland proposal by Sir Andrew Mitchell
The Committee reported that Sir Andrew Mitchell of West Shore having proposed
to them to give fifteen pounds sterling yearly to a ploughman to be employed in
Zetland for the instruction of the inhabitants of the island in husbandry and
agriculture,, they after receiving the report of a sub-committee named to converse

with Sir Andrew’s doer on this subject are of opinion that the society should allow
five pounds a year for seven years towards paying a fee to an expert ploughman to
be sent to Zetland by Sir Andrew Mitchell with their approbation, Sir Andrew
always paying what further encouragement will be necessary for such ploughman
and furnishing him with a house and garden beside ten acres of improvable ground
rent free for the foresaid space and the said ploughman being obliged to instruct
such persons in husbandry as shall be recommended to him by the Committee, as
well as by Sir Andrew Mitchell and as a further encouragement and a mean to
promote and diffuse the knowledge of agriculture in Zetland, the Committee gives it
as their opinion that the Society should be at the expense of instructing five young
men from Zetland in the knowledge of agriculture by placing them with some
skillful farmers in this country, the said young men being recommended by Sir
Andrew Mitchell and each of them not to be under sixteen years of age, their age
and moral character to be certified by the minister and Kirk Session of the bound
where they reside, and for that purpose ten pounds sterling yearly (being only forty
shillings for each boy be allowed for the term of nine years, it being understood that
no one boy is to be educated at the Society’s expense longer than three years, and
that Sir Andrew shall engage after they are sufficiently instructed to return them to
Zetland and employ them there in husbandry and agriculture under the penalty oof
repaying to the Society the forty shillings for each year that such boys shall have
been educated on the Society’s expense, and the Committee being of opinion that
this plan may be contribute greatly to carrying on the good purposes of the second
patent the rather as it is not attended with any hazard of misapplication of the
Society’s money as the young men from Zetland are to be placed out of this country
under the eye of the Society itself did therefore lay the same before the General
Meeting for their approbation, the General Meeting having heard the said …
opinion did after reasoning thereon agree to remit the consideration of this affair
to their Committee and appoint that they make out a state of the funds of the
second patent and burdens affecting it to be prepared against Tuesday next and to
be on the table till that day fortnight to be perused by any member that pleases to
inspect the same and that the same be reported to the next General Meeting.
9 November 1756 Minute of Committee Meeting
Another reassignment of teachers in Shetland took place in 1756.
Produced a letter of the sixteenth of June last from the presbytery of Zetland
bearing that George Cheyne schoolmaster in the parish of Delting had demitted his
office, and craving that Andrew Gifford may be appointed to succeed him, and that
the school be fixed in Laxobigging in north Delting; that the school at Unst be
removed from thence to the parish of Burra in the charge of Bressay; that James
Tulloch schoolmaster at Weisdale be removed to Strand in the north part of
Tingwall parish, which letter being read, the Committee agreed to what is therein
proposed and do accordingly appoint that Andrew Gifford be employed at
Laxobigging in north Delting in place of George Cheyne with the salary fixed by the
Scheme, commencing from the first of May last; that the school at Unst be removed
to the parish of Burra in the charge of Bressay; that James Tulloch be transported
to Strand in the north part of the parish of Tingwall; and there being now produced

a certificate by the said presbytery of the service of George Cheyne from the first
day of November one thousand seven hundred and fifty-five years to the first of May
last the Committee order payment of the salary resting to him for that time.
4 March 1757 Minute of Committee Meeting
An initiative was proposed to enforce tighter compliance with the annual term of
employment and deincentivise resignations in the middle of the term. The implication is
that we can be sure that most teachers subsequently served full annual terms.
Overture on cut the demission of schoolmasters
The Committee considering that several inconveniences arise from schoolmasters
demitting their charges between terms and without their giving previous notice of
their intention to demit so as that the Committee may have time to look out for a
proper person to supply the vacancy, agreed to overture to the General Meeting
that they enact that for the future every schoolmaster employed by the Society and
who intends to demit his office shall be obliged to notify his intention to the
Committee at least three months before his demission, with certification that the
schoolmaster demitting without notifying his intention to demit shall receive no
salary for the half year preceding his demission.
22 May 1757 Minute of Committee Meeting
Several earlier discussions had been minuted of a proposal from Lady Mitchell to teach
spinning in Shetland. A number of spinning wheels and reels for yarn were to be
purchased by her. Whether any of this equipment reached Fair Isle I haven’t discovered.
The SSPCK paid for the transportation.
There was produced an accompt due Anderson shipmaster for transplanting
wheels and reels to Zetland for Lady Mitchell amounting to £7/14/6 of which the
Committee ordered payment.
24 August 1758 Minute of Committee Meeting
By 1758 the General Meeting and even the Committee minutes were concerned almost
exclusively with non-routine matters. The day-to-day administration of the schools was
delegated to a sub-committee. The detailed annual List or Scheme was no longer
reported even in the Committee minutes. It is fortunate then to find an explicit record of
Thomas Stout’s appointment to the school in Fair Isle.
The Clerk having pursuant to the order on him at last meeting made out a List of
all the schoolmasters who are also employed as Catechists with the salaries
payable to them both by the Society and Bounty and the number of scholars
attending each school, and the same being produced and read, the Committee after
reasoning thereon came to the following resolutions: First that all schoolmasters

who have only thirty-five scholars and under that number be dismissed and their
salary withdrawn, excepting such as have Papists in their bounds. Secondly that the
haill other schoolmasters be continued and that the salaries formerly paid by the
Society and Royal Bounty jointly be now wholly paid by the Society, and ordered
that the Scheme for the ensuing year be made out accordingly and that a General
Meeting of the Society be called on Tuesday come eight days in order that the
Scheme may be laid before them for their approbation.
It appearing by a letter from the presbytery of Zetland that Robert Omand
schoolmaster at Gela had demitted his office there and a certificate being
produced of the qualification of one Thomas Stout, the Committee agreed
that he be employed at Gela in place of Robert Omand.

30 July 1759 Minute of Committee Meeting
Time of teaching
In 1734, February had been designated a winter month, the first change in policy since
1711. In 1759 there was a more substantial change. The school day was reduced by one
hour in summer, introducing a break in the morning and a reduction from four to three
hours in the afternoon. It was still a very long day by modern standards.
… the time of teaching shall be from seven to nine and from ten to twelve in the
forenoon, and from two till five in the afternoon, from the first of April to the first of
October; and that the teaching hours from the first of October till the first of April
be from ten to twelve in the forenoon; and from two till four in the afternoon…
26 August 1763
Petitions for schools remitted to sub-committee on the Scheme
The Committee resolve that in time coming no new erections of schools and no
augmentation of schoolmasters’ salaries shall be granted by them excepting only at
the usual time of making up the annual Scheme of schoolmasters; and that all
petitions for new erections and augmentations be remitted to the sub-committee
on the Scheme.
Parochial schools
The Committee also, considering that there is good reason to suspect that contrary
to the Society’s Rules there are several schools maintained by the Society in places
where there are no parochial schools, therefore order the Clerk when he transmits
his next year’s Scheme to presbyteries that he certify them that unless the annual
reports of visitors bear that there are parochial schools in each of those parishes
where the Society’s schools are, such schools will be immediately suppressed by the
Society.
It is absolutely clear from my reading of the SSPCK records that William Strang was the
schoolmaster at Fair Isle continuously from July, 1731 until August 1741.
Cowper does not identify a teacher for the period 1742-1744. He then has James Omand
from 1744 to 1746 and Robert Archus from 1746-1751. Graham has Robert Arcus in
post during this entire period, from 1740 to 1750, which almost certainly wrong.
From the extracts of minutes quoted above we can see that William Strang was still in
place in August1741 and that his succession was requested in August 1742. It is not
clear whether he resigned between these dates or whether he was still in post in August
1742. However, William Strang had not been replaced and there was certainly a vacancy
from August 1742 to August 1744. By June 1745 James Omand had taken the position
and this was confirmed in August 1745. By August the following year, 1746 James

Omand had resigned and his place taken by Robert Harcus. Robert Harcus was
confirmed in the position in August 1747, 1748, 1749, 1750 and 1751. However, his
resignation is minuted in September 1751 and Robert Omand appointed in his place. It
is unclear whether Robert Omand actually took up the post on 1 November, 1751, which
is what would have been expected. When the Committee met on 2 July, 1752 they noted
that the post had been vacant since 1 November, 1751 and appointed Robert Omand all
over again!
Robert Omand was confirmed in August 1753 and 1754. After 1754 the Committee
delegated the annual Scheme to a sub-committee and it was no longer reproduced in the
Committee minutes so I have not been able to follow the yearly confirmations as before.
However, on 24 August, 1758 the Committee noted that Robert Omand had resigned
and appointed Thomas Stout in his place. This would have resulted in Thomas Stout
taking up the post on 1 November, 1758, the normal date for the beginning of the yearly
term.
Unfortunately there is no information about Thomas Stout in the minute. Some
information may have been included in the minute of the meeting of the Shetland
Presbytery which made the recommendation.
It is very clear that Thomas Stout was NOT a schoolmaster in Fair Isle at any point up to
1758.
On the other hand Thomas Stout WAS a schoolmaster at Fair Isle continuously from at
least 1 November, 1758 to 1 November, 1766.
This is shown by the Charge and Discharge account books 20, which specify payments as
follows:

20

These extracts are from the Charge and Discharge records GD95/6/1 vol 6: 22 Nov 1759 to 22 Nov 1769,
held by the National Records of Scotland

1760 line 100 Thomas Stout at Fair Isle a year to 1st November, 1759.

£1/10/-

1761 line 174 Thomas Stout at Fair Isle a year to 1 Nov, 1760.

£1/10/-

1762 line 150 Thomas Stout in Fair Isle a year to 1st Nov 1761.

£1/10/-

14 April, 1763 line 123 Paid Thomas Stout at Gela 1 year to 1st November, 1762.
£1/10/13 June, 1764 line 212 Thos. Stout at Leogh a year to 1st November, 1763.

£3/-/-

7 June, 1765 line 266 Thomas Stout at Leogh 1 year to November, 1764.

£3/-/-

9 May 1766 line 165 Paid Thomas Stout at Gela one year to 1 st November last
[1765]
£3/-/27 June 1767 line 279 Thomas Stout at Fair Isle a year to 1st November last
[1766].

£3/-/-

9 Aug 1768 line 266 Robert Thomson at Fair Isle a year to 1st Nov last of order
[1767]
£3/-/23 Sept, 1769 line 283 Paid Robert Thomson at Fair Isle a year to 1st Nov
[1768]

£3/-/-

Note that Charge and Discharge books are missing for the following periods:
Volumes 2-3 20 April, 1723 to 31 December 1737
Volume 5
1 January, 1749 to 21 November, 1759
It is not possible therefore to use this source to check the commencement date of
Thomas Stout, although that is scarcely needed, given the minute of his appointment.
The end date of Thomas Stout’s incumbency is clear from the Charge and Discharge
records, but I did search for a minute of Thomas Stout’s replacement with Robert
Thomson. As already noted, by 1766, the General Meeting and Committee did not
usually discuss routine matters and it would appear that the succession in this case was
entirely routine and unrecorded21.
28 November 1765 Minute of General Meeting
In looking for some account of the end of Thomas Stout’s tenure in Fair Isle I came
across a piece of marginally interesting administrative detail:
The committee reported that they have made up a Scheme or List of persons to be
employed as schoolmasters from the 1st November 1765 to the 1st November 1766
whose salaries amount to £1397.16.5 sterling exclusive of £55..10 laid out for the
purposes of the second patent and £101 as the expense of management, and that
extracts of the said Scheme are sent to the several presbyteries concerned.
Thereafter a member represented that the charges of the schools last year
exceeded the revenue £200 sterg that to the Scheme this year £49.10/ str is added
and gave in a calculation to show that if this plan only is continued without so
much as adding one school - by the year 1769 $2000 str would be expended,
whereof £1500 & interest thereof would be sunk in the Highlands & little or no
benefit done by it and proposed that the Scheme should never be sent to
presbyteries until it be laid before a General Meeting.
The General Meeting having considered the above report of their Committee
together with what was above represented by a member approved of said Scheme
for this current year but enacted that for the future the annual Scheme of
schoolmasters to be made out by the Committee shall be laid before the General
Meeting for their approbation previous to its being transmitted to presbyteries and
order that an extraordinary General Meeting be annually called for this purpose
soon after the Scheme is prepared by the Committee and refer the above
representation & calculation to the Committee to be further considered by them
and to report.

21

The search was made in GD95/1/5 Minutes of General Meetings 3 January: 1760 to 1 January 1795
and GD95/2/8 Minutes of Committee Meetings: 4 January 1759 to 5 May 1769

Graham covers the period of Thomas Stout’s tenure in Fair Isle, when the SSPSK record
is more difficult to search, as follows:
1751-1756
17661773-1780

Robert Omand
Robert Jamieson
Robert Thomson

No teacher is identified by Graham from 1757 to 1765, the whole period during which
Thomas Stout was in post. What is more, there was no Robert Jamieson at Fair Isle
school in 1766. This looks like a transcription error on John Graham’s part. The teacher
who took over from Thomas Stout was Robert Thomson, but on one of the relevant
records his name is spelt “Tomison” and this was probably the source of the error.
It is very surprising to find careless mistakes of this kind by a professional historian in a
book which otherwise seems very well researched. It casts doubt on a claim made by
Graham that the same Thomas Stout took over the parochial school in Tingwall. He
writes (pp 76-77):
Almost two and a half years after the heritors’ agreement [to fund a parochial
school at Tingwall], in September 1767, [Rev.] Mr. [William] Mitchell [minister for
Tingwall] reported to Presbytery that, despite the decreet of the Commissioners of
Supply, no schoolmaster had been appointed. Nor had a schoolhouse been built.
Presbytery, inured to such impediments, once more instructed the heritors to meet –
upon the first day of October – and to elect and present a schoolmaster, failing
which Presbytery would elect one themselves. In November Mitchell again appeared
at Presbytery to report that the heritors had failed to meet on the day appointed.
Presbytery then proceeded as they had warned and elected Thomas Stout,
precentor and session clerk at Tingwall, as parochial schoolmaster. It would appear
that Stout had been waiting in the wings for the appointment for it is recorded that
he demitted office as Society teacher in Fair Isle on 1st November, 1766 [a fact not
reflected in Graham’s Fair Isle list!].
It would appear to me that Graham may have been jumping to conclusions in identifying
the teacher at Tingwall with the Thomas Stout from Fair Isle. Graham could be right or
the timing could be a coincidence. A closer examination of the records is required. If
Graham is right then Thomas Stout would have to have left his post in Fair Isle and have
become sufficiently accepted in the Tingwall community to be appointed their
precentor and session clerk before being recognised as a candidate schoolmaster. Does
the timing really allow for this?
If Graham is right it could have a big impact on the narrative of the Stouts in Fair Isle.
On the other hand there could have been another Thomas Stout living in Tingwall who
took up the various duties mentioned. Either way, he might well have been the
grandfather of two celebrated Delting men, Thomas Stout (b.~1790) and James Stout

(b.~1797), sons of Malcolm Stout renowned for their musical abilities. Brief biographies
are included in “Sons and Daughters of Shetland”22 by Margaret Stuart Robertson.
One of the significant aspects of the timing of Thomas Stout’s tenure at the Fair Isle
school is the constraints it puts on the place at which he obtained his own education. It
is likely that he was very young when he was appointed and it also likely that he was a
product of the SSPCK or parochial school system. He probably had no further education.
If it had been confirmed that Thomas Stout was a teacher from 1732-1736, as proposed
by Graham, then he would not have been educated in Fair Isle but on the Shetland
Mainland. Since he was, in fact, a teacher from around 1758 it is quite possible, indeed
likely, that he was a pupil at the Fair Isle school himself. Of course it is still also possible
that he was educated on the Mainland and was indeed “sent by the SSPCK to Fair Isle” to
take up the teaching post. Several SSPCK schools were established on the Shetland
Mainland at an early date. Some of these operated more or less continuously until 1748
and beyond:
Howland, Laighness, Sandwick
Norby, Sandness,
Benston, Nesting
Bremner, Cunningsburgh

2 Aug 1713
23 Jan 1713
11 Nov 1724
15 May, 1734

moved to Laxobigging

There were others which operated intermittently and were not included in the printed
list of SSPCK schools in 1748 (apart from Uphouse, the ninth SSPCK school, which had
been closed from 1715-1740):
Uphouse, Walls & Sandness
Tingwall
Ollaberry/Eshaness, Northmavine
Sound & Gulberwick, Lerwick
Brae, Delting
Windhouse, Bigton, Dunrossness

23 Jan 1713-1715; 1740-1754
23 Jan 1713-?; 1718-1721; 1727-?
1719-?; 1724-?
17 Jun 1724
1728 1730; ?
1735-1739; 1741-?

Having established that Thomas Stout was the teacher in Fair Isle from November 1758
to November 1766, what further conclusions can be drawn?
On one set of assumptions, he may have been a young man, possibly twenty-one, the
minimum age set by the SSPCK for its teachers. If so, he would have been born around
1737. There were already at least two adult male Stouts in Fair Isle at that date (Thomas
of Shirva and Magnus of Leogh, listed in the sequestration document of the estate of
Quendale23) so we could conclude that Thomas Stout was not the first Stout in Fair Isle.
22

“Sons and Daughters of Shetland” by Margaret Stuart Robertson, published by The Shetland Publishing
Company, Lerwick, 1991.
23
The Quendale estate comprised all of Dunrossness, including Fair Isle, together with neighbouring parishes.
The Sinclair owner was bankrupted in 1747 and the process of sequestering his estate to repay debtors was
begun. The process took many years, with the winding up document dated 1767, but depositions were taken
from tenants in 1758, around the time that Thomas Stout started teaching in Fair Isle. There were several
Stout tenants in Dunrossness but only two in Fair Isle.

If he was born on the island he would have been the son of either Thomas or Magnus,
since there were no other male Stouts of the appropriate age. It is also unlikely that he
would have been the ancestor of all of the Fair Isle Stouts in later generations since that
would mean all other lines had become extinct. On the same set of assumptions, he
would have been young enough to attend school in Fair Isle himself and may not
therefore have been “sent to Fair Isle” by the SSPCK. If he moved to Tingwall in 1766 he
would not have had adult family to leave behind in Fair Isle and so he could not have
been the progenitor of the Fair Isle Stouts.
A second set of assumptions might begin with trying to identify the teacher with an
already known Thomas Stout in Fair Isle. The only known candidate is Thomas of
Shirva, who would have been at least thirty years old in 1758 and possibly as old as
forty-one. He would be too old, in any case, to have been educated in Fair Isle and would
therefore have been an incomer, probably from the Dunrossness mainland. His age
places him at a little distance from his own education when he took up teaching but that
may not be a disqualification. According to the Quendale sequestration document,
Thomas had been a tenant of Shirva for about nine years in 1747 so he would not have
been sent to Fair Isle by the SSPCK. However, he would have been one of the first Stouts
living in the island, the other being his brother (?), Magnus of Leogh. Would he have
been too old to take up teaching in Tingwall in 1767? Possibly not. If he did he might
have left behind family in Fair Isle.
On balance, the second scenario is perhaps the more likely. However, there are other
possible scenarios. For example, a young Thomas Stout could indeed have been sent to
Fair Isle by the SSPCK and joined the Stouts who were already there. Further
information from the Zetland Presbytery and Tingwall Kirk Session records may shed
some light on this question of identity.
William Thomson Stout
Sycamore, Kirkwall
29 August, 2019

Appendix 1
SSPCK Schoolmasters at Fair Isle, erected 22 October, 1730
Period
July 17311742
1742-1744
1744-1746

Name
William Strang
(vacant)
James Omand

 Text from Cowper
 demitted. 1738, stopped teaching for want of
subsistence

 demitted Oct. 1746

1746-1751

Robert Harcus

 resigned.

1751-1758
1758-1766
1766-1780

Robert Omand
Thomas Stout
Robert Thomson

 demitted.

 demitted; nephew John Irvine succeeded.
Quendale; 1780-1786; resigned.

1780
1780-1815

John Clark
John Irvine

1815-1819
1819-1821

Andrew Wilson
Andrew
Henderson
James Cheyne
senr.

1822-1866

1852-1861

James Cheyne
junr.

1861-1864

Lawrence
Johnston

dismissed. 1793, noted as nephew to previous
teacher Robert Thomson. 1800, ordered to
come to Edinburgh for "improvement". Oct.
1814, drinking.
?
resigned.
1824, Schools Inspector, Patrick Butter
reported: age 33; "wretched" schoolhouse;
taught in church; little religion among the
people who were all professed smugglers.
Fair Isle; followed his father. Foula Isle : 18611872, superannuated. 1868, aid given for
severe storms had destroyed crops. 1870, no
school held in the winter as there was
whooping cough and Cheyne had to come to
Edinburgh Infirmary. Father and son had
difficulty in getting salaries sent to them so
Society agreed to pay them to the Union Bank,
Lerwick. 1871 quarrelled with the people as he
had done at Fair Isle ; locals were mainly
Dissenters.
Fair Isle; 1864, school closed. 1857- 186, Lunna
in the parish of Nesting. His tenure there ended
with an alleged assault on his wife. The Society
thought that there was some exaggeration but
considered a move advisable and proposed
Foula. The Rev. Mr. Nicol of Walls and the Rev.
Mr.Turnbull of Tingwall objected. And so

Lawrence Johnston was sent to Fair Isle
instead.
1864-1868
1868-1869
1870-1874
1874-1875

vacant?
Rev Andrew
McFarlane
Rev. Alex Arthur
Andrew Wilson

also acted as missionary.
? accommodation "wretched".
?

The information presented in this table is based on the booklet “SSPCK Schoolmasters
1709 – 1872 by A S Cowper, published by the Scottish Record Society in 1997 and
available from HM New Register House. The booklet consists of a list of schoolmasters
abstracted from the extant records of the SSPCK held in New Register House and
presented in alphabetical order by surname. Transcribed quotations regarding some of
the schools are included above.
I have amended some of Cowper’s findings to reflect my personal research. I have not
found any errors in his information but I have been able to add some detail. The “”
symbol in the table indicates the records I have checked and amended where
appropriate.
Entries marked with a “?” are taken from John Graham’s book “A vehement thirst for
knowledge” published by The Shetland Times in 1998. Given the many errors I have
discovered in Graham’s list I treat these additions with suspicion.
The records variously locate the school on Fair Isle at Gaila or Leogh. I have removed
these location references from the table since I believe the school did not physically
move.
Checking the names of schoolmasters after 1771 is facilitated by the existence of
Scheme Ledgers, held by the National Records of Scotland as the series GD95/7.
I have followed modern orthography in the spelling of surnames:
Omand: Omond, Ommond, Osmond
Harcus: Arcus, Archus
Thomson: Tomison
Beattie: Beatty
References
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Notes
Files searched on 12 November, 2018
GD95/9/1
GD215/1501
GD95/6/1
GD95/9/2

Register of schools 1710-61
List of schools April 1733
Accounts of charge and discharge 1709-69
Lewis Drummond reports ~1770

very useful (esp. early Orkney)
two pages only
very useful, several years missing
sketchy

Files searched on 14 November, 2018
GD95/10/40
GD95/1/3
GD95/2/5
GD95/8/5
GD95/11/2

Proposals regarding erection of schools etc
Minutes of General Meetings 1 Jun 1727 to 6 Nov 1735
Minutes of Committee Meetings vol 5: 3 Feb 1732 to 1 Jan 1741
Schoolmasters salary books vol 1-3 1 Nov 1766 – 1 May 1779
Society Reports 1732-1794

fragile, difficult to search
very useful, legible, searchable
very useful, legible, searchable
very useful, legible, searchable
closed, unfit for production

Files searched in January 2019
GD95/1/4
GD95/2/4
GD95/2/6

Minutes of General Meetings vol 4: 1 Jan 1736 to 15 Nov 1759
Minutes of Committee Meetings vol 4: 13 Apr 1727 to 13 Jan 1732
Minutes of Committee Meetings vol 6: 8 Jan 1741 to 24 Aug 1750

fragile; search abandoned
very useful
very useful, includes school lists

Files searched in May 2019
GD95/2/7
GD95/2/8
GD95/1/4

Minutes of Committee Meetings vol 7: 31 August, 1750 to 3 January, 1759
Minutes of Committee Meetings vol 8: 4 January, 1759 to 5 May, 1769 only non-routine issues covered
check just before 1758 for Thomas Stout appointment
only non-routine issues covered

Files searched in August 2019
GD95/7/1
GD95/1/5

Scheme Ledgers for 1 November 1771 to 1 May 1803
very easy to search
Minutes of General Meetings vol 5: 3 January 1760 to 1 January 1795 only non-routine issues covered

Further research
Thomas Stout recommendation and qualifications: check minutes of Zetland presbytery just before August 1758. (There are three
minute books of the presbytery covering the period 1715-1772.)
Thomas Stout in Tingwall parochial school: check minutes of Zetland Presbytery 1767-1770.; check earlier minutes of Tingwall kirk
session for appointment as precentor. (There is a minute book of Tingwall kirk session from 1739-65.)
Business from Foula should feature in the kirk session register for Walls: there are extant volumes from 1735-70.
Note: there are no registers for the relevant period for Nesting and Dunrossness, where Skerries and Fair Isle material would have been
recorded.

