The History of the Stevenson Pier at Sandsayre
By Ruari Halford-Macleod

It was from Tom Jamieson that I heard of the plans to restore the old pier at Sandsayre, Sandwick, from whence Solan departs for the short trip to Mousa. Tom told me that he had heard that the pier had been built in the 1850s by the local fishermen. While researching 19th century fishing tenures in Sandwick, I came across correspondence between John Bruce, Sand Lodge, the Board of Fisheries and Messrs D & I Stevenson, Engineers, anent the building of the pier at Sandsayre in 1854. The local fishermen had indeed worked on the pier, giving their labour free as their financial contribution, but I failed to find the original plans amongst the Board of Fisheries papers, at Register House. Then by great good fortune, information, that the Stevenson Papers were in the Map Room of the National Library of Scotland, lead me to discover the original working drawings prepared and signed by D & T Stevenson in 1854. The huge plan, drawn to a scale of 1 inch to 10 feet, shows exactly how the slip at Sandsayre was constructed.

John Bruce, Sand Lodge, Sandwick, had first encouraged his tenants to fish for herring in the 1820s. The herring fisheries had prospered but then had declined sharply in the 1840s, not least because of the bankruptcy of Hay & Company and the collapse of the Shetland Bank in 1842. It was in 1852 that John Bruce once again took an interest in the fishing stations at Cumliewick and Sandsayre with James Methuen, fish merchant of Leith, who had contracts with 18 of the 19 herring boats in Sandwick.

John Bruce petitions the Board of Fisheries for a pier

In July 1852 John Bruce wrote a letter and petition to the Board of Fisheries in Edinburgh asking for assistance to build pier at Sandsayre. “I represented this case to the late Sir T[homas] D[ick] Lauder & to Mr Calder, when then visiting the stations some years ago, both gentlemen appeared to think favourably of our Claims for assistance but the want of Funds on our part barred any application to the Board; indeed the drawback appears to have been, in the expense of procuring an Engineer to come to Zetland with the uncertainty after all of getting assistance.

“I estimate the expense of quarrying and transporting the stones, fully equal to half the cost of the Pier, and I have said that £100 will more than cover all, but I do not vouch for their correctness.

“Tho our fishings are at present very low, I am happy to say, that there is a disposition, both on the part of the Lerwick Curers and On the Men-to revive the Herring fishing.”(AF38/124/1)

The letter was endorsed “Visited Mr Bruce from Lerwick & conferred with him hereon, viewing site etc BFP 6/9/52. * For conference with engineers BFP 11/10/52.” [B.F.Primrose, Secretary to the Board]

John Bruce’s petition was addressed “To The Honourable The Commissioners for the British Fisheries.

“I beg most respectfully to lay before your Honourable Board a Statement of the great hardship and disadvantages, which the Fishermen in this neighbourhood have for years laboured under, in the prosecution of their Calling, from the want of a Pier, or proper landing place.

“And to Solicit from your Honourable Board such assistance towards the erection of a Pier, as your Honourable Board may think fit to give.
“The Beach of Sandsayre is the Site proposed for the Pier; it is open from NE to SE but is partly protected from the force of the Sea, by a natural ledge of rocks on the SE side of the Landing place, where the greatest exposure is, extends out more than two hundred yards.

“The Fishermen have been in the habit of erecting three landing places of loose stones during the fishing season, the top Stones of which are annually displaced by the winter gales.

“The Foundation is a foot or two of Blue Clay over hard rock, and there is abundance of good Stone close at hand. Sandsayre is often a place of refuge for boats passing between Lerwick and Sumburgh head when caught in too strong a breeze of wind.

“It was a considerable Herring Station a few years back, mustering about 24 herring boats 12 Haaf, and the same number of small boats, but it has greatly fallen off from that owing to the failure of the Herrings on the coast for several years in succession; and the consequent emigration of some, and Poverty of the remaining fishermen.

“A Pier, to answer an the purposes required, could be built for less than one hundred pounds Sterg.

“The Fishermen are too Poor, from the cause above stated, and the failures of Potato Crops &c to Contribute any money, but we will Quarry the Stones, and transport them to the spot.


“We agree to comply with Nos 4.5.6 and 7 of the Honourable Board of Fisheries’ regulations for building Piers &c and with respect to No 8 of the said regulations. The Fishermen will immediately commence operations in the Quarry and work there when the weather is unsuitable for carrying on the fishings.” (AF38/124/1)

The petition was endorsed “Visited Mr Bruce at Sandlodge from Lerwick. examined the site, Quarry &c & received his views upon the proposed work which he had already commenced.B.F.P. 6/9/52. For conference with Engineers. B.F.P 11/10/52 “(AF38/l 24/1)

John Bruce replied to the Board, on 20th August, acknowledging receipt of the letter from Mr Primrose, of 30th July, agreeing to the Fishery Board’s regulations for building piers. “I undertook on my own part, to pay the proportion of the Engineering expenses, required by the Board. And I quite agree in Opinion as to the expediency of delay, until Messrs Stevenson the Engineers for the Northern Light Houses may happen to be in the Neighbourhood on Light House affairs.

“I regret to find that the Men’s labour cannot be taken. They have quarried and conveyed to the spot a number of fine sized stones - money they cannot raise." (AF38/124/1)

Mr Primrose, Secretary to the Board of Fisheries, visited Sand Lodge on 6th September, and discussed the building of a pier with John Bruce. Some work had been done on the pier at Sandsayre but in a severe gale, on 26th November, the work was destroyed.

On 23rd March 1853 John Bruce wrote again about the pier at Sandsayre and to your visit to Zetland in the following September, when you did us the honour to inspect the premises, and the work which had been done at the Pier.

“I beg now to report to you the unfortunate end of that work:

“We had endeavoured to secure it from damage, during the Winter Gales, but had not had time to batten together the large flat stones with iron bars:


“On the 26th of November, a strong Gale of wind from the S.E. with high Spring tides, raised the heaviest sea on this coast, within the memory of the old Men:


“The unfinished Pier stood firmly 2 or 3 tides, but at last gave way, and all the work will have to be done over again, with the advantage however, of having most of the Stones upon the spot.


“Mr Stevenson from ill health, and other causes, had not opportunity of visiting, and inspecting last year, and we are fearful the season will have passed, before he visits Shetland again. And in the meantime, the Men must have some sort of Pier erected for the safety of their boats, and delivering of herrings. And the first favourable tide now, they must set about making temporary Piers, or rebuilding the one demolished by the Gale of last winter; for which latter purpose, I now venture to solicit from the Honble Board of Fisheries for myself, and on the part of the Fishermen of the district. The Aid of Forty pound Sterling, not to be paid, till the completion of the work.”

The letter was endorsed “Reply my  explaining that the Board does not give money B.F.P. 11/4/53. Done J/W”(AF38/124/1)

In April James Methuen also wrote to the Board, from Leith, that “The Pier where I am to secure His Boats herrings had been destroyed by a Gale & heavy Sea on 26 Novr last.” (AF38/124/1)

Thus, though the Board of Fisheries refused to give money towards rebuilding the pier at Sandsayre, destroyed by the November gale, the letters of John Bruce and James Methuen, did stir the Board into taking action. A proposal to survey the pier was put in hand and Messrs D & T Stevenson were engaged to undertake the work. John Bruce declared “Willingness to bear ‘half the expense’ of the Messrs Stevenson examination and report of the proposed Pier at Sandsayre."(AF3 8/124/1)

Messrs D and T Stevenson, informed the Board that the Survey and Report

on Mousa will cost about £30.(AF38/124/1) David and Thomas were the sons of Robert Stevenson, founder of the great family of engineers and light house builders. Thomas was the father of Robert Louis Stevenson, author of Treasure Island and Kidnapped. The Stevensons had just undertaken to build a light house at Muckle Flugga, off the northern tip of Unst. On 9th June John Bruce agreed to “contribute half of the expense of a survey of yourPier at Sandsayre” and was asked to remit £15 “by letter of Credit on an Edinburgh Bank.” John Bruce arranged credit of £15 with Union Bank of Scotland. (Sumburgh Papers, D8.389/6)

The Stevenson survey

On 30th August 1853, David and Thomas Stevenson wrote that “Having visited Sandsayre and procured the necessary Survey &ca we now beg leave to send the accompanying plan on which we have shown the Work which we propose, consisting of a Slip extending to the distance of 190 feet from the high water mark, and somewhat similar as to character to that erected by the Board at Rockfield. Considering the limited funds at disposal we conceive that a Slip is the best form of pier to adopt. It will afford ample accommodation for the landing of fish, which is the chief object to be obtained, while the Boats can, as heretofore, be drawn up on the beach when the state of the Weather renders it necessary. We fear any work in the form of a pier with a parapet such as would afford protection to boats lying along side of it, however desirable such an erection might be would involve an outlay in its construction considerably greater than the want of locality would justify.

“In so remote a situation and considering the very limited extent of the Work we do not think that it could be advantageously undertaken by Contract. We would strongly recommend if the application is entertained by the Board, that the Charge of the work should be entrusted to an experienced Inspector & done by days wages, as in the cases of Rockfield & Scallisaig.

“There is a quarry in the immediate vicinity from which it is expected that the necessary materials will be obtained & with this expectation & concluding that the Work will be executed by days Wages under an Inspector we estimate the probable cost of the work in the absence of detailed plans at £500.

“We are pr Your mo: obed. Servts D & T Stevenson.”
Endorsed. “Sandsayre - Shetland. Copy of report & tracing of Plan sent to

Proprietor with Application for £250 - the half of probable cost of the work

1W. 3/9/53”(AF38/124/1)


John Bruce delays his contribution

In October John Bruce wrote from Sand Lodge, acknowledging receipt of a letter written in early September, with Messrs Stevensons’ “report on the proposed Pier at Sandsayre and a tracing of the plan thereof.

“I regret to say, that the estimated Cost of the pier, is far beyond any means at present in my disposal, and I am necessitated to delay my contribution.”(AF38/l 24/1)

B F Primrose replied on 19th October. “I have consulted Messrs Stevenson on this point & and I have their authority to say that nothing in the least degree affective could be made for that money & that such attempt would only be to throw away whatever was expended, but they entertain a favourable opinion of the site, & that a really nice work could be got up for their estimate.”

The Commisioners urged that “ you will spare no effort, as the Plan & Survey have been made, to erect a Pier, & nowthat the Funds of the Board have been prepared in anticipation of being called on for a Grant at Sandsayre, that you will deliberate well over the scheme before abandoning it which will lead to the Grant being devoted to some other place.” (Sumburgh Papers, D8.389/1)

John Bruce wrote again, on 9th December 1853, from Sand Lodge, that “I have the honor to acknowledge the receipt of your letter of the 19th October.

“Since that time, I have been endeavouring to raise the contribution for building a Pier at this place, but with little success;

“The Fishermen are anxious, and most willing to do all they can towards so desirable an object, but unfortunately, they cannot command money:

“There only means of acquiring Cash is by their Fishings which can only be caried on during the fine days of the three Summer months, and these on an average, amount to only three says in the week. The fishings cannot be successfully carried on during the remaining Nine Months of the Year on account of the boisterous Seas in this Latitude, and the absence of sufficient ~ and dry weather to cure fish, and there being no market at all for Fresh fish.

“In consequence of these circumstances, the men are either Idle, or employed about their home affairs, (all unproductive of Cash) during 9 months of the year.

“It is most urgently and respectfully solicited of the Honble The Board of Fisheries, in consideration of these disadvantages, and our remote position in the North Seas, that they will grant us the Pier, on the most favourable terms in their power.
“The Fishermen have signed a Subscription paper, to work at the quarry, or transport stones for the pier - to the amount of £31-19/- to be deducted from their wages. which with £50 I had put apart for this object, is all that I can accomplish at present - without having recourse to borrowing - which I cannot do - with my very limited Income and family of 13 children, all at home as yet.

“Will you be so good, as to inform me as early as convenient If it is in the power of the Honble Board of Fisheries to concede to us more favourable terms ? as the period for getting work from the Fishermen, without interfering with their small farm operations commences with the lengthening of the day, and sufficient day labourers are not to be got here without employing the fishermen.

“I have the honor to be, Sir, your Most obedient Servt, John Bruce.”
Endorsed. “Mr Bruce of Sandlodge. Ack receipt & that I shall lay his letter before the first meeting of the Board. B.P 16/12/53.” [Hon. B.F.Primrose, Secretary.] ‘For Board. B.F.P 1 7/12/53. Copy Boards decision granting it at one fourth B.F.P. 10/1/54.” (AF38/l 24/1)

The Board of Fisheries agree to three quarter funding

On 18th January 1854, John Bruce wrote that he begged “to acknowledge my obligation to the Honble The Board of Fisheries for the very favourable manner in which they have responded to my letter of 9th Ulto on the subject of the proposed Pier at Sandsayre.

“I shall take immediate steps to raise, and transmit to the Honble The Board of Fisheries the Sum of £150 required of me.”(AF38/124/2)

In February 1854, John Bruce enclosed a credit note for £150 on the Union Bank of Scotland. In April, complying with one of the conditions for Fisheries Board funding, John Bruce acknowledged a letter from the Board of 22nd March “With copy of a Bond to be given by me to the Board of Fisheries exempting Fishing boats and vessels from Dues at the proposed Pier at Sandsayre.” (AF38/124/2) John Bruce returned the Bond to the Board.


The Board of Fisheries received, in April, a letter from the Admiralty referring to a request to “sanction of their Lordships to the construction of a Slip at Sandsayre, Mousa Sound, Shetland, and have herewith to transmit you the accompanying duplicate plan of the proposed works, asserted to by their Lordships, as your authority, so far as their Lordships jurisdiction is concerned, for proceeding with the work.”(AF38/124/2) The duplicate plan is missing.

Thomas Hope appointed Inspector of Works

Messrs Stevenson wrote, on 14th April, that “I have to report that in terms of your instructions we have arranged to commence the work at Sandsayre immediately and that we have appointed Mr Thomas Hope as Inspector subject to the approval of the Board. His rate of pay is 7/- per day and 10/- per week for lodgings - Mr Hope leaves by the Steamer tomorrow - He is to conduct the work by days wages for which purpose he has got the tools which came from Scallisaig and he has been instructed to conduct everything with a due regard to efficiency and economy. “(AF38/124/2)

Messrs Stevenson claimed the first payment of £40, for Thomas Hope, on the same date. (AF38/124/2)

In May, Messrs Stevenson wrote again, informing the Board that they had “instructed Mr Hope to get receipts of all payments of £2 & upwards

WE have got the first Bill from Sandsayre ... WE have no hesitation in attesting it as correct.

“WE think it best however, to submit the Account as it stands to you that the future form of these Accounts may be adjusted now so as to avoid inconvenience for the future.”(AF38/124/2)

The Office of Woods claims the fore shore

But just as work had begun on the pier at Sandsayre and everything seemed set in place, Charles Gore, Secretary to the Office of Woods, now the Crown Commissioners, claimed the rights, title and interest of Her Majesty, in the shore to be appropriated for the building of the slip at Sandsayre. 

“On examination of this plan, it appears that a portion of the property of the Crown, Vizt the Shore below high water mark, will be appropriated and occupied, by the Masonry required for the formation of the pier, to the extent of about 180 feet in length, and from 15 to 20 feet in breadth. And I have to acquaint you that as a preliminary to the construction of this pier, it will be necessary that the rights title and interest of Her Majesty, in the Shore so to be appropriated, should be acquired by the promoters of the Undertaking, under a Conveyance of those rights from this department, on such terms as may be agreed upon and as I may deem it proper to recommend to the Lords of Her Majesty’s Treasury. To arrive at a basis for fishing such terms, it will be requisite that a Survey and valuation of the Shore, should be made by some competent party on the part of the crown; but I shall be happy, if I can arrive at sufficient data for the purpose, without the expense of an actual Survey being incurred - I am not aware of the probable Cost of the work, whether the Board of Fisheries are possessed of any property continuous to the site of the proposed Pier; or whether it is the intention, or within the powers of the Board of Fisheries, to demand and receive Tolls for the use of the pier, when erected, by which a Revenue would be derived and the value of the adjoining property, if such exists, would be increased -

“I shall therefore feel obliged, if you can furnish me with any Reports of your Engineers, bearing upon these points, as well as with any information as to the Board of Fisheries possessing any property adjoining to the proposed pier, and as to the objects they may have in view, as regards a demand for Tolls, or Fees for the use of the pier.” (AF38/124/2)

The letter was endorsed “Office of Works Conferred with Sir Wm Gibson Craig & Mr Donald Home Leven. Copy my reply and Explanations. B.F.P 19/6/54. Done JW. B.FY. For Board B.JKP. 19/6/54.” (AF38/1 24/2)


Charles Gore was sent plans for the pier and wrote on 22 June, to John Bruce, that “it will therefore be necessary , that you should acquire the rights and interests of the Crown in the Shore so appropriated, under Conveyance from this Department, on such terms as may be agreed upon.” Charles Gore noted that the Fisheries Board would administer a grant and that £150 had been contributed by John Bruce to Build the pier and that he had signed an obligation to take no dues from vessels using the pier. Charles Gore agreed to convey the groung for the “sum of One Pound, to be paid by you, exclusive of the Costs of the preparation and registration of the Instrument of Conveyance,” with the condition “that no Fees, Dues or Tolls shall at any time be demanded or taken, from parties using the Pier whether in Fishing Boats, Fishing Vessels, or otherwise” (Sumburgh Papers, D8.389/7)


John Bruce replied immediately “that the Foundation of the proposed Pier will be made on ground which has been encroached on by the Sea, and, as I believe, on my property. In evidence of which, there is, first, the annual. tho slow encroachment by the Sea on the land to this day. To the eastward of the pier there is a led of Rocks, running out into the sea about 200 feet, which, tradition alledges to have been at one time covered with green sod. And old people within my recollection Remember it to have been covered with grass for at least 100 feet beyond the present high water mark.

“2nd Peaty Moss, trunks, & Roots of trees, lying on a bed of blue clay, are discovered , as far out as the Pier will run, to this day,

“Under these circumstances, and until after the foundation of the Pier is cut – so as to show the section of the substances removed and then the Evidence of the workmen produced as to the presence of Peat Moss and trees, I should not like to bind myself to the terms in your letter.” (Sumburgh Papers, D8.389/23)


Charles Gore replied on 10th July that “I have to state, that assuming the statement by you, to be substantially correct, as it is evident, that the advance of the Sea has been gradual, the Shore below the ordinary high water mark, in its present condition, is the undoubted property of Her Majesty. Unless therefore you are prepared to take a Conveyance of the Shore and Ground, below high water mark, required for the pier, on the terms stated in my letter of 22nd Ulto. It will be my duty, to request the Board of Fisheries, to suspend the execution of the Works.” (Sumburgh Papers, D8.389/24).


John Bruce replied, on 17th July, that “I have now to state that assuming your statement now quoted, to be correct, tho I cannot see what use the proposed conveyance of the rights … and interest of Her Majesty in the sale of the Pier at Sandsayre can be to me. I am ready to comply with the terms contained in your letter of 22nd June 1854 – that the work of the Pier may not be suspended for a trifle.” (Sumburgh Papers, D8.389/24)

The original working plans for the slip at Sandsayre are amongst the Stevenson Papers at the National Library of Scotland Map Room. (MS 5862 No 56)

Thomas Hope returns to Shetland in February 1855

In February 1855, Messrs Stevenson wrote that “We now propose to send Mr Hope to Shetland to resume the quarrying and dressing of the materials for the Slip at Sandsayre.”(AF38/124/4)

In May, Messrs Stevenson wrote that “As the works at Sandsayre are drawing to a close we beg leave to suggest that we obtain authority to direct Mr Hope the Inspector to sell to the best advantage at the conclusion of the works such implements as he considers not worth the expense of bringing back to Edinburgh.”(AF38/124/4)

On 3rd September Messrs Stevenson wrote that “We beg leave to state that having subscribed agreeably to arrangements visited Sandsayre on the 17th Ulto [August] and carefully inspected the Slip recently erected for the Board by Mr Thomas Hope as Superintendent. We found every part of it in a satisfactory state and executed in terms of our Specifications and to our entire satisfaction.” (AF3 8/124/4)

In October Thomas Hope, now working at Ushinish Head Lighthouse, in the Outer Hebrides, submitted the accounts and balance sheet for the work at Sandsayre. (AF38/124/4)

From April 1854 Thomas Hope’s monthly pay bills had been about £40, rising to £55.9.5 in July and £56.8.9 in October. When labouring stopped in October the work had cost £325.2.1 against remittances of the same amount. Work recommenced in February 1855 and was completed in May. A further £174.12.1 was expended and the charge for May, “including the charge for the Hire of Tools &c” was £104.12.2½. The total cost was £604.6.5, with an additional £14.15.5 due by Thomas Hope, so that the final balance was £619.1.10.

Thomas Hope had received £597.18.9 in remittances from the Board, to which were added “To Interest on Tools valued at £60.1/. at 18 per Cent, as per Contra, £10.16.1” and “To cash received for Tools bought for the Works & sold after the completion of the Works £10.6.11.” The Balance Sheet was attested by Thomas Hope and “Declared before me at Dremisdale this Twenty fourth day of September, eighteen hundred & fifty five years.” [Signed] Chas McLean, J.P. County of Inverness.”(AF28/124/4) Dremisdale is in South Uist.

John Bruce contributed £150 to the works and the Board of Fisheries contributed £450 and, after final adjustments, Thomas Hope concluded that the work of building the slip at Sandsayre had cost £591.19.6, so that John Bruce was remitted £1.10.2 and the Board £4.10.4.

The draft for the Report by the Commissioners for the British Fisheries, placed before Parliament in 1855, noted that “This Pier & a Slip was built by the Board in 1854 at a cost of £ 593.19.6, of which the Board paid £445.9.8 and the Proprietor £148.9.10.

“It was built for accommodation of small boats and is now of very little Service to the larger deeper Boats employed in the fishing. It is in good repair and of great Service to these Boats, altho’ of not much use to the larger decked Boats now employed in the fishery. To make it serviceable for these Boats it would require to be extended Seawards a considerable distance and raised from 4 to 6 feet above the present level.


Number of Boats - First class       8

Second Do     4
                                                        12


Number of Fishermen              54” (AF38/1 24/4)

Messrs Stevenson wrote on 22nd April 1856 that “We herewith return the lithographs of the Slip at Sandsayre which we have examined and found correct.”(AF38/1 24/4)

The report and, lithograph appear in the House of Commons Papers for

1856 .(GFA. 7)
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