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INTRODUCTION

Wandering Scots

IN 1967, AS CANADA celebrated its centennial, Dr Roddy Campbell from South Uist
took up the post of GP in the small town of Nakusp, deep in the interior of British
Columbia. Little did he know when he arrived there that the mountainous, forested
heart of the province was already home to several Gaelic-speaking compatriots from
the western isles, not least those who laboured in the lead and zinc smelter at Trail,
113 miles to the south, or crewed the ferries that plied the arterial Arrow and Kootenay
Lakes, to the west and south-east. At first glance, Roddy’s experience had little in
common with that of Annie Matheson from Coll, who 15 years earlier had left her
home, at the other end of the Long Island, to settle across the US border, 1,500 miles
to the east of British Columbia. But amid the skyscrapers of cosmopolitan Detroit,
Annie too found herself surrounded and supported by the language, culture and
community networks of her native island of Lewis. Meanwhile, on the other side of
the world, while linguistic identity may have been less explicit, Scottish emigrants
continued to imprint national and regional ethnic stamps on a variety of workplace
environments. In Australia, foreman stonemason and jazz piper Tom MacKay, along
with his two brothers and several other tradesmen from Aberdeenshire, cut the granite
that was used to face the piers and pylons of Sydney’s iconic Harbour Bridge in the
1920s, while in the post-war era, Marie Jarvis from Hawick was one of a stream of
Scots from border textile towns who transferred their skills to the woollen mills of
New Zealand.
These random snapshots – which could be replicated ad infinitum – testify
anecdotally to the persistence and diversity of Scottish emigration in modern times.
The wanderlust that had been part of the Scots’ DNA since the forging of the nation
generated heated debate in the late 18th century, and continued to attract public and
political notice as the human haemorrhage escalated to a total of two million in the
century following the defeat of Napoleon in 1815. Between the death of Queen
Victoria and the outbreak of the First World War, the promotion and practice of
emigration moved into a particularly high gear. From 1901 to 1914, 64 per cent more
people left the British Isles than had been the case in the previous 14 years, but from
Scotland the increase was a striking 139 per cent. Moreover, Canada, which had
played second fiddle to the United States in all but four years from 1848 to 1906,
accounted for 42 per cent of Scottish emigrants between 1901 and 1914, compared
with only 10.5 per cent in the previous 14 years.1
Trends set by the Victorians and Edwardians continued into the post-war period and
beyond. Statistical precision is impossible, because of incomplete and ambiguous data,
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frequent changes in classification criteria, and the absorption of separate Scottish
returns into UK figures, but by the end of the 20th century a further two million or so
Scots had packed their bags and gone overseas.2 Far from being destroyed or even
diluted by the cataclysmic events of 1914–18, emigration resumed with renewed
fervour in the 1920s, when nearly 500,000 Scots left for non-European destinations. It
was a decade when the stampede exceeded the natural increase of population,
producing an unprecedented inter-censal decline. It has been estimated that Scottish
departures in the 1920s equalled the total of those who left Belgium, Holland, Norway,
Sweden, Denmark, Switzerland and Finland combined in those years, and that by 1931
between a quarter and a fifth of all Scots were not living in their native country.3 Their
choice of destinations in the 1920s and ’30s also followed the immediate pre-war
pattern, with Canada accounting for 36.2 per cent between 1919 and 1938. An
unknown number of those, of course, subsequently crossed the porous border to the
United States, which accounted officially for 32.7 per cent, but illegally for many
more who successfully evaded the quota restrictions. North America was followed by
Australia and New Zealand (17.8 per cent) and South Africa (3.9 per cent).
Ninety-one per cent of Scots who emigrated between the wars did so in the 1920s.
When – as a consequence of the Depression – the movement was dramatically
reversed in the following decade, it was from the main host countries that the influx
was greatest: between 1931 and 1938 a total of 62,308 Scots arrived from North
America and Australasia, just over 44 per cent of them from Canada, 39.5 per cent
from the USA and 16.4 per cent from the antipodes.4 Enthusiasm for the traditional
destinations was rekindled when emigration began to gather momentum again in the
1950s and 1960s, with up to 40,000 Scots leaving in some years. A significant fall-off
from 1966 was triggered by the combined impact of immigration controls overseas
and a downturn in the world economy, with Canada in particular exercising greater
selectivity. Although the rate of natural increase dropped at the same time, it generally
exceeded net migration until 1974, when the Scottish population reached a peak of
5.24 million, falling thereafter to 5.05 million in 2002, its lowest level since just after
the Second World War. By then the emphasis on the old Commonwealth was giving
way to a much more explicitly global outlook. At the same time, Scotland, which had
enticed very few of Britain’s New Commonwealth immigrants in the post-war era,
began to attract Eastern Europeans, a trend that helped to stabilise the population base
and increased significantly after the expansion of the European Union in 2004.5
A long-standing tradition of comings and goings meant that 20th-century emigrants,
like their predecessors, rarely bolted the door securely behind them when they left. It
was not only that links were maintained through visits or that returners brought back to
Scotland infusions of new cultures along with the capital they repatriated and the
intercontinental networks they nurtured. Many of those who put down permanent roots
overseas transplanted elements of their ethnic and cultural lineage to those new soils,
sowing the seeds of a worldwide diaspora that currently embraces over 25 million
people who claim Scottish ancestry. ‘They carry with them their language, their
opinions, their popular songs, and hereditary merriment’, Samuel Johnson observed in
1773 of departing shiploads of Highlanders, who, he concluded, ‘change nothing but
the place of their abode’. If Johnson and Boswell had revisited Scotland and its
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diaspora more than two centuries after they had watched the people of southern Skye
whirl each other around in ‘The Dance Called America’, they would have found that
while the ‘brisk reel’ had been replaced by Runrig’s eponymous folk rock lament for
the clearances, and the spectrum of destinations had become global, the sentiments
themselves were timeless.
But there was – and is – no single narrative of diaspora. Dr Johnson himself had
recognised that not all emigrants came from the same mould. Solitary individuals, he
pointed out, were generally less likely than pre-packaged groups of colonists to
imprint their identity on host societies, and many emigrants wanted to look forward
rather than back, embracing the opportunities of a new land and putting the past firmly
behind them. By the 20th century individualism reigned, particularly after 1945, and
emigrants ploughed their own furrow – not so much in literal terms by then, as in
business, the professions and blue-collar work. While they were happy to develop or
tap into family, community and ethnic networks that might help them relocate, find a
job or develop a social life, the function of those relationships was cosmetic rather
than crucial, and a Scottish identity was usually an optional extra that could be picked
up or discarded as circumstances dictated. It was an attitude captured in the words of a
late 20th-century song by the Canadian folk-rock band Spirit of the West:
We soon found our own kind,
Formed clubs and social nights,
And we practised on each other
Just to keep our accents right.
For there’s more tartan here
than in all the motherland.
We came 5,000 miles
To the gathering of the clans.
There’s none more Scots
than the Scots abroad,
There’s a place in our hearts
For the old sod.6
By the time the sun finally set on the long Victorian age, Scots were well aware not
only of their diasporic heritage and the relentless ongoing exodus, but that the
interpretation of those phenomena was disputed territory. For decades they had been
bombarded from all sides, both with quantitative evidence of emigration, and with a
concoction of encouragements, warnings and practical advice packaged in books,
newspapers, letters, illustrated lectures and much, much more. Emigration, depending
on what you read or who you heard, was either the opportunity of a lifetime or the last,
despairing, and sometimes enforced response to poverty, unemployment and misery.
And if – to paraphrase David Fitzpatrick’s comment on the Irish – growing up in
Scotland often meant preparing to leave it, those preparatory steps were shaped,
assisted or impeded by a host of interested organisations and individuals with their
own particular agendas.
Controversies and paradoxes were also woven firmly into the 20th-century tapestry
of Scottish emigration, not least because of the persistently negative images of
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economic exile that still dominate and at times distort public perceptions of the
diaspora. Some of these tensions emerge en passant in the pages that follow, before
coming under the full glare of the spotlight in Chapter 5. The overall narrative is
rooted in a half century of fluctuating movement that followed the end of the First
World War, when Scots – despite the increasingly global reach of their diaspora – were
still attracted mainly to traditional areas of settlement in North America and the
Antipodes. The demise of preferential Commonwealth legislation in 1972, followed by
Britain’s accession to the EEC in 1973, confirmed the realignment of Britain’s
economic and political interests, at the same time as immigration was replacing
emigration at the centre of national demographic debates.
At the heart of this book is a desire to explore the causes and consequences of the
Scottish exodus by giving free rein to the pens and voices of those who experienced it
in different ways and successive generations. By training the searchlight on a mixture
of long-standing preoccupations and new departures we can compare the profile of
participants, sponsors, opponents and administrators with that of their 19th-century
predecessors. And through chronological and thematic lenses we can view some of the
carrots and sticks that shaped their decisions, as well as highs and lows in the
experiences of men, women and children whose hopes were fulfilled, disappointed or
reconfigured in a variety of locations.
Never has the time been more opportune to tell this hidden tale and to investigate
some of the many faces of the modern Scottish diaspora. As the new century moves
through its teenaged years, we are bombarded from all quarters with evidence of
popular, scholarly, and political interest in the comings and goings of the peoples of
the British Isles, a sustained curiosity that shows no sign of waning. The public’s
passion with genealogy generates and feeds on media interest. Emigration and
immigration are part and parcel of television programmes such as Who Do You Think
You Are? and Radio Scotland’s Digging Up Your Roots. Genealogical websites
abound, and National Museums Scotland’s 20th-century gallery includes migration as
one of its four major themes.
In the political realm, there have been concerns about both the loss and accession of
population. In December 2006 the BBC reported that almost a tenth of the UK
population lived permanently overseas, with one survey suggesting that one in three
Britons was actively considering emigrating.7 The Scottish debate was particularly
acute, since the country’s population had been falling faster than anywhere in Europe
and was expected to drop below five million by 2009. Haunted by the spectre of a
declining and ageing workforce, in 2004 the Scottish Executive launched the ‘Fresh
Talent Initiative’, a five-year campaign to attract 8,000 immigrants a year to Scotland
made in response to the claim of the then First Minister, Labour’s Jack McConnell,
that population loss was the ‘single biggest challenge facing Scotland in the 21st
century’.8
The population had, however, begun to rise after 2002, and by the time the Fresh
Talent Initiative – part of which was targeted on expatriate Scots – was terminated in
2008, it had attracted almost 8,500 successful applications.9 Yet McConnell’s
prediction was simply a reiteration of age-old fears about demographic decline that
have echoed down the corridors of Scottish history. Emigration is a subject that has
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engaged the attention of policy-makers since time immemorial, and much ink has been
expended in debating its merits and defects. Past and present are closely interwoven in
a web of recurring political dilemmas. The former First Minister’s comments
resonated closely with the Westminster government’s antagonism to the depletion of
the Scottish population in the late 1700s, and throughout the 19th century politicians
wrestled with conflicting arguments surrounding the shovelling out of paupers and
misfits and the debilitating haemorrhage of the youthful, enterprising heart of the
nation. As we shall see in Chapter 5, these issues were to be revisited frequently
throughout the 20th century. In the new millennium, as the Scottish National Party
flexes increasingly powerful muscles, it remains to be seen what effect political
developments, particularly the possibility of independence, will have on the perception
and presentation of a cultural nationalism that has always been evident across the
diaspora.
Despite its significance to Scotland’s socio-economic, cultural and political fabric,
remarkably little systematic attention has been paid – at least in print – to the country’s
20th-century emigration history. Earlier eras have been reasonably well documented,
although the first seeds of scholarly interest, sown by Gordon Donaldson in the 1960s,
seemed initially to fall on barren ground.10 It was not until the 1980s that an everswelling stream of publications – ranging from broad-brush overviews to detailed
regional studies – began to delve into the domestic environment that produced the
emigrants, and to track their experiences in the locations where they settled or
sojourned.11 It was a trend that both reflected and fed public interest in the subject, and
it shows no sign of waning, whether from a scholarly or popular perspective, or indeed
the commercial dimension that generated the Year of Homecoming in 2009 and a
repeat performance in 2014, the 700th anniversary year of the battle of Bannockburn.
But much of the story still remains to be told, and it is the aim of this book to weave
some new threads into the complex, multi-dimensional but patchy tapestry of the
Scottish diaspora.
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CHAPTER 1

The Road to England

THE SCOTS HAVE ALWAYS TRAVELLED southwards as well as outwards. ‘The
noblest prospect which a Scotsman ever sees,’ Samuel Johnson famously declared in
1763, ‘is the high road that leads him to England.’1 By no means all departing Scots
crossed oceans and continents, or even international frontiers, in their search for
adventure or advancement. The road to England, which they had tramped steadily for
centuries before 1900, continued to entice them south throughout the 20th century, and
in larger numbers than to any single overseas destination. A diverse collection of
politicians and professionals, skilled tradesmen and casual labourers, they settled and
sojourned throughout the country, but with a few notable – and sometimes persistent –
clusters.
Meaningful quantification of the Scottish presence in England became possible
from 1911, when the census began to record the birth counties of Scots who lived on
the other side of the border. Forensic scrutiny of their regional settlement patterns has
only become possible since the expiry of the 100-year closure of the full census, and is
still in its infancy, but even before 2011 it was possible to distil information about the
collective and individual impact of these cross-border migrants from provincial
newspapers and institutional records. For the most part, Scots were uncontroversial
incomers whose presence – unlike that of their Irish and New Commonwealth
counterparts – was simply taken for granted, and whose origins were demonstrated
mainly in their accents. Occasionally, however, we are confronted with splenetic
eruptions of Scotophobia provoked by perceptions of a tartan takeover of English
politics, business, jobs and the media.
It would be not only tedious, but impossible, to consider exhaustively every avenue
of English life penetrated by Scottish incomers and influences. We might more
usefully focus on a selection of employments and activities in which Scots have made
their most memorable mark south of the Tweed and Solway. While some hitched their
wagon to existing occupational and social networks established by their compatriots
generations, or even centuries, earlier, others forged new career paths in unfamiliar or
specially created locations, perhaps most visibly in the Northamptonshire steel town of
Corby. For a wide variety of ambitious, optimistic or desperate migrants, London
remained the dominant magnet, a cosmopolitan market-place where Scots, like many
others, hit the heights, plumbed the depths or – in the majority of cases – found an
anonymous niche.
Underpinning the outflow was the negative perception among many Scots that their
homeland had only a past, not a future. Coupled with disillusionment was a confidence
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that the road to England was paved with opportunities for work, wealth and an
enhanced lifestyle in a country with which they were already familiar. While
fluctuating economic circumstances affected the balance of attraction and repulsion, in
general the existence of a broader industrial base in south-east England and the
Midlands offered better openings to skilled and semi-skilled workers than Scotland or
northern England. Socially and culturally, as well as in economic terms, migration also
operated within a context of ever-increasing, multi-layered and seamless contacts and
communications that were generally easier to forge and maintain than overseas
networks.

Counting Scots: Regional Settlement Patterns
Scottish migration to England and Wales has for long been the Cinderella of the UK’s
demographic historiography. No doubt this is due partly to the challenge of counting
an unregulated, unenumerated army of southward-bound Scots of whose relocation
until the 20th century ‘we lack entirely any kind of chronological account’.2 The
neglect of quantification is also a consequence of a public perception that such
mobility did not really constitute a definitive migration. Despite a wave of post-union
Scotophobia, such ‘non-othering’ was reinforced after 1707, when Scotland was
constitutionally harnessed to its southern neighbour and played a prominent part in the
collaborative promotion of British imperialism. The more obvious distinguishing
characteristics of England’s overseas immigrants also pushed the Scots into greater
anonymity, at least in the public record.3
But cross-border mobility was a fact of life, which from time to time did attract
comment. Even in the 15th century there were allegedly up to 11,000 Scots in
England, mainly in Northumberland and London.4 Numbers swelled after the
parliamentary union, and continued to increase slowly but steadily over the next two
centuries as industrial development generated a range of employment opportunities.
The 1851 census recorded 130,087 Scots-born residents of England and Wales.
A century later, the figure had risen to 653,626, and by 1991 to 766,973. Scotland’s
remarkable outflow during the 1920s was directed more towards England than
overseas; the two decades after 1931 saw a 58 per cent increase in the numbers of
Scots-born resident in England and Wales; and between 1951 and 1981, 45 per cent of
departing Scots headed south of the border.5 But while actual numbers climbed, Scotsborn constituted less than one per cent of the total population of England and Wales up
to and including the 1931 census. Their presence, which had been fairly constant until
the turn of the century, showed ‘an appreciable diminution’:6 from 974 per 100,000 in
1901 to 892 per 100,000 in 1911, falling slightly further to 880 per 100,000 in 1921. In
the post-war decades, Scots-born comprised between 1.3 per cent and 1.7 per cent of
the English and Welsh population.7
The Scots tended to cluster in identifiable regions. Their centuries-long preference
for the border counties and the south-east was maintained, reinforced in
Northumberland and Durham by opportunities in shipbuilding, and in the home
counties by the persistent magnetism of London. In 1911 nearly three quarters of the
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321,825 Scots in England were located in the northern counties and in London and its
hinterland: Northumberland, Durham and Cumberland accounted for over 62,000,
Lancashire and Yorkshire for almost 79,000 and London, together with Middlesex,
Surrey, Kent and urban parts of Essex for a further 90,000. They came mainly from the
counties of Lanark, Edinburgh and Aberdeen. Twenty years later ‘the severity of the
industrial depression in the north as compared with that in the south’ had brought
about a 13 per cent inter-censal decrease in the Scots-born resident in Northumberland,
Durham, Cumberland and Westmorland, but a 26 per cent increase in those
enumerated in London and its five surrounding counties. Unlike the Irish, they did not
gravitate to Wales, but – as we shall see in the case of Corby – they were propelled
into new areas by prospects of better work and wages.

Maintaining Trends and Traditions
There was both continuity and innovation in southbound migration. The patronage that
had propelled ambitious Scots over the border after 1707 gave way in the 19th century
to a more meritocratic approach, as the products of the five Scottish universities – and
many more besides – flocked to England to take up positions in medicine, publishing,
business and industry. Peripatetic tradesmen came to work in construction or in
extractive industries like coal mining or slate quarrying, while others found permanent
employment in shipbuilding.
Significant numbers of Scots found their way to East Anglia from time to time. A
handful of Ayrshire dairy farmers, taking advantage of the financial plight of the area’s
wheat barons during the late 19th-century depression, moved to Essex before the First
World War, and turned former arable land into dairy farms. But most of East Anglia’s
Scots were fishermen and ancillary workers, who migrated annually, following the
herring shoals as they moved, clockwise, from the Hebrides in June, through Shetland
and the Moray coast in July and August, and on across the border, sometimes via
South Shields and Scarborough, to finish the season in Yarmouth and Lowestoft. At
the peak of the industry’s prosperity, in 1913, those two ports alone landed and
processed almost 900 million herring, worth £1 million, in a 14-week period from
September until the beginning of December.8 Within a decade, however, when the
vital Russian and German markets collapsed in the face of the Bolshevik Revolution
of 1917 and the German monetary crisis of 1923, the golden age of the pre-war era
became a fast-fading memory, as curers went bankrupt, wages fell and the migration of
boats, fishermen and shore workers began to tail off. Yet even in the face of these
difficulties, the Scots maintained a constant – and sometimes controversial – presence
in East Anglia throughout the 1930s and 1940s. It was only in the 1960s that a century
of fishing migration finally came to an end.
The female gutters and packers who processed the herring in shore stations have
attracted much more attention than either the fishermen or the contingents of Scottish
coopers who also followed the fishing. In 1913 around 6,000 girls – mainly from
Shetland, Wick, Nairn and the Buchan and Fife ports, but also from the Western Isles –
flooded into Yarmouth and Lowestoft. By 1935 the annual influx had shrunk to 2,600
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and by 1962 to less than a dozen, but their legacy remains in visual, verbal and written
testimony.9 Most embarked on their itinerant careers between the ages of 15 and 18,
learning knife-wielding dexterity from their mothers and older sisters as they followed
the boats on which their fathers, husbands and brothers fished for herring. Employed
by curing firms whose representatives came to Scotland in spring to engage them for
the ensuing season, the girls formed themselves into crews of three: two gutters plus
one packer who was usually responsible for negotiating the contract and ensuring that
the remuneration was right at the end of the term. Many partnerships persisted for
years, usually until they were severed by marriage, although some spinsters continued
to follow the fishing until they were in their sixties or even older. Shetlander Christina
Jackman, who ultimately settled in Yarmouth after marrying a local man in 1948,
recalled that many of the Hebridean migrants from Harris were ‘owld maids’ who
worked their crofts in the winter and ‘ida summertime dey cam ta da fishing’.10

Scots girls at Yarmouth, 1912
(Image by Alfred Yallop courtesy of Norfolk County Council Library and Information
Service)
The cost of transporting the women and their ‘kists’ to and from the fishing ports
was borne by the curers. Some of the workforce came to Yarmouth after working in
Ireland or the Isle of Man, but most travelled from Aberdeen, often immediately after
coming down on the boat from Lerwick. On 10 October 1936 the Yarmouth
Independent noted the arrival at the town’s Beach station of the first fisher-girls’
express of the autumn. The LNER train, comprising eight passenger coaches and three
17

baggage vans, had travelled through the night with 250 girls, all of whom were
allegedly ‘glad once more to be back in Yarmouth’.11 Seven weeks later, the scene was
reversed, as five trains left the same station, taking around 1,000 girls back to
Aberdeen, Kyle of Lochalsh and the Hebrides. Motor coaches transported a contingent
of 60 girls back to Peterhead, and, as the curing yards closed, over 150 drifters also
began the return journey to their home ports in Scotland.12

Scots women packing herring into barrels, Yarmouth, 1930s
(Image by George Swain courtesy of Norfolk County Council Library and Information
Service)
In the 1930s it was still common for special carriages to be reserved for the Scottish
gutters and coopers, but by the 1950s it was only necessary to reserve seats, not entire
coaches. Despite slow and sometimes filthy trains, Annie Watt (from Peterhead) and
Christina Jackman both remembered the 15-hour journey as a pleasurable experience,
during which the travellers rarely slept, but spent the time playing records on a
portable gramophone, singing and dancing – often with porters on station platforms –
and brewing tea. The safety aspect of the girls’ habit of cooking their meals on primus
stoves in the train corridor in the 1950s was recalled with horror by Newham Timm,
station master at Yarmouth Vauxhall, who also described having ‘to be careful who
you put together’ in order to avoid quarrels.13
Tensions, not surprisingly, also surfaced both in the harsh environment of the
gutting yards and in the cramped lodgings, where the girls were often crowded six to a
room and three to a bed. Landladies lifted the carpets that they had laid for summer
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visitors, protected their walls with brown paper or oil cloth, imposed a 10 pm curfew
and discouraged visitors. Washing facilities were minimal, just a ewer and basin in
each room, and it was impossible to eradicate the smell of fish from hair and clothing
for Saturday night dancing and Sunday churchgoing. At the yards the women gutted,
salted, graded and packed the herring in barrels between layers of salt, working flat out
for up to 15 hours after a catch was landed, often having to break the ice on top of the
barrels at the beginning of the day. In 1914 the average weekly wage was 25 shillings,
but by 1924 it had dropped to 20 shillings, and to 15 shillings by 1936. The team also
shared a shilling for every barrel filled, and at the end of the season ‘barrel money’
was paid for every one they had topped up.
Remuneration was a common bone of contention, and the ‘herring quines’ gained a
reputation for militancy and strategically planned collective action. Strikes were
common, particularly in the 1930s. In late October 1936, at the height of the season,
the East Anglian curing yards were paralysed by a three-day stoppage against wage
reductions that may have been planned in Lerwick several weeks earlier, but had been
delayed by a light fishing. Led by Maria Gatt from Rosehearty, the strikers – 3,000 in
Yarmouth and 1,000 in Lowestoft – demanded the restoration of the barrel filling
payment from tenpence to a shilling per barrel, along with an extra half crown (two
shillings and sixpence) in their weekly wage packet. According to a Yarmouth
Mercury reporter, ‘A great crowd of cheering girls, growing like a snowball with
almost every step they took, swept round the loyal yards and called upon the workers
to give in.’ Those who refused were pelted with herring, an attack which in some yards
‘developed into a miniature fusillade’. The curers’ response was to bolt the gates of
their premises and – in one case – to unleash a hosepipe attack. As a tide of ‘yelling
girls, some of them not out of their teens’ surged through the streets of the fishing
quarter, ‘searching for blacklegs’, the police, including one mounted officer, were
summoned to deal with an acrimonious confrontation at a yard near the gas works.
After an hour-long stand-off, six non-striking gutters were taken home in a police
vehicle, one of them claiming that the experience had been ‘worse than the war in
Spain’ and another bewailing that she had been physically attacked by her ‘own
kind’.14
By the next day (Saturday) 800 boats were tied up in the harbour, and the quaysides
were swarming with both chanting gutters, who ‘wiled (sic) away the time by
knitting’, and with 10,000 idle fishermen. Although the girls claimed that most of
them supported their action, such solidarity was probably confined to the Scots: the
Yarmouth Mercury claimed that local fishermen resented their enforced holiday, and
was ‘pretty sure that not all the Scotties liked it’.15 By Sunday it appeared that their
holiday was over, when in the morning local church announcements, delivered in both
English and Gaelic, declared that agreement had been reached on the first demand.
The following morning, however, the strike was reactivated by a handful of girls who
continued to push for the weekly wage to be raised from 15s 6d to 17s. It finally came
to an end later that day, after the curers warned girls who did not resume work that
they would have to return to Scotland at their own expense.
During the strike, negotiations had been hampered by the girls’ lack of trade union
representation, and in its aftermath, a number of them joined the Transport and
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General Workers’ Union, whose local representative had mediated in the dispute. From
the curers’ perspective, the dispute had been instigated by a handful of girls who ‘had
not been brought up to face the hard working conditions of the fishing yards’, and
there was irritation that gutters who had broken their pre-season contracts were going
home from East Anglia with earnings of £10 or £15.16 But while the girls had
achieved partial success in their demands, it was, at least for Christina Jackman, a
pyrrhic victory, since her landlady took the opportunity to increase the rent by a
shilling a week. The strikers’ power of protest was limited, since they could not afford
to wreck the industry on which they depended.17 Yet strikes continued, with a daylong stoppage of work by over 100 Scottish stevedores in Yarmouth before the end of
the 1936 season, and further downing of knives by the gutters in 1946, 1949 and
1953.18
More surprising than tensions and militancy, however, is the evident camaraderie
and merriment of the girls in the midst of arduous, backbreaking toil. ‘We aa got on
together,’ recalled Christina Jackman, ‘because we just lived in a world a wir ane’.19
They mixed only with each other, rather than with the local women, who tended to
work in canning factories, or the Irish men who worked alongside them in the gutting
yards. Most eagerly anticipated was early December, for it was then, in Yarmouth, that
they received their pay for a season that had often begun in the Western Isles six
months earlier. As well as signifying their independence, those wages enabled the girls
to return to their families in Scotland with money and gifts to brighten the gloom of a
northern winter. The brief taste of freedom also compensated for the primitive working
conditions and poor sanitation which predisposed them to ulcerated hands and kidney
complaints. Some girls met their future husbands during their annual sojourn in East
Anglia. Social activities frowned upon in moralistic, introspective Scottish fishing
communities were cheap and plentiful: Annie Watt recalled paying fourpence (2p) for
‘grand shows’ at the Yarmouth Hippodrome, and Christina Jackman enjoyed the
forbidden pleasure of going occasionally to the pub.20
Yet the fisherfolk carried their religious principles, as well as their gramophones
and knitting needles, across the border, and dancing often went hand-in-hand with
hymn-singing. At times their sabbatarianism segregated them from the host society. In
1931 and 1936, the women downed tools, not for higher wages, but in protest at the
introduction of Sunday fishing, and in the 1950s the Scottish boats, in contrast to the
English ones, still remained in port on Sundays. Conformity was no doubt encouraged
by the presence of mission stations operated by the Scottish Presbyterian churches to
which many of the fisherfolk belonged, but these institutions cared for the girls’
bodies, as well as their souls. Like the Red Cross, the churches and para-church
organisations ran first-aid stations that treated their cuts and sprains, and canteens
which fed several hundred workers each day, including lorry drivers and coopers, as
well as gutters and packers. Recreational facilities eased the tedium of the workplace
and offered ‘pleasant surroundings’ where scattered families could meet, as ‘fathers
and brothers came from their boats, and girls from their lodgings’.21 The mission
superintendents also prepared lists of suitable lodgings before the girls arrived, visited
those who were ill, and organised services in both English and Gaelic.
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