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PRAISE FOR BOATLINES


‘A writer uniquely attuned to the water, and to the relationships each boat shares with the places it shaped . . . Ian Stephen’s stories restore past sea roads and river routes to life.’


David Gange, author of The Frayed Atlantic Edge


‘This tour of Scotland’s boats is rich in yarns and anecdotes, as much about those who built and sailed the boats as the vessels themselves . . . a deeply and authoritatively researched yet passionate passage around our sea-lanes and harbours.’


Mandy Haggith, author and poet


‘A rich compendium of the Scottish engagement with the sea . . . Full of deep and real experience of boats and sailing them. A kind of love letter written by a man who has lived his life on and with the sea.’


Adam Nicolson, author of Life Between the Tides


‘A remarkable book. A synthesis of history, heritage, nostalgia, traditions and all-round appreciation of the sea, and the multifarious small craft that were, and are, built to live in harmony with it.’


Iain Oughtred, boat designer
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THE MAGNETISM OF BOATS


PEOPLE ARE DRAWN TO HARBOURS. The space within a safe haven is now usually divided between working boats and pleasure boats, but this distinction is not a clear line. Sometimes a fishing vessel will shine with a ‘yacht finish’ and sometimes a sailing or rowing craft will be weathered and scarred from years of active use. As someone who lived for a dozen years in a slim townhouse, sectioned from the old sail loft in Stornoway, I can say for sure that the comings and goings of vessels still pull locals and visitors alike.


This strange magnetism is a property of wooden and fibreglass (GRP, or glass reinforced polyester) craft as well as those of welded steel or riveted iron. If you wander into the annual open art exhibitions held in The Pier, Stromness, or Taigh Chearsabhagh, Lochmaddy, the shapes of vessels will be recurring motifs, year to year. The islands council of my home territory displays a galley or birlinn as its banner, on paper and on cloth. The permanent collection in the City Arts Centre, Edinburgh, has strong maritime themes. The superyachts of the rich are no longer constructed at Fairlie on the Clyde, but the essential shape of William Fife’s Latifa swings over the town as a windvane.


Vessels continue to navigate in Scotland’s spoken stories and in our literature. Our first Makar, Edwin Morgan, translated the verse of Colmcille (St Columba),1 who must have landed on Iona from a curach which had won its way through sweeping tides. Professor Alan Riach has returned to that great work of Gaelic literature, The Birlinn of Clan Ranald, to make a new translation for our own times.2 Stevenson’s Kidnapped takes us from the Forth, ‘round the top’ to shipwreck at the boiling waters around the Torren Rocks, off Mull. Neil Gunn also voyages from Scotland’s east coast to its west in The Silver Darlings, an affirmation of survival, enabled by the craft that can take part in a great sea-harvest of herrings. The very different poets Norman MacCaig and W.S. Graham have both expressed the mood and tone of the night fishing of that industry in their day. And, in spoken word, the selkie tales and the myth of the woman who can harness the winds for sailors in three particular knots live on.
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Creel boat, Fife, similar to those built by Millers of St Monans


Over the centuries, the study of vessels has resulted in paintings and drawings, photography – still and moving – and contemporary arts projects. Many of these come to people’s minds and enter conversations. The response to a vast Scottish culture of the construction and use of vessels has become a thing in itself. It is something that Scots share between themselves and with those who have crossed to visit us. The images range over the centuries.


If you enter St Clement’s Church in Rodel, Harris, you will still see the lines of a birlinn chiselled in stone. There may be sculptor’s licence, but the representation includes the technical details of rudder and rigging. Arguably, the Kintyre-born William McTaggart was an Impressionist before the movement got going. His lugsails are daubs above the colours of big waters and people are huddled into the seascape that provides for them or kills them. Will Maclean dismantles ring netters with the knowledge that comes from spending many nights aboard them and the care that suggests he is still in love with these craft. The former customs officer George Wylie hit on the idea of floating a huge paper boat to comment on the loss of the construction of more durable vessels on the Clyde. Ian Hamilton Finlay made his own models, to inhabit the sheltered waterways created in the cultivation and mining of culture that is the garden of Little Sparta. It is a vessel that provides the shape of his Coble, which now hangs in the Scottish Parliament building – though I’m not sure why he chose the lines of a Northumberland craft rather than one native to a section of Scotland’s vast and wandering coastline.


And that bring us to the scope and limits of this summary, which I hope amounts to a celebration of the boats of Scotland, in word and image. The huge variations in forms of vessels, as we journey Scotland’s coasts, speak to us of geography but are also a history of large sections of our work and our leisure. Why restrict the area of study to something we can call ‘Scottish’? This is partly because the aim is to convey something more than the contrasting design of each vessel. There needs to be space to sketch some of the lore linked to that craft. Another reason is to make this book manageable. Many existing studies trace lines and construction of craft along the coastlines of an area usually termed Great Britain and Ireland. Like all who compare craft as they follow a coastline, I am indebted to the study of Eric McKee, who worked at the National Maritime Museum. (His plank-lines of a coble are the source of the Finlay work. The artist playfully added the colours of a finished vessel.) McKee proposed that vessels take the form they do for two main reasons. One is geography – the coastline, sea and weather conditions they are likely to meet. The other is function. A trawler must be able to take the strains of dragging gear, and a beach-launched boat has to ‘take the ground’.


Several other excellent studies follow this line to trace working craft around the coasts. Others limit their range to provide detail and depth in their studies, say of the family of vessels which navigated between Fair Isle and Muckle Flugga. Detailed studies of the vessels of the Royal Navy and of the RNLI and of ferry operators such as David MacBrayne, now CalMac, are available. For that reason I have not attempted to outline these. There are also detailed studies of particular types of fishing craft or those from a single yard, often written by those with first-hand knowledge of the industry. My own experience is mainly of navigating and walking Scotland’s coasts, mainland and islands. I have given more space to the variants of small craft, often overlooked, because they seem to me to link back to tell a story of learning, borrowing and adapting.


Arguably the kayak is the most efficient craft of all and the one best suited to exploring such an intricate coastline. These explorations have already been well served in a literature of their own. That ranges from a form of pilot book such as Sullivan, Emmott and Pickering’s definitive guide to the Outer Hebrides,3 to John MacAulay’s argument (‘Sliochd Nan Ron’) that a history of Inuit sea-paddlers can illuminate the selkie story.4 Brian Wilson’s Blazing Paddles5 remains in print and more recently David Gange’s The Frayed Atlantic Edge6 combines adventure, thought and analysis from a humane historian who is also an athlete of the sea.


Returning to larger craft, it seems to me that most of us don’t see ‘working boats’ as separate from ‘pleasure craft’. We also think of the flocks of sails sighted at regattas. We imagine the craft composed of stretched skins which carried voyaging monks over oceans as well as tideways. We laugh at the wry comments of the puffer captain who didn’t come up the Clyde on a two-masted toothbrush. The range, in time and coastal geography, is vast.


This book can only speak of a biased selection of Scotland’s vessels. My hope is that the images and stories give some sense of the soul of these boats as well as their appearance. I have been fortunate in being able to navigate some of the countless searoads from Rathlin to Unst. In 2007 I had the honour of skippering a traditional Lewis craft on a voyage to join the Moray Firth Flottila. I hope that these experiences have given a sense of kinship with the hardy folk who built, launched and worked these craft. This was never only a man’s world. The herring industry could not have happened without the women who gutted one per second, and mended the torn dark cotton miles of nets. Thankfully, women now also take command of our ferries and supply ships as well as our racing yachts.


There have been several specialised studies of the working, sailing craft of the British Isles. Other publications have focused in great detail on one particular type of power-driven vessel, such as J. Reid’s Steam Drifters Recalled,7 which is the most diligent listing of research on these ships. This book aims to describe and picture only a biased sampling of vessels which have somehow become secular icons. Their very shapes speak out. The approach will take the form of a different kind of circumnavigation. Scotland is not an island, but it is possible to transit from the south-east to the south-west coasts by the reopened Forth and Clyde Canal. It is also usually possible to transit from mainland to islands, weather and machinery permitting. Let’s respect tradition and tour Scotland sunwise, boat by boat.



NOTES


(1) St Columba, The Maker on High, trans. Edwin Morgan (Edinburgh, Mariscat Press, 1997).


(2) Alasdair Mac Mhaighstir Alasdair (Alexander MacDonald), The Birlinn of Clanranald, trans. Alan Riach (Newtyle, Angus, Kettilonia, 2015).


(3) Mike Sullivan, Robert Emmott and Tim Pickering, The Outer Hebrides – Sea Kayaking Around the Isles and St Kilda (Gwynedd, Pesda Press, 2010).


(4) John M. MacAulay, Seal-folk and Ocean Paddlers: Sliochd Nan Ron (Cambridge and Strond, White Horse Press, 1998).


(5) Brian Wilson, Blazing Paddles – a Scottish Coastal Odyssey (Edinburgh, Birlinn, 2019).


(6) David Gange, The Frayed Atlantic Edge: A Historian’s Journey from Shetland to the Channel (London, William Collins, 2019).


(7) J. Reid, Steam Drifters Recalled: Spey to Shetland and Stornoway (Moray, 2002).
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THE STEAM DRIFTER


IN THE YEAR 1903, a fishing vessel was making her way from Stromness to Wick harbour, then the largest herring port in Europe. She might have had the lines of a gentleman’s yacht but she was a working boat, powered by steam. That was why she had been up and round the corner to Orkney with only three souls aboard. With repairs to her compound engine of 15 horsepower completed, she set out to rejoin the fleet. The forecast was not that great, but this was a vessel of nearly 78 feet, drawing close to 8 feet and less than three years old. The repairs held good and she cleared Duncansby Head. From the chart, she was nearly home, but even a routine trip on the sea never is. Rounding the corner, she faced the immense waves which rise quickly there, in a south-easterly wind. The tide sets very strongly at that point and runs for a longer period to the north.


Even today, Wick and many other ports on the north-east coastline of Scotland are often closed in easterly gales. Standing on the long breakwater will give some sense of what it must be like to be out from a haven in rising wind. You will need to wedge yourself in somewhere secure. Even the creativity of the Stevenson family of engineers could not devise coastal works that would be completely effective against the heavyweight punches of the North Sea. Violet, WK157, was at last gaining a grip on the waters of Wick Bay when her steering gear failed. She was driven back round Noss Head.
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Steam drifter (circa 1900–30)


Keiss Sands could not have been a soft landing. Many of the steam drifters were built in steel, but this was a ship of timber construction. She was built by Chambers and Colby of Lowestoft, a town joined to the Scottish ports by the searoad and by the trade that followed the migration of herring. Her skipper would have known that no vessel of any build could withstand the pounding she’d get in the rising south-easterly. He set with his two crew to lash hatches together to form a raft. They did that with him, but neither would trust to it. Any decision was taken out of their hands as the raft, with that one man clinging on, was swept off the flooded deck.


The wreck was sighted. A shore station for a ‘pulling’ lifeboat had been developed in Ackergill, some 5 nautical miles to the south of the grounding. She was launched into a huge surf but one which was shoving the double-ended craft in the right direction. Four of her oars were smashed as she approached Violet. The same breaking wave took away one of the wreck’s crew, still clinging to the long drifter. The lifeboat herself was in imminent danger now but a rescue rocket, fired by the shore party, took a line out to the grounded vessel. The remaining man was rescued and the lifeboat herself gained the shore with all her crew. The skipper’s improvised raft was also driven ashore further to the north. One life and one ship were lost.


This is a story which could, sadly, be repeated with variations, all around the world’s coasts. It is as well to remember the losses when we admire the forms of past or present vessels. Even so, the work of shipwrights, engineers, navigators and crews must be recognised. Some of these vessels, such as Violet, were built to a designer’s plans, but others took their shape from inherited experience.


The distances between Scottish ports are often considerable. As an example, once I sailed non-stop from my home port of Stornoway to Lerwick harbour. The plot showed that the distance covered was the same as if I’d gone direct to the harbour in the most southern of the Faroe Islands. Herring drifters under sail or steam would take such passages in their stride, following the seasonal fishing round the coasts. Catches and business were good. This permitted the building of a great fleet at a cost which was a huge investment for the day. Running costs were also high. Wind was free but more fickle than coal. The comparative reliability of steam propulsion allowed the fleet to range from Lowestoft to Baltasound. The vessels had to be longer than the sailing drifters, to give space to bulky boilers, but this also gave them a longer waterline. That is the secret of speed in a displacement craft. It applied to working boats as well as the steam yachts of the rich.


We should not forget that they were dirty, most of the time. I think of the witty yarns passed down from my mother’s father, a Lewisman, telling of his days as a share-fisherman, often working for east-coast skippers. I had an image of tan sails and hemp ropes and imagined the sounds of creaking tackles and wind on flax. But my father spoke of his father, William, in Fraserburgh, wheeling barrow after barrow of coal down narrow planks to refuel the drifters. My Lewis grandfather, Murdo, probably worked on both wind-driven and power-driven drifters. The lines of smoking funnels earned them the nickname Woodbines. From a distance this is picturesque but there are first-hand accounts of the mucky reality, seen close-up.


Pleasure craft were not always that welcome in busy working harbours. W.E. Sinclair logged the visit of his yawl-rigged Falmouth quay punt, Joan, into a Moray Firth port when the herring season was in full swing:




From Berwick we made Peterhead, a weary passage of three days. As we drew near we saw a number of steam drifters making for the harbour. We thought we should do well to let them get out of our way. But as we sailed and looked, their number did not seem to diminish. As fast as one dozen entered the harbour another dozen came up from the horizon and maintained a never-ending line.


I don’t like steamboats of any kind, speaking from a yacht-sailing point of view, but steam fishing-boats are the kind I like least. They are so dirty and tarry and fish-oily that a touch from one of them will slime a good-looking boat forever. We did not want to go near one in the Joan and yet judged that we should have to enter the harbour where they lay so that we might get ashore.1





Steam Drifters Recalled gives some sense of the sheer scale of the enterprise and the number of ships. Yet this was a type of vessel with a fairly short history. A few did survive two world wars, some seeing service as anti-submarine craft in both, and just a few examples remain afloat. But the creeks of the British Isles contain an industrial archaeology of ribs and boilers. One such wreck is outlined in the journal of a local history society in Heddon-on-the-Wall.2 The Tyne’s mud has preserved some features. The same article points to a late example, in steel, from 1930, now a floating museum in Great Yarmouth. Diesel engines proved more efficient and took up less space.


If we remain in the great bight of the Moray Firth for a while, we can gain a glimpse of the volume and quality of work which was generated in a period of 25 years or so. Another active local history society, at Hopeman, has gathered a collection of archive material that is both informative and emotive. It is difficult to imagine such a fleet between the bulwarks of a tidal harbour that now hosts lobster boats and pleasure vessels, all small craft. Along at Buckie, the archive of McIntosh Boat and Shipbuilders lists the firm’s steam drifters with pride. The building of a steam liner of over 92 feet led to a commission for what was probably the first steam drifter to be launched in the district – the Frigate Bird BF398, launched in 1900. She was of composite construction with a hull of timber but deckhouses of iron. For engine buffs, the Banffshire Advertiser listed her vitals but also gives some clues to the running costs:




. . . of the compound surface condensing type, 45hp with 20″ cylinders. The boiler is of the ordinary marine type, with two furnaces. There is a handy donkey engine for pumping etc., & forward is fitted a powerful Beccles winch which is supplied with steam from the same boiler, which works up to 130 lbs of steam pressure. In the bunkers there are 40 tons of coal, sufficient at 8 tons per week to carry the vessel for the next five weeks.3





The same firm built a further 18 steam drifters before that tide turned. Wherever they were built, the combination of the long hull and driving force of steam gave the steam drifter the range to migrate so that all the herring ports of Scotland would be packed gunnel to gunnel and funnel after funnel. I believe that the stories passed down, running parallel to the technical details, can give another slant to the picture we can now hold in our minds. This one is told on the west coast, Lewis in particular, but I’d bet there is a similar lore wherever these long vessels were berthed.




Did you hear about the man from Point who had a bit too much to drink in the port of Stornoway? You might know that the folk from out on the Eye Peninsula have a friendly way and so they use the word for ‘dear’ a lot. It was a ghràidh this and a ghràidh that. Anyway this fellow knew he wasn’t going to make it home so he found himself somewhere down the harbour with a bit of warmth. That was fine but he wakes in the morning with a head being hammered and a thirst like no other. He looks up to see a sooty black figure with a couple of bright eyes. He’s shovelling away, stoking a great fire. The piston is going and the screw is turning.


The stoker gets just as big a shock as he sees the stowaway rising from the coal-heap. ‘Where the hell did you spring from?’


‘Satan a ghràidh, when I was alive I was from Point.’4





NOTES


(1) ‘Cruise of the Joan: Peterhead steam drifters, 1927’, on Sailing By: Tales from our oceans, seas, coasts and inland waterways website: https://www.sailing-by.org.uk/cruise-of-the-joan-peterhead-steam-drifters-1927/. (W.E. Sinclair, Cruises of the ‘Joan’, several editions, reprinted Lodestar Books.)


(2) See online article by Andy Curtis, with additional material from Arthur Newton (checked August 2022): http://heddonhistory.weebly.com/blog/steam-drifter-2.


(3) ‘The Frigate Bird BF398’, on McIntosh Boat & Shipbuilders website: http://glennmci.brinkster.net/sds/sds.html.


(4) Heard from David Jardine after an exchange of stories, Ullapool Book Festival, 2011.
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THE MORAY FIRTH SCAFFIE


MOST SCOTS WILL KNOW THE word, derived from ‘scavenger’, as a term for a bin-man, but this has nothing to do with the name given to generations of boats. ‘Scaffie’ is not so far from the word ‘skiff’, if that word is passed down over the years in a good Buchan voice. Most people would think of a ‘skiff’ as a small rowing craft, but that was not always so. It seems the Middle English word ‘skif’ has the same European root as the word we now say as ‘ship’. At the height of their development, built to a length of over 40 feet and often two-masted, the scaffie could indeed be thought of as a ship. But they could never be heavy. These craft were clinker-built, of overlapping larch planks, partly because this was the proven Norse way and partly because the method results in a construction that is strong but light. Frames or ribs are placed after the shell of planking is complete.


There is no designer’s name fixed to the form of vessel but the characteristic shape is distinct. She has a pronounced curve at her bow and a steep rake in her sternpost. Planks rise from a short keel before they round out to make a very buoyant shape, but taken in sharp at both ends. Everything is a trade-off. If her ‘freeboard’ from water-level to top plank were any higher she would have better protection from invading waves but be difficult to row. If her keel went to pretty well her full length overall, with vertical stem and stern, she would keep on conceptual tracks like a train but be very difficult to turn. That might be an asset when crossing an ocean, but would be a danger if you were trying to turn into a doglegged breakwater or navigating a tight channel between reefs on either side. Many of the Moray Firth breakwaters and shores are exactly like that. Most of the home havens could only be accessed with a bit of tide under you, so your craft would need to be hauled up and down the shore to safety.
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A typical scaffie shape


Decking might provide some protection to a crew out at night or in transit as the herring industry followed the shoals. But that would add weight and cost to an otherwise open vessel. In one night of 1848, 41 craft were lost off the port of Wick as they ran from a sudden storm. Wick had the largest number of registered craft at that time, followed by Fraserburgh. But between Stonehaven and Wick an estimated 148 vessels were lost. The herring industry was an immense international trade for the day and an inquiry was initiated to examine the causes of such tragic losses and any means of limiting them in future. The findings of Captain John Washington under the title ‘Report on the Loss of Life, and Damage Caused to Fishing Boats on the East Coast of Scotland, in the Gale of 19th August 1848’ made several recommendations, including consideration to decking the open scaffies. Drawings of existing craft and proposed safer designs were included. There was no suggestion that quality of build or shortage of skills to sail and work these vessels were factors. In fact, the most concise description of the scaffie, with a drawing and a comment on the skills of the Moray Firth boatbuilders, is included in the report:




The typical herring lugger was the Buckie boat, variously called a scaffie, scaffa, or scaith. Length of keel was 32ft to 33ft, but a curved stem and a sternpost raking at 45deg increased the overall length to 41ft, beam was 13ft, and depth 4ft 9in. The clinker-built hull was lightly constructed of 1½in larch planking with oak ribs, keel, stem and sternpost, and the boat was coated with a crude varnish. As the hull only weighed 3 tons, it could easily be hauled up a beach. Draught light was, for’ard 2ft 6in, aft 2ft 9in, but with a loaded displacement of 16 tons, the boat drew 4ft 3in for’ard, and 4ft 9in aft, a ton of ballast being carried . . . Many of these scaffies were built by J. & W. McIntosh, of Portessie, a firm of high repute down to the last days of sail.1





Much has been written about how both purpose and geography combined with measures of tradition and innovation to shape working craft. These are gathered into a tight thesis in Eric McKee’s Working Boats of Britain: Their Shape and Purpose.2 The author worked at the National Maritime Museum. He includes such data as statistics on prevailing winds to propose their influence on the forms discovered for coastal fishing craft. Changes such as decking were resisted due to weight as well as cost. Another objection was that crew up on deck were more vulnerable to being washed overboard than if they were deep down within an open craft.


The excellent McIntosh Boatbuilders website describes how a bulkhead and a foredeck also created a cuddy or den, which made a hard life that bit more bearable.3 Photographs of later scaffies often show ‘three-quarter decking’, which provided sheltered stowage space as well as shedding some of the water which came over the bow and beam. A canvas cover could give further protection when the scaffie was running for home, probably heavy with her catch. I have organised swamping tests on two different examples of a boat of proven seaworthy shape but completely undecked. One was 27 feet overall and one at 33 feet. Both were carried out in a sheltered harbour in calm conditions but with rig and sail up. Additional lead ballast was installed to simulate weight of additional crew and gear. The vessels remained very stable up until they were about two-thirds full. At that point the ‘free-surface’ effect, of water rolling back and fore, took over. Buoyancy was installed in the form of inflatable large fenders, with one litre for each kilo of ballast or other additional weight required. Without this, a fully ballasted vessel would sink. Distribution of the buoyancy was found to be crucial. The conclusion was that the rig had to be dropped as soon as possible if significant water came aboard. That had to be removed as quickly as possible by bailing or pumps before further water was taken. Of course, the vessel is more vulnerable to taking in more water, once a wave is shipped. The vessel would have a greater margin of safety if it were possible to work it at least part-decked. Covers over working hatches would also help.


As there is no extant example of the larger scaffie, the period photographs on sites such as McIntosh Boatbuilders and the Angus Macleod archive give us the best impression of these historic craft.4 There are surviving examples of the smaller versions which also embody the essential shape. These can be seen in the courtyard of the Wick Heritage Centre and, way down the herring route, at Bridlington where the 1977 Anne is being preserved. Her lines were taken from the historic Gratitude, BF252. Many would say that this 1896 vessel, built at Portknockie by one George Innes, embodies the essentials of the craft even though she would be termed a ‘scaffie yawl’. Just to add to confusion, the term ‘yawl’ or ‘yole’ here does not apply to the rig but to her size. At 25 feet (7.6 metres) with a beam of 8 feet 6 inches (2.6 metres) she would be at the upper end of a boat so described.


A full-scale replica of this legend was built for Portsoy Festival by Alex Slater and Sinclair Young and launched 100 years after the original. Another slightly scaled-down example but with that same stunning shape was built in Ardnamurchan by the farmer and boatbuilder Sandy Macdonald. I have seen both the Portsoy craft and Sandy’s Gratitude, and I have had the pleasure of sailing with Sandy on his version. She is both fast and manoeuvrable. Sandy lets her heel a bit to increase her waterline length. Unlike the working boats, her ballast is now carried externally in weight bolted to her oak keel. This method is also applied to contemporary Orkney yoles as they prepare for their regattas. Traditional boats carried their ballast as round stones. As well as shape, the rig helps define the craft. The working scaffies carried the larger forward sail as a dipping lug. Sandy’s smaller boat has a handy cutter rig (two triangular foresails) with a manageable standing lug as the main. The original rig can be studied in images of Alex Slater’s replica, named Obair-Na-Ghaol.


Again we have a trade of risks and gains. This rig requires both skill and coordination from crew. The head (top edge) of the sail is secured to a long and heavy pole (yard) before that is hoisted up the mast. When you ‘tack’ to change course, so the wind is taken on the opposite side, the whole thing has to be ‘dipped’ or tilted and swung around the mast. Then the whole rig has to be dropped and unhooked so that the twist now introduced into the wire strop can be removed. Next, the tackle which raises yard and sail must be passed across the boat so it is secured on the new ‘weather’ side. On larger craft there may be an additional stay or ‘burton’ so that must be eased on one side and hardened on the other.


The bigger the boat, the bigger the sail and the heavier the gear. This single sail, tacked on the bow of the 25-footer, is plenty to handle. A 40-foot open boat, carrying such a rig, required immense skill and great physical strength to work it. Now imagine you are one of the crew seeking a narrow gap in the reefs, to regain shelter. The wind has gone north-easterly so the waves are building high behind you. Your skipper must make absolutely sure the wind is taken just off the stern lest it ‘back’ the sail and swing it violently to the other side. If that happens, the mast might come down, if you’re lucky. Otherwise you will probably capsize. He might have one of the crew looking astern all the time, so he can keep his own eye and his instinct on a line to an entrance that is probably concealed in spray. There might be a commentary on these waters, spoken by the bowman, warning the skipper of what’s coming. And the skipper might make a sign with a finger, off the tiller. That could well suggest lowering nearly all the sail to stop her from surfing out of control or powering up towards the wind, off that vital imaginary line. But the gale is tugging at the tanned flax. Cold fingers are gripping it, holding the forward and aft bottom parts down, so just a scrap of cloth is exposed.


At this point the skipper can see nothing ahead so he is completely dependent on the bowman, looking out under the cloth. If your speed is equal to that of the wave you will have no steerage. That skipper’s finger might point to raising the sail another foot or so. And so, by negotiation and sensitivity and teamwork your scaffie comes in with enough depth under her so she can glide on to find shelter. At that point you might just breathe again.


I had the previous experience of sailing an even smaller scaffie yole. She was the Sea Spray, moored at Stonehaven, when I was a student at Aberdeen. I’d say she was no more than 19 feet, nose to tail, but she also carried a bowsprit and a single fair-sized jib. She had a standing lug too, probably because the smaller craft were often sailed ‘short-handed’. Mike Aird and his wife Avril would sail her out to go handlining for cod. You could get caught out even with this handier rig. Once Mike took me out against his better judgement when a Force 6 or so seemed to ease. We were just clear of the breakwater when all sail had to come down sharpish as a squall hit. It’s then you realise the shape of the vessel is not for style. It appears to the eye as beautiful because it is just right for its purpose. Mike had to know she would turn at that point. He had rigged ‘brails’ for the very purpose of taking power out of the cloth in a hurry. These lines gather in the sail from its leach, folding it in like a wing. The word is thought to stem from the Old French braiel, come down from medieval Latin. There is also a Gaelic phrase, recorded in Lewis, for that same action: an t-abhsa, from the Norse halsa, ‘to clew up sail’, as used in the Lewis phrase abhsadh a chromain-luch – ‘shortening sail kite-fashion’.5 It makes the analogy with a gannet folding its wings to drop. This is poetry of the most practical nature. The pressure came out of the mainsail and we were able to make a sweet turn back into shelter.


I now have Admiralty chart 1462 out from the press: Harbours on the North and East Coasts of Scotland reveals that none of the Moray Firth harbours have deep water all the way in. Most have a sudden shallowing in their approach. That makes steep waves inevitable when swell and waves pile in. The scaffie combined good tracking with good turning ability. As a working fishing boat she was limited, due to her lack of volume, and she was vulnerable. The cumulative experience of seafarers and builders was to combine to pass on many of her qualities to later and larger vessels, built to take their share of the great harvest of herring.


It was on the west coast I was to fully appreciate what a handy craft the scaffie was. Sandy Macdonald took me out on Gratitude from an anchorage in Loch Sunart. She was balanced. We went short-tacking between islands so Sandy could demonstrate her qualities. The boatbuilder happened to be an expert sailor and that fed into his drawings for the rig. I found you could depend on her making the turn. As there were two of us, I could allow the flying jib to ‘back’, helping us tack as I let the inner staysail go over. Then the jib would be hardened on the new side and we would accelerate. Sandy had gone for the compromise of half-decking her. The sheathed plywood added very little weight but allowed any water shipped to run off at the side decks or stern. She had no inboard, only a small outboard on a bracket, and I don’t think we touched it that morning. Gratitude would be limited as a workboat but was simply one of the finest day-sailing boats I have ever had the pleasure of helming. With these variations and on that scale (just over 20 feet on deck), she could very easily be the basis of a fleet of like pleasure craft.


NOTES


(1) ‘The Evolution of the Scaffie’, on McIntosh Boat & Shipbuilders website: http://glennmci.brinkster.net/scaffies/scaffies.html. Taken from Captain John Washington, ‘Fishing Boats (Scotland): Copy of Captain Washington’s Report on the Loss of Life and on the Damage Caused to Fishing Boats on the East Coast of Scotland, in the Gale of the 19th August 1848’, London, House of Commons, 1849.


(2) Eric McKee, Working Boats of Britain: Their Shape and Purpose (London, Conway Maritime Press, 1983).


(3) ‘The Evolution of the Scaffie’, as above: http://glennmci.brinkster.net/scaffies/scaffies.html.


(4) The Angus Macleod Archive website: www.angusmacleodarchive.org.uk.


(5) George Henderson, The Norse Influence on Celtic Scotland (Glasgow, J. Maclehose and Sons, 1910).
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THE PLUMB-ENDED FIFIE


THROUGHOUT THE NINETEENTH CENTURY, THE range and volume of the herring industry continued to grow. Towards the turn into the twentieth, this was an explosion of commerce. The ‘Scotch-cure’, which was adapted from an earlier Dutch method, resulted in a proven product for export. Quality control was crucial and that meant that only the freshest of fish could be used. As the vessels ranged further from safe havens, speed became a major issue. The catch was worthless if the crew couldn’t make the market before their fish deteriorated. Decking became vital, for safety and to provide some dry bunks for the crew and protection for the silver.


The swift development as well as the sense of opportunity are caught in Neil Gunn’s The Silver Darlings. In the excerpt below, Finn has commissioned one of the larger of the open boats. From her given measurements, she is not as short in the keel as the scaffie, with her pronounced curve at the bow and rake at the stern:




He was yet to own a boat of over 40 feet, all decked, but such a boat for the herring fleet was still far in the future. ‘South-built’, with 30 feet keel, 34 feet 6 inches over all, and open from stem to stern, she seemed a large and splendid vessel to her crew.1





[image: Illustration]


Fifie (near-plumb ends, based on Reaper)


I doubt that Neil Gunn plucked these dimensions from the air. According to the records of McIntosh of Portessie, a scaffie with a keel of just over 30 feet would be over 40 feet overall. Gunn has caught the signs of changing times in his historical novel. This is a portrait of a skipper keen to go the distance. The scaffie became less favoured and the powerful Fifie, with her long keel and stately, plumb ends, satisfied the need for speed and resisted drift. A longer ship is only faster if she can carry enough cloth to power her to the full. But she could also carry more of the valuable catch. Against that, there is a far greater investment and more hands are needed to work her. The cost of gear will rise in proportion. Fishing is gambling. Both the statistical evidence from Fishery Office registrations and the documentation by the young art of photography reveal that the fishery was carried out by vessels of very different scales in most of the herring ports.


Historic vessels are more than picturesque because they affected the lives of so many. This is acknowledged in the efforts, often by volunteers, to maintain important examples by restoring them and then keeping them in commission. Thus we are able to take a close look at three surviving Fifies. They are of different scale and also have other variations.


On 15 September 1890, a trim Fifie of 45 feet overall was launched at Arbroath by James Weir Boatbuilders. She drew 6 feet and was close to 14 in the beam. Like many of the scaffies before her, she was powered by a dipping lug forward with a standing lug as an aft or mizzen sail. Over the years she had several Kelvin motors and carries a K3 still, rated at 66 horsepower. She has probably survived because she continued to work. It’s fresh water, lying, that destroys even close-grained larch and oak. A coorse east wind will dry and crack even the resinous pitch-pine, the most favoured of timbers for the larger vessels, which were carvel-built with flush planking.


By 1976 the last in the line of her family owners had retired from the sea. Hobson Rankin took her on as a labour of love. Working with a co-owner, the vessel was returned to sail-power and kept afloat. She gave me my first experience of the bigger type of dipping lug when I was invited aboard during the inimitable Wick Festival of Poetry, Folk and Jazz, run by librarian, poet and painter David Morrison in the early 1980s. I found my way to the harbour and was drawn to a long black shape, with its yellow-gold cove line and signature arrow-tip flourish. This was the craft launched at James Weir’s in 1890. The generous guys were taking anyone interested out for a sail round the bay. Their steady Kelvin, poetry in its own right, took us clear of the long breakwater. Then we hauled together on the tackle to hoist the mainsail. It was light breeze, but I trust my memory of our tracking and our turn.


All that planking below the waterline – the keel running near the full length of the boat – really did keep her steady in a groove and unshaken by a short-chop. They would need a bit of way on her and a bit of room to swing her length around. We were briefed in lining up to meet the yard as it came down smartly but under control. We would not attempt to dip the spar around the mast to transfer the sail to the other side. Instead, it was all lowered and unhooked. We could then pass it aft so the forward tip of that yard could return forward on the other side of the mast. The hoop of iron or ‘traveller’ which would hold the yard close to the mast was hooked back on. While this was happening, the sheet tackle was also transferred across. The halyard tackle, which would also act as the mainstay, was transferred to the new weather side at the same time. We did not lose too much ground before the sail was up and driving again. I thought of Murdo Smith (Murchadh ’An Fhionnlaigh), fisherman and my Lewis grandfather, as we regained the outer harbour. He would likely have worked on very similar craft to this, at times. Wick would perhaps have been the first port of call after leaving from Stornoway, unless they were bound for the Orkney or Shetland fishing.


You don’t really see a boat sailing when you’re on it. In 2007, I was aboard a vessel which had transited from Lewis to join in the Moray Firth Flotilla, mainly former working craft. The event was directed by Sinclair Young, co-owner of Obair-Na-Ghaol. We were on our first day out from Wick, south-bound for Lybster. Seas were very high. Our own 33-foot open sgoth Niseach was comfortable, her full beam and buoyant stern, helping us rise to the big ones. But we reefed her down and tacked and gybed to keep pace with a historic craft which had been towed over from Norway to join the flotilla. The inshore craft was struggling in the big water while the sgoth, developed for offshore fishing from Norse types, felt safe. Then we saw Isabella Fortuna come over the top of a dip and remain, lodged high. She seemed a long way above us. This is where that long keel comes into its own. A sgoth is short-keeled, a bit like a scaffie in that respect, though a very different shape. We could use that to our advantage to work like a collie at sea, and the simplicity of our single dipping lugsail helped. But the Fifie, since generously passed on to the Wick Historical Society, seemed to have to do very little at all. The Norwegian boat, Knut, was plenty fast though she looked jittery, surfing down the big waves. Isabella Fortuna just hung in there, keeping close. The crew of the Isabella hailed us to check we were happy to hold close to the Norwegians as we seemed to be in a very handy craft.


All my own team were more than happy to slow our own progress and hang out with our neighbours so I just lifted my arm to wave Isabella on. What a sight she made, two tan sails above the clean black and cream foam at bow and stern. A couple of days on, out of Helmsdale, we were treated to the sight of the larger classes of Fifies driving on. These are also historic craft which have had major restorations and both are run by charities.


One of these was Reaper, built at Sandhaven in 1902, first registered as FR958 and also carrying a dipping lug main and a substantial standing lug as mizzen. She could send a jib out on a long bowsprit which could be pulled back on deck, in harbour. Her later working years, now engined, were spent in Shetland, first at the herring and latterly taking small cargoes between the islands. Her working life was over in 1974. She was later bought by the Scottish Fisheries Museum at Anstruther. This remains her base. A series of renovations and repairs, with a range of funders, have kept her in commission. A boat club, linked to the museum, runs her and she takes part in a circuit of visits to maritime festivals. Visitors are welcomed aboard and their generous donations keep history alive.


Thinking back to that day of the flotilla, it was fresh all right, bright with it, but there was no sea running as the fleet worked their way into the bight of the Firth. Small craft like ours were bound into Cromarty. Reaper and her fellow Fifie Swan would moor elsewhere. We were in just the position to watch the big ones fly by. I thought Reaper might have a reef or two in but she had both full lugs up as if racing for market. I’d already seen how her skippers, mostly retired fishermen with a lifetime’s experience of warping in and out of tight harbours, could manage her under auxiliary power. This took judicious use of warps and a crew who had also swerved long boats in and out of short entrances. Now I saw how the team on Reaper could drive their ship with pride. A small steam capstan allowed for the hoisting of the substantial weight of such a spread of canvas and the tackle which supported it. Such developments allowed for the herring fishing vessels to be built on this scale. Her current one was built by McDonald Brothers of Portsoy in the 1920s but is now driven by compressed air. The power and pace of Reaper were as impressive as any warship. But this was a craft built to provide.


I’d also been aboard the Swan before. She was built in Lerwick and launched in May 1900. At 60.5 feet in the keel and 67 on deck, she was the largest of the Fifies built at that port. At first she carried a similar rig to Reaper. In 1908 this was altered to a handier gaff ketch arrangement, with two foresails. She was rescued from a muddy grave in Hartlepool and transported home for restoration. This has also taken an inspiring combination of vision and administration, with huge volunteer support. Since her relaunch, with the gaff rig kept as a typical Shetlandic variation, she has seen constant service in sail-training. I joined her on one of her visits to the Western Isles, mainly working with school groups. She has a comfortable motion. As the strain is distributed between several sails, the rig is easier to handle than two huge lugsails. My elder son, Sean, helped rally a group of schoolfriends to be able to join her for a leg of the Tall Ships race that took them from Bergen to Shetland. That wasn’t yesterday, but all remain best of pals. The ethos aboard worked its spell. A charitable trust continues to maintain her by keeping her in use, often in education projects. Membership of the boat clubs linked to Swan and Reaper helps that work.


The sight of the gleaming green Swan, with her very different shape of wings, was counterpoint to the longer and higher Reaper on that Moray Firth transit.2 I remembered the greeting when I boarded Reaper at Anstruther. ‘Git that bonnet in your pocket. You’re on the east coast noo.’ It was green. This fisherman’s superstition was new to me. A sgoth built at Port Nis (Port of Ness) could be green and so it seemed could a craft from Lerwick. Even these limited experiences, on chosen days, give some insight into what these fishermen faced at a time before reliable weather forecasts, communications and safety equipment. You can well understand how taboos and legends survived. Sometimes the changes in conditions are so sudden that they seem to need some explanation. A tradition widespread around the Moray Firth tells of the woman who can curse the vessels of rivals. For a price she will create the fishing grounds in her own enamelled vessel. Shells are set afloat and small waves set in motion until the rival vessels are swamped. Another story with endless variations, told east coast and west, is of the woman who can sell you a favourable wind. A version, probably come from the Moray Firth but settled in Stromness, tells of the three straws. Their ends are whipped neat and tight, but in threads of different colour. For safety reasons I cannot divulge these colours here. One will bring you a fair wind when you cast the straw overboard. So why should you need another? You don’t, but no sailor can resist driving his boat to the limit. The second colour can be cast if you feel she can take it. But on no account can you mix that up with the third one. That must never be released, but it has to be carried for the spell to work. In the tale, someone on board does say she could take a bit more, and sure enough the second straw has them heeling over with the waves lapping the top plank. They are so near home so fast that another crewman says, what harm could the last one do now?


As soon as that straw hits the wave the sky darkens. The tempest takes their keel clear of the water. They are hurtling through the air, clinging to the gunnels with their fingernails, wailing and wishing they’d had a bit more sense. Then there is a crunch as they are cast at the very feet of the woman who sold them the winds. ‘Ye daft chiels,’ she says, ‘Mind I tellt ye clair as the licht o the morn nae tae cast yon third straw. Your boatie’s back far it startit.’



NOTES


(1) Neil M. Gunn, The Silver Darlings (London, Faber and Faber, 1941; 1986) p. 571.


(2) ‘The History of the Swan’, The Swan Trust website: https://www.swantrust.com/about/history.
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THE ULTIMATE SAILING DRIFTER?


FOR ALL THIS TALK OF horses for courses, folk will always ask what is the bonniest boat of them all. East coast or west, northern isles or southern, you will still hear this discussed endlessly by those who rest a foot against a rail at a harbourside. The vessel I would most love to helm, Muirneag SY486, no longer exists. And yet she does. There is strong documentation of her from her builder’s records. That is augmented by measurements taken as she was beached in 1947 for breaking for fenceposts at Balallan, Loch Erisort. These were taken by George Macleod at the time, and drawn up by Harold A. Underhill, of Glasgow. These lines are still available and were used as the basis for Mr Macleod’s 1955 model, now housed at the National Maritime Museum, Greenwich. The data, photographs and other archive materials as well as the same drawings were later compiled by model-maker Gordon Williams. His version took 2,294 hours to build1 and is now in Museum nan Eilean, Stornoway. The Scottish Fisheries Museum at Anstruther displays a model by David P.H. Watson, of Connecticut. Before the Covid lockdown in March 2020, I was able to visit the workshop of retired Stornoway shipwright Dick Stenhouse. I could study his copy of the detailed plans which resulted in his own accurate scale model of this same vessel.


This case study surely raises the key question of why an inanimate object can inspire such devotion in celebrating her shape. The models help answer this, even more than the emotive photographs held in many public collections. There are also a few feet of moving film2 which show the last of the herring drifters that worked under sail alone. She was registered in Stornoway and owned and worked from that port all her life. The fragments of her also remain on Lewis but Muirneag was, to many, the epitome of the Zulu class of drifter. The nickname of ‘Zulu’ stuck, perhaps because something made the fishers admire the tenacity of the warriors who were standing up to British imperialism at the time. The form was born in the shipyards bordering the Moray Firth and SY486, launched from the yard of William McIntosh, Portessie in 1903, was among the last to be constructed. Markets were buoyant and companies and skippers were becoming confident enough to commission the more expensive steam drifters.


[image: Illustration]


Zulu (steep rake at stern, based on Muirneag)


The class was born not many miles away, at the yard of William Campbell at Lossiemouth. In 1873, a vessel like no other was floated. It took a confident skipper to break with proven tradition, but this one underlined that, giving her the name Nonesuch. She was clinker-built, but by the mid 1880s the Zulus were being built on a 50-foot keel. This was beyond viability for that construction and so the new big boats, averaging 65 feet overall, were of carvel construction. All had a nearly vertical bow but a stern raked like that of the scaffie. This was the ideal compromise between seakeeping and the ability to turn in a tight corner. With a steam capstan and masts with a huge girth, she could carry the sails that would power her up. When she leaned, her waterline was longer. Every port will have its legends of these powerful craft, decks awash, racing to get the best price for their fresh herring.


A contemporary newspaper report in the Banffshire Advertiser gives a clue as to why Alexander MacLeod of Point, Lewis, went to the McIntosh yard for his new drifter:




This long-established firm has gained a most favourable reputation for the strength and fine models of their boats, the strength not lying so much in extra heaviness of framework or planking as in the careful workmanship and general build. Messrs Mackintosh adopt a system entirely their own, in which the greatest possible strength is obtained without making the boat unduly heavy, and the high appreciation in which they are held is shown by the fact that during a period of unusual dullness in boat-building they have been fully employed. The boats just launched are much about the same dimensions – viz. – length of keel, 50ft, length overall 65ft, breadth of beam 19ft and depth 12ft.3
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