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Foreword


Many people are vaguely aware that there was a fishing disaster on the east coast in 1881, and those closer to the community of Eyemouth know that one hundred and twenty-nine fishermen from the town perished in that autumn’s storm. Now, at last, we have a vivid account of the catastrophe and a very readable explanation of its historic causes and consequences in this well-researched book.


Who were the fishermen who put to sea on 14 October 1881? Why did they take that fateful risk in spite of the storm warning? And what about the unique history of the Burgh that bred such fearless seafarers?


Peter Aitchison tells the story of Eyemouth with the combined skills of a professional journalist and intrepid historian with all the enthusiasm of a true-born Haimoother.


The geology of south-east Scotland and the history of the border country conspired to create an unusual harbour and a remarkable community of people at the mouth of the Eye Water on the rocky coast of Berwickshire. Centuries of border conflict took their toll; generations of smugglers dodged the excisemen; but a bizarre dispute over the liability of the fishermen of one of Scotland’s smallest parishes to pay a ‘tithe’ to their local Kirk minister became a serious obstruction to the development of a better and safer harbour – with fatal consequences.


Ever since 1597 my own family, the Homes of Wedderburn, influenced events in Eyemouth as the hereditary feudal superiors of the Burgh. They summoned young men to fight and die with them in Scotland’s wars; in the early days they administered what passed for justice; they presided over decisions about the town and its harbour and latterly they tried, and conspicuously failed, to influence the votes of their tenants in the town.


Peter Aitchison generously acknowledges the efforts of my great-great-grandfather David Milne-Home, to help to find a solution to the tithe dispute and to promote the development of the harbour. When Peter visited Paxton House to check our archives in 2001, he noted that it was exactly one hundred and twenty-nine years since his forebear, the ‘Kingfisher’ Willie Spears, had driven the same road to meet the laird to discuss plans for the harbour.


Willie Spears is the hero of this story – the fisherman who led the community onto the streets and through the courts, and who even went to prison to resist the tithe system that was crippling the local fishing industry. This book and the new bronze statue of the Kingfisher in the town centre are fitting tributes to Willie Spears’ historic achievements.


I will always be grateful to the voters in the Eyemouth area who helped to send me to Parliament as the new Labour MP for Berwickshire and East Lothian in 1978, an ironic role-reversal for a son of the family who had applied so much futile pressure on the electors of Eyemouth to vote Tory throughout the nineteenth century!


The Official Report at the end of the debate in the Scottish Parliament on the Abolition of Feudal Tenure Bill on 3 May 2000 records my ‘heartfelt thanks for the fact that I will be the last ever feudal superior of the barony of Eyemouth. I am not sure whether there will be celebrations in the streets of Eyemouth tonight, but I shall certainly be celebrating.’ After 403 years of my family’s history as feudal superiors of Eyemouth, it was a special pleasure for me to be able to personally endorse the abolition of the feudal system as a Member of the new Scottish Parliament.


The feudal system may have been scrapped at last, but some old habits may persist in Eyemouth – it is said that some fishermen are as reluctant as their forefathers to pay landing dues to the Harbour Trust, and that they can be almost as thrawn and ingenious. But that cannot be true . . .


Eyemouth is moving into the twenty-first century with a new confidence, not to mention a new deep-water harbour basin; a new fishmarket and a new trust redeveloping Gunsgreen House to interpret the history of the Burgh. Now this excellent book tells the story of Eyemouth as it has never been told before: a fitting tribute to the Kingfisher and to the men who lost their lives in the great disaster of 1881.


John Home Robertson, MSP for East Lothian





Preface to the Birlinn Edition


It is now a century and a quarter since the little Berwickshire fishing port of Eyemouth was devastated by a storm of such intense ferocity that the events are still recalled to this day in hushed and reverential tones by townsfolk as ‘Black Friday’: the day when the heart and hope of Eyemouth were destroyed.


In the contemporary context of the Asian Tsunami and the Gulf of Mexico hurricanes, the drowning of 189 east coast fishermen on Friday October 14 1881 may seem parochial, even unimportant. But sudden and unexpected death, whenever it happens and wherever it occurs, is a tragedy for the family and friends of those involved. When whole communities are lost, the impact can scarcely be quantified.


As a news producer with the BBC I have been involved in the reporting of such events as Piper Alpha, Lockerbie and Dunblane. Always, as I have found, it is the human side of the story that illuminates the real horror behind the cold statistic of numbers killed or maimed or tormented.


And it was the human stories of Black Friday which drew me to write down this detailed account of the Great East Coast Storm of 1881. The inspiration came from tales handed down in the community of what happened on that awful day and, just as importantly, what happened in the aftermath as the town struggled to cope. But from an early age I was also seared with anger that this cataclysmic event did not rate even a footnote in general histories of Scotland. It was as though it has never happened. It was as though it was an ‘unfact’ of history.


Since the publication of the first edition of this book – which was previously entitled Children of the Sea – I have received hundreds of letters and emails from descendants of Eyemouth folk who were forced by the tragedy to leave their home village and, in many cases, their home country. A diaspora born in disaster which spawned an oral tradition of sorrow as much kept alive on the west coast of Canada or the Blue Mountains of Australia as it is in Berwickshire. These stories even drew one – Keith Harrison of Hornby Island in British Columbia – to write a moving epistolary novel called simply Eyemouth,* even though he had only visited the place of his forefathers on one single occasion.


The Eyemouth Disaster remains the worst fishing tragedy ever to have struck Scotland. But, as this book shows, had it not been for the collision of chance and circumstance on a quite remarkable scale, Eyemouth would not be known as the place where the sea wreaked its vengeance. It would instead be the Peterhead of the south. A fishing port to rival any on the coast with a harbour safer and more extensive than most. The real tragedy of Black Friday is that it need never have happened at all.


Peter Aitchison January 2006





_______________


* Keith Harrison Eyemouth (Goose Lane, New Brunswick, 1990).




Preface


In October 1981 a solemn ceremony was held along the shores of Eyemouth Bay. Wreaths were tossed from the piers into languid waters that lapped gently on the beach and over rocks and into the walls of the harbour. The ministers of the town said prayers and then virtually the entire community of three thousand people sang the sea-hymn ‘Eternal Father Strong to Save’. It was an act of remembrance for the one hundred and twenty nine local men who had drowned exactly a century before in the worst fishing disaster ever to strike Scotland. Seventy others from neighbouring villages also perished when a hurricane of unparalleled ferocity ripped along the Berwickshire coast.


As the service ended and the minister raised his hand in benediction, I stood with the rest of the town in solemn silence. I thought of the eight seventeen-year-olds – my own age – who had gone to the deep on Black Friday. Lives wasted before they had even begun. What might have been for the town had the boats not ventured out that afternoon or had the storm dived down elsewhere?


The people who thronged the shore to pay their respects to a lost generation were themselves the descendants of folk who rushed to those self same spots when the heavens opened in a most hellish way on 14 October 1881.


The great East Coast Fishing Disaster should have been the death of Eyemouth. It wasn’t. Somehow the community got through the insanity and the poverty and clawed a living once more from the sea. It took until that year of remembrance, that centenary of the horror, for the population to attain the level of 1881. The harbour now, as then, is crowded by creaking, clanking boats of all shapes and sizes. Fishing now, as then, is the primary occupation for almost everyone. It is still now, as it was then, the most dangerous of all professions.





Chapter One



Sparkling Dawn, Damned Night




Carriages without horses shall go


And accidents fill the world with woe . . .


The world to an end will come


In eighteen hundred and eighty one


Mother Shipton’s prophesy, 1458





In the lee of the old cannon which points seaward from the ruined turf ramparts of Eyemouth Fort is a patch of hallowed ground. For many years folk said it was greener than the rest. It was the covered pit where parts of fishermen’s bodies – the parts which could not be identified – were buried in the wake of the terrible storm of 14 October 1881. A day still remembered in the town as ‘Black Friday’; ‘Disaster Day’. The day when one hundred and twenty-nine of the best men of Eyemouth made their peace with the ocean. Sixty others, from nearby Burnmouth, Coldingham Shore, Cove, Newhaven and Fisherrow also perished. But the Eyemouth total, one in three of the adult male population, was, and is, a staggering statistic.


This communal pit was a secret kept from the womenfolk of the town. It was grotesquely fitting that it was so close to the old cannon – an artillery piece never fired in anger, yet which for a fortnight was trained on Eyemouth bay, where so many of the men had been drowned.


The shot flung in despair churned up the waters, yet only helped in the recovery of thirty-one bodies thought intact enough for burial. A pitiful amount for the sea to give up, but sufficient to keep the horse-drawn hearses busy for days. ‘Here’s anither yin,’ the young boys or ‘callants’ cried in their childhood innocence, as the solemn funeral processions clomped over the cobbled streets and on to the graveyard. The watchtower, built from broken headstones to ward off ‘resurrectionists’ half a century earlier, stood sentry to a more benign ocean in the sorrowful days after the disaster.


It was a game to some of the bairns, running with the death wagon. But it was their fathers; their brothers; their cousins and their future that the overworked and haggard ministers of the town buried.


On the face of it the Eyemouth fleet simply ran into bad luck. Caught in the teeth of the worst gale to hit the Scottish coast for decades the tiny boats were swamped, the men tossed overboard and the hope of a moderately successful, if at times wildly optimistic port, forever dashed.


But the obvious fact of the storm and its consequences conceals a more remarkable story. Why, when virtually all other fleets, from Shields to Shetland remained at their moorings, did the Eyemouth men sail? Why did so many prefer to try and ride out the hurricane than chance the harbour? Those who did make for the bay were all too often swamped within yards of safety and within sight and wailing sound of their wives, their mothers and their bairns. The psychological scars on those who survived Black Friday and on those who watched their loved ones drown can be more than just imagined. The event is still close enough for the oral history to be tested; for the consequences of the loss of a third of the men of Eyemouth – the lamented ‘pickit men of the toun’ – to be quantified.


The last quarter of the nineteenth century was a time of expectation in the fishing industry. Berwickshire had shared in the boom years when haddock and herring almost seemed to leap out of the sea. Gold ran into the pockets of men who had for so long been penurious. The place was at the peak of its population and its prosperity in 1880. Migrants arrived, seemingly with every swelling tide, from the Cornish inlets to the Buchan headlands and all places in between. A curious thing, given the cramped state of the harbour, then as now the kernel of Eyemouth’s business.


For decades skippers and ships’ captains had railed against the inadequacy of the quays and the low draft of water in the basin. The Harbour Trust, which came into being at the very end of the eighteenth century, had grand ambition but lacked competent direction. While other, perhaps less well placed creeks developed their facilities by tapping into what government cash was available, Eyemouth got nothing. Through mismanagement, a certain degree of bad luck and in spite of an ever-growing number of boats using the port, the Harbour Trust was effectively bankrupt by 1870, just as the good years kicked in. It was the fishermen themselves who had to take on responsibility for raising funds to expand and deepen the basin and to search for collateral for loan applications.


By 1881 the talking had stopped and a grand plan was unveiled which, at a cost of £80,000, would transform Eyemouth into the premier fishing station in Scotland, with the safest and most modern of quayside facilities.


The timing was propitious. At that very moment the government was making sympathetic noises towards an East Coast harbour of refuge. Peterhead seemed to have the strongest case, but the needs of the Berwickshire and southern Fort fleets were also strong. As the harbour proposals sailed ahead, others in the town drew up proposals for a branch line to the main North British railway network. The year 1881 was to be Eyemouth’s annus mirabilis.


Yet all the heady optimism could not disguise the reality of what remained for most a precarious existence. When times were good, and the shoals regular, as they often were through the 1860s and 1870s, there was plenty to eat, and enough money to ensure that the bars, shebeens and grocery stores supplied liberal quantities to drink. But when fortune and fish deserted the fleet all suffered. While the ‘big-men’ made loud noises for the future, there was a deathly whisper about the present for many of the poorer folk.


The spring of 1881 brought relentless storms, high tides and low catches. Soup kitchens, unknown in the town for more than a decade, were set up in the Market Place. Children not only went hungry, but many had only thin rags to clothe them in the biting gales that continued into the summer. The ministers of the town noted with some considerable disdain that money was still to be found for strong drink, but they nonetheless dug deep into their collection plates to provide some warm garments for around a hundred of the poorer bairns. Cash was not to be given to the parents. Experience had shown that the temptation to squander it in the Ship Inn was irresistible for some of the more improvident. And as the ministers knew all too well, there were plenty who would rather booze on moonshine than care for their own offspring. Social control of the masses was a perennial issue. There seemed no solution to the vexed question of how to communicate with, educate, moralise and above all, sober up the intemperate poor.


The failure of the winter and spring haddock fishing looked as though it would be followed by an equally disastrous summer herring ‘drave’. At the annual burgh picnic the fishery officer, John Doull, tried to talk up the town’s prospects. He spoke of the building work that was going on in Eyemouth to accommodate the new families arriving to settle, and of the expected deliverance of a fine new harbour that would bring prosperity to all. It was a fine speech, but the poor fishing clearly had him worried. When the herring crews, scunnered by their lack of success, broke up early, at the very start of September and began to form up again for the winter haddock fishing in their deepsea boats, he wrote in his log book ‘Such a lengthened period of bad weather at this time of year has not been known here for a very long series of years past. The fishermen are disheartened at being compelled to remain ashore so long.’


Unless matters improved in the late autumn. Unless the haddock returned. Unless the markets picked up, the fishing families of Eyemouth would be looking for more than clothes for their children. And they would need more charity than the Kirks could offer.


A lot has been made of the much-vaunted self-reliance of the Scots, much of it nonsense. Certainly in Eyemouth handouts had always been readily accepted with no sense of shame; conversely, much sport was had in trying to evade paying the rates, even when the fishing was profitable and money was rolling in like old coin on a poor inn table.


In one very real sense, though, traditional Scots values did persist in the town. Like other fishing communities it was made up of a few large, extended and interconnected families who relied on each other. The Loughs, the Dougals, the Stotts, and the Fairbairns. The Maltmans, the Nisbets, the Scotts, the Purveses, the Windrams, the Dicksons, the Collins and the rest. Those who were not employed catching the fish found work on shore – as line baiters, carters, hawkers, coopers or in the many curing yards that daily threw a funk of odorous smoke over the rooftops. The economy of the town was the economy of these families.


Nor were they tight when they saw the need for giving. As the storms of 1881 continued to lash down, the fleets fishing off Shetland were ravaged in early August. Fifty men were drowned in a single day. Most were on visiting boats from other parts of the country, there for the northern herring season. The Eyemouth folk, even given their own straightened circumstances that summer, offered what they could to the relief fund set up to help the widows and orphans.


On a fishing day, wives and mothers, young and old, roused themselves, their bairns and every other member of the household who could hold a knife, or stir a pot, no later than five a.m. While the men slept on, the factory of the home got to work ‘shelling the mussels’.


That was the way it was on Friday 14 October 1881.


Candle flickers silhouetted the dark streets of Eyemouth, and lums began to reek as the sleepy, and often the hungover set to work. Each man was obliged to take with him to the haddock fishing a line of 1,200 hooks, normally baited with mussels. It was the daily duty of the family to slice open the shells and fix the flesh. Little wonder that fishermen tended to marry young, or that they prized the stouter lassies over the graceful ones. Small wonder too, that the old had a place, or that the bairns were required to do their bit from a very tender age. It was gruesomely tiring, but it was work for their own men and not for some anonymous capitalist. The amount of mussels needed for the Eyemouth fleet alone staggers the imagination. With seven men to every boat and more than forty boats in the fleet, 300,000 shellfish were used every single day of the haddock season. More than forty million a year. The stench of the debris, which was flung out of the windows and piled high in the yards, along the streets and even in the Market Place, must have been overpowering.


Everything deferred to the needs of the fishing, and that included weddings. Marriages were traditionally organised for the end of the herring drave, and were conducted very early in the morning, to allow the bridal party the luxury of a full day’s honeymoon jaunt to Edinburgh.


On Friday 14 October 1881 the minister of the Established Kirk had a service to perform. Old Stephen Bell was not a native of the town, though he had by then spent most of his life in Eyemouth. His experiences as parish minister since 1845 had not always been pleasant. There had been legal disputes and fights with the fishermen – quite literally fights with the fishermen. He had been burned in effigy, his wife spat at on the street, his house stoned and its windows put in. That was all an age before, forgotten by some and unknown by many. The rotund little man with a bald pate and a wide gait was now looked up to, even though few came to his Sunday services. Bell no longer let the non-attendance bother him, and he was equally accustomed to some of the demands of those who did use his ministry. Like weddings, and their timing. On that chilly October morning then, Stephen Bell rose shortly before six o’clock and with his overcoat barely covering his nightshirt and slippers, he shuffled to unlock the Manse door. It was the second early morning marriage the minister had performed in less than a week.


The prospective bride and groom – cooper Mathew Crawford and his fiancé Elizabeth Stevenson were already waiting on the step, as were a few members of each family, and the best man James ‘Laffy’ Lough. With so many surnames and forenames the same, every man had a more popular style, while married women always kept their maiden names. Laffy was a cousin of the groom who, to confuse matters, had been born Matthew Lough. After his father had been lost at sea Matty’s mother, Sophia Cribbes, took James Crawford as her second husband.


In contrast to the minister, both Laffy and Matt were resplendent in traditional Eyemouth garb. Each wore black breeks, waistcoats and jerkins. They may even have cleaned their shoes. The bride wasn’t exactly blushing. Her dress could hardly disguise the swelling that told of a passionate if, for Eyemouth, all too familiar courtship. Elizabeth Stevenson was heavily pregnant.


The simple ceremony, held in the manse parlour – the Kirk was rarely opened for pre-dawn weddings – was over within minutes. Stephen Bell intoned stern words of advice then made for the stairs to his bedchamber. He didn’t wait to see what happened next. The morning had barely started to yawn some light on to the square outside and the gas lamps struggled to do their bit, but there was colour on the street. Weddings, like funerals, were events that required marking.


Along with a throng of women, dressed in their pinstriped shawls and dark skirts, and dozens of expectant, barefooted bairns, a scattering of men had arrived, most drawing on clay pipes, and virtually all already togged-up in their heavy sea clothes. The air may have been chilled, but there was no hint of the squalls that had kept the fleet away from the ocean for the whole of the past week. They would sail and fish that day. They would be working.


The little party strode across the market place, down Chapel Street and then left into St Ella’s Square, towards the home of the bride where more folk were waiting, including the town carter Peter Mack, his carriage ready, the horses champing at the bit.


Neighbours of the Stevensons were prominent, either standing in their own doorways, hanging out of windows, or idling at the head of the vennels which led off St Ella’s. Men like Henry Angus, skipper of the Harmony, William Young of the Blossom, his son James from Fiery Cross and James Broomfield, a lad who looked much younger than his twenty-eight years, and who sailed on the Beautiful Star. That was the family boat of the Scotts and was crewed by three brothers, John, George and William and their father George.


The lanes running out from St Ella’s were also taken up with interest in the wedding. Down Commerce Street old James Purves from the Myrtle and his wife Jane Mack watched on. It had been almost twenty years since they had tied the knot, and they already had three bairns before Janey persuaded Pur’es to do the right thing by her. Even then it wasn’t in the Kirk, or before a minister. A lay priest at Lamberton Toll had married them yards from the English border. The folk didn’t much care for the Church in those days. It was the time of the Tithe Row with the minister, a time of riot and unrest.


When the wedding party emerged into the square, a wiry, bearded man, who had the look of Abraham Lincoln and the same charismatic influence, moved forward, a glinting knife in his hand. William Nisbet, skipper of Forget-Me-Not flicked it over in theatrical fashion, pressed the handle towards Elizabeth Stevenson and made an ostentatious bow before retreating to the shore end of St Ella’s. As the crowds cheered, ‘Nibby’ hooked his arm under the slumping figure of a drunken old man. He certainly appeared the worse for something. Nibby helped seventy-year-old Willie Spears to his feet. Spears had lost a lot of his reason and at times just shuffled aimlessly about the streets. Plenty in the town, including Janey Mack and fishermen like James Paterson of the Industry looked out for the old man, who was still called by many ‘the Kingfisher’. Those who did not know Eyemouth might have thought the nickname a cruel joke. But Spears had indeed once been the leader of the people, a mantle now taken on by Nisbet. The old man, almost unnoticed, slipped away and shuffled down towards the broken stones at the beach. Some did hear him pass. They later remembered that Spears had babbled throughout the day, ‘an earthquake’s coming . . . there’s going to be an earthquake’.


Few focused on the shore end of the square. Attention instead was fixed on the bride and groom. Helped by Laffy, Matthew Crawford hitched up on to his shoulders a wicker basket filled with stones, mussel shells and rotting fish. As he shammed to run at less than full pelt, Elizabeth rushed after him, Nibby’s gutting knife in her hand. Barely had the groom reached the edge of the square, back towards Chapel Street and the Market than his new wife, to loud cheers from the women, grabbed hold of the creel and sawed through the ties. The basket crashed to the ground, spewing its rancid contents on to the cobbles. As tradition demanded, Crawford handed over a silver coin for the ‘creeling’ and Elizabeth then picked it up, proving she was now willing to shoulder part of her man’s burdens. Though nobody said so, the silent vows of the Creeling meant much more than the declarations made to a man of the cloth. He had never sailed the Berwick bank in a force nine at midnight, nor spent fourteen hours in a freezing rock pool searching for limpet bait, nor hawked smoked haddies by foot as far as Dumfries nor felt the pain of a child lost to hunger.


The little bridal party then mounted on to the carriage for the three-mile drive to Burnmouth station, where they were to catch a train for a day trip to Edinburgh. Laffy hesitated, and held back from the horse-drawn trap. Like the other men, he hadn’t sailed all week and was more anxious to get to sea and put bread on the table, than gallivant. Being Friday if he didn’t work that day, he wouldn’t work for a further two. Besides, he hadn’t arranged for a replacement to take his berth on the Lily of the Valley. But to hisses from the crowd, including some from the crew of his own boat, exhortations from the bride and her maid, and, more than anything, the embarrassed silence of his newly wed cousin, Laffy accepted his boots wouldn’t see brine that day. His father and skipper of the boat was also James Lough. Standing by old Jimmy was his cousin, and another crewman, Robert Lough, along with his own heavily pregnant wife, Agnes Cribbes. They whooped with the rest of the throng as the little trap thudded out past them, into the market and up Church Street towards the Toll Bridge and out to Burnmouth.


A more sombre occasion was being prepared in the tiny home of Alexander ‘Niz’ Craig. Niz’s infant daughter Elizabeth had died earlier in the week and was to be buried that day. He would not be sailing, and out of respect some of his close family and friends had also arranged substitutes in their boats.


One of these was Paul Paterson. He had only just returned to the sea, having been laid low with rheumatism for many months. Until the spring of 1880 Paterson had skippered the Star of Hope. But fishing and fishermen were fickle and sometimes well matched. When his bad back meant he could not work Paterson had nothing put by to sustain his share in the boat – little enough to keep his wife and bairns. Since August others had hired him for a few brief trips. Nothing regular though. Just the odd chance like that now offered on the Florida. Ellen Young, Paterson’s long-suffering wife, had struggled over the previous year. There were four young children in their home in the Long Entry, and what little money the family managed to scrape together, either from their own labours or parish relief, went on food, whisky and tobacco – and generally not in that order. Sometimes the bairns managed a day or two at school. But it was not a habit either parent encouraged.


Ellen and Paul’s close neighbours were the Johnstons. Robert skippered the Wave and his seventeen-year-old son Davie had only just been taken on as a crewman. Janet, wife and mother as she was, was noticed that morning on the stairs of their two-roomed dwelling tending to some of the seven other children. Her face, let alone her tortured and wearied body, bore the scars of a lifetime of work, childbirth and a fond affection for the neck of a bottle.


Those who had been at the wedding – unlike Ellen or Janet – were now well behind in their baitin’, and returned to the lines, pulling their children along with them. Some of the men went back indoors, but others like David Stevenson, the father of the bride, sauntered down to the elbow at the head of the harbour and the barometer that had guided the town’s fishing for more than three decades.


At the pier head, as was usual at this time, a scattering of old men idled their time away with gossip, and tales of their own days at sea. Spears was amongst them, his glazed eyes fixed on the bobbing boats. He was almost the oldest of the throng, but not quite. That honour went to William Pitt McIntosh, named after a heroic prime minister, at a time when Eyemouth thrilled to the news of British victories in the long French Wars.


In spite of the increasingly fine dawn, which had by now started to pierce through the skies and cast light on the crushed tenements, Stevenson noted that the glass had ratcheted down almost an inch overnight. The gales of that October week were only resting. They would be back that day, and with a vengeance. Nothing was surer.


Would they sail? The younger men in particular were anxious to be off. Friday 14 October was the first clear day in seven. Not only did the prospect of a hungry, and for not a few, a thirsty weekend, weigh heavily; they were also acutely aware that if they could get out, make a reasonable catch and get back home again, they would gain handsome prices in an under supplied market. That was the Eyemouth way. That was one of the keys to the port’s success, the fishermen’s renown and the merchants’ speculation. Stevenson shrugged his shoulders and threw down some gear on to his boat the Blossom.


A tradition that had been the making of Eyemouth, but would that awful October day be its nemesis, is another indication of the importance of community. If just one boat sailed, all were obliged by honour to follow. The fleet was a family. The boats were bonded siblings. While most others from places as close as Berwick just seven miles to the south, and Shetland, four hundred miles to the north stayed at their moorings, the men of Eyemouth took a chance.


There were plenty who counselled against putting off, including the dominant figure of William Nisbet. Nisbet’s best friend, Andrew Cowe told him as they prepared to sail ‘What we’ll have tae dae this day, we’ll need to dae quickly’. But even as the coastguard Mr Ellis raised the warning cone at the entrance to the harbour, there were many more who cried down these fears – ‘What’s to do? We’ll be oot and in afore the wind blaws.’


Nibby, resigned to going to sea, dawdled back to his wife Euphie in Home Street, near to the old graveyard. He quickly fed his pet parrot, a great favourite with the bairns. Strangely the bird, a grand talker, was silent as Willie left. Nibby kissed his wife, and turned for the door, leaving his purse and his gold pocket watch behind. Something he had never done before. William Nisbet then made his way to join the rest of the men at the pier, his heavy seaboots slung across his shoulders. By the time he arrived at the crimson painted hull of Forget-me-Not, the Salt Greens quay was alive with activity.


Unusually as the men loaded stores, and set out their small baskets or ‘skulls’ with the haddock lines coiled and ready, few words were spoken, and there was little tomfoolery.


The curious thing is that the men of Eyemouth had so very often diced with the elements and won home with great catches and even better quayside auction prices. Why did folk feel so odd that particular day? The women, as they always did, crowded the harbour to see the boats off, but their cheering was muted and the waving perhaps a little more heartfelt.


They knew a storm was coming. Did they have an inkling that the luck of the town might have run out? After the Disaster there were many reports that claimed some did. ‘For more than a few days before Black Friday’ wrote a correspodent to the Kirk’s Life and Work magazine ‘the town was full of feelings of apprehension. Many said they felt strange. As if there was something evil in the air . . . some of the most sensible and temperate of the people said they could feel within themselves the ringing of church bells . . . one old sailor said over and over again that there was going to be an earthquake’.


That old sailor was William Spears. As the men trooped to the pier he stood upright at the barometer like one of the Crimean volunteers he had helped recruit for the nation. Another of the veteran skippers, Alexander Maltman, jumped on board the Economy, and taking the tiller shouted to nobody in particular but with his gaze fixed on the Kingfisher, ‘There’ll be many a tear shed for the Eyemouth fishermen going to sea this day, and the glass so low’.


It was the younger men who had forced the issue that morning, and it was the younger men who were to lead the way. The Press Home, newly delivered that very week from the riverside yard of James Weatherhead was first out. The most modern and certainly the most expensive boat ever built in the town, its crew, including the three brothers Stott had an average age of just twenty-six. Leonard Dougal, another cousin of both Mathew Crawford and Laffy was, at eighteen, the bairn of the boat.


The virginal sails of Press Home invited the others to follow its wake as the Kirk clock rang out eight times. One by one the forty other boats cast rope, and were teased and coaxed out past the elbow. Strong arms pulled on leaden oars in the almost windless conditions. Bringing up the rear was Lass O’ Gowrie, skippered by the oldest man sailing that day – sixty year old George ‘Seabreeze’ Windram. With him went his sons David and William and his nephew James Windram. Making up the six-man crew were Charles Burgon and Robert Kearney – whose heavily pregnant wife, along with the rest of the women, waved the men ‘good-luck.’


The sun threw down a thin warmth, as three hundred men from a town of less than three thousand put their faith in their craft and edged past the Hurkur rocks which guard and protect Eyemouth bay; rocks that within a few short hours would cruelly defect to the ocean, inviting the boats homeward only to split their timbers and devour their crew.


As the boats nudged past the roadsteads, a telegram from Yarmouth arrived at the Market Place post office. A warning from the fifty-six Eyemouth men who were at the late Norfolk herring fishing, ‘Blowing Gale. Reply Paid.’ But the postmaster, John Campbell Macrae, would not have caught the boats even if he had rushed to the pierhead. Which he did not. The warning was too late. The ‘reply paid’ was equally useless, since the telegraph poles would not survive the wind that was even then heading towards the Berwickshire coast.


For the moment all was still; worryingly tranquil during the long haul to the haddock grounds a dozen miles off shore. Backbreaking work in conditions where sail was of little use. And all the while there was virtual silence in the boats. A fleet in motion, the men becalmed in thought. George Collin, ‘Little Dod’, skipper of the White Star later recounted that the boats reached the main banks at about noon. Things were not right. The air was hanging heavy. It almost crackled.


Lines were swiftly played out from the skulls, with no snagging or catching of hooks. Some of the little fleet had only just caught up with the leading boats and had not even begun to fish when the light wind dropped to a dead calm. George Dougal of the Onward told of how ‘All in a moment it became as dark as darkness.’


Like the shot of a gun, the storm broke with amazing speed, sweeping all before it.


The light north-westerly breeze shifted to a north-north-easterly gale that hammered down with tremendous, deafening ferocity. The wind whipped the seas to a boiling, foaming, never-ending series of mountains and tumbling, cavernous glens. The rain lashed vertically, and the spray blinded the men, restricting vision to no more than a few hundred yards. This ‘scud’ which many survivors later told of ‘flying before the wind’ added confusion to the terror.


At first the crews tried to haul in their expensive lines, but it was obvious within a few minutes that the day would not be about lost lines, but lost lives. The boats, which had been close together, were scattered. Some had sails up which were torn apart, others had only bare poles and were at the mercy of the current; still others were swiftly overturned as the ballast in the holds shifted and flung them beam up. There was no obvious way to deal with the hurricane. Should they make for home, which would mean sailing into the storm, or try and ride it out on the sea?


On the White Star, Little Dod hurled orders at his panic stricken crew to secure the ballast and bring in sheets of sail. All the while he sang out his Christian faith. A convert, along with many others, including Willie Nisbet, in one of the many religious revivals, Dod was an accomplished lay preacher. His belief kept him sane in those terrible hours and minutes on Black Friday.




Jesus, Lover of my soul,


Let me to Thy bosom Fly,


While the nearer waters roll,


While the tempest still is high;


Hide me, O my saviour, hide,


Till the storm of life is past,


Safe into the haven guide;


O receive my soul at last!





The Onward was side on to the White Star. George Dougal could barely keep command. ‘Some of the men said one thing, some said another, but they were at their wits ends, they did not know what to do.’ There were calls to lift sail and head for home, or turn about to the depths of the ocean, but the cries were barely audible for the crashing of the waves against the timbers. Dougal for a time was as stunned as the rest of the men, until one massive lump of water smashed across the side and swept away his own twenty-one-year-old son, Alexander. The first known fatality of the day. Alec surfaced only once, yelled out something which the wind carried away, then was pulled down by the current and his own weighty seaboots. Perversely this death shook some sense back into George Dougal, and he ordered the bow of the Onward to be hauled towards land. Dougal later said that all he could think was that he had to tell his wife of the death of their eldest boy. He did not consider that in the process he risked consigning her to widowhood as well.


As the Onward was turned about, the White Star drifted alongside the Myrtle. Both crews held fast for about twenty minutes in an attempt to work out their exact position when another tide lunged over both boats. The White Star took the blow side on, and as the ballast shifted, the seven crewmen were thrown across the deck. When they staggered back up, desperately pulling on any ropes that came to hand and chucking water out of the boat with every available container, Dod saw that the Myrtle had completely tipped over. Two more shots of sea brought the brittle craft upwards, but on the third wave it was gone. The seven men were never sighted. Two fathers and their eldest sons, a pair of brothers and old James Purves were drowned.


Little Dod opted to take the opposite course from the Onward. He barked to the men to turn the head of the boat out to sea. The crew jabbered dissent but did as they were ordered when a mighty swell flung the White Star over a wave and almost on top of another upturned vessel. Its masts were split, and timber and rigging swirled and danced a macabre shanty in the mocking seas. Which boat was it? The White Star thundered past the wreckage so quickly that neither Dod nor his crew had time to be certain. It looked like it could be the Industry. There were no men to be seen. All had to be presumed lost. Was that to be the fate of the White Star? How long would the sea play with them?


Dod would later tell stories of that awful day. Of the horrors of the galloping breakers, the physical pain and mental exhaustion of the men he led. Of the emotions they all felt when they passed broken boards, or saw blinking lights in the distance that suddenly blinked no more. They shook hands with death that afternoon. God protected the White Star.




I remember in the midst of the storm seeing fourteen men, who were in two boats, drowned right in sight of us. I had then no hope of getting home to haven, for I knew that God held the great sea in the hollow of His hand and that He held the winds in His fist. Sometimes when I heard the seas roarin’, I thought that the next wave would finish us. It was dark, and we could hear the waves comin’ before we saw them, but our little boat rose to meet them, and aye managed to get ower. We could only go on deck one at a time, so fierce was the storm, and I remember after I had been up, one man saying to me ‘is’t ony better?’ I replied, ‘Its nae waur onywey; I think the boat’s riding better, and she’s no shippin’ sae much sea’. He said despondingly, ‘We shall ne’er see land again’, and I said that I believed we would see the light of day and get to land.





The winds finally dropped, and the crew of the White Star, now alone in a boundless ocean, in Little Dod’s words, ‘made a friend of the sea for the night’. When dawn came up on Saturday Dod pulled the prow round and headed for shore. They sailed into Tynemouth late that afternoon, thirty-three hours after leaving home.


One of the boats that the White Star passed as it headed out past the scattering fleet was the Ariel Gazelle, a decrepit, battered and leaky vessel even in the calm of harbour. The instinct to make for home was strong in the minds of its crew. But as they tried to hoist sail lumps of water hit the old Ariel. The prow was swamped, the sides pummelled, all lines, gear and stores swept away. Somehow the boat stayed upright, throwing the men around like pebbles in a jar. The churning waves pitched them into tumbling company with five other boats. Some may have been hoping for home, others seeking safety by sailing away from the winds. One by one they were overturned in seas which smothered in a single wave. Thirty or more men were dragged to their deaths.


Which boats were these? Beautiful Star, with the three Scott brothers and their father George? Sunshine with his other son Robert? Lass O Gowrie with old Seabreeze Windram, his two sons and his seventeen-year-old nephew James? Six Brothers with its two pairs of father and sons as well as the Windram boys, more close cousins of Seabreeze? Did they see the last moments of the Industry, the Margaret and Mary, Guiding Star, Margaret and Catherine or Florida . . . with Paul Paterson, who had got a chance, a ‘lucky berth’ that morning? Or were these unfortunates in some of the other boats that were sunk that dreadful afternoon?


Realising that they were now alone, that the fleet was no more, and that they had witnessed the deaths of so many of their friends and family, the men of the Ariel Gazelle belatedly swung around again. One of them, George Craig, said that they felt it was ‘plain suicide’ to try for home in such conditions. Unlike the Onward, the Ariel Gazelle was to stay far out on the ocean for not one, but two nights.


While men vainly battled on the seas, and gambled with a dash for port, or a longer war with the deep, while the Ariel Gazelle, White Star and others were heading even further out, the scenes on shore were of utter panic, confusion and fear. Above all else, fear.


The very epicentre of the hurricane hovered over Eyemouth. Within minutes of the first thumping crash of the gale the whole town was roused to the beach and the cliffs. They ran with anxious eyes and heavy hearts, but they also rushed a well-worn path. The people had always moved to the shoreline when the fleet was caught in the teeth of a storm.


There were plenty of examples. In February 1844 tar barrels burned all night on the headland as hundreds watched and waited. The boats were all open then, and two were forced to stay on the seas for almost thirty hours. The survivors, who included Laffy’s grandfather, Robert Lough, and Robert Angus, the uncle of Henry Angus of the Harmony, could hardly move when they eventually got home. In December 1852 the fleet was again caught in a ferocious gale. All just made it safely back, but with considerable damage to boats and gear. Six years later, and despite clear warnings from the pier head barometer, the men again took a chance. Once more no lives were taken, but £300 was lost in torn sails, ruptured timbers and discarded lines. The ‘glass’ was again ignored and the Eyemouth boats sailed virtually alone in March 1865, January 1866, February 1868, December 1870, October 1875, and Christmas Eve 1880. On that day, as with most of the others, the tide was running with the fleet when the boats raced the gales for home. On 14 October 1881, the sea was already beginning to ebb when the hurricane came down.


It struck the town with as much force as it did the fleet. The public school on the Yard Heads road was pummelled by the winds. The pupils like ten-year-old William ‘Nirley’ Nisbet were petrified. Years later he told his story. ‘I was in the school – we were getting dictation – when it got fair dark, an’ a feafu’ squall struck the school. Every wundy was blawn oot and the roof o’ the school was lifted clean off.’ The headmaster, James Cox, could not keep order and ran with the terrified children towards the beach to await the return of the men.


One group of callants took shelter from the storm in the partly upturned hull of a cobble and was showered with cakes and buns when a bakery cart was completely blown over into the River Eye. The terrified horse was almost strangled by the halter before the stunned driver managed to free the beast. The boys cheered their good fortune and tucked into what was probably the only meal enjoyed in the town that afternoon. Nearby, at the head of one of the vennels near the pier head, the red pantiles of a curing shed’s roof were sent somersaulting along the lanes, splintering as they hit earth.


Down the coast at Burnmouth, a similar thin line stood against the challenging seas, peering from land to ocean. Amongst their number was Agnes Aitchison. She knew the pain of bereavement. Two of her brothers had drowned off Shields. James was taken in the spring of 1869, and John went down at almost exactly the same spot and on almost precisely the same day, three years later. Her man, William Aitchison – who had lost his own father to the sea when the Lively sank in 1853 – and two of their lads were out with the rest of the Burnmouth crews. They would make it home safe, but Aggie would not have the comfort of that certainty for many hours. She stood, with the other women and bairns, soaked from the spray and the rain, sheltering her youngest, four-year-old Jimmie, with a blanket. Eleven-year-old Mary, her eldest girl, idled with some of the others a few feet away, close to a short, low-lying dry stane wall. All of a sudden the dyke collapsed in the wind, tumbling bricks along the pier and showering the crowd with debris. Little Mary was badly cut. Others were bruised and one woman briefly knocked unconscious when she was caught a glancing blow by a lump of brick. When she came round she fought against those who tried to carry her indoors, and insisted on going back to the shore. Her man would expect her to be there when his boat roared past the cliffs and bore down into the little inlet.


Further inland the devastation was manifest. Entire forests, which had stood for centuries, were flattened. On a single estate near Duns Castle more than fifty thousand trees were uprooted. It would take four years to clear the damage.


The howling winds also chased up the Lothian coast and caused destruction even as far as Fife. In Edinburgh, the bridal party rushed back to Waverley station. But it would be some time before their journey home could start. Rail services were badly disrupted by the hurricane.


By one p.m., the massive seas that were pounding Eyemouth Bay began to ebb. Within a few hours the tidal harbour would be completely inaccessible. The crews, battling through the elements would, ironically, run out of water at the very entrance to the port.


But at that early point in the afternoon hope was still the order of the day. The boats would return safely. They always had! Effie Scott, whose husband and boys were out on the Beautiful Star, rallied those with fainter hearts. Flinging her arms around and cheerily smiling at the other wives and mothers she walked up and down crying, ‘They’ll turn up! They’ll turn up’! But the fears she held inside were as real as those expressed more publicly and voluminously by others. Effie’s man and Effie’s sons would not turn up. As she marched like a soldier down the quay they had already lost their battle with the elements.


The mood on shore was lifted though when the first vessels came into view through the blinding spray and surf. Using all their skills and experience the men of Father and Sons negotiated the eastern approaches before the boat was flung by an almighty wave across the bar and on up the River Eye. The apprehension of the crowd was lifted again when a few minutes later, the Alabahama, closely followed by the Onward and then the Brittania also navigated past the roadsteads.


Some of the fishermen were so exhausted they had to be helped ashore. Watty Dougal, skipper of the Alabahama blacked out as soon as the boat had been tied up. He was carried home, alive but scarred forever by what he had come through.


As the Onward made fast at the pailings, some of the womenfolk, almost blown into the harbour by the skirling gales, shouted down to the crew for reports of their men and the boats which were still at sea. One of the oldest of the gaggle, Jane Mack, her scarf drawn tightly against her brow and her skirts sodden from the rain, grabbed George Dougal by the arm as he wearily climbed up the wooden ladders.


‘Did ye see the Myrtle Doddy? Hae ye ony news o’ ma Jim?’ ‘No be worrying Janey’, came the reply, ‘There’s many that’ll be flung oot their bots afore the end o’ the day . . . Ah’ ken. Ma ain son’s deed. But big Jim Pur’es i’ll be a’right. Ah saw him strapped tae’ the tiller o’ the bot.’


But he was wrong. The Myrtle was already lost. Purves, bound to the timbers, was dead. That news, though, would not be confirmed for many hours.


Later in the afternoon Janey grieved with the rest of the women as reports came in of boats sunk and men lost. Her boys were away at the Yarmouth herring and Auld Pur’es was securely strapped, as George Dougal had said, to the heavy tiller of the Myrtle. Janey may have felt she was weeping by proxy for the dead of others. But in the pallor of the evening, with no sight of her man, she left her tiny one roomed garret in Commerce Street and went back to the pier. The Myrtle had still not come home. The old woman would sit at the harbour all night. She did not sleep, she had no peace.


As the women were crowding the Onward two small open cobbles peeped round the headland of Fort Point. As though linked by an undersea chain they thumped up and over and into smothering surf. For a second the boats disappeared, then lunged through the racing white horses, both missing the entrance to the harbour and crashing almost into one another on the shingle. The men on shore rushed to secure the vessels and drag the eight fishermen to safety. They had narrowly escaped death, but any thought that the omens were on the side of man that day were soon dispelled.


Within moments a sail, battered and almost shredded from the masts, came up from the horizon and the boat, again at an astonishing pace, bore down for the piers. At the last moment, the Harmony was lifted by a massive sea and thrown on to the Hurkurs, a mere two hundred yards from the straining crowds. A shriek went up from the women, while the men, almost by instinct turned away, unable to look on the scene that followed.


When the boat struck the rocks the mast sheered off and came crashing down on a crewman, pinning him to a deck that was already breaking up and sinking. The crowds could hear the sickening splitting of the beams and the death cries of the other five men as they were dragged underwater. Among them was Henry Angus, who only a few hours before had helped celebrate a wedding outside his own door. Slipping to their deaths with him were his nephews, William and Peter Angus. Wull’s widow, and she knew it for sure, was Mary Craig. They had six young children, and she had only just found out another was on the way. It isn’t clear whether her man even knew. Mary clawed at her hair, her face, her clothes. The pain was just beginning. Agnes Bird saw her husband George Cribbes sink, his arms and hands flaying furiously as he went down. Before the day was out Agnes would be told that two of her sons, James on the Good Intent and Alexander on Forget-Me-Not had also been taken.


The Harmony was the first complete loss of the day. The first total wreck from the town for nine years. And it all happened in front of the helpless, hopeless people of Eyemouth: women, children, the elderly and those who were, for whatever reason, not at sea. From the Harmony alone five women were widowed and eleven children rendered fatherless.


Before the shock of this had fully penetrated the numbed onlookers, another boat, the Radiant, was swamped as it too approached the piers. The three brothers Fairbairn were in the seven-man crew. All but one of the men disappeared swiftly beneath the waves. Only fifty-seven-year-old John Windram managed to scramble on to the Hurkurs. Even in the crashing thunder of the storm he was close enough to the Gunsgreen shore to hear the urgent cries for him to jump and swim the hundred yards or so to safety. Windram shouted something back and then struck out from the rocks as half-a-dozen of the onlooking crowd linked arms and waded out to grab him. Just as his fingers seemed within touching distance of the link, a mast from the boat, which had also sheared off when it hit the rocks, came lunging forward in a rushing tidal wave and thumped into the swimmer’s head. He sank immediately. John Windram’s body never reappeared. It was never found. He left a widow, Alison Renton, and three young children. All seven men were lost from the Radiant. Four more widows created; another thirteen fatherless young children.


The Radiant was thought to be one of the safest boats in the fleet. Watching from the shore, from close to her home in the New Row, was the mother of the three Fairbairn boys, Agnes Burgon. Linking her arms and with terror etched on her face was John Fairbairn’s wife – now widow – Mary Crombie.


It was all too much for many of the onlookers. One wrote ‘The terrible sight created a profound impression on shore, where now women and children realising the perilous position of husbands and sons and brothers still at sea, were running about weeping in wild distraction.’


Some fell to their knees in prayer and others began to sing hymns and psalms, though little could be heard above the howling of the hurricane and crashing of the waves. Effie Scott tore at her clothes and shouted over and again ‘Ma bairns! Ma bairns! Ma bairns’ before losing consciousness. She was carried the few yards to her simple home. The Beautiful Star and with it her husband and three sons did not return. None of the surviving crews reported even seeing the boat after the storm broke and no bodies were ever recovered.


Time seemed to have no meaning on that bleak October afternoon. Was it but a few seconds or was it many minutes before the next boat, easily identified by its white sails, bounded across the heads of the waves before seeming to brake to a halt at the Hurkurs? The fate of the Press Home would surely define the rest of the day. Like the others before it, the newest craft in the fleet was within yards of safety when a huge wave struck, flipping the vessel on to its side and crushing it against the jagged outcrop. For a few moments some of the crew were seen clinging to the hull and one managed to scurry on to the rocks. Sea after sea washed over him as he held on grimly with one hand, while waving the other for assistance. A simple rocket device for shooting rope was all that the people on shore had – but it was of no help to the men of the Press Home. One by one their strength left them and they slid down to their deaths. The man on the Hurkurs was the last to fail. A correspondent for the local newspaper watched it all happen.




How these men must have felt after surviving such terrible suffering that they were for hours subjected to far out on the raging billows, that it was a cruel aggravation of the severity of their fate to be thus brought to perish within reach of the harbour and within sight of the crowds of grief stricken friends whose hearts yearned for them but whom, alas! The enraged elements prevented making the slightest effort for their safety.





Of the six crewmen of the Press Home another trio of brothers, Robert, John and James Stott were taken. Their sister Elizabeth not only wept for them, but also for her own husband, another crewman, Andrew Collin. His brother Joseph would be reported as one of the missing from the Fiery Cross. The parents of eighteen-year-old Leonard Dougal would also hear news before the day was out of the death of his brother James in the Lily of the Valley. And though another member of the Press Home, George Windram, had no wife or children, his loss was compounded by that of his brothers John and James from Six Brothers. Their Uncle John had only minutes before, and at the very same spot, been swamped to his death. The young crew of the Press Home left only two widows. But one of these, Ann Ready, the wife of Robert Stott, was another woman heavy with child.


The best efforts of those on land were restricted to wading out to try and reach those men stuck on rocks, or clinging to wreckage, or in trying to shoot rope from the rocket. George Nisbet tried to get as far out as he could before firing the device, and was swept away to his own death. An outstanding hero, his wife and children were treated dreadfully by the Disaster Relief Committee which refused to give them any allowance from the fund on the basis that Nisbet was not at sea as a fisherman when he perished.


Mixed in with the reality of death that day, were tales of remarkable courage. George Paterson from the Enterprise had a miraculous escape, but was forever traumatised by his experience.’When we were about six miles out I was washed overboard.’ he said on his return. ‘I was clean gone, but had the presence of mind to grip the mizzen sheet when the boat dipped and was, with great difficulty, hauled on board by comrades. About ten minutes afterwards James Windram was washed overboard . . . We saw Windram swimming bravely in the wake of the boat, but in the course of two or three minutes he became exhausted, hung his head and sank.’


Windram had two young children, and his widow, Margaret Wilks, was pregnant with their third. Jamesina Windram was born on 1 April 1882.


The family connections ensured a myriad of suffering. James Windram’s sister Helen was married to Robert Collin, skipper of the Fiery Cross. He drowned along with his brother William, their cousin Joseph, and three other men when the boat was dragged to the deep. They left six widows, half of whom were pregnant, and twenty-two children, the heaviest loss of any boat. Joseph Collin’s widow, Elizabeth Cormack, had nine young bairns to care for. In all thirteen, carrying the name Collin were drowned on Disaster Day, the most from any of the families of the town.


Very few men survived when the ocean smashed in their boat or pulled the fragile timbers to the bottom. Hardly any could swim, and their heavy working clothes pulled those who had learned down. Some of the bodies, which were later recovered, showed evidence of penknife marks on the boots, as frantic attempts were made to cut them off. At least one man appeared to have even tried to amputate his own leg.


A handful did manage, somehow, to strike out to safety from their sinking boats and dying colleagues. One was David Stevenson, skipper of the Blossom and father of the happy bride in the dawn ceremony, which was an age and a world apart from the rest of that never-to-be-forgotten day. Stevenson was the only survivor from the seven men of the Blossom which broke up at Goswick on the north Northumberland coast. He did not speak much in later years of either their loss or his own salvation.


The lifeboat could not be launched on 14 October 1881. Those who would have made up the numbers were all at sea. The coxswain, an honoured position in the town was, of course, Willie Nisbet. Unhappy about sailing, but resigned to the majority decision, he was lost along with all of his crew when the Forget-Me-Not overturned off Berwick. More than any other, the death of Nibby was a shattering blow to the community. His was one of the few corpses to be recovered.


Five widows and nine fatherless children were left from the loss of the Forget-Me-Not. One of these was born eight months after the Disaster to Isabella Cowe, widow of 28-year-old William Scott. In remembrance of both her husband and the great Nibby the child was christened William Nisbet Scott. The boy died before reaching his second birthday.
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