
A Short History of the Fishing  Industry in Kirkcudbright

Kirkcudbright is often described in tourist guidebooks as an attractive fishing port, popular 
with artists who flock here to draw and paint the characterful harbour and quaint buildings. 
The truth is slightly different. Kirkcudbright has been a small but often busy seaport for at 
least 700 years, but only became known as a fishing port less than sixty years ago. 

There were of course always some very able fishermen here, but they operated in a small 
way, scraping a living from line fishing, gathering cockles, mussels and whelks, catching 
crabs and lobsters, and occasionally trawling for plaice and sole. They worked from very 
small vessels, generally clinker-built open wooden boats, and they used sails and oars long 
before the invention of engines. Many of these men came from families who had once 
crewed on coasting smacks, ketches and schooners, others had formerly sailed all over the 
world but now found it convenient to be able to spend more time at home with their families. 
Their incomes from fishing were sometimes augmented by being pilots for visiting vessels, 
attendant boatmen to the lighthouse at Little Ross, taking trips down the bay, and some of 
them also gave distinguished service as coxswains or crewmen for the RNLI and 
Kirkcudbright's various lifeboats. The names Poland, Parkhill, Stitt, Gourlay, and Leckie 
were prominent among those men and are still well known, well represented and respected 
in the town.

        Looking down river to the site of the Gibbhill sawmill, with two yairs in operation on the flood tide

It can be said with certainty that Kirkcudbright was a place where fishing was undertaken as 
long ago as 4500 BC, because a barbed fishing spearhead, carved from the antler of a red 
deer, and now in the care of the Stewartry Museum has been carbon dated to that time. 
Primitive stone fish traps existed on the West side of Kirkcudbright Bay, designed to catch 
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fish swimming downstream with the ebbing tide. Whilst no date has yet been established for 
these traps, the fact that small clusters of bronze age houses have been identified and 
excavated near Ross Bay gives a possible explanation for their existence. There is also 
evidence of stake net fishing in the bay, and a long history of yair net fishing on either side 
of the river Dee, both upstream and downstream from the harbour.

Yair nets were an unusual and distinctive feature of the River Dee for several hundred 
years, the last example only falling into disuse in the late 1960s or early 1970s. I don’t know 
of any other place in Scotland where yair netting takes place, so it is important to record as 
much as possible about the locations on the Dee where it was practised, the construction 
techniques used and the method of operation, while first hand accounts are still available. 

The purpose of yairs was to trap fish, 
particularly salmon, and this they did with 
considerable efficiency. Their efficiency 
would have been even greater if those who 
owned the fishing rights had been allowed to 
extend their yairs further into the river. This 
however would have been a serious obstacle 
to navigation and would also have had a 
damaging consequence for fish stocks, as 
salmon had to be permitted to make their 
way up river to breed if the fishery was to be 
sustained. A subtle balance had therefore to 
be struck and maintained. 
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The last yair to be used was on the 
righthand bank of the river, opposite 
where the marina’s pontoons are 
now sited and the base of its 
wooden structure can still be seen at 
low tide. The jagged remnants of its 
wing posts were only removed in 
2001 as they constituted a risk to the 
hulls of vessels heading for the 
marina or the quay wall. Substantial 
remnants of at least two earlier yairs 
can still be easily seen on either side 
of the river, close to Gibb Hill point. A 
plan of the town drawn in 1837 by 
John Gillone shows seven yairs 
between the mouth of the Boreland 
Burn and Gibb Hill point, and there 
were many more at locations further 
down the bay. I can only recollect 
the yairs at the Gibbhil l and 
Castledykes being in use and they 
were then in the control of the Dee 
Salmon Fishing Association.

The Association had a little boat house and fish house sited at Mackenzie’s steps, between 
Moatwell House’s garage and the west wall of the grain store. Wooden salmon cobles were 
kept there and were used to row out to the yairs both for their annual re-building and for 
their operation throughout the summer months. The fish house has recently been converted 
to a house. Other fish houses were sited at Tongland and at Seaward.

It is sad that this method of fishing has now disappeared. 
One of the joys of a summer evening used to be to 
observe from the Castledykes the fisherman, sitting 
silently and patiently on top of the flake, watching and 
waiting for a glimpse of a fish and for the tug on his finger 
lines that alerted him to spring the trap.

So one might ask, with such a long tradition of fishing, 
why was it that Kirkcudbright did not become a significant 
fishing port until relatively recently? The answer is simply 
that the large shoals of herring and other white fish on 
which Scotland's fishing industry depended, never seem 
to have come near to Kirkcudbright on any regular basis. 
Scotland's main fishing ports have always been 
established at places that were close to waters favoured 
by the huge shoals of herring that used to be abundant. 
Portpatrick and Peel on the Isle of Man both enjoyed 
herring seasons, but that is as close as the herring 
fisheries came to us. 
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Our small trading smacks did land barrels of salted herring and boxes of kippers at 
Kirkcudbright, but they had mostly been caught by Manx boats in Manx waters and 
processed on the Isle of Man.

A large shrimping fleet was based at Annan till 
the early part of the twentieth century, and 
operated in the shallow tidal waters in the 
upper reaches of the Solway Firth. The boats 
drifted down stream on the ebb tide, and 
returned with the flood. Some of the beautiful 
Morecambe Bay prawners and Annan smacks 
which made up this fleet were seen 
occasionally in Kirkcudbright, but were 
infrequent visitors, whose skippers merely 
tested the waters from time to time. The 
design of these vessels was very distinctive, 
and had been developed specifically for the 
shallow waters of Morecambe bay and the 
upper Solway Firth. They were fast and able 
sailing vessels, with enough power to fight the 
strong tides and to pull heavy trawling nets 
with great efficiency. The shrimps they caught 
were immediately boiled in large pots in the 
fo'c's'le, and were ready to be eaten as soon 
as the boats returned to port. Easy access to 
a railway station, and hence the large markets 
of the South, gave Annan a great commercial 
advantage.                                                         Morecambe Bay Prawner "Young John" under sail at Kirkcudbright

   (Photograph courtesy of West Coast Sea Products)

Oyster smacks at Isle of Whithorn                                                                    A Rye smack at Kirkcudbright (foreground)

The railway also brought about a sudden boom in oyster fishing in Galloway, starting in the 
1860s. Oysters had not been fished here before on a commercial basis, but high demand in 
London made it viable for large numbers of oyster smacks belonging to ports such as Rye 
and Whitstable to work here, sending their catches by train to London. Most of these 
vessels were based in Isle of Whithorn, but there was the occasional visitor to 
Kirkcudbright. Sadly, they were so efficient and successful, that they ruthlessly brought local 
oysters to near extinction in a very short time.

�4



In the early part of the twentieth century, there was still considerable commercial activity at 
Kirkcudbright harbour, brought about by the import of beans from Morocco, fertilisers and 
cattle cake from Germany, and cement for the construction of the Galloway Hydro Electric 
Scheme.  Two World Wars took their toll however, and that coupled with the effect of the 
railway on coastal trade meant that by the late 1940s and early 1950s the harbour was in 
decline, silted up and neglected. 

In the Kirkcudbright of my childhood, 
seventy years or so ago, the harbour 
was picturesque but moribund, and at 
low tide its muddy bottom supported 
rather more bicycles and bed-ends than 
it did boats. Vandals had not yet 
discovered shopping trolleys, so in 
those carefree days, they threw each 
other in to the water, attracted no doubt 
by untreated sewage which was all too 
evident at low tide in those bad old 
days. At that time, the only boat of any 
size was the "Liberty", a former east 
coast fishing vessel owned by local man 
Donald Rudd. 

Donald was an artist, who had studied at both 
Hospitalfield and Edinburgh College of Art, but 
whose studies had ended prematurely, because of 
his strong attachment to what he always referred to 
as "the alehouse". Donald had a romantic dream of 
making his living as a commercial fisherman, but he 
struggled to make his dream come true. He never 
gave up however, and continued his career as an 
artist until within a few weeks of his death.

The "Liberty" was the largest vessel that most 
people of my generation had seen in Kirkcudbright 
until the first oil tanker arrived in 1956.  Donald 
eventually won the contract to provide a safety 
vessel for the MOD Range at Dundrennan but 
continued to fish in a haphazard and random 
manner,  when range duties permitted.
 
One of his crewmen, Davie Ingram recalled that his 
days with Donald were among the happiest of his 
life. He rarely got a wage, but came home sore, 
with aching chest muscles from having laughed so 
much. He referred one day to them having hit the 
Ross Island, abandoned their boat, waded and 
swam ashore to the mainland, then walked almost 
to Borgue, from where they caught the Borgue Bus 
home again!
In 1956, Scottish Oils and Shell-Mex had re-opened 
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the harbour for use by coastal tankers, which necessitated dredging adjacent to the quay 
wall and buoying of the channel.  Fuel was discharged into a pipeline which led from the 
harbour to a new depot with steel storage tanks located on Dee Walk, upstream from the 
present bridge. This major improvement had the unforeseen consequence that it also 
facilitated use of the harbour by other vessels such as fishing boats and pleasure craft. The 
progressive decline of fishing at Kirkcudbright had already been abruptly reversed in the 
mid 1950s when largely by the inspiration, effort and dedication of one man, John King, the 
industry was revived.

While employed as a very young 
manager of the Gibbhill Sawmill, 
John King built the twenty-two foot 
long clinker motor launch, "Seoladair" 
as a joint venture with Donald Tait 
and Maxwell Hannah. She had been 
intended as a pleasure boat, but very 
quickly began carrying lobster pots 
and rapidly changed into being used 
for serious commercial purposes. It 
was soon clear that John needed a 
bigger boat.

John King commenced full-time lobster fishing and trawling from Kirkcudbright when he 
bought the characterful Morecambe Bay prawner “Young John” in the late 1950s.

Fresh sea food crept and swam slowly on to the menus of a few local hotels, and the 
“Young John” became superseded, firstly by the “Polly Cook”, secondly by the cornish gig 
“Dos Amigos” fitted with a winch from the “Polly Cook", and thirdly by the much larger and 
more powerful Scandinavian vessel “Nordland”. John was a hardworking and successful 
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fisherman, who pursued every possible form of fishing that might earn him money. He was 
an astute businessman and he made sure that his clients, including some of the most 
successful hoteliers in the area, were personally supplied daily, with crabs, lobsters and 
whatever other fresh fish was available. He also made regular and very rapid journeys to 
Dumfries in his van, carrying lobsters for dispatch by train to Billingsgate market in London.

"Polly Cook" at the Gibbhill for overhaul shortly after her purchase

John King soon realised that business from 
conventional fishing in this area was restricted 
by the small population and the limited range of 
seafood that was popular locally. A large market 
existed for scallops in America and in European 
countries, and John began to dredge for the 
queen scallops that are particularly abundant in 
Manx waters.                                     

"Dos Amigos", freshly painted at Kirkcudbright Harbour
( Photograph courtesy of George Wishart)

He gradual ly improved his fishing 
technique, and adapted both his vessels 
and the gear they carried to make them 
more efficient. By the time people began to 
realise what he was doing, his sphere of 
activity had widened and diversified, and 
he was well known as the "Scallop King of 
Kirkcudbright " in the Firth of Clyde, The 
sound of Jura, and the Western Isles.

The "Nordland", beached for maintenance at Shore House

Word quickly spread of John King’s success, and in a few years the harbour was 
transformed. Engines strained to push deeply laden vessels up the river, bleary eyed 
skippers peered from salt caked wheelhouses over bags of scallops piled high on deck. and 
builders and farmers both lost fit young men with strong stomachs who could handle 
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shovels in almost any weather. As the fleet grew, it included examples of the work of nearly 
all of the very best designers of fishing vessels from every part of Scotland, and these 
vessels were quickly re-rigged, re-equipped and partially steel plated for their new and 
rugged life as scallop dredgers.  A wooden pier was built in 1968, to enable small vessels to 
come and go and to land passengers when the berth at the quay wall was being occupied 
by coastal tankers, which called as often as twice a week, dependent on tides.

The channel buoys and perches were lit 
in 1971 to permit tankers of up to 248 
feet in length to arrive and depart in the 
hours of darkness. The King family 
founded a scallop gear design and 
manufacturing firm, and a processing 
plant was set up in 1971, which is now 
one of the town’s largest employers. 
Processing companies in other parts of 
the country were also established, and 
lorries bearing the logo of West Coast 
Sea Products became a familiar sight on 

roads all over  the country.

Elderly Scottish vessels such as the 
“Girl Anne”, the “Silver Fern” of 
Stronsay, and the modern but almost 
yacht-like “Radiance” were dwarfed by 
the  relatively massive masts and spars 
of  the Scandinavian  “Nordland” and 
“Solway Firth”. Some of these vessels 
had great character, which was matched 
or even outdone in some instances by 
the character of their crews. Children in 
Kirkcudbright used to sing a little song 
they had made up about one of the 
fleet, with a colourful skipper and an 
unusual female crew member:

Frankie in the wheelhouse, 
The Seagull at the stern, 

Sailing doon the river 
on the Silver Fern.

The Girl Anne at Palnackie Harbour (Photograph courtesy of George Wishart)

Tough  east coast vessels like the cruiser sterned “Ocean Hunter” from Fife contrasted  with 
the finer lined “Village Belle” built by Dickie of Tarbert, with a characteristically  elegant 
canoe stern. The first new boat to be commissioned in Kirkcudbright in living memory was 
John King’s “Ranger” built in 1966 by Noble of Girvan. With her straight stem, bold sheer, 
and curved wheelhouse top, she was a fine example of wholly traditional design and 
craftsmanship, combined with the latest developments in gear and equipment.                                                     
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The day of her arrival was a proud one 
not only for her skipper and crew, but 
also for the growing number of people 
that thrived on the excitement which the 
ancient harbour had begun to generate. 

Four years later, that excitement was 
recreated by the arrival of a new 
“Ranger”(2), built in Denmark in 1970, 
and perhaps displaying John King’s  
affection for his earlier vessel, the 
“Nordland”. The new and beamier 
“Ranger ” (2 ) was an in te res t ing 
illustration of the gradual change of 
shape of traditionally built boats, as they 
became more heavily powered, and 
gained greater hold capacity.The 
“Isabella”, “Marwood”, “Aliswood”, 
“Fredwood”(1) were evidence of  the 
experienced eyes of the Woodman 
family, and of their loyalty to Scottish-
built timber vessels, but also evidence of 
evolution towards more comfortable and 
more efficient designs, as transom 
s t e r n s a n d w h a l e b a c k s w e r e 
incorporated into traditional hull forms. 

The "Fredwood"(2) was a departure from tradition in that she was built in Denmark., and 
whilst she proved to be a successful and sturdy vessel, she never quite to my eyes looked 
as attractive as the handsome "Aliswood", built by Miller of St Monance. 

The next three new boats to 
be built for the King family 
a n d W e s t C o a s t S e a 
Products, were all of steel, 
a n d w e r e t h e 2 3 m 
"Kingfisher" (1997) the 24m 
"King Explorer" (2001) built 
by Hepworth Shipyards Ltd 
in Hull, and the 21m "King 
Challenger" (2006), built by 
Macduff Shipyards Ltd, 
each one of them being 
state of the art modern 
vessels bringing power, 
e ffic iency and comfor t 
hitherto unexperienced in 
Kirkcudbright.

Kingfisher, King Explorer and King Challenger alongside the quay at Kirkcudbright on the day of King Challenger's  naming ceremony.
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Despite the success and influence of the 
King Family, it would be wrong to suggest 
that they were solely responsible for the 
growth of fishing in Kirkcudbright. The 
Woodman family of Annan commissioned 
and successfully operated many fine 
vessels that were based in Kirkcudbright. 
Willie Edwards and Jim Smith, who were 
both from Dumfriesshire also owned 
substantial numbers of vessels that were 
based here. James Little (now retired) 
and Steven Girgan are both Kirkcudbright 
men who achieved great success in 
fishing from their home port. 

King Challenger at sea off Little Ross Island

Steven recently won the prestigious award of 
Scottish Scallop Fisherman of the year and 
has also been a particularly active campaigner 
on behalf of the fishing industry, and is a very 
well-known and respected figure whose 
beautifully kept and highly successful vessel 
"Susan Bird" is a familiar sight all round the 
coast of Britain. 

Susan Bird, Atlantis Belle and Azula lying alongside the quay at 
Kirkcudbright

Tony Finlay of Ross Bay merits special mention as someone who departed from his family's 
historic involvement in farming, to found his own fishing empire which grew to having 
several successful fishing vessels, all conspicuous by their smart appearance and careful 
maintenance, much of it carried out with consummate skill by Tony. 

A rare quality that most of these men 
displayed was a broad interest in the sea 
and ships that went far beyond fishing. 
John King, Steven Girgan and Jim Smith all 
owned yachts and were keen sailors. Tony 
Finlay is often seen rowing his fine clinker 
built rowing boat all the way from Ross Bay 
to Kirkcudbright and back, which takes both 
enthusiasm and stamina!

Jim Smith's Verwachting pictured heading up Kirkcudbright Bay 
towards St Mary's Isle Point
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Tankers ceased to use the port in 1982 
and although their departure and the loss 
of the income they provided was 
regretted, their right to priority use of the 
main berth space would have become a 
serious problem for the growing number of 
other commercial vessels using the port. 
Most of these other vessels were fishing 
craft, but merchant vessels carrying 
cargoes such as timber and rock salt still 
use the harbour on occasions, and others 
collect cargoes of empty scallop shells, for 
export to Holland where they are used in 
the preparation of chicken feed.

Jim Smith's Clasina passing the marina on her way to unload at the quay
 
The wooden pier which had been built specifically for small boats in 1968, provided an 
answer to the unforeseen problem of  overcrowding at the harbour, and for many years 
thereafter, fishing boats lay alongside it in quite large numbers, to the consternation of its 
designers. By this means, the harbour master was able to guarantee Shell Mex that their 
right of access to the quay wall would be respected. The pier was situated where the 
marina is now.

Since Kirkcudbright had no tradition of substantial fishing boats which worked at sea for up 
to a week before returning to port, standards of management, accommodation and catering 
varied greatly from boat to boat. At most Scottish fishing ports, there was a historic network 
of closely related families, often living in the same rows of cottages, and attending the same 
baptist and congregational churches. Bad language and uncouth behaviour was not 
tolerated. Catering was shared equally among skipper and crewmen, often with one man 
being chosen to be cook. Food was usually plentiful and of good quality, but rather 
monotonous. I had a fisherman friend in Eyemouth, who had fished there for most of his 
long life, mostly on the same boat and with the same crew. In all that time, his diet never 
changed - Mince on Monday, stew on Wednesday, fish on Friday etc. In Kirkcudbright, 
things were different. On John King's various boats, the catering was splendid, and the 
menus for meals on the "Ranger" (1) and (2) were a source of wonder and awe in the town. 
"roast beef, yorkshire pudding, roast tatties and gravy"! This standard was not however 
prevalent throughout the fleet, some vessels having little or no proper accommodation, and 
others leaving each crewman to fend for himself.

In the early days of the town's fishing boom, there were a few entrepreneurs, carpet 
baggers and cowboys who thought they saw an opportunity to make easy money by 
investing in cheap, antiquated and quite unsuitable vessels. Their inexperience in matters 
of the sea, and their lack of judgement in some of the choices they made of boats, skippers 
and  crewmen  soon turned their dreams of riches into nightmares.

The early Kirkcudbright fleet included a few steel vessels such as the “Armadale”, the 
“Berryhill”, and the original “Kingfisher”. Steel vessels had a particular advantage over those 
built with timber, because the scallop dredges inevitably came into contact with the sides of 
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the vessel when being raised or lowered, causing great wear and sometimes serious 
damage to timber planking. Fishermen however have always clung closely to tradition and 
many early steel vessels sported artistically wood grained steel wheelhouses in a nostalgic 
reference to a material that had served well for so many years. 

The timber built Fredwood(1), Ranger(2) and the Ocean Hunter lie outside a steel vessel  at the quay, Kirkcudbright

That generat ion of 
vessels was followed 
b y m o r e m o d e r n , 
beamy and s imp ly 
constructed boats such 
as the “Islay” and the 
“Jura”, with their low 
centres of gravity, and  
spacious wheelhouses. 
Change was in the air 
h o w e v e r, a n d t h e 
arrival of larger modern 
boats like the “Cadno” 
o n t h e r i v e r D e e 
d e m o n s t r a t e d t h e 
power, comfort, and 
safety, if not the beauty 
that modern design 
could provide.

Steel vessels of varying size, shape and design soon began to outnumber timber vessels
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At first, skippers in Kirkcudbright found it fairly easy to get good crewmen. The opportunity 
to earn large amounts of money was rare, and young ambitious men were not put off by the 
prospect of life at sea. Many of them prospered, but others found themselves prone to 
seasickness, incapable of coping with the sheer physical hardship involved, or unable to  
bear long absences from home. Time ashore was also difficult for many, in the knowledge 
that the phone might ring at any time to tell them they were needed to report for duty and 
return to sea to take advantage of favourable weather. There was also insecurity, as 
prolonged spells of bad weather would mean loss of earnings. Some young crew members 
were incapable of equipping themselves properly with provisions, and others compensated 
for sickness, exhaustion and inadequate food by resorting to drug-taking, thereby putting all 
their fellow crewmen in danger. This problem is common to many fishing ports today, and 
over the years, it has become more and more difficult to recruit good crew members locally. 
Undaunted however by this problem, some local skippers recruited well-qualified and able 
crewmen from countries as diverse as Poland and Ghana, and many of these men have 
become familiar and well thought of figures on the waterfront at Kirkcudbright, often living 
aboard their vessels when in harbour, and sending large proportions of their earnings to 
support their wives and families at home. The responsibilities that lie with the skipper of a 
fishing boat, are both varied, and demanding. I remember once watching Gary McKie 
butting into a fresh North Easterly wind and lashing rain, against which he was making little 
headway. Was he at sea? No, he was half way across the harbour square, pulling three 
supermarket trolleys all tied together and laden with provisions, from the Co-op to, "The 
Two Boys" which lay alongside the quay wall!
 
As the fleet grew, the experience of those crewmen who had been new to fishing only a few 
years ago, also grew, and many of these men soon aspired to become skippers. John King 
was enlightened and far-seeing in this respect, respecting their ambition, and arranging for 
them to have leave to study at nautical college to gain the necessary qualifications. Many 
local men soon qualified, and continued to be employed by the King family as skippers in 
their growing fleet of vessels. Those who could not obtain skipper's tickets were restricted 
to using boats that were under forty feet in length. This brought about at least one unusual 
situation, in which a boat that was a few feet over the permitted size, was reduced to 
complying with the rules, by having a chain-saw applied to its bows by its owner as it lay on 
the slipway opposite Shore House. I am not aware of how it performed after such drastic 
surgery, but its appearance and no doubt its sea-keeping ability suffered greatly.

Not all alterations carried out to Kirkcudbright boats have been 
quite as drastic. Former racing driver Innes Ireland bought an 
ageing Norwegian trawler, The "Vetrung", and  replanned and 
upgraded her accommodation while she lay alongside. He also 
bought an open Norwegian 'fiskebat,' and fitted her out as a lobster 
boat with a new wheelhouse, expertly built by David McRobert of 
Wallace and Company, who had served his time as a boatbuilder 
here with Sayers at the Stell (See picture on the left). Jim Smith, 
owner of several trawlers did huge amounts of refitting work to 
them, both here and in Palnackie. Elton boats at the Castledykes 
built several small lobster boats for clients outwith Kirkcudbright, 
but also completed two fine vessels for local lobster fishermen Roy 
Graham and Kevin Whitelaw. 
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Perhaps the boldest project of all however was Tony Finlay's purchase of a large Dutch 
vessel, partially built but uncompleted due to bankruptcy. She was towed to Kirkcudbright  
from the Netherlands as a completely bare hull, with no equipment and no engines. Tony 
organised her fitting out whilst she lay alongside the quay here, and was personally 
responsible for a very great amount of the necessary work. The task was herculean, and 
the finished boat, renamed the "Arcturus", is a testament to his skill, stamina and 
enterprise.

The "Arcturus" alongside the quay wall at Kirkcudbright

In 1999, there were seventeen trawlers in the harbour, six of which were owned by the 
enterprising Tony Finlay. Of those seventeen, only one, the “Fredwood”(2) was built of 
timber. The largest was the King family’s latest “Kingfisher”, and she like her near sisters 
the “Tobrach-N”, "Solway Harvester" and "Q Varl" illustrated that the last traces of the many 
distinctive Scottish hull forms had probably gone forever. I can remember having counted 
24 commercial fishing vessels in Kirkcudbright at one time, but of course these were much 
smaller boats than we are used to today. The ten or twelve modern fishing boats that have 
frequently been in port over the last few months have a far greater tonnage and catching 
power than any of their predecessors, and these larger boats are capable of staying at sea 
for longer, and travelling further to get to the most advantageous fishing grounds. All of the 
larger boats based in Kirkcudbright are scallop dredgers, and many of their skippers have 
never fished for anything else. They do occasionally catch other fish which have been 
trapped in their dredges, but these are the results of misfortune and are not something that 
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is planned to happen. Such fish are known as "by-catch". A few small boats fish for crab 
and lobster when in season, and one new boat is actively involved in the relatively new 
venture of catching razor clams, using divers and electrical charges. There is little market 
for them here, but they are highly valued in France and Spain.

Not everyone realises that most of Kirkcudbright's scallop boats operate far away from their 
home ports at certain times of the year. This involves changing dredges and sorting 
machines  depending on whether the  planned catch is to consist of the small and sweet 
queen scallops (queenies) found in Manx waters, or the much larger scallops caught, for 
example, in the Sound of Jura. Our boats have operated from the Shetland Isles in the 
north to the English Channel in the south, Eyemouth, Peterhead, Fraserburgh and 
Aberdeen in the east, and both Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland to our west. 
The decision to move to a new fishing ground is not taken lightly, as it involves spending 
huge amounts of fuel and time in travelling, in addition to the cost of changing fishing gear. 
It also means long journeys for the crew to get home leave, and sometimes worry for the 
skippers in leaving their prized vessels unattended in far away ports.

Fishing has always been a dangerous activity, and Kirkcudbright has not escaped from the 
consequences of bad weather, bad decisions, bad management and bad luck. The tragic 
losses of the "Mhairi L" and the "Solway Harvester" with all of their crews shocked the 
whole country, and will be a source of great and continuing sadness for all time. There have 
been  individual crew members who have been lost or gravely injured, and several other 
vessels which sank, but without loss of life. Standards of training in matters of safety 
however have been greatly improved in recent years, and both equipment and 
communications have been enhanced beyond measure. The might of the sea can never be 
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underestimated however, and the lives of fishing boat crews depend heavily on reliable 
performance, despite the awful conditions in which both men and machines sometimes 
have to function.

One of the larger vessels in the harbour at Kirkcudbright is the magnificent "Mytilus" which 
uniquely, is not engaged in fishing.  She is owned by West Coast Sea Products, and her 
purpose is to properly dispose of the vast amounts of soft waste that is the residue of 
processing scallops. That waste is disposed of at sea, off Little Ross Island in accordance 
with good environmental practice, where it is quickly consumed by seabirds and a variety of 
marine life. Hard waste, such as scallop shells is dealt with separately, and is on occasions 
shipped to Holland for processing as an ingredient of poultry feed.

Kirkcudbright people are immensely 
proud, both of their enterprising 
fishermen, and of the vessels bearing 
the name of their home port and the 
registry port of Ballantrae. We all hope 
that some day Kirkcudbright will be 
designated as a Port of Registry, 
avoiding the need for our boats to 
have to be registered in either of the 
largely disused ports of Ballantrae or 
Dumfries. Our local fishermen men 
have c rea ted an indus t ry fo r 
themselves, with all the associated 
s p i n - o f f s f o r s u p p l i e r s , g e a r 
manufacturers, processors, retailers 
and the tourist industry. 

"Mytilus" alongside the quay at Kirkcudbright

When you visit the harbour, look beyond the rust, the accumulation of gear, and the 
occasionally colourful language of men who may have been under great stress and who 
may have had very little rest. Millions of pounds have been spent on the fishing fleet, and 
almost every penny has been scratched from the sea bed by hard work and advanced 
technology, but most of all by the use of a rediscovered but ancient skill.

Fishermen, all round the coast of Scotland face an uncertain future. They have often before 
been the victims of British governments that have paid scant attention to the special place 
in Scotland's heart that our fishermen have generated. Their lifestyle, their habits and their 
way of life have influenced the shape, form, architecture and prosperity of many of our 
coastal towns. In the current unsettled and worrying times, the King family have chosen to 
invest millions of pounds in a magnificent new vessel, the "Alcedo", which is due to arrive in 
Kirkcudbright soon. The town's fishermen have never been lacking in courage, boldness, or 
enterprise and I wish them every possible success. I have records of some 215 fishing 
vessels which have been active in Kirkcudbright in the years since the industry was 
founded on the success of John King's first full time working vessel, "Young John". The 
effect of this on the town's economy is difficult to assess, but of very great significance. 
West Coast Sea Products, the firm founded by John King senior, is still a family business, 
with John King junior, his wife Jackie, their sons Stuart and Callum, and John's sister Susan 
all involved. Susan is a director of Barra Atlantic, one of the many other businesses founded 
by her father.
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Lastly, I can think of no better way to illustrate and summarise  the changes in the fishing 
industry seen in my lifetime in Kirkcudbright, than to compare and contrast pictures of John 
King's first commercially successful fishing boat, "Young John", with pictures of the latest 
vessel owned by the company he founded, the "Alcedo". The "Young John" was bought by 
John King with the help of a loan of £150 from his banker (my father), who was impressed 
by his hard work and youthful enthusiasm. My guess is that the bill for the "Alcedo" might 
be between three and four million pounds.

                                           "Young John" at Kirkcudbright Marina

                                "Alcedo" on trials at Whitby (Picture courtesy of West Coast Sea Products)

               Text - © David R. Collin 4th November 2020. Unless marked  otherwise, all illustrations are from the author's collection
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