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Good day tae ye, fit like min?1 I’m Bessie fae Aberdeen.
I had tae work since I were thirteen, I started oot sorting coal at Abergain pit. We had tae eat, an’ me dad were an auld bastard who dinnae ever want tae work hissel’ if he could help it! Me mam used tae dae the same as me, thon’s2 how I started on it; but it wore her oot and she had nothing left for family. I was paid pennies, nothing like me dad could get when he wanted, and his money frae occasional gardening or labouring was bad enough. I went in the end with a braw3 fisherman I met, up frae Great Yarmouth, so after a while in guest houses there I merrit4 him and thon’s where I bide5 nae, with my Kyle. So I suppose ye could call me a fishwife!
I worked all my life wi’ fish, cleaning herring mostly, or else gutting up tae thirty a minute. Sometimes I sold fish wi’ me friends frae creels6 on our backs. Aye, well tha’s me in the picture* there, second in frae reet. I remember all the lasses. They took one when the Under-Minister for Fisheries came round and it were in the paper. Ye’d hae thought they’d let us get cleaned up, we had pails of water and oor good shawls, but naw, they say fishes won’t wait - They must stay fresh for export tae Germany, Russia or Africa, else their long steam train journey tae Billingsgate market in London.
See, thon’s Ailsa with her head doon next tae me; she were the quickest of us all at her work. Her husband Ramsay is on the lifeboats, though he used tae mend the stone dykes7. He was a strong one, but he weren’t going tae waste his strength doon mines, nae him, and who can blame him? Fishermen are often oot at sea overnight on slippery decks trawling in the most dreadful weather, and sometimes they are drownded, but they won’t admit oony fear. Ramsay says tae me, 'Life is for living, not for worrying wummin’. But some men were as reckless on shore as at sea, if ye ken my meaning. Poor Ailsa had tae mind her manners wi’ him if she didnae want a skelp8!
Ye can see it’s a messy job we’re aboot, thank goodness I gave it all up when I retired or I’d be deid nae! Ye see here, I hae a heavy black woollen skirt and a fisher jersey I knitted myself, wi’ arms rolled up and an oilskin apron over. We needed wool for the cold, rags torn from flour sacks tae save oor fingers, and wellies for oor feet. But look, my arms huvnae a scrap on and my drookit9 hands often ached; t’were were nae so bonny as a lass should ain, mair like an auld quine10! Nae so hard as before the war, mind, then ye had tae work all the hours of daylight (and beyond wi’ flares) with naw proper break, and ye had tae pack them all in the salty wooden barrels, tails to middle. Nae sae much demand any mair, and nooadays all the herring are gone, yet my hands feel their cuts and splinters still! Then, people could cross the quay from one side tae the other by walking along the decks of the boats, which all came into dock on Sundays.
Our crabbit overseer Alastair Walker (speak o’ the devil!) would shout at us and haver11 on all day lang, blethering12 aboot nae working fast enough and there being plenty better he could hire, but my Kyle told him once tae haud his wheesht13. We all said mebbe he weren’t right in the heid! Kyle would hae had a right rammy14 with him though if he’d ever hurt me! Walker had a hoose above and behind mine, only bigger and cut into the cliff. The quay owners Mr. & Mrs. Sutherland lived above him on a fine road; they could see everyone toiling away, making all their money off oor backs!
My cottage had two rooms, we slept doonstairs between the big wooden table and the sink in the scullery, as we needed tae keep the nets upstairs and it reekit15. It were hard work, but fresh air and a good diet kept me healthy: Ye can live tae be 100 on the silver darlings16! Porridge with salt tae start the day, then cooking herring and tatties17 one neet I was, then tatties and herring the next, with neaps18 if we were lucky - lovely! We hae vegetable stew wi’ Norfolk Swimmers19, and a wee dram20 on a Saturday neet or at Hogmanay21, too. Kyle went with his mates an’ all, but if he went too often and got blootered22 (as they all did), I’d say he couldnae go. Then he’d have the gumption23 tae be good and stay hame tae help me wi’ the weans24, tae gie them their tea and put them awa’ tae their bed.
Nooadays my two bairns25 Angus and Logan hae both merrit and moved awa’. I work part-time in the ‘Time and Tide Museum of Yarmouth Life’, telling them all the fisher stories aboot the old days. I could mebbe tell them one or two mair mind, like when Ramsay was mad wi’ it26 and tore his breeks27 trying tae climb in my windae! Ah umnae28 telling ye that riddy29 tale naw though!
* Please see photo attached.
Notes on Scots words and the Aberdonian dialect (with apologies to Clarity for their use):
1. How are you?

2. That’s

3. Brilliant

4. Married

5. Live

6. Baskets

7. Walls

8. Slap

9. Soaking wet

10. Woman (of any age)

11. Talk rubbish

12. Being talkative

13. Shut up

14. Fight

15. Smelt strongly

16. Herring

17. Potatoes

18. Swedes, turnips

19. Floating dumplings

20. Whisky

21. New Year’s Eve

22. Drunk

23. Common sense

24. Children

25. Babies

26. Inflamed by drink

27. Trousers

28. I am not

29. Potentially red-faced with embarrassment
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