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Leith Docks
Editorial

T here is no denying that Leith has a different feel 
to Edinburgh. Its separate identity is probably 
in large part due its being a port—at one time 

the busiest port on the east coast of Scotland. In 1913 an 
incredible 4,646,037 tons of cargo passed through Leith 
Docks, over 3 million of those being exports including 
coal, beer, paper and fish. Still busy in 1956, the Leith 
Docks Yearbook notes that the principle exports were 
fertilisers, animal feeds and linoleum. It is also mentio-
ned in the book that Leith was a licensed aerodrome for 
flying boats.

As with so many industries the Docks once had a 
huge workforce. In the late 1940s there were still 1000 
dockers and 100 crane men on the books. If you factor in 
the many other trades and businesses associated with 
the Docks, it is no surprise that the port played a central 
role in so many people’s lives in Leith. In the 1970s 
shipping methods were beginning to change with cargo 
becoming containerised. The road networks around 
Leith meant that access for containers was not easy and 
the majority of the container trade went to Grange-
mouth. This and more automated ways of working now 
means that Leith Docks operates with a staff of around 
19 dockers.

This issue of the Thelma magazine is dedicated to 
memories of the Docks. In summer last year Russell 
Hoskin, a working docker and a regular visitor to The 
Little Shop of Memory, brought in four boxes of glass 
photographic plates he had inherited from his Grand-
father. This collection documents work within the 
Docks between 1924 and the 1950s. We doubt that these 
images have ever been seen by the public before and 
they make fascinating viewing. They make up the bulk of 
the images here. We are grateful to Russell for not only 
allowing us to use these images but also for putting us in 
contact with people who worked in the Docks and who 
were willing to come in and chat about their memories.

Thanks to Ronnie Clapperton for the use of his 
photos and stories, Bill Burnet, Davie and Janis Hoskin, 
Jimmy Philp, Alex Cochrane and George Tait for “filling 
in the gaps” with so many of the photos. An honorable 
mention is also due to those who wish to keep their 
stories anonymous!

Miles Tubb

THE LIVING MEMORY ASSOCIATION, THELMA ISSUE 15
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Thelma FM, launched in June 2019. 
We describe it as Records and Reminiscence because that’s what it is. We believe it to be 
the first radio station of its kind in the world. A mixture of live shows, archive recordings 

and music from our pre 1950s record collection.  

Why not download  the Simple Radio app and make Thelma FM a favorite station or listen 
via the player on http://radio.livingmemory.org.uk
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120 ton crane
“There was a 120 ton crane. That was the biggest one 
but that was static. It didn’t go up and down it just 
swivelled. It was simple. The easiest crane to use but 
very slow. There were three 10 ton cranes behind that 
for the fertilizer. SAI (Scottish Agricultural Industries) 
used to have a place there.
The crane at the dry dock I think was a 15 tonner. It 
wasn’t for speed though. That was just for lifting. Some 
of the cranes were 10 tons but they cut them down to 
seven and half tons. In the Edinburgh Dock there was a 
grain elevator.”

Willie Burnett, 
crane driver for 40 
years

Bill (Willie Burnett) was born at the Eastern General 
Hospital in 1927. He was brought up in Burlington Street, 
Leith—one of five children. His father was a seaman and 
spent a lot time away leaving his mother “an all rounder” 
at home. His brother died at 16 in the Second World War, 
tragically dying on his first trip on an Atlantic Convoy. 
Bill left school at 14 and worked on the railways before 
being called up and serving three years in the RAF. On 
leaving he struggled to find a job and spent time on the 
“Buroo” (Social Security.) This is the story of his career 
in the Docks which began in 1948 until he finished work in 
the 1980's.
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A fter the “buroo” we’d go to the “Foot o’ the 
Walk” for a blether about old times and all 
that. We were standing there one day and a 

boy comes up and says, “The Leith Docks Commission 
is starting men, labourers.” Charlie Henderson and me 
went down and we started right away. The money was 
rubbish but it was a job. It was just labouring, digging 
holes (photo on the right). Then I was promoted to work 
with the electricians. From there they asked me if I 
wanted to be a crane man. I said “Oh aye, I’d like to be a 
crane man”. And I turned out to be a success. You could 
make a lot of money. You could do a lot shifts—Satur-
days and Sundays. I started on three tonners. The faster 
you worked, the more you earned. I made a lot of records 
in there. I was fast and steady. I was the best crane man. 
When a gang went to a boat, they said “I hope we get 
Willie Burnet, we’re make more money.”

The Docks got two new cranes and they gave me 
one of them—a ten ton electric. I loved the work. I was 
working a lot with Fisons Fertilizer at that time

In these days you had to have your own heating in 
the cranes. They were cold. I had a wee bogey fire for to 
keep the heat in. They left some coal at the bottom of 
the crane for you. Oh the smoke! It was Smokie Joe’s in 
there!  

Mostly I worked all over the Docks but at the finish I 
settled in to The Imperial Dock where all the work was. 
When I started there were 100 crane men and 1000 

WILLIE BARNET. CRANE DRIVER FOR 40 YEARS.

dockers working.

They got what they called a “duck egg” when they 
weren’t working (brought in by the National Dock La-
bour Board, “duck egg” was the nick name for the stamp 
marked in the dockers book when they weren’t working; 
the stamp was duck egg blue and egg shaped). Some of 
the dockers rarely got a job. It was at the say of the fore-
man or someone in the family who was already in the 
Docks. It could be a closed shop. You might have to have 
a brother or a cousin to get in. I was lucky to get in.

There were two or three strikes in my time. I was 
only involved in one. I was in the Transport and General 
Workers Union. It was split into several sections.

If you got caught stealing, especially if it were spirits, 
you got your books,

Scrap boats came from the continent. The scrap used 
to be converted into ammunition. When we were detai-
led to them, we started at 8am on a Monday morning till 
7 o’clock Monday night. Come back 10 o’clock Monday 
night, work until 6 am Tuesday morning. Back at 10 
o’clock Tuesday night and work until 6 am Wednesday 

“I enjoyed 
working in the 
docks, it was 
refreshing.”
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morning and go on like that. We’d work all day Saturday 
and Sunday. Then it started all again on Monday mor-
ning. We made big, big money.  

When they were unloading potatoes in the summer 
time in the Edinburgh Dock, there was a pub just out-
side the gate. They’d go there for their tea breaks.

I was the first one to start the pipe work (for the 
North Sea oil industry). It was heavy work. We were 
allocated four shifts for the pipes - night shift, day shift, 
back shift and weekends. They said you can have your 
pick. I said I’ll have the night shift. No one wanted that. 
I did that regular. It was £600 a week (this was in the 
1980s) There was plenty work at night.

There was a wee bridge in Bridge Street (now Sand-
port Place). When I was working, the water was tidal and 
wee ships used to come up The Water of Leith. We used 
to have to swing the bridge up by hand. There were 4 or 
5 of us, a whole squad. Thank God they stopped it—it 
was hard work. You used to get a lot of wee boats going 
up and down. They were a bloody pest. You used to see 
rats in the daylight in the Water of Leith everyday. When 
it was tidal they used to run up and down the mud. Big 
black things. In the docks they kept cats in every shed to 

keep the rats down. ■

“I worked there at one time. It was the London Scottish 
line. They were the London boats coming in weekly. 
They carried everything but there was a lot of beer 
going out.  To shift the cranes along you had to climb 
up and remove a plug. It would move from one end to 
the other on the rails. They were quick cranes. There 
was a 6 tonner further along. This is from the other 
end and that’s the London boat.
I’m not afraid of heights. You had to go to the top of 
the crane arm to oil and grease it.”

“My best friend got killed working in the grain hold. 
He was idle on the Friday morning. He went to the pub 
at dinner time and got a drink in him. When he went 
back, there was a grain boat in and he was put on it. 
He was down in the hold - he didn’t have to go down 
there - something happened and he suffocated. They 
got him out and his mouth was all full of grain. He was 
a nice fella.”

Capstanman armband
“That was a job in the docks but not done by the dockers. 
That was the docks railway. I was a Capstan laddie at one 
time. The job was fixing the train wagons for different jobs. 
Pulling the lever and fixing the brakes.”
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Workmen swarmed about everywhere. Flat caps, shirt sleeves rolled 
up, tatty jackets and bib and brace overalls.  Picks, shovels and bar-
ries. Work was often done in squads or gangs. There would be plenty 
of opportunity for banter. The gaffer stood apart, maybe with a dif-
ferent hat on or striking a “bossman” pose. If you lived near enough, 
it was hame for dinner or if not, a sit down with the lads with your 
piece (sandwich.) Maybe a liquid lunch, if you were working close by 
to the dock gates and the pub.

No mechanical diggers here. Hard graft with 
shovels. Between the Wars there was much develop-
ment and building within the Docks.

Men at work
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A long up and down 
Could this be part of the dry dock? Or Dock gates?
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MEN AT WORK

In the bowels of the earth! 
Jackets and jumpers hung up in the background 
indicate it is hot work excavating. Some of the men 
wear waders as they shovel up the mud into a large 
bucket. Has this been lowered through a hole in 
the roof?
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Reinforced concrete construction, late 1950s
Not sure what the “L”s stand for on the back of the 
jacket. Learners or Leith?

We see the real bare bones of the Docks here. The 
wooden frames shape the curve of the stone work. 
This is heavy, skilled work. The gaffer stands at 
the top.



MEN AT WORK

The pouring of concrete 1930s.

(bottom) You can tell who is in charge here, the hat 
gives it away. Interesting to see the diagram drawn 
in chalk on the side of steel construction. 
On site calculations? 

(top) There was an extensive rail network in the 
Docks. Here more track is being laid. To the right is 
the Edinburgh grain silo. In front of the silo is one 
of the electric sub stations, bringing in the power to 
this part of the docks. You can see the SAI (Scottish 
Agricultural Industries) gantry still being construc-
ted in the background.   

Construction of the Imperial Dock grain silo. Notice 
how the scaffolding is wooden.
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Originally from the North East of England Tim Bell has 
lived in Leith since 1980. He is author of the excellent 
book, Choose Life, Choose Leith. Trainspotting on 
Location. He also conducts Trainspotting walking tours 
around Leith. He talks here about his time as a boat 
chaplain in Leith Docks.

Tim Bell,
Boat Chaplain

“H ard-drinking men with a girl in every 
port" is the common assumption 
regarding seafarers. That was the first 

preconception to die. 

I had a church background; my father was a minis-
ter. Being a Boat Chaplain means that I go on ships 
offering seafarers a welcoming presence. 

There are 1.2 million seafarers on the world seas at 
any given time and the Filipinos are the biggest single 
nationality. These guys are working hard all the time 

and sending all their money home. Some of them said 
that their women were playing around. The roles have 
reversed from, “men with a girl in every port.” They have 
to work because their wages mean that the children get 
to go school and get proper health care. We’re exploiting 
a third world workforce. 

Of the thousands of seafarers I met as Boat Chaplain 
only a handful were British. We’ve offshored our mari-
time professionalism and expertise. Indians and Filipi-
nos can do the job just as professionally for a fraction of 
the money. It’s a worldwide employment market.  

There are two shipping worlds, the freight or cargo 
and then there’s the offshore for the oil industry. I think 
3 months is the most they do on the offshore vessels. A 
job on the North Sea oil field for a Filipino is a plum job. 
There are more Brits in the offshore industry. 

A Filipino seafarer was flown to Lerwick and he 
expected to join the ship there. The ship changed course 
and docked in Leith. So, they flew him down to Leith. 
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He didn’t know where in the world he was. He told me 
it didn’t really matter because he knew where his cabin 
was, what his job was and where his next meal was 
coming from.

Traditionally, the biggest single nationality to come 
to Leith was Russian. Some were children of the Soviet 
Union and never got off the end of the gangway. Others 
were super guys. If they could say only two words in 
English, it was “seamen’s club”. That was the standard 
introduction then it was downstairs for a coffee, fol-
lowed by, “what you have for us?”

What they all wanted was a means of communi-
cating home. When I started in 2004, I was selling 
vouchers for 10 dollars. The guys could call home with 
this voucher from BT landline. Lebara came along and 
everyone wanted that. Technology moved on again. In a 
ship’s galley I saw a Filipino cook with his mobile phone 
propped up against the porthole, talking to his wife in 
the Philippines, while he was peeling tatties in Leith! 

I remember one Russian lad told me he wanted to go 
back to college and get a qualification. He told me about 
his girlfriend back home and he was eager to tell me all 
this because I was someone new and he’d probably been 
through all this with his colleagues on board a million 
times and they’d be fed-up hearing it. You’re pleased to 
have someone else to talk to. I didn’t have to be won-
derful, I just had to be someone different and willing to 
listen. 

There’s nothing romantic to being on board a 
ship. They go from port to port, Leith to Rotterdam, 
 Cherbourg, Cadiz then to Southampton. They’re just 
at sea and when they come in to port, they’re working. 
Often they’ll come into Leith at 5 o’clock in the morning, 
work all day and they’re away again at 5 o’clock at night 
on the tide. Time was when ships used to be in ports for 
3 or 4 days or weeks and there would be a chance to go 
ashore, find the girls and see a bit of the world. But not 
these days with much better technology you can shift 
the ship’s cargo in a day or two. 

A standard contract for a crew is nine months and 
there isn’t a day off in that. One of the best things I could 
do, if the routines permitted, was to get them off the 
ship. The ship’s an entirely false environment, it’s noisy 
and it’s cramped. I’d take them to Calton Hill or Arthur’s 
Seat and some of them would take their boots off just to 
walk on the grass barefoot. 

I remember one ship with 7 Russians on board and 
2 Ghanaians. The racism on board was truly shocking. 
I saw Big John, one of the Ghanaians being marched 
along like a slave by the chief officer. He had his hand 
on his collar and one on his tail. I was so angry I went to 
Leith Police Station. They said they could explain race 
relations to them but couldn’t take any action. I told my 
wife and she said, “you’ve got to be careful. We wouldn’t 
want 7 angry Russians and 2 Ghanaians in the middle of 
the North Sea, would we?”

There was another ship, at the same time, with a 
Philippine crew. They were doing a bit of smuggling and 
the captain was the organiser. The welder went in on 
the deal once but didn’t want to do it again. There was a 
work issue out at sea and the captain dismissed the wel-
der when the welder insisted on a safety procedure. This 
was very serious because with a black mark like that, he 
might never work again.  

I met Big John and the Filipino welder, whose 
name was Resty, on the docks. It was bonfire night and 
the  rockets were going up in the skyline and we were 
talking. These two hard working family men from com-
pletely different parts of the world standing in Leith, 
speaking my language, both being abused at work. John 
said, “I could lift my hand to that man.” And Resty said, 
“Don’t lift your hand, my friend.” The common humanity 
between these two working men meeting in Leith was 
extraordinary.  

Leith’s a port town. It’s got a diverse population 
living here and Leith’s that sort of place where people 

from all over come together. ■
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Loading and unloading pipes for the North sea oil 
industry, 1980s
“With the pipes you removed the ship’s hatches. 
Took a stack down so far and then moved on to the 
next stack.  You don’t want to take a stack right 
down, that’s how you get into trouble. The pipes 
came just as steel on lorries and then they were 
lined, in the docks, with cement and minerals to 
make a heavy coating. We loaded them on to the 
boats for the pipelines in the north sea.  It’s still on 
the go but its not like the big contracts before.”   
(Alec Cochrane)

Cranes bristle the skyline in this photo from the 
1950s (cover photo)
Many of these “giants” were of some age and older 
men have spoken about bullet scarred cranes that 
had been brought back from the First World War. 
Cranes ranged from the hand operated, to three, 
seven, ten and the mighty 120 ton beast. They were 
central to much of the dock’s operations and a good 
crane driver made the loading and unloading of 
ships easier, safer and quicker for dockers.

Cranes
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CRANES

Possibly dismantling wooden jetty in Western 
 Harbour. 1930s.

The Edinburgh Dock, circa 1954. Number 1 and 2 
shed. The three water hydraulic powered cranes on 
the left are being dismantled and scrapped.

Hand cranked crane, possibly Albert Dock bridge in 
background. 1930s.
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Number 32 and 33 cranes, north side of Imperial 
Dock. Number seven shed to the left. 1950s.

The two cranes at the back are being dismantled 
and moved to be positioned beside the 120 ton 

crane in Imperial Dock.



George Tait started work in the Docks in 1965 
as a driver. He then went to the grain silos, then 
become a crane man and finished up as opera-
tions foreman.

In conversation 
with...

George Tait

I actually started in the docks in construction but I 
was only at it a day. They were laying concrete and 
someone shouted, “Anyone got a driving licence?” 

I had just got mine and I put my hand up. He said “You 
start with me in the morning” and I turned round and 
this man was dressed like a little admiral. Some of the 
foreman wore uniforms like the harbour master. They 
looked like Merchant Navy Officers. I was driving for six 
months and then went to the grain silos. When I was 21, 
I applied for the cranes. You couldnae drive a crane until 
you were 21. It was “on the job” training. You were put 
with someone. Crane driving was the highest paid job in 
the Docks. I worked with all types of cargo. At the Albert 
Docks it was general cargo but George Gibson’s had their 
own berth there. The Balona used to come in. That was 
the DFDS boat. That had all your meats for the Co-ops. 
That was once a week and it was covering here and all 
the way down to the North of England. It was usually an 
8am to 5pm day unless they were willing to pay overtime 
and the job was in a hurry. There were about 48 crane 
men when I started in the docks.

Stevedores were the people who employed the doc-
kers. Crane men were employed by Leith Dock Commis-
sion and then Forth Ports. Then there were the boatmen 
who were responsible for tying up the boats. They have a 
Royal Charter.

The Capstan Men were the squad to do with the old 
coal plant. The wagons were pulled along and turned on 
a capstan. They were employed by Leith Dock Commis-
sion. There were five or six men working on that. Two 
men up on the ramp, one each to knock the asp off the 
wagon. You had to do that because otherwise the whole 
wagon tipped up. When they put the coal plant up in the 
1980s, it was putting through 1000 tons in 15 minutes. 
Then the coal contract dried up when the pits all closed.

A lot was done with hand signals when you were 
up in the crane. Trouble was they all had different 
signals. There was a fella on night shift once. It was one 
of  Gibson’s boats and the power went out and he said 
“when I sing Scotland the Brave heave away, and when 
I sing something else lower down!” It was dangerous, 
in the crane too. A set of timber once came through my 
cabin. There was a strap round the timber that wasn’t 
tight and a piece came loose and came through my 
cab. They gave me a big mobile crane and gave me the 
wrong weight to carry and the thing turned over. I went 
through the windscreen, I went one way and the jib 
went the other. They didn’t have the same sort of digital 
read-out they have now. Now, if a limit is set on the 
crane, it won’t lift a heavier load. Wasn’t the way back 
then. You’d say what weight is it? Three and half tonnes. 
You knew the crane was good for four and half tonnes 
but it could do heavier. We did our own maintenance 
work and general service, greasing and checking the 
wires. The engineers did the repairs.

The cranes that served the North of Scotland boats 
were brought over from France after World War One. 
They had shrapnel holes in them and writing in French 

on the side. I think they’d been built in 1913. ■
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Dave Hoskins
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I started in the Docks in 1963 on the roads, the bits 
beside the rail tracks. You couldn’t get into the 
Docks until you were 18. There was a lot of nepo-

tism. My father was had been in the Docks since the 
1950s. My brother Ronnie was in too. I was in Jock Fair-
ley’s squad for two years. They were looking for folk for 
the grain elevator so I applied for that and worked my 
way up. I became “the God” eventually when I became 
the siloman. The ships came in and the grain got sucked 
out the ships, along the gantry, along the belt and came 
down into the actual silos. It went down into carriages 
and they went along the rails into the bins. There were 
334 bins. They were 66 feet deep. The silo held 63 thou-
sand tons. Along the front were 100 tons bins. They were 
for deliveries by lorry.

The biggest ship I ever done was 30 thousand tons 
of Australian wheat. There was another ship called Dr 
Lykes. It was too big to come into the Docks. It was like 
a ferry. The back opened and two thousand tons barges, 
full of grain, floated out. 

One day I started at 7am on the grain ship and 
worked through until 5pm. Finished there and went 
on to work on the bulks. That was from 5pm to 7pm. 
Finished there and went on to the other grain silo and 
did an 8pm until 9.30pm and then did a night shift.

These 334 bins were 66 feet deep. There was a metal 
lid you took that off and there was a ladder. You’d put a 
brush in your belt, for the cleaning and started down the 
ladder. No safety harness nothing. Just yourself.

I was coming up once, got 2/3rds of the way up and 
one of the rungs turned in my hand. I froze. I thought, 
do I go up or do I go back? It was like having stage fright. 
Took me 15 minutes to get back up. I told them after, 
“I’m not going back down there again.” It was the biggest 
fright I ever got because if you fell you were dead. It was 
just the metal bottom with all the stuff sticking out.  You 
would have impaled yourself.

Once we were doing a night shift and it was the 
thin pipes. We lifted about 10 at a time. They were held 
together with strops. I was standing underneath and the 
supervisor, Alan Morton, said “Davie, you’ve been told, 
don’t stand there, get out the road.” I’d been standing 
there dreaming. They lifted up the pipes and one of the 
strops snapped. I just froze. One fella ran past me and 
just jumped off the boat. All the pipes flew past me. It 
was just pure luck nothing hit me. 

Crane men aren’t made, they’re born. It’s a very 
difficult work environment. Big 20 tons pipes swinging 
about. A lot of the old crane men were retiring and new 
fellas were coming in. After six months they were crane 
men. You were never a crane man in six months—five 
years maybe. Once we were working on the pipes and 
the crane man was working blind. He shouldn’t have 
been. He couldn’t see into the hatch. There was sup-
posed to be a guy there guiding him but he wasnae 
there. He swung the pipe round and a guy was where he 
shouldnae have been. You are told where to go and not 
to go but there we are. He was only 21 years old, killed 
just like that.

There was the guy who was working in Rank’s (flour 
mill) who was killed. He fell asleep in the grain. We all 
did. You were there to watch the suction pipe. Some-
times the weight of the grain made it swing about and 
you had to put your foot on it. When it was going alright, 
you went up to the back of the hold and lay down. As the 
grain gets sucked away you got drawn down. Once the 
pipe got hold of you there was no way out. 

When Leith Hospital was there the dockers, the shi-
pyard workers all paid tuppence off their wages towards 
the hospital. They kept that hospital. How they were 
ever allowed to close that hospital I will never know.

My father was in the Docks in the 1950s and you got 
a lot of scrap boats. Stuff was still coming back from the 
War. Hundreds of scrap boats. That was my dad on the 
big magnet unloading the scrap boats at night. All the 
scrap yards, Johansons and Daltons.

You had the North of Scotland boats with cattle 

coming down from the Highlands and Shetland. ■



IN CONVERSATION WITH...

Ronnie 
Clapperton

I was Cargo superintendent, in charge of loading 
and unloading ships. I started in 1949 from school 
in the office of Young and Leslie, which were a 

stevedore company in Leith. I saw an advert in the paper 
and thought I’ll go there until I get something different. 
I was there 40 years. When I came back from National 
Service I moved outside to learn about other things. In 
these days there were quite a lot of stevedore companies 
in the docks, Sandy Ore’s, Gibsons etc. Stevedores were 
in charge of loading and unloading ships. We worked a 
lot with Curry line. They went to Germany and Denmark 
all the time. We had a Copenhagen ship every week. That 

was Carlsburg and Tuborg beer. At that time it all came 
in wooden crates, with no lids on the top. That was the 
favorite drink of the dockers. It used to create all manner 
of problems. Everything was all loose in those days. Bags 
of potatoes, timber, everything had to be handled. It was 
a lot of work in these days. Now its all containerised and 
palletised.

They could be difficult to work with sometimes but 
they were good men. Some of them were rogues, mind 
you. You couldnae turn your back sometimes because if 
you did, a wee shout would go out. It was good though.

In the early days you used to get a foreman go up 
to the National Dock Labour Board Hall and he used to 
get up on to a stage and he would say we need 10 men 
to unload a certain ship. Of course, he would take all 
his pals. That changed when every docker was given a 
book, with their name and a stamp. It was always a big 

grabble in the morning. ■

Jimmy Philp’s  
famous sweat rag

“I used to have this hanging out the back pocket of 
my overalls. Someone asked: ‘what it was for?’ ‘It’s 
his sweat rag’ someone else would say ‘but he never 
uses it.’ They framed and signed it for me when 
I retired.”
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Plan of the Harbour and Docks of Leith, January 1937
(Source:  Leith Dock Commission (1956) The Port of Leith. The official Hanbook.)

Map of Leith Docks
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Machinery
(top) Electric substation or pump house?
(bottom) Switching for the hydraulics in various parts of the docks. 1930s
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Dock construction

(top) Pouring concrete for dock extension. 1924
(bottom) Pumping out water while extending the docks. 1925
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Ships
The bridge at Bridge Street, now just known as 
Sandport Place
The water of Leith was tidal until the 1970s and 
surprisingly large boats could come far up the river. 
Now a solid stone structure the bridge lifted to let 
boats through. Willie Burnett (pp. 6-9) speaks of 
cranking up the bridge in the 1940s.

(left) Full size sailing ships 1930s
By the 30s this sort of ship would have been dis-

tinctly old fashioned.

(right) High tide
This boat is moored near to the Sailor’s home, 

now Malmaison. Bernard Street bridge in 
the  background.
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Outside docks

Trams going across the Bernard Street Bridge
We are looking from The Shore down into the 
docks. A wooden launch is tucked in front of the 
bridge. 1930s.

The piers, Leith
This is an early photo, possibly Edwardian. The 
lighthouse at the end of the pier was also depar-
ture point for passenger and excursion boats.



Anonymous stories from many sources.

Dock side scams

W ith so many goods coming into the 
docks that were “loosely” packaged, that 
was ample opportunity for items to go 

“ walkabout”. Beer was both an import and export and 
was often in bottles and crated. A favorite trick was to 
take a crate aside, take out the full bottles, fill it with 
empties and then “allow” the crate to drop and smash 
its contents. A legitimate accident and the bottles of 
beer were written off… empty bottles. The full bottles 
were then distributed amongst the men. A more risky 
business were the tankers of beer. These could be 
shoogled by the crane as they were being loaded and 
unloaded. Enough of this movement would make the 
beer “fizz” and a valve could be released to let out the 
frothing beer... into a handy container or bottle.

Potatoes were a big import, especially from Cyprus. 
Sacks would split and “damaged” potatoes were a legiti-
mate freebie. However, there are stories of cars drawing 

up at local shops and boot-loads of tatties being un-
loaded wholesale. Supply and demand was seasonal.

Of course, there was security at the dock gates and 
Customs and Excise had power to search and raid. There 
were ways and means though. You could always out wit 
or out run them. As in the tale of the desperate chase 
around the docks between the Customs and Excise and 
a van full of dockers and their “knock off” goods. What 
of the surveillance vehicles run by port security, all dark 
blue and with sequential number plates. How’s that for 
conspicuous under cover?

Then there was the lead that was nicked from the 

grain silo one weekend! ■

Before containerisation, most goods came loose, in 
sacks or boxed.30



Spare parts—he was always mucking about with cars. 
His son was Bits and Pieces.

Tanner Bathgate—his father’s name was Bob.

The Cisco Kid—he was the double of the cowboy.

Team Wolf—he had a beard for 27 years.

Stabber—when you were working on the tattie boats 
you had a hook to handle the tattie sacks. Someone put 
their hand up to reach for a sack and stabber put his 
hook through it.

The Flying Doc—he was the first aid man. There was an 
Aussie TV series on at the time called The Flying Doctor.

Ma Auld Overcoat—there was the man who took his 
clothes off when it rained and sang Little Brown Duck! 
We just put on our waterproofs. He said his skin dried 

All the dockers had nicknames.

out quicker than his clothes. This fella would be working 
one side of the Dock and the rest on the other. He’d walk 
round, take his clothes off to his underpants pour water 
over hisself, then walk into their hut. He’d say, “I’ve just 
swum over lads to see how you’re doing.”
He had a moustache but shaved half of it off and was 
walking round like that.

Willy Tut Tut—he was a gaffer. He’d look at your work 
and go “Tut, Tut.”

Coco—he was a clown but he was a good guy. I went on 
holiday with him, he was good company.

Kennel Mouth—because he went to Powderhall for the 
dugs.

Gies a light—if he had a fag in his mouth and he saw 

you had one, he’d say “Gies a light.” ■

Bye names

Chinoock Moose
Loui LIP Menace

Colls

Scotty

Merc Gazza Minty Dicko Fony

Bee Von Trap Max Jaffer Pandy

Leith Dockers football team, 1991
v Grangemouth, 5-2 win at Grangemouth Stadium 31



Loading ships

Unloading grain, Edinburgh Docks. The ship is the 
Flynderborg, a fine example of what is called a 
tramp steamer. 1950s

The unloading from The Woodstock of a boiler. 
Plenty of overseers to this job. 1950s
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LOADING SHIPS

The Tolsta Head in Raasay Wharf.  A crane unloads china clay. 
To the right was the storage shed for the clay. The most notable 
local pottery was Buchans at Portobello, who produced a range 
of china items as well as stone hot water bottles.

Unloading maze at the Imperial Dock silo. In the 
background to the right is a coal hoist. 1950s 
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Pop by the Tea Tent at
Gala Day on the afternoon
of Saturday 8 June 
on Leith Links.

Catch up with friends 
and neighbours 
of the present 
and past.

8-16 
JUNE
2019

SINCE 1907




