
GRIMSBY, ENGLAND 
DEMISE OF A GREAT ENGLISH FISHING PORT

by
Stuart L Harvey

A PERSONAL NOTE.   I grew up near Grimsby and had always been fascinated by the docks.  As teenagers my friends
and I frequently visited the docks which in those 1950s days, before terrorism struck, were openly accessible if you knew
how to avoid the main gate where a policeman was always posted.  One of my memories is of the hundreds of workers
who, with their bicycles, waited at the end of the day’s shift for the policeman to open the gate on the stroke of 5pm. 
They would then surge out on their bicycles and head eagerly for home.  Now that is all changed.     

EARLY HISTORY OF GRIMSBY
The Town of Grimsby is located on the East Coast of England, in the County of Lincolnshire, about 250km (160 miles)
due north of London, and on the south side of the Humber Estuary.  It has a history of more than a thousand years.  By
1086, the time of the Domesday Book, it had a population of about 200, making it a substantial community by the
standards of the day.  In 1201 it received a Charter from King John, giving it the right to elect its own Mayor and
Corporation and to govern itself independently of the
area around it, which was mostly farms.  King John,
of course, always in need of money, willingly sold
charters for a fee, but Grimsby could afford it, and
with the charter came freedom from the demands of a
powerful landowner and much greater control for the
burghers over their own affairs.  Because of its
proximity to the Netherlands, Germany, and the
entrance to the Baltic Sea, by the Middle Ages
Grimsby had become a thriving port for ships crossing
from Northern Europe, and there was a lively trade in
importing wine and exporting the valuable raw
English wool produced in the Lincolnshire sheep-
raising hinterland west of Grimsby.

Grimsby’s famous landmark, the Dock Tower, rising 90 metres (300 feet) from behind a forest of masts of small fishing boats as
England’s largest fishing port could often be seen during its heyday.

Even to the present day,  unsuspecting  drivers  on  the  country roads of
Lincolnshire could still find themselves delayed by flocks of sheep being

herded by local farmers.
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GROWTH AS A FISHING PORT
As a fishing port Grimsby had become important.  A relatively short distance east of the town was the Dogger

Bank, a lucrative fishing ground, and to the west of Grimsby were the growing cities of the English Midlands which
had increasing populations eager to buy fish as a relatively cheap dietary staple.

When the Industrial Revolution began in the late 1700s Grimsby was ideally located to be a provider of huge
quantities of fish to the northeast Midland cities like Sheffield, Rotherham, Derby, etc, which were becoming producers
of iron and steel and engineering products and had growing populations.  Consequently Grimsby benefited from eager
markets for its fish, and by the late 1800s railways linked the major centres.  When ice production became commercially
possible, vast amounts of fish began to be conveyed on long trains from Grimsby and other fishing ports to the midland
industrial towns and even to London which was growing at a tremendous rate.

EXPANSION OF DOCK FACILITIES
By the mid 1800s the natural harbour which had served Grimsby well for centuries had become inadequate,

and new docks were constructed for freight and for fishing vessels.  Within a period of 30 years several large docks were
excavated and, because the Humber estuary was very shallow, big lock gates had to be installed.  These were closed
most of the time to hold water inside the docks so that ships could move around.  The gates would be opened then
around high tide and vessels would enter and leave; then a couple of hours after high tide the gates would again be
closed, trapping a fresh tide of water inside the dock.  It was a common sight to see big trawlers and little seiners, known
locally as ‘drifters’ waiting in the Grimsby shipping ‘roads’ for the gates to open.  The need for the gates to be opened
and closed quickly twice every 24 hours necessitated an effective power system, and in 1852 a tower three hundred feet
high was built to provide hydraulic power to operate the gates.  The “Dock Tower” as it was locally known could be
seen from great distances both by land and by sea, and quickly became Grimsby’s most famous landmark.  With reliable
steam power now available, larger vessels could go further afield to fish, and the harvesting, packing and transporting
of fish increased by leaps and bounds, soon becoming Grimsby’s dominant industry.

Vessels old and new, large and small, and from various ports around the British Isles visited frequently for refuelling and revictualling.  A small, rather
old and battered wooden seiner (left) from Edinburgh, Scotland, has unloaded its catch at the fish market, and a newer vessel, LH997 (right) from
Leith near Edinburgh, moves over to the North Sea Wall to take on supplies.  In the background (right) is a mid-sized trawler crossing the dock to

a fresh mooring, perhaps for servicing. 

WORLD WAR TWO AND THE PROSPERITY THAT FOLLOWED
Two World Wars created some problems, especially from 1940 to about 1944 when the town was frequently

targeted by German bombers and much damage was done around the dock areas.  As Grimsby was no great distance from
the haunts of German U-boats, fishing activities were severely curtailed, and some fishing trawlers were called into
service as minesweepers. When hostilities were resolved, Grimsby had a population approaching 100,000 and had
become one of Britain’s largest fishing ports.  In the 1950s and 1960s it was a common sight to see perhaps a hundred
or more deep sea trawlers lined up along the North Sea Wall for fuelling and victualling preparatory to leaving on a
distant voyage. 
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The large stern trawler Boston Lincoln (top left) supervised by her Second Officer moves through the lock gate assisted by the
tugboat Brenda Fisher on the bowline, the tip of her stern just visible at extreme right of the picture.  Then (top right) the
midsize side trawler  Northern  Jewel  passes  through the lock under her own steam.   The lower picture shows the Boston
Lincoln, her towline now cleared, setting off on her voyage, while the tug returns to the dock.
The tug was named after Brenda Fisher, a Grimsby girl, the daughter of a trawler skipper.  In 1951 at the age of 23, Brenda
set a women's record for swimming the English Channel when she won the Daily Mail race from France to England in 12 hours
42 minutes.  She also swam Lake Ontario in 18 hours 51 minutes on 13 August 1956. See  http://soloswims.com/fisher.htm.
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DECLINE AND FALL OF GRIMSBY’S FISHERY
Sadly, however, as the end of the 20  Century approached, problems began to beset the fisheries around the th

coast of England just as they did around Newfoundland: the resource began to disappear.  The Dogger Bank, once rich 
fishing ground and the foundation of Grimsby’s prosperity, was no longer providing much fish.  Vessels were by this
time going as far afield as Iceland and even into the frigid Arctic Ocean to secure catches.  But the governments of
countries in those regions quickly realised that they must protect their local resources from the fishing  invaders.  Iceland,
particularly conscious of the importance of the fishery for her economy, first asked British (and  other) fishermen to limit
their catches in Icelandic waters.

When these appeals were ignored, Iceland legislated a 200 mile offshore limit around their island, and foreign
vessels entering that limit were challenged.  Sometimes it worked, though more often a skipper would fish as long as
possible, perhaps under cover of night, and when challenged would make off at full speed with his catch if he could, but
sometimes losing both catch and gear.  Iceland then deployed gunboats from their capital city Reykjavik to fire a warning
shot or two across the bows of any offenders.  Grimsby fishing skippers were tough old salts, unafraid of anything the
sea might do to their ships, including heavy icing in those Arctic waters to the point where the crewmen had to use axes
to chop the ice off the decks and rigging to prevent the ship from capsizing.  But the rounds fired from the gunboats were
more than the skippers and their crews could tolerate, despite the fact that many of them had seen active service in the
North Atlantic during World War Two.  The enormous catches of cod, haddock, halibut, and other northern species soon
had disappeared just as they did around Newfoundland, and within a few years the British East Coast deep-sea fishery
fell into decline.

Not many years earlier it had been a common sight to see dozens of deep-sea trawlers lined up along the North
Sea Wall as they prepared to leave on long voyages into distant icy northern waters, but within a very brief interval only
a few vessels remained in service.  Fish packing and processing plants closed, men sought jobs in other industries and
other places, and an industry whose prosperity stretched back to the Middle Ages was eclipsed for ever.  As was seen
in St John’s Harbour after the 1992 moratorium, vessels rusted at their moorings until they were eventually sold off or
sent for scrap.

A fine large ship, the stern trawler Boston Lincoln moves slowly towards the dock gate guided by the tugboat Brenda Fisher. 
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                               On the Slipway for maintenance                                                                      Fish handlers at work

EPILOGUE
Grimsby has been more fortunate than many towns when they lost their traditional industry.  Its location on the south
bank of the Humber Estuary has become the home of numerous modern industries manufacturing chemicals and other
products providing employment.  However the fishing industry will always be a memory affectionately held by those who
earned their difficult living from the sea, which had been for so many generations the heritage of their island home.

All monochrome pictures were taken in 1970 and are copyright of Stuart L Harvey.
2012 June 20

       Dock Tower as seen in 1999 after the demise of the Grimsby fishing industry.  The Tower, 309 feet high and almost 150 years old,
                      is still North Lincolnshire’s best-known landmark.  It is now preserved as part of the town’s industrial heritage.                                
                                                                                          Photo copyright Colin Westley, via Wikimedia Commons & Geograph.
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