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NEWHAVEN CHURCH HALL, CRAIGHALL ROAD   7.00 pm prompt
January 13th: A Scots Night, with songs and tunes 
performed by The Band With No Name, young and 
talented young piper Robbie MacIsaac and singer Gillian 
Strang.  Entry is £2 for non-members, free to members of 
the History Group.

10 February: Golfing in Leith - Brian Graham

10 March:  The Water of Leith - Friends of Water of Leith

7 April:  The Great War and Leith - Andrew Grant

NEWHAVEN  
COMMUNITY CHOIR

THE NEWHAVEN COMMUNITY 
Choir is bringing music and 
community spirit back to 
Newhaven where it belongs.  Inspired by the 
Fishwives’ Choir and initiated by local charity Citizen 
Curator, the emphasis is on FUN. Everyone is 
welcome, young or old: absolutely no singing ability 
necessary!  So, join them on Tuesday evenings 
19:00 to 20:30 – normally hosted at Victoria Primary 
school, Main Street, Newhaven.

The first meeting of the New Year is on Tuesday 
13th January and the next few rehearsals will have a 
Burns theme.  The Choir will soon be busy preparing 
for the Newhaven Gala Day on Saturday May 30th.

There is always a need for more singers who would 
be made most welcome.  In particular, a few more 
male voices would not go amiss.   

UPDATE
_________ by Dr George Venters
Clerk to Newhaven Heritage

2015: A Year For Change?

THE TURN OF the year is the time when you look 
back on what has been and forward to what you 
hope will be a better future.  In the committee we’ve 
been reviewing our actions and the focus of our 
efforts and recognising we have to change.

We thought that without local premises we cannot 
make much of an impact on the Newhaven 
community and have mainly worked at getting 
a local base — with no success.  Learning from 
the activities of Duncan Bremner, the Citizen 
Curator, and looking once more at the possibilities 
of initiatives which could improve the physical and 
cultural environment in the village, we think we 
should focus on these.  This should allow us to 
raise the profile of the Newhaven Heritage Centre 
and recruit more activists who can take the cause 
forward.

In this issue you will see a note on the “Greening of 
Newhaven” which tells how we intend to revitalise 
a programme of work which should improve the 
look of the place.  More plans will be revealed in 
future issues.  We also intend to provide historical 
information on boards at appropriate sites in the 
village.

Given that Victoria Primary School embodies 
much of both the physical and cultural history of 
Newhaven, we will be strengthening our links with 
it.  Also we will be organising local events in a 
variety of venues — hopefully collaborating with the 
community choir. 

The quest for a local base will continue but rather 
than rely on the efforts of others, we will negotiate 
directly with possible providers.

In the meantime, if you become aware of an office 
space we could use within the village — the words 
“free” or “peppercorn rent” spring to mind — do get 
in touch with me at clerk@newhavenonforth.org.uk.

Thank you for your continuing interest and your 
support.

LIKE US ON facebook 
/NewhavenOnForth

www.newhavenonforth.org.uk
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NEWHAVEN 
HISTORY 
GROUP

_____ by Jed Milroy
(inset - with banjo)
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NEWHAVEN FISHWIVES CHOIR
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ABOVE: The lady extreme right holding the net is Esther Liston, the last fishwife in Newhaven to sell fish from 
a creel on her back.  She lived in Ann Street (now Annfield Street).   Photograph courtesy of Keith Donaldson
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IN 1896, A TEACHER in the Victoria Primary 
School, Mr Morrison Cooke, formed the 

Fisherlassies’ Choir which proved very  
successful. This later became the 
Fishergirls’ Choir led by its conductor, Miss 
Ritchie.  

After the First World War, the Fisherwomen’s 
Choir was formed, this time with Mrs David 
Ritchie conducting (no relation to the Miss 
Ritchie named above), this role eventually being 
taken on by her daughters, Mrs Menie Addison 
and Miss Betty Ritchie.  The choir achieved 
nation-wide fame and even performed abroad.  
Mrs Ritchie eventually received an MBE for her 
services.

We reproduce here an extract from an article 
written by an unidentified journalist in fine Scots 
style from the late lamented SMT Magazine 
and Scottish Country Life, dated February 1943 
supplied by Keith Donaldson,  along with the 
photographs right and above, to whom we owe 
our gratitude.

From top: Esther Liston, Jean 
Irvine, and Lizzie Wilson in 
their Paisley shawls

The Story  of

From top clockwise:  
Leebie Logan, Grace 
McPhail, Agnes Walker, 
Kitty Jamieson, and Isabel      Liston

PICTURE REFERENCE: 5_4013 FISHWIVES CHOIR circa 1938

Keith Donaldson wrote to the archivist: 
“I noticed on your website that there is a 
photograph of the choir circa 1935* (above). 
In that photograph is my grandmother 
Isabella (Belle) Liston and the “boy” in 
the sou’wester by the spinning wheel is 
actually my mother (Jean Liston, now 
Donaldson) who is still with us aged 89.”   
*Title now corrected to 1938
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for deserving causes all over the country, has visited 
London on four occasions, and been broadcast by the 
B.B.C.

As to their unique costume, local tradition has it that it 
has altered little since the days when their ancestresses 
wore it at the launching of  James IV’s mighty ship, the 
Great Michael which was built at Newhaven.  Certain 
it is that they maintain the dress with loving care, and 
preserve its original features, such as the priceless 
and delicately-patterned Paisley head-shawls, most of 
which are heirlooms, and some well over a century 
old.  For working occasions they wear an overdress 
of navy serge, but the gala costume, in which they 
sing, consists of a coloured blouse, wide striped skirt 
kilted up to show the petticoat, and an apron of narrow 
blue and white striped material.  It is a picture which 
will always evoke in the Scottish heart a memory 
of the grey streets of Auld Reekie with a gaily-clad 
fisherwoman sending her heartsome call down the 
caller winds from the Forth.“

“IN THE SYMPHONY of sounds which rose from 
the crowded streets of Auld Reekie, standing 
high and exposed to the snell winds from 
the Firth of Forth, one of the most dominating 
cries was appropriately that of the Newhaven 
fisherwoman, whose “Caller Herrin’ “ or “Caller 
Ou” brought the good folks of Edinburgh from the 
recesses of their high black “lands” to bargain for 
the fresh and shining wares she carried in her 
creel.

To-day the Newhaven fisherwomen are not only 
still a picturesque feature of the Edinburgh street 
scene, bringing a characteristic note to the life 
of the city, but they have become a vital part 
of Scottish musical endeavour, for a splendid 
amateur choir has been formed from their 
numbers, the clear vigorous voices are raised in 
song, and their unique national dress — one of 
the few native costumes surviving in the British 
Isles — are delighting people far beyond the 
bounds of the Capital.

It is sixteen years since the Choir was founded 
under the title of the Newhaven Fisherwomen’s 
Choir, and since then its record has been one of 
unbroken success and ever-growing popularity.  It 
is, of course, fortunate in its founder and director, 
Mrs David Ritchie, a charming Scotswoman 
“eighty-three years young” who plans all the 
programmes as well as organising the activities 
of the Choir.

Mrs. Ritchie’s enthusiasm is a source of inspiration 
to all who come into contact with her, and with 
the able assistance of her two daughters, Mrs. 
Mennie Addison who acts as conductor, and 
Miss Betty Ritchie, accompanist, she has guided the 
native ability of the thirty fisherwomen who comprise 
the Choir into channels of purest music, without in any 
way sacrificing the charm and expressiveness of their 
voices.

To a Scots person particularly, it is an unforgettable 
experience  to hear them lilting the songs their 
forbears sang while mending the nets by the sea-wall 
at Newhaven, or rising to a poignant climax of melody 
in one or other of the old Scots airs which have such 
as power to tirl the heartstrings.  These, however, do 
not by any means  comprise their entire repertoire, for 
despite the fact that they use no printed music and are 
entirely trained by ear, the Newhaven fisherwomen 
have developed a selection of folk tunes and ballads 
from all over world, and bring their natural gifts to the 
singing of traditional songs from Russia, Norway, New 
Zealand, America, and many other airts.  In the course 
of its existence the Choir, which works entirely for 
charitable purposes has raised thousands of pounds 

photographs of programme courtesy of Edinburgh Museums and Galleries
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NEWHAVENERS                    HISTORY
Rev Dr James Fairbairn  

1804 - 1879

of    

REV DR JAMES FAIRBAIRN (1804-1879) may 
have been a man of slight build but to his Newhaven 
parishioners, he was a giant amongst men.

On the 25th January 1838, Rev Fairbairn was ordained 
the first minister of the newly consecrated church of 
Newhaven.  It had been built at the foot of the newly-
opened road called The Cut (now Craighall Road) 
after much campaigning by Rev James Buchanan 
of North Leith Parish Church in which jurisdiction 
Newhaven fell.  The building was consecrated in 1836 
and Newhaven was designated a quoad sacra parish 
in its own right. 

In 1843, a schism over patronage called “The 
Disruption”, split the Church of Scotland and the Kirk 
Session of Newhaven Church, along with 450 other 
congregations,  voted to leave the Established Church 
to form The Free Church of Scotland.  For the next 
nine years or so, Rev Fairbairn and his peripatetic 
congregation worshipped where they could.  In 
time, St Andrew’s Church was founded and built 
predominantly through the generous subscription 
of the fishermen of Newhaven.  Because of this, St 
Andrew’s which was consecrated in 1852 was always 
known as “The Fishermens’ Kirk”.  For the next 25 
years until his death in 1879, James Fairbairn faithfully 
served his congregation spurning all approaches to 
move to a different parish where a higher public profile 
would have been assured.  Until then, the church had 
no steeple but, instigated by Dr Fairbairn’s successor, 
Rev Dr David Kilpatrick, a fine 120-foot steeple was 

added in 1883 as a mark of remembrance of his long 
and faithful ministry.

James Fairbairn was popular for many reasons.  As his 
obituary at the time proclaimed “Dr Fairbairn’s genial 
manner and attractive social qualities contributed no 
less than his able pulpit appearances to render him 
one of the most popular men in the district”.  He had 
a cultivated literary reputation and, upon his death, 
left his extensive library in his will for the benefit of 
his successors in the manse and to the congregation.  
It is reputed that he encouraged his friend, painter 
David Octavius Hill, and engineer Robert Adamson to 
photograph the villagers of Newhaven at the dawn of 
photography in 1845.  The rest, as they say, is history.

As a minister, he was particularly noted for his devotion 
to the bereaved families who had lost a husband, 
father, son or brother to the sea.  His devout attention 
to their needs, spiritual and temporal, was very much 
appreciated.  Moved by the constant funeral services 
for those who had been drowned, he was pivotal in a 
campaign to improve the design of the fishing boats 
by having them fitted with decks and a wheelhouse as 
well as fitting out the boats with new gear.  The men 
paid a proportion of the £250 cost  and Dr Fairbairn 
had no difficulty in getting the balance advanced to 
them.  In all, 33 boats were completed and a significant 
improvement in both safety and prosperity resulted.

James Fairbairn never married but was looked after by his 
loyal sister until her death, five years before his, in 1874.

A PASTOR’S VISIT
Photographers: Hill 
and Adamson

Taken from a lantern 
slide loaned by 
Anna and Alastair 
MacKenzie of Trinity

Mrs Carnie Noble, 
unknown woman, 
Bessy Crombie, Mary 
Combe, Mrs Margaret 
(Dryburgh) Lyall, Rev 
Dr James Fairbairn 
and James Gall.

PICTURE REFERENCE: YDA1870 F16 James Fairbairn D.D. Minister of Newhaven Free Church (- Hill and Adamson)
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     FRIENDS OF STARBANK PARK
Text and photographs by Alastair Robertson

STARBANK IS A BEAUTIFUL Victorian garden park with magnificent views over the Forth to Fife 
and the Ochils.  It was opened by Leith Town Council in 1891 and is only a few hundred yards west 
of Newhaven Village.   Over the past few years the condition of Starbank Park had deteriorated.  

The Friends of Starbank Park is a community action group which was set up in October 2013 to 
restore Starbank Park to its former glory.  We work closely with the City of Edinburgh Council and our 

volunteers have spent over 1000 hours improving the park grounds.  
The Friends have removed literally tons of weeds from the flower beds, returned 
many of the borders to their original shapes, planted trees, herbs, fruit trees, 
shrubs, herbaceous plants and bedding plants and cleared vast quantities of 
leaves.  We recently have won a grant through the City of Edinburgh Council’s 
Waste Action Programme so we now have our own composting facilities.  The 
Council has been busy too, resurfacing the paths, converting the remains of 
the Devlin Fountain into a feature and also doing loads of planting.  Starbank 
Park has been vastly improved and our efforts are recognised in the Council and by the 
Edinburgh Forum of Friends of Parks. 

There is, naturally, loads still to do.  Our big aim for 2015 is to gain a coveted Green Flag 
award.  There will be a plenty interesting planting projects for our volunteers through the 
year.  However, weeding, edging and general tidying will remain vital parts of our activities 
as we strive to improve the appearance of the park and there are loads of borders to weed! 
In addition, we will, with the Council, develop and implement plans for the park, improve its 
fringes and make Starbank Park a better place for all. 

The key to our success so far is that our volunteer mornings are both a useful and a fun way to spend a couple 
of hours in the fresh air.  So why not come and join us on Wednesday and Saturday mornings from 10.00 -11.30?  
Find out more on www.friendsofstarbankpark.org or on www.facebook.com/friendsofstarbankpark.  Alternatively, 
contact Alastair Robertson on friendsofstarbankpark@gmail.com.   

As it was 
in 2013

As it was 
in 2013

Starbank Park 2014

Starbank Park 2014
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THERE IS A GRANDEUR about the small harbour at 
Newhaven adorned as it is with its iconic lighthouse.  
It is a magnet for locals and visitors alike when the 
weather is calm and the sun is bright.  It is a constant 
attraction to artists and photographers.  In 2014, the 
reappearance of small boats added hugely to the 
busy-ness and the Port o’Leith Motor Boat Club are 
to be congratulated for installing pontoons.

But the harbour area, Pier Place and Newhaven 
Main Street can be made even more attractive with 
the simple expedient of adding floral displays.  

The photograph, top left, was taken on a visit to 
Oldmeldrum in Aberdeenshire.  Can you picture the 
hand rails on Pier Place by the benches draped with 
baskets overflowing with brightly coloured flowers?  
Newhaven Main Street and Fishmarket Square 
would also benefit from some attention.  All it needs is 
a plan, council permission, money, and enthusiastic 
volunteers who will provide the time and effort.

Back in 2009, coincidental with the resurrection of 
the Gala Day which restarted  the following year in 
2010, Owen Scott, Chrissie Heughan and Nicola  
Gourlay, an architect by profession, initiated a plan 
called “The “Greening of Newhaven”. Nicola, in 
particular, did an amazing amount of work on her 

own account to describe and layout some creative 
proposals for the village. “We contacted the relevant 
council team and were finally rewarded with a partial 
completion of Phase 1 in 2012 . . . but better late than 
never!”, Owen exclaims ruefully.

Owen, presently the Boxmaster (Treasurer) of 
Newhaven Heritage, is heading up the organising 
committee who will be looking after “The Greening of 
Newhaven II”.  Enhancing the area will be an on-going 
project which will develop over the ensuing years.  

If you are willing to be one of the volunteers — and the 
more the merrier — please contact Owen in the first 
instance at boxmaster@newhavenonforth.org.uk.

MEET THE STEERING GROUP 
Laura Thomson: Trustee of Newhaven Heritage
I was born in a flat on the Whale Brae so I suppose that makes me a 
true Bow Tow! My brother used to attend Tracker’s cubs in Victoria 
Primary and I used to visit when it was ceremonies, etc. In fact, I 
wanted to be a cub, but at that time it was boys only. Guess I was 
ahead of my time! My Aunt Maisie lived in Annfield and was like a 
surrogate Gran to me. I used to watch the children playing in the 
school playground little thinking that one day I would be Head Teacher 

at Victoria! Since becoming HT eight years ago, I am passionate about teaching the children 
all about Newhaven’s past. We established a Wee Museum in the school which the children 
are curators of and all the children proudly tell visitors that Victoria is the oldest still working 
school in Edinburgh! Having a Heritage Centre in Newhaven would be a fantastic asset to 
the community. The sense of community is strong in Newhaven and it would be great to 
have somewhere to go that celebrates the rich heritage and also offers opportunities for 
community groups to gather and build an even stronger Newhaven.

NEXT ISSUE — Published early April 2015

Issue FIVE of The Bow-Tow will include articles on past Newhaven Gala Days and on the tradition of rolling 
Easter Eggs down the brae of Starbank Park.  If you have any memories you wish to share of these two events 
or, better yet, photographs taken at the time, do please get in touch with us at Newhaven Heritage at archivist@
newhavenonforth.org.uk.  The deadline for this next issue is Saturday 14th March, 2015.

THE GREENING OF NEWHAVEN
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