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LECTURE NOTES ON THE HERRING

FOREWORD

THE subjoined lecture notes on the herring and the herring industry
have been furnished in a partially connected form with a view to
assisting those desirous of giving instruction on this subject to either

juveniles or adults.

The wording has been rendered as simple as possible and it has been
left to the discretion of the lecturer or instructor to make such alterations
in phraseology or such additions in respect of local colour as may be deemed
necessary to make the discourse suitable to the mentality of the audience
addressed.

THE FISH THAT HAS MADE HISTORY

Most of us are familiar with the old song that runs thus:—

"Ye gentlemen of England, who sit at home at ease,
Oh little do you think upon the dangers of the seas ! "

The words hold a hint of reproof in them. They remind us that proud
as we may be of belonging to a sea-faring race, most of us know surprisingly
little of the lives of those "whose business is in deep waters." We take
our great fishing industry for granted. We have grown so accustomed to
seeing ample supplies on the fishmongers' slabs that we rarely spare a thought
for the perils that are faced and the hardships that are endured in order
to keep us supplied with what may well be called "Nature's health food."

Yet our fishing industry is a national asset of which we may well be
proud. There are many other nations who would be only too glad to have
such a plentiful supply of health-giving food. The pity is that we do not
make more use of it than is the case at the present time.

"Of all the fish that swim the sea" runs an old saying, "the Herring
is the King." Certainly if food value be considered it fully justifies the
title.



The Name "Herring."
Where does the name "herring" come from ? Probably from a

Teutonic word "Heer" meaning an army. This is an apt name for the
herring, which reaches our coasts in vast armies or shoals.

The herring has always been popular with British folk. In olden
days it was enjoyed in its fresh state only in the fishing villages where it
was landed or in the districts near enough to them to be served by a pack
horse. The rest of the country had to be content with it salted or
"pickled"—for there were no means of rapid transport to carry it inland.
Even so, salt herring made a very pleasant change of diet, and it was held
in high esteem, even by Royalty, because it was realised what an extremely
nutritious food it was.

Although the oldest document relating to our herring fishery and found
in the Chronicle of the Monastery of Evesham is dated 709 A.D. it is
probable that the fishery started at Yarmouth soon after the landing of
Cedric the Saxon in 495. By 1108, Henry I. had made this town a burgh,
for which honour an annual payment was to be made to the King of "ten
milliards of herrings ! "

The Sheriffs of Norwich held thirty-four acres of land in return for
carrying twenty-four herring pasties to the King of England, wherever he
might be. Thus you will see that already the herring was regarded as a
Royal dish, and in 1286 we find a curious clause in the Charter of Great
Yarmouth, requiring the corporation to send 100 herrings baked in
twenty-four pasties to the Sheriffs of Norwich.

In 1270 the Herring Fair was held at Yarmouth for forty days and the
barons of the Cinque Ports sent their officers there to keep the peace.
This they did until the Fair was discontinued in the 18th century.

Before the Norman Conquest large numbers of fishermen came over
to England from Flanders and Normandy, using suitable East Coast centres
as bases for their herring fishery. It is because the ocean bed off our East
Coast is so suitable as a spawning ground that the herring shoals visit it in
preference to other coasts. It has been a splendid thing for Great Britain
for it means that we are in a highly favourable position as regards this
important fishery.

Legislation.
During the 13th century the Norwegians and Dutch had been

developing their herring fisheries. In 1295 we find Edward I. allowing the
Dutch to come to Yarmouth to fish for herring and English subjects were
forbidden to molest them. But this did not prevent international rivalry,
which soon began.

The long struggle between England and Holland which lasted
throughout the reigns of the Stuarts and the years of the Commonwealth
is sometimes stated to have been in reality a struggle for the control of the
herring fisheries in the North Sea. This shows how important the industry
had grown in the eyes of both English and Dutch. Out of this struggle
can be traced the rise of our mercantile marine and ultimately—through
Cromwell's navigation laws—the British Navy itself! Small wonder that
the herring has been called "the fish that has made history."



In 1429 we find the herring once more "in the news." The English
were laying siege to Orleans (later on to be relieved by Joan^of Arc). An
English contingent under Sir John Falstaff was conveying Lenten provisions,
chiefly herrings, to the beseigers when it was attacked at Rouvray by a com-
bined force of French and Scots. This engagement became known as the
"Battle of the Herrings," and it illustrates how valuable a food the herring
was considered in those days.

During the 16th and 17th centuries the Dutch were supreme in the
industry, probably owing to their discovery of a special method of preparing
herrings for salting. Certainly the British fishery declined so seriously that
various laws were passed by our government to stimulate its revival.

The Navigation Act of 1650 provided that only British-caught herrings
could be brought into the country or even carried from one port to another,
thus dealing a death blow to the Dutch who had acquired a monopoly of
the carrying trade.

In 1663 by a "Statute for the Encouragement of the North Sea
Fisheries," we find that no fresh herrings were to be imported into
England except in English-built ships.

In 1666 came yet another Act for the "Better Encouragement of the
Herring Fishery" and the importation of fresh or salt, dried or bloatered
herring caught by foreigners was prohibited.

During the 18th century there were a number of other Acts for the
encouragement of the British fisheries and various bounties were offered
to owners of fishing vessels. During the close of the 18th century and the
opening years of the 19th, herrings were caught in great abundance in the
Firth of Forth and the revival of the herring fishery, which was ultimately
to produce 500,000 barrels of herrings annually, proved of enormous help
at a time when the exorbitant price of bread was a cause of great hardship
to the people.

The humble but nutritious herring has thus played no small part in
the past affairs of the nation and can still be regarded as a fruitful source of
supply in the event of food shortage in the future.

THE HERRING AND ITS LIFE

Now for a few words about the herring itself. When you look at one
you will see how marvellously it is streamlined for speed.

The head is beautifully moulded with no distinct neck, while the snout
forms an effective water cutter. The closely fitting fins; smooth eyes carefully
adjusted so that their surfaces are level with the adjoining surfaces of
the head; closely fitting gill-covers and scales are all designed to offer
practically no resistance to forward motion. Moreover, the surface of a
herring, smooth as it is, is improved yet further by a mucous covering
designed to reduce friction to a minimum. Again the hollow curves of the
hinderpart of the body throw off the water displaced during forward motion.

The forked tail of the herring is another indication that it is built for
speed. As a rule, fish with forked tails are capable of swimming for long


