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1. Introduction
For hundreds of years, herring fisheries were an important part of the economy and food supply of many European
countries (Reid, 2000; Smylie, 2006). In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, catches and trade expanded
significantly (the so-called ‘golden age’). However, with over-fishing and changing market conditions, the herring industry
gradually declined after the Second World War (Whitmarsh et al. 1995). The following account, relating to these features
and trends, is based on my own family’s experiences within this industry in Ireland and the UK.

2. Herring fisheries and trade (1900)
In 1900, there was large demand for herring throughout
Europe as an inexpensive and nutritious foodstuff. The
trade centred on salt-cured herring, with an annual
volume of 1-2 million barrels (175-350,000 tons). Well-
established herring fisheries were located in the North
Sea, Baltic Sea and in Scandinavian waters in general,
but there were also productive, but relatively
unexploited herring stocks off the West coast of Britain
and Ireland. Gradually these fisheries were also
incorporated into the European trade.

My grandfather, Arthur Miller, representing the firm
John L. Sayers Ltd (merchants at Billingsgate fish
market in London) was one of a number of people
involved in this development. Starting in 1900, Arthur
Miller built a series of ‘fish houses’ at Buncrana,
Killybegs, Howth, Dunmore East and Passage East
(Map 1). These facilities processed herring (salted in
barrels, smoked and some fresh products) initially for
markets in Germany and Russia, and then for Ireland
and the UK.

3. Advances in fishing technology (1910)
The development of large motorized fishing vessels –
principally steam drifters – enabled large catches of
herring. By 1910, there were 1500 steam drifters in the
UK and Ireland operating long trains of floating drift
nets, catching the herring (by their gills) at night
(Fig.1.). The drifters would move from port to port to
exploit seasonal herring fisheries, starting in Shetland
and moving south. The important fishery at Waterford
(Winter/Spring) attracted vessels from all over the UK
and Ireland, especially from Lowestoft, Yarmouth and
some Scottish ports (Photo 1.)

4. A new fish business (1910)
In 1910, Arthur Miller went into business as a fish
merchant in his own right (Photo 2) following the death
of John L. Sayer. Using Waterford as a base, good links
were maintained with Billingsgate in particular, and
with a number of companies there, including Lelou and
Morris, and Barbers. Local business partners in Ireland
included Mssrs. Shipsey, McGrath and O’Toole.

Map 1. Waterford herring fishery and trade routes (early C20th)

Photo 1: Steam drifters (Lowestoft boats) at Dunmore East (1910)

Fig.1. Steam drifter and driftnet

Photo 2: Arthur Miller, Fish Merchant (my grandfather)
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Photo 3: Arthur Miller’s Fish House at Passage East, Co. Waterford (1900) (centre of the picture) (image courtesy of Bill Irish)

5. The Fish House at Passage East, Co. Waterford
(1900-1965)
The business of ‘Arthur Miller – Fish Merchant’ was
based at Passage East, close by Dunmore East which
was the main port. The Fish House was bought from
John L. Sayers Ltd in 1910, and further developed into
a large facility for processing herring and other fish.
Over a span of 60 years, up to 500 tons of fish per year
were handled for markets in Ireland, England and in
Europe. The Fish House could smoke 50 cran (about
38,000 fish or 8 tons) of herrings per day. Fish was
landed either directly at Passage East, or brought in
from other ports (Dunmore East, Helvick). At Dunmore
East, Arthur Miller also operated processing sheds
along the quay principally for barreling cured (salted)
herring.

Photo 3 shows the Fish House and other buildings
(worker accommodation, stores and boat house) on a
site adjacent to the harbour at Passage East shortly after
completion in 1900.

6. Early seafood brand (1930)
Arthur Miller’s Fish House at Passage East built up a
good reputation for fine quality kippers – fresh herring
were split, salted and smoked using fine oak chippings.
The best of the kippers – ‘Arthur Miller Selected
Kippers’ - were good enough to rival ‘Manx kippers’ at
Billingsgate in London and won a number of prizes
over the years for their quality and taste (with good
recommendations from top London hotels). The kippers
were packed in wooden boxes and sent to London by
boat train (Photo 4).

7. Employment and migration (1936)
The herring fisheries provided seasonal employment for
many local people in Dunmore East and Passage East.
The development of the Arthur Miller fish company
generated further onshore employment in processing,
packing, transportation and related activities (e.g. barrel

making). Skilled seasonal workers from Scotland –
‘Scotch Girls’ – were also used at Passage and Dunmore
to help process the huge catches in the fastest time
possible. Herring were cleaned, salting and packed into
wooden barrels (1 cran), or smoked as kippers and
bloaters. Some of these Scotch Girls married locally and
their families live on today in Passage and Dunmore.

Photo 4: Box of ‘Arthur Miller Selected Kippers’ labeled
for Billingsgate, London (1930)

Photo 5. Passage East – preparing cured (salted) herring outside
Arthur Miller’s Fish House (1936) (image courtesy of Bill Irish)
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8. Fish House at Passage East, Co. Waterford (owner: Arthur C. Miller) – annotated plans explaining its operation
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Basic Statistics:
Year of construction: 1900 for John L. Sayers (Billingsgate) Ltd; 4, Lower Thomas Street, London.

Designer and manager: Arthur C. Miller (sole owner of the Fish House from 1910);
Height: 45 feet; Dimensions:  60 feet by 60 feet; Total floor area: 3,600 sq feet

Fish smoking capacity: 50 cran per day (8 tons of herring)
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9. The fluctuating fortunes of the fish business (1924
and 1930)
The fish business could be challenging. In some years,
the catches of herring were low, whilst in other years
there were ‘gluts’, depending largely on the migration
and productivity of the herring stocks. The variation in
local catches had an impact on the landed price in
Dunmore East. In a wider context, landings in other
competing ports (Yarmouth, Lowestoft) also impacted
on the price of herrings at major markets such as
Billingsgate, especially during the winter and spring
fishing periods. To be successful as a fish merchant
required, amongst other things, keeping an eye on the
markets, maintaining good relations with all the people
involved (fishermen, transporters, other merchants,
market traders, clients, bank managers), capitalizing on
trading opportunities and being prepared to manage and
re-invest sufficient financial capital from year to year to
smooth out the variation in business profitability. (press
cuttings (opposite) 1924 and 1930 reproduced with
permission of the Munster Express)

10. Trade routes and transportation issues
Cured (salted) herring were packed in one-cran (37.5
gallons) barrels. The huge quantities of herring, in
certain years, presented logistical challenges for Arthur
Miller. The barreled herring prepared in Passage and
Dunmore were taken initially to Waterford port and
railway station by lorry (horse drawn vehicles also).

In some years, the quantity of barreled herring was so
large that all suitable vehicles in and around Dunmore
and Passage would be hired. Long convoys could be
seen on the Waterford road. On a number of occasions,
the paddle-steamer ‘Dunbrody’ was even hired to take
barrels upstream to Waterford port. The barreled
herring were then sent to England and the continent by
the ship and also the boat/train ferry service (Waterford
– Fishguard and Milford Haven, Rosslare - Fishguard).
The development of the Great Western Railway (GWR)
in the 1900s greatly enabled this fish trade.

Boxes of fresh fish and bloaters and kippers also
followed the same routes, but also to Dublin and other
home markets. In the early years, Dunmore/Passage
East, with easy access to ferry and rail links, had an
advantage over Buncrana, Killybegs and other more
remote Irish ports in this respect. In London, the boxes
of fresh herring and also kippers and bloaters were
unloaded from the trains at Paddington. Some were
taken to Billingsgate for the morning markets (Photo 6,
7), others were re-distributed for sale elsewhere in
London, Birmingham and beyond. A number of top
hotels were supplied directly.

Photo 6. Billingsgate Fish Market, London (1930s) (image courtesy of
the National Museum of Science and Industry)

Photo 7. Arthur Miller’s kippers from Passage East boxed and labeled
for Billingsgate, London
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11. Fish business and the local economy (1940s)

As Arthur Miller’s fish business was developed and
consolidated over the years, it contributed to the
Waterford economy and provided employment locally.
Although the herring trade (fresh, cured, kippers and
bloaters) was the major component of the business,
other types of fish were also traded including mackerel
and various trawl fish (mainly to markets within
Ireland).

Other enterprises were also undertaken at different
periods such as the importation and selling-on of dried
‘Newfoundland fish’ (split, dried and salted cod), also
trading in smoked wild salmon (although the supply
was limited and variable) and lobsters and other
shellfish.

A number of fishing boats (including the St. Ultan and
the St.Michael) were also purchased and operated using
local crew. At various times credit schemes to buy nets
and other gear for local fishermen were put in place.

There was even an early attempt at laying scallops in
the Waterford estuary (in collaboration with the Dublin
Fisheries Dept). A number of trucks and lorries (army
surplus) were imported, and used in both the fish
business, and hired out locally. There was also a well-
known licensed public house (“Millers”) in Passage
East owned by Arthur Miller.

Arthur Miller died in 1953 and was buried at Crooke,
Passage East. The business was then taken over by his
two daughters (Louie and Patty (Mrs Neiland), my aunt
and mother respectively), and subsequently, Mr. Kevin
Neiland (my father).

Photo 8: Mr. Tom Shipsey and my grandfather Mr.
Arthur Miller (fish merchants and business partners) in
Dunmore East about 1940.

Press Cuttings courtesy of the
“Munster Express” (1940) (above) and 1947 (below)
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12. Irish fishermen encounter the SS Lusitania
disaster (1915)

Arthur Miller’s fish business also extended along the
south coast of Ireland, capitalizing on supplies from
seasonal fisheries for herring and other fish. One fateful
business trip took him to Cork during the First World
War.

On 7th May 1915, the Cunard liner, the SS Lusitania
(Photo 9a/9b) was torpedoed by U20 within sight of the
south coast of Ireland. The liner was returning to
Liverpool from New York with over 2,500 passengers
and crew. 1,198 persons were lost. It was a clear sunny
morning and a small fleet of fishing boats were in the
vicinity and witnessed the sinking. They rescued a
number of survivors including some people clinging to
lifebelts and deckchairs, and returned then to the
nearest port of Kinsale, Co. Cork.

My grandfather, Arthur Miller, was in Kinsale that day
and had previously arranged to meet some of the
fishing skippers to discuss buying additional supplies of
fish from Cork. A skipper who had been involved in
rescuing some of the Lusitania survivors gave my
grandfather one of the ship’s lifebelts (Photos 10 and
11) as a sad memoire of that fateful day. The heavy
wood, cork and canvas lifebelt, with “SS Lusitania
Liverpool” stenciled in black paint, hung for many
years in the office of the Arthur Miller fish company in
Passage East.

Photo 9a. SS Lusitania Cunard postcard
(Courtesy of National Museums Liverpool)

Photo 9b. SS Lusitania passing the Old Head of Kinsale (1911)
(Courtesy of National Museums Liverpool)

Photo 10. Lifebelt recovered from SS Lusitania sinking

Photo 11. Close-up of lifebelt from SS Lusitania

The SS Lusitania lifebelt is now on loan to the Maritime
Museum in Liverpool and its Lusitania exhibition
(http://liverpoolmuseums.org).
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13. A New Sort of Herring Industry Evolves – two
phases (1950s – present day)
The Irish herring industry always experienced a mix of
good times and bad times. Herring stocks are prone to
variations in size and distribution and the markets for
herring could be volatile. Developments in the ‘modern
era’ can be grouped into two phases:

Phase 1: 1950-1975 – expansion and boom/bust
This period witnessed rapid change in the industry. The
herring stocks around Waterford, for example, were
abundant and there was significant government and
private investment in expanding the sector, especially
fishing capacity (boats and equipment). However, the
markets remained problematic. The earlier ‘golden age’
for exports of salted, smoked and fresh herring had
passed, as consumer tastes changed. There was some
success in selling herring for fishmeal and in bulk to
foreign ‘klondykers’ and their agents, but real
opportunities for adding value and developing a solid
fishing industry remained elusive, especially in the
south-east around Dunmore. It can be argued that
government policy over-emphasised technology-driven
production without also building effective institutions
for fisheries management (Photo 12). This constrained
the orderly and assured development of both primary
(catching) and secondary (onshore and market) business
enterprises. Of course, it is easy to be wise with
hindsight. In fact, Waterford’s fisheries have much in
common with others around the world where such
‘boom and bust’ development has occurred.

Phase 2: 1975 – present day – unrealized potential
The fragile nature of ‘modern’ fisheries development in
Waterford was ‘writ large’ after 1975 when herring
stocks almost collapsed (probably a combination of
natural changes and over-fishing - see Molloy, 2006).
Attempts at fisheries management under the EU
Common Fishery Policy were unsuccessful culminating
in the closure of the Celtic Sea herring fishery in
1977/78. The fishing industry felt frustrated and many
fishermen faced financial ruin (Photo 13). The growth
of the processing/trade sector has been equally
frustrated by variable supplies of raw material.

Up to today, the sector has yet to achieve its full
potential. Clearly, the successful development of
commercial fisheries is a complex process, but if
equally small countries like New Zealand can build a
hugely important and profitable fishing industry, then
why not Ireland too? It is not sufficient to blame the EU
Common Fisheries Policy – this framework needs to be
used to better advantage -  to capitalize on Ireland’s
potential fishery wealth and manage its development
into the future – Why not another ‘golden age’ for Irish
herring and other fisheries? Only time will tell.

Photo 12. Dunmore East (1964) – new fishing technology and good
landings (for the time-being!) (me aged 4 with my aunt Louie Miller).

Photo 13. Dunmore East fish auction market (1962) – there were growing
tensions over fishing opportunities and fish sales – in due course conflict, calls
for subsidies and compensation, and the dumping of catches signaled real
problems in the management of the fishery. (my father, Kevin Neiland, top row,
centre right wearing jacket and tie) (image courtesy of John Molly).

Press cutting : Munster Express (1974)

Photo 14. Passage East (2007) – the Fish House building (far right)
now functions as part of the community centre (image courtesy of
Waterford Tourism).
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15. Units and Glossary

Cran = 600-1000 herring; 37.5 Imperial gallons; 28 stone (160 stones = 1 ton)
Barrel = capacity of 1 cran (standard in C20th)
Salt curing = cleaning, salting and packing the herring into wooden barrels for transport.
Kipper = brined and wood-smoked split herring.
Bloater = lightly brined, whole smoked herring.
Reds = heavily smoked whole herring.
Klondyke herring = sprinkled with salt and iced herring packed in wooden boxes (a way to transport a glut of fish).
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