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This resource is aimed at teachers who are planning to visit the fishing boat REAPER either 
at the Scottish Fisheries Museum in Anstruther or while she is out and about on one of her 
many visits around the coast.  The pack will assist teachers in exploring the history of the 
boat and the world that it worked in 100 years ago.  

Here you will find background information for the teacher as well as suggestions for pre-
visit activities to prepare the class for their trip.  There are also suggestions for follow up 
activities which can be used in the classroom to consolidate and extend their learning 
experience after your visit.

The Curriculum for Excellence provides exciting opportunities for teachers to challenge the 
way in which children learn.  Museums offer unique opportunities to develop these skills 
and the Curriculum for Excellence encourages schools to take advantage of their collections.
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This resource - designed for P4-7 - has captured some of these objects and images 
for use in the classroom and looks at ways in which they can be used to fulfil the 
capacities of the Curriculum for Excellence and in doing so help children understand 
and appreciate their rich heritage in Scotland.

Although all of this can be undertaken within the classroom it is no substitute for a 
visit, for seeing, smelling and sometimes touching the real thing and so a visit to the 
museum and to REAPER is highly recommended.

The award winning Scottish Fisheries Museum was founded in the old fishing town of 
Anstruther in Fife, at a property known as St Ayles.  The museum first opened on the 4th 
July 1969.

The East Neuk of Fife has long been associated with the fishing industry and from the 
12th century onwards there are written records referring to the fisheries here.  The 
museum is also the site of a 15th century chapel to St Ayle and, in the 16th century, a 
lodging for the Abbot of Balmerino Abbey was built and this is now the oldest remaining 
building on the museum site.

A visit to REAPER, and to the museum itself, offers a unique opportunity for children to 
engage directly with Scotland’s fishing past - to see, touch and experience something 
of the lives of the people who have lived and worked in Scotland’s coastal towns.  A 
trip aboard REAPER, with its expert crew, will allow pupils to enter into the world of a 
Scottish fisherman, while the rich collection of objects, paintings and photographs in 
the museum will further develop many of the skills highlighted in the Curriculum for 
Excellence.

About this resource A Curriculum for Excellence
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By 1958 REAPER was no longer a 
fishing vessel but had been bought by 
Shetland Council, had been renamed THE 
SHETLANDER and was being used as a 
‘flit’ boat for Shetland Council - carrying all 
sorts of cargo from one island to another.  
One photograph even shows her with a 
school bus on deck!

By 1975 REAPER had retired from this 
arduous work and was taken on by the 
Scottish Fisheries Museum, who have 
restored her to her former glory so that 
she can still tell her story to visitors 100 
years after she was in her prime.  

Every year she sails to many festivals 
and open days, following the path of the 
herring shoals and the fishing fleets of 
past times to keep alive the story of the 
herring industry.

Background information

What’s on board?

When you visit REAPER you might come across lots of new words that you 
haven’t heard before. Impress the crew with your knowledge by doing some 
research before your visit!

REAPER’s Story

REAPER FR 958 is the flagship of the 
Scottish Fisheries museum, she was built 
in 1902, near Fraserburgh, and fished 
from Fraserburgh until 1908. After this 
she was sold to new owners in Shetland, 
where she spent most of her life. 

REAPER is a Fifie herring drifter, which was 
one of the most popular forms of fishing 
vessel around the East Coast of Scotland 
in the 19th and early 20th centuries.  She 
became renowned as a highly successful 
fishing boat during the busy summer 
herring seasons.

REAPER even saw active service during 
World War II, when she acted as a mooring 
boat for barrage balloons off the south 
coast of England, in order to protect the 
coast against enemy attack.  During the 
war she was known as HMS PIPER.  After 
the war REAPER returned to Shetland to 
continue fishing.
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 Pre-visit activity

 

Working in small groups, find pictures of ‘Fifie’ fishing boats.  
There are several pictures of ‘Reaper’ that you can access on 
Scran.

Find out what the following parts of a boat are. See if you can 
identify and label them on pictures of Reaper.

 CABin   FoghoRn             mizzEn mASt 

  CAPStAn   gAllEy  PoRt

 ComPASS       hold           StARBoARd

 dECk   FoRE mASt           yARdARm



  
  

Pre-visit activity

There are many different types of fish and many different ways to catch them.  

REAPER was a drifter. This means that she used a drift net to catch herring.  
This method is not used nowadays as there are much more efficient methods 
of fishing.

This was the traditional method of fishing for herring.  It involves using a long 
net, like a curtain, which is suspended from corks floating on the surface.  
A buoy marks each end of the net. The bottom edge of the net is weighed 
down under the water by a heavy rope.  As the fish swim against the net they 
become trapped by the gills. The net is then hauled in with the fish trapped.  
These nets could sometimes extend from end to end for several miles.

Drift nets can be highly effective when catching fish, bringing in large amounts 
of fish in one catch. 
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What is a 'Drifter'? 

Working in small groups, research one of these different 
types of fishing.  

Put together a presentation which will explain it as 
clearly as possible to the rest of the class - you might 
want to find some diagrams or pictures to help you.

Fishy business

Apart from drift net fishing, there are other ways that 
people have fished in Scotland over the centuries.

 
Creel fishing

Sma' and great 
line fishing

Fixed nets

trawling

Ring netting



During REAPER’s heyday, fishing for herring was big business. Scottish herring was a staple 
on the continent and it was sold to markets all over Europe.  Boats like REAPER would travel 
all around the north and east coasts of Britain, following the shoals of herring.  

Because herring are a fatty fish, it is very important that they are gutted and 'cured' as 
quickly as possible to prevent them from rotting.  

'Curing' involved packing the herring into barrels with salt to preserve them.  As a result, 
the fishing boats were followed around the country by an army of workers - curers, coopers, 
merchants and the all important herring lasses, who gutted and packed the fish.

Plenty of fish in the sea

Different types of fish can be put in the following groups:

 
 

 
Pre-visit activity
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Working in small groups, research the different types of fish.  

Can you find names and pictures of fish that would go in each 
group?  

Make a poster showing each of these different groups.

Background information 

 

The Herring Industry 

By flesh
White fish
Oily fish

By habitat (where they live)
PELAgIC fish swim in surface 
waters while DEMERSAL fish 
swim at the bottom of the sea

By shape
Flat fish
Round fish

Shell fish
Mussels
Oysters
Scallops



   Background information Pre-visit activity

The Herring Lasses 
The Herring Lasses played a vitally important role in the herring industry.  Herring boats 
would follow the shoals around the coast of Britain, and thousands of women travelled 
round the country with them.  It was their job to gut the fish and then pack them into 
barrels with salt to preserve them.  

It was very tough work.  A herring lass’ day would begin at 5am when she would tie her 
fingers with cloots.  These were rough bandages that protected her hands while she 
worked.  They also stopped the fish slipping from her grasp.

The girls worked at farlans, which were big wooden troughs filled with fish.  They worked 
quickly, gutting over 60 fish in a minute with their small, sharp knives.  The girls worked in 
teams of three – two would gut the fish while the other one packed them into the barrels.

Because the fish had to be packed almost immediately, their working day was dependent 
on the size of the catch.  It wasn’t unusual for them to still be working well into the night if 
the catch was big – often until after midnight.  If there was only a small catch the girls were 
never idle, they would spend any spare time knitting woollen items for the fishermen.

Working such long, hard hours with each other meant that the girls formed close friendships 
and they passed the time singing songs as they worked.  At the weekends they would 
attend dances and bake for the fishermen – many of whom had come from their own home 
villages.  Many girls met their future husbands working in the curing yards.

All In a Day’s Work

There were lots of jobs to be done after the fish were caught.  Here is a list of 

some of the different job titles that people had:

    CooPERS                  CuRERS 

  mERChAntS      nEt mAkERS

Find out more about these jobs and what they involved.  Are there any other 
jobs people did?  See if you can find old pictures of these people at work.

try to describe each job in just two sentences, as if you’re creating a job 
advert for the newspaper.  you must not use more than 30 words in your 
description but it must still explain the job clearly.
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Life on Board REAPER

Find pictures of the following clothes and equipment that a fisher-
man on the REAPER would have needed:

  

      boots      gansey jumper 

         drift net   

      oilskins      fisherman’s cap

Draw a picture of typical fisherman ready for a trip and label his 
clothes, food and equipment. You can find lots of good pictures on 
Scran that might help you with this.

   
Background information  Pre-visit activity12 13

The crew on board REAPER would be made up of 8 men and a boy: 
The Skipper - he was in charge and had to pass exams to qualify him for 
his certificate – or Skipper’s Ticket.
The Mate - he was second-in-command and also had to gain qualifications 
for his Mate’s Ticket.
Five Deckhands - although these crew members didn’t need any 
qualifications, many of them did - ready for any future promotions.
The Cook - usually a boy, aged about 14, starting his career.  He was 
responsible for all meals on board as well as learning the skills of the 
fisherman’s trade.  

The crew could be away for 
weeks at a time and there was 
limited space on board the 
boat. The men slept in narrow 
bunks with straw mattresses. 
They also had to ensure that 
they had enough spare, dry 
clothes with them – as well as a 
fresh jersey for Saturday nights 
ashore!

There was no leisure time during 
a trip. Any spare time would be 
spent repairing nets or catching 
up on much needed sleep.

The fisherman’s diet on board 
was simple and nourishing 
enough to keep their energy up 
but easy to store and prepare 
in the cramped conditions.  
Unsurprisingly, they ate plenty 
of fish, with oatcakes or 
potatoes.  They also ate kale – 
a scotch broth – and hard sea 
biscuits instead of bread as the 
biscuits were easier to keep 
fresh.

A ‘Fifie’ Fisherman



Are you superstitious?

In pairs, or small groups, make a list of superstitions that people have nowadays.  

Can you think how any of these superstitions started in the first place?  Discuss 
these in your group.

   Are you superstitious?  
   Do you believe in any of the superstitions on your list? 
   Do you even have a few strange superstitions of your own?  

Discuss this in your group and report your answers back to the class.

Background information   14 15

Pre-visit activity

Fishing Superstitions 

Fishing was a highly dangerous job and many lives were lost at sea.  As a result, 
fishermen developed a lot of strange superstitions they believed might keep 
them safe from harm.  

For example, some words could not be spoken for fear that just saying them 
would bring bad luck.  These included minister, rabbit, rat, salmon, pig and salt!

Crews would often not set sail if they came across a hare, a dog or a person with 
red hair and they would definitely not go to sea if they found a dove, a pigeon, 
a rabbit or a hare on board the ship.  It seems amazing that the boats ever left 
the harbour!

In order to ward off bad luck they might do the following.  Touch cold iron, leave 
the harbour in a clockwise direction or shed blood before sailing (in some places 
it wasn't unusual for a fight to start amongst the crew before they set off!).

The weather was obviously an all important factor for fishermen and there were 
lots of rituals associated with this.  You could whistle to make the wind start and 
untying certain knots in a piece of rope was also thought to alter the strength of 
the wind.  A change of weather was always expected on a Friday.

Echoes of these old customs can still be found in villages today - many of them 
unique to certain communities.



    things to look out for when 
you’re on board REAPER!
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 What would life be like on board?
 How does the boat work? 
 What equipment was needed to operate the boat?
 What did the crew wear?
 What different jobs would the crew have to do?
 How long would they spend at sea?
 What would they eat?
 What did they do in their spare time?
 How much money did they earn?
 How much fish did they catch?

Hopefully the class will arrive for their visit to REAPER with some of 
this background information still fresh in their minds.  

However, it might be useful for them to keep a look out for some 
things when they arrive.  

If they have some pre-prepared questions, the crew will be more 
than happy to answer them!

Some suggestions for things they might want to 
think about could include:



After your visit

The following activities 
can be used as ideas for 
further work back in the 

classroom. 

1918



Some of the themes in the Creative Writing section could 
also be used as a stimulus for class role play activities.

A day in the life - diary entry

Imagine that you are part of the crew aboard REAPER in 1922.  
Write an entry in your diary at the end of a hard day’s work.  

Think about
 -what you ate at meal times
 -what you wore
 -jobs you had to do
 -life below decks (where are you when you are writing the diary?)
 -the other members of the crew
 -how you feel?  happy? cold? tired? what do you miss? are you looking   
          forward to anything?
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Write a poem

Make a list of the new key words you have learned on the boat and at the 
museum. See if you can write a poem, or even a song, that includes some of 
these words.

Far from home - letter writing

The herring lasses followed the fishing fleets all the way to the south of Eng-
land as part of their work.  Imagine that you are a herring lass who is work-
ing far away from home during the fishing season. Write a letter to someone 
– perhaps your Mum or your best friend – to describe what life is like for you 
(there are no phones or emails!).  You could also illustrate your letter with 
some drawings.

Think about:
   -what a typical day involves
   -the other people you work with
   -living conditions – your ‘digs’
   -things that you like and don’t like about the work
   -what you do in your spare time
   -what you miss about home
   -how you feel (is it exciting? fun? tiring? boring?)

Creative writing Role play

Other suggestions could include devising role plays surrounding:

A storm at sea
Perhaps they could integrate some of the fishermen’s superstitions in this.

The herring lasses
Perhaps a group could learn a song together to sing at a farlan while they gut 
the fish.

A fish’s tale.
Perhaps they could role play a story from the point of view of a herring!
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As a recall exercise, split the class into small teams for a 

quiz.

The following are suggestions for questions that could be used:

1. Where was REAPER built?
2. Where did REAPER spend most of her life?
3. What kind of fishing did REAPER do? 
4. What kind of fish did she catch?   
5. How many men would work on board REAPER?
6. Name three of their jobs on board ship.
7. What does a cooper make?
8. What are 'cloots'?
9. Why were the fish packed in barrels of salt?
10. Name two articles of clothing the crew would wear.

Class quiz
Knot tying

Being good at tying knots was a really important skill for 
a fisherman to have.  The following is a list of some of the 
most important knots a fisherman would have to learn:

Reef knot – the most common knot, it is used to tie two ends of 
the same size together.
Round turn and two half-hitches – this is used to attach a 
rope securely to a pole or a post.  good for securing a boat in the 
harbour.
Sheet bend – ‘sheet’ is a sailor’s name for a rope.  It is used to 
tie together two ropes of different types or unequal thickness.
Figure of eight – this is a ‘stopper’ knot.  It prevents the end of 
a rope from sliding or pulling loose from something like a pulley.
Clove hitch – this is a ‘hitching’ knot.  It can be used to attach a 
rope to a pole.

Find out more about these knots:
You can get a downloadable helpsheet from the links below:

http:/www.scoutbase.org.uk/library/hqdocs/facts/pdfs/fs315082.pdf

http://www.animatedknots.com/

http://www.netknots.com/

http://www.tollesburysc.co.uk/knots/knots_gallery.htm

Working in pairs or small groups, get some string and have 

a go at tying these knots.  



Fishing Today

Do you like fish?  What sort of fish do you eat?  Find out 

how your fish is caught today.  

     Think about:

 -Where it is caught.
 -Who catches it.
 -What happens after the fish is caught – how does it get to your   
   table?
 -What life is like for fishermen nowadays.
 -What similarities and differences there are between fishing now  
   and fishing 100 years ago on REAPER.

Women at Work
Life was very different for women 100 years ago.  

The fisher lasses worked very long, hard hours but there were many jobs 
that women would not have done then.

Research the lives of women 100 years ago. What jobs do women do now 
that they would not have done back then?

24 25
Top Trump Cards

Research the different types of fishing boats and make your 

own ‘Top Trump’ cards from them.  

        Categories that you could include on your cards might be:

  Picture of the vessel  Size  
  Dates used    Place used
  Method of fishing   Crew number 
  Fuel/power     Catch quantity 

        
        Types of boats that you might want to put on your cards:

  Fifie     Scaffie  Zulu
  
       Loch Fyne Skiff     Sgoth  Smack
  
    Nabbie   Bauldie
 

Music

The fisher lasses passed their time at work by singing songs.  

Could you make up your own fisher lass song?

You can listen to some of these on the Scottish Fisheries Museum website:
www.scotfishmuseum.org/resources

Using the tunes that you hear, could you change the words to sing a song 
about a job that you might do?  For example, doing the dishes or doing your 
homework!
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Make your own museum!

A visit to REAPER and the Scottish Fisheries 
Museum can provide some great inspiration 
for creating your own class museum.  It's also 
a fun way of evaluating the class's learning.

Working in small groups, pupils could each take on different roles 
of museum staff.  For example:

Curators – who will research objects and write the labels, and 
perhaps give guided tours of the exhibition
Designers – who will decide on how the exhibition is going to 
look and be displayed.
Photography team – who will source/take pictures to support 
the exhibition.
Documentation team – who will catalogue the objects; numbering 
and recording them on a database.

The collection 
This can be made up of objects that the class can collect – or 
even make.  You might get some ideas from the Scottish Fisheries 
Museum’s handling collection.  There are three loan boxes available, 
each containing items from the museum’s collection.

The displays 
These can be supported with photographs from Scran or other 
similar sources.  Is there even an opportunity to collect and 
record some oral histories from local people who worked in the 
industry?

Things that the class might want to keep in mind when 

putting the museum together:

-What do they want their visitors to remember about their museum?
-What do they want visitors to learn from their experience?
-How do they want their visitors to feel?

When writing text for the exhibition, pupils should try to 

keep it concise:

An introduction - this should be a general introduction to the 
theme of the museum.  No more than 150 words long.

Section introductions - if they are presenting a different section 
in the museum, there should be an introduction to it.  No more 
than 100 words long.

Object labels - these should try to explain the most interesting 
aspect of the object in about 30 words.



A visit to the museum is a fantastic way to bring to life the 
ongoing story of the sea, the Scottish fishing industry and 
its associated trades, whilst also learning about the marine 
environment and the cultural history of the East Neuk.

We have a lively programme of events and workshops suitable for school 
groups.  We also have a wide ranging choice of resources suitable for all ages 
and abilities - more information available at http://www.scotfishmuseum.
org/resources

A visit to the museum takes around 90 minutes and you can be accompanied 
by one of our knowledgeable volunteer guides or you can go round on your 
own. Our lovely bright Education Centre is available for packed lunches.  All 
booking information can be found on our Planning Your Visit page of our 
website at http://www.scotfishmuseum.org/planning-a-visit

We can also organise guided tours onboard REAPER when she is not away 
on one of her many trips!  A guided tour with our knowledgeable crew lasts 
about 45 minutes.  Please note REAPER is outside and children do have to 
climb on and off, so appropriate footwear should be worn and children should 
wrap up warmly.

For a whole day visit we offer joint activities with the RNLI and Fife Coast 
and Countryside Rangers.
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Please contact the museum on to discuss your visit and 
to help tailor your visit to the specific age, ability 

and curricular needs of your pupils. 

   email - enquiries@scotfishmuseum.org
   phone - 01333 310628

Scottish Fisheries Museum
http://www.scotfishmuseum.org/resources.html
Here you will find our downloadable ‘Fishing in Scotland’ resource pack along 
with other fact sheets, resources and information.

REAPER is part of National Historic Fleet Core Collection
http://www.nationalhistoricships.org.uk/search_the_registers.
php?action=search&type=nhf

Scran
www.scran.ac.uk
An excellent source of images, this site is free to enter for all Scottish 
schools.

BBC
www.bbc.co.uk/nationonfilm/topics/fishing 
Although concentrating on fishing in England, this site provides access to 
some excellent short films that show the lives of fishermen in the 1920s and 
30s.

Maritime and Coastguard Agency
www.mcga.gov.uk

Marine Conservation Society
www.mcsuk.org

Seafish Industry Authority
www.seafish.org

Fishing News
www.fishingnews.co.uk

Further Information
Booking Your Visit
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