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The Silver Darlings 

I came 

across an 

old 

postcard 

showing 

the 

Herring 

Slip at 

Grimsby at 

about the 

end of the 

19
th

 

century. 

Although 

principally 

a trawler 

port, 

landing large quantities of white fish dredged from distant arctic waters, Grimsby was 

also one of the ports that participated in the annual herring season. This saw the fleet of 

drifters move down the North Sea, following the herring shoal’s southerly migration 

and delivering the silver harvest to various harbours along the way for processing and 

preservation. The herring is today a fish little appreciated or eaten in the UK, other 

than in the form of kippers or bloaters (exclusive to Great Yarmouth), with the actual 

fish being sourced from European ports. 

In the late 19
th 

early 20
th

 century however, herrings were a major food source of such 

value and importance that they were sung about and mythologized.  



England based its legislation for the marketing of herring on the 

Scottish experience and adopted their cran as the unit of sale. The 

cran is a unit of volume and was used to facilitate reasonably 

accurate determination of quantity with speed of handling, thus 

permitting the rapid consignment of a commodity which is 

intrinsically highly perishable. 

The cran was standardised as 45 wine gallons or 37½ imperial 

gallons. The physical representation of the cran was a wooden cask 

made by traditional coopering methods and bound with steel 

hoops. As a practical convenience the cask had no bottom.  

On the quayside the fish was measured in ¼ cran baskets which 

were made to tight tolerances and branded with a verification 

mark to prove their accuracy. At one time ½ cran measures had 

also been used but these proved impracticable and were 

discontinued. 

 

 

 

 

Photos clockwise:- ¼ Cran Basket; Branded Verification Mark for 

Great Yarmouth; Branded Verification Mark as applied by the 

Scottish Fisheries Board (The letters are the initials of the 

verifier}; Cran branding iron from Grimsby, with removable date 

portion; Yarmouth ‘Swill’ Basket, used to carry ⅓ cran of fish 

from the quay to the processor. The figure of 8 shape was designed 

so people carrying the baskets could pass each other in the narrow 

Yarmouth ‘Rows’;  Standard Cran ‘Barrel’ displayed in the 

Lowestoft Maritime Museum with explanatory notice.  

¼.     



 

The baskets were used both to unload the fish from the boat and simultaneously 

measure the consignment. Only certain English Councils were included in the 1908 

legislation, being those that had the infrastructure to handle the landings of herring. 

These were the County Boroughs of Tynemouth, Great Grimsby and Great Yarmouth 

and the Counties of East Suffolk and Cornwall. The latter County is of course, miles 

from the North Sea in the beautifully scenic far West of England, so I’m not entirely 

sure what it was doing in the same legislation as Grimsby. The shoals of herring did 

however reach the Irish Sea and boats from the ports of North Cornwall did fish them 

in the winter months, when they were not scooping up other species of pelagic sea life 

such as mackerel and pilchard (nowadays rebranded as the ‘Cornish Sardine’, to 

attract the metropolitan middle classes weaned onto the bony little beggars during 

barbeques on the beaches of the Algarve). Pilchard as a name is now considered rather 

plebeian and redolent of unpleasant fishy stuff in tins of tomato sauce. Some Cornish 

fishermen were also known to have participated in the North Sea trade. It is less 

obvious that the cran was widely used in the Cornish ports where the old system of sale 

by count may have been preferred (a cran was meant to represent 1000 fish).    

The making of ¼ cran baskets was a skilled business and was carried on in the main 

herring ports such as Great Yarmouth, Grimsby and Lowestoft. In Scotland the baskets 

were sometimes made in sheltered workshops which were run for visually impaired 

people where basket making was a common activity. The standard cran barrels seem to 

have come exclusively from Scotland and these were only used by officials or to settle 

disputes on the market as documented at Lowestoft in the 1950s. The verification and 

branding of the baskets was carried out, in Scotland by Officers of the Fisheries Board 

and in England by Local Authority Weights and Measures Inspectors. Testing was 

carried out by mensuration as the necessity to have a large festering heap of test 

herrings does not bear thinking about. The basket gauge (above) was a rudimentary 



 

affair being simply a strip of 

boxwood with a small side 

projection. Certain 

measurements were marked 

on the body of the strip. The 

marked distances were 14½ 

inches (36.8cm), 17½ inches 

(44.5cm) and the overall 

length was 21½ inches 

(54.6cm). The little side 

projection measured 1½ 

inches (3.8cm). The 

measurements related to the 

internal diameter at the base 

and the vertical height (14½), 

the diameter at the brim or 

‘mouth’ (17½) and the 

internal diagonal from base 

to brim (21½). The little 

projection measured the 

‘rise’ of the centre of the 

base 

On the left we see some   

correspondence taken from 

the letters page of the 

Lowestoft Journal in 1956. 

This relates to the history 

and historic use of the cran 

barrel now housed in the 

Lowestoft Maritime 

Museum. The 

correspondence and 

speculation was quite 

extensive and detailed, 

indicating perhaps that there 

wasn’t much to do in 

Lowestoft during the 1950s. 

 

 

 

‘O we left the home grounds in 

the month of June 

And to Canny Shiels we soon 

were bearing 

With a hundred cran of silver 

darlings 

That we'd taken from the 

shoals of herring’ 

From ‘Shoals of Herring’ (Ewan 

McColl) 



 

Hey-Ho Come To The Fair! 

After seeming years of house 

arrest/lockdown/shielding we 

finally staggered out blinking 

into the sunlight to attend the 

Newark ‘Runway’ antique 

event. These days we only look 

to buy nice flowerpots but old 

habits die hard. I am still 

naturally drawn towards 

anything metrological, if only to 

see what misinformation is 

being promulgated. Whilst 

swerving up and down the dusty concrete, so as not be in the same postcode as anybody 

else, I saw something I had never come across before (that doesn’t happen very often 

these days). It was definitely some kind of steelyard albeit in a highly precarious and 

crumbly condition. It consisted of along shaft made of wood with metal fittings. The 

metal was not the normal chunky iron but flimsy, rusty and fragile sheet steel. There 

appeared to be no markings or even any indication of the units of calibration. There 

was a poise carrier but no actual poise. Long thin things are notoriously difficult to 

photograph with an indifferent ‘phone camera (as will be apparent from the above 

pictures). As it was in a state of decay and wasn’t a flowerpot I did not even consider 

buying it and contented myself with a couple of bad photos. I had to assume it was not a 

local device and had somehow found its way from foreign climes. Any ideas?   

 Lard of the Jungle  

 

 The way we were! 

 

 

I came across this cartoon which suggests 

an alternative method of calibrating a 

bathroom scale. This could put the 

message over in a rather more meaningful 

way than mere numbers. 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Way We Were 

When I began working for the Weights and Measures Department as a lowly bag 

carrier I was introduced to the process of weighbridge testing. Our ‘test unit’ consisted 

of a low loader lorry, borrowed from the Highways Department, with racks mounted on 

the trailer. In these racks were 20 x 10cwt roller weights similar to that shown below. At 

the site of test, the weights were unloaded by running them down a sloping ramp 

attached to the end of the rack. The hapless handler had to hang on to the weight and 

try to control the progress as it accelerated down the ramp and hit the ground. It was 

then necessary to arrest the progress of the trundling mass before it ran into anything 

or anybody. If a weight fell over, whilst performing a tight turn all hands were required 

to heave back on its feet. As might be expected PPE was extensive in those days, namely 

a slightly undersized brown dust coat and one’s inherent instinct for survival. 

Mike Sharpe sent a picture (above) from around the 1960s. This indicates that at a time 

when I was being dragged around Northern Lincolnshire by hurtling iron rollers they 

were having it pretty cushy over in Manchester. Here the testing procedure was 

mechanised by having an extensible crane on the back of a custom 

made lorry. The weights were blocks instead of rollers so members of 

staff were not even required to push them around the plate. I suspect, 

however, that we may have got the job done quicker with our perilous, 

low tech, man powered operation. 

                                           


