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Haaf  netting at Annan has been practised for over a thousand years and is one of the oldest forms of 

fishing in Scotland.  It is specific to just the inner Solway dating back to at least Viking times. 

The word “Haaf” is Old Norse for channel or sea. 

Folklore suggests the length of the haaf beam was based on the length of a Viking oar but there is no 

proof of this.  What we do know, is that haaf netting and the other Annan Royal Burgh fishings were 

recognised and protected by Charter. 

A Royal Burgh is a burgh that gained their Charter from the King, and a Burgh of Barony is a burgh who 

gained their Charter from a lord or from the Church.  It is believed that Annan has been both a Burgh of 

Barony and a Royal Burgh.  It is thought that Annan was originally a Burgh of Barony, created by the 

Bruces in the late 13th century. 

The 1538 Royal Charter granted by King James V was a re-erection meaning that Royal Burgh status 

had first been granted at an unknown earlier date. 

Due to Annan’s geographic location it was often subject to invading English armies and this loyalty to 

the Scottish Crown was recognised in the Royal Charter. 

J 
AMES, by the Grace of God King of the Scots, to all worthy men of his whole realm, clerical and lay, greeting:
- Be it know unto you that, after having arrived at the mature age of twenty-five years, understanding, and
considering that our burgh of Annan, situated upon our Western boundaries, near the kingdom of England,
lying within our Stewartry of Annandale, has often, at divers time been burnt and destroyed, and the

burgesses and inhabitants of the same, in times of peace as well as of war, been plundered and slain by our ancient 
enemies of England, in protection of our kingdom, and have often placed their lives in extreme jeopardy in resistance 
of our ancient enemies aforesaid, and in defence of the limits and boundaries of our kingdom, opposite those parts of 
England, and have always been faithful and just to our Crown of Scotland. And also understanding that the charters, 
evidences, and writings of the ancient foundation, and infeftments of our said burgh of Annan, and that the liberty of 
the same, granted to the community of our burgh aforesaid by our most noble ancestors, have been burned and 
destroyed by the siege and burning of our enemies before mentioned; whence their traffic has ceased, to the great 
injury and destruction of the public good, and of the liberty of the said burgh, and to the preducjice of us, anent the 
established burghal customs and dues due to us, unless a speedy remedy be had to the above. Wherefore, moved by 
piety, and desiring a reformation of the evils aforesaid, and that we may give to the said inhabitants an opportunity of 
magnanimity and boldness, in the resistance of our enemies aforesaid, as they have done in past times according to 
their ability – We have a new infefted, giving, and granted, and, for ourselves and our successors, we in perpetuity 
anew confirm to the said burgesses and community, our aforesaid burgh and town of Annan, in free burgage, in 
future, for ever, with all and each of its lands, annual reserves, and possessions, and fishings whatsoever pertaining to 

the same, within the bounds underwritten, namely:- beginning  at Sandy Pool of Birkbank, Beucherbeck; and 
ascending to the hop of Holinbog, bordering between Dumbretton and Warmanby, to Robgillstrand; and from 
Robgillstrand to the Cairn of Creca; and then to the top of Ragitshaws; and from hence to the Three Stones of 
Sandygill; and from these to the Southwood; and from hence, by the mire or well of Grekane, to the Moorbeck 
running to the sea; and from this to the Altarstane within the water of Solway; and from hence to the foot of Annan 
Water, shore and sand, and so from the foot of Annan to the Northburnfoot; with the net fishing from the river to the 
sea; with power to the aforesaid burgesses and community of our burgh aforesaid, of breaking in and cultivating their 
common lands, and of making thereon mills, millhills, aqueducts; and dams for their greatest advantage and profit; 
and of making baillies, and electing other officers yearly, necessary for the government of said burgh, and swearing 
the same to fidelity; also of making a market-cross, and holding, weekly, Tuesday as the market-day and keeping and 
holding annually the market-day as a fair day, on the day of ascension of Jesus Christ, called All Hallow Thursday, 
and holding the same for eight days; with a court-house, and all other liberties pertaining to the same or possible to 
pertain; with power also of holding burgal courts within our said burgh; likewise of selling and buying wine, wax, 
broad and narrow woollen and linen cloth, and any other merchant goods whatsoever; as also of freely keeping and 
having bakers, fishers, fleshers, etc., as any other burgh within our kingdom enjoys, has, or possesses; and of having 
and holding the said burgh of Annan, for the future, with all other liberties and privileges of a free burgh, with all 
and each of its lands, annual revenues, fishings, and possessions whatsoever, within the bounds pertaining to the same 
above prescribed to the baillies, burgesses, and community of the same and to their successors; from us and our 
successors, in free feudal burgage and inheritance for ever, through all its straight, ancient, and divided marches, as 
they lie in length and breadth, in woods, towers, fishing, fowlings and huntings, revenues, pastures, moors, marshes; 
with free passages and public roads to the said burgh and leading from the same, with all free entrance and exit of the 
customary ancient and usual ways of the same, as well named as unnamed, of ancient times pertaining to the same 
burgh, or possible in any way to pertain to the free burgage and liberty of the same, without any impediment, 
revocation, or contradiction by us and our successors for the future, the said baillies, burgesses, and community, and 
their successors, paying to us and our successors the burghal dues of said burgh due to us of use and wont........ 



The original 1538 Charter was destroyed when Annan was sacked and burned by invading 

English forces led by Lord Wharton in 1547 and was re-issued by James VI in 1612. 

The link between the two King James’ is an interesting period from Scottish history. 

The following explanation from a Riding of the Marches magazine: 

James V’s father had been killed at Flodden, and it was not until 1528 when James V ruled by 
himself.  Due to his complicated upbringing, James V’s rule began by seeking revenge on his 
opponents.  John Knox described James V as “a good poor man’s king” and James who was 
deeply suspicious of nobility, often travelled anonymously amongst Scottish people. 

James V was keen to strengthen Scotland’s “Auld Alliance” with France but his marriage to 
Princess Madeline of France was doomed as she died in his arms seven weeks after she arrived 
in Edinburgh.  A year later James V married another French lady, Mary of Guise in 1538.  By 1541 
both of James’s sons with Mary of Guise had died in infancy. 

Henry VIII was James V’s uncle and Henry had broken with the Roman Catholic Church and 
dissolved the monasteries.  It was James V’s refusal to follow his uncles wishes which resulted 
in Henry launching an invasion of Scotland, that was to be known as the Battle of Solway Moss 
on 24 November 1542.  Many Scots perished at this battle, not just at the hands of the English 
but swallowed up by the bogs and drowned in the river.  James V, already ill, was humiliated by 
the defeat and retired to Falkland Place in Fife.  It was here that he learned his pregnant wife had 
given birth to a daughter, Mary.  James V died six days later.  Mary became Queen of Scots aged 
at only six days old. 

Mary Queen of Scots had claims both to the Scottish throne and the English throne, as she was 
Henry VII’s great grand-daughter and next in line after Henry VIII’s children.  Mary married the 
French King Henri II’s heir, and she became the Queen of France as well as Queen of Scotland.  
Her marriage lasted a year, after her husband died.  Mary returned to Scotland in 1561.  Scotland 
was now officially Protestant and as Mary was a Roman Catholic she was warned not to return. 
However, she did and her return and reign was initially successful. 

Her marriage to her second cousin Lord Darnley resulted in the birth of her son James VI.  When 
Darnley was murdered in 1567, many believed that Mary was implicated in his death.  Three 
months after the death of her second husband Mary married the Earl of Bothwell, who was 
believed to be Darnley’s murderer.  This was the start of Mary’s downfall. 

Following the accusations of involvement in 
Darnley’s murder Mary was imprisoned in Lochleven 
Castle and forced to abdicate.  She escaped in 1568 
and fled to England, believing her cousin and 
England’s Queen, Elizabeth I would help her. 

Elizabeth I did not, and kept her captive for 19 years 
instead.  For some, they believed that Mary had more 
claim to the English throne than Elizabeth did.  
Elizabeth I was seen by some Roman Catholics as the 
illegitimate daughter of Henry VIII and his second 
wife, as Henry’s divorce to his first wife was not 
officially recognised by the Roman Catholic Church.  
It was Elizabeth who approved Mary’s execution in 
1587. 

Mary’s son James VI of Scotland who had ruled since 

her forced abdication in 1567 became James 1st of 

England following Elizabeth 1sts death in 1603.  The 

union of the Scottish and English crowns saw him rule 

the two countries until his death in 1625. 



The  1612 Charter restated the rights of the Royal Burgh of Annan but included more detail 

when referring to the fishings, specifically mentioning Haaf nets.  

“by the mire (or well) of Grekane to the Merebeck running to the Sea and from this to the Altar or 
Otterstain within the Firth of Solway and from thence to the foot of Annan Water, shore and sand and so 
from the foot of Annan Water to the Northburnfoot, with the Fishing of salmon and other fish by boats, 
netts, haffs, cowps and from the Alter or Otterstain in Solway to the foot of Annan Water”. 

There are Town Hall records relating to the fishings going back hundreds of years.  These are 

incomplete but do show that the Burgh fishings have been organised and looked after for the 

benefit of the people of Annan.  Income from the fishings was the main source of funding for 

the Common Good Fund.  Over time, various official Council committees have had 

responsibility for the Burgh fishings, including the Magistrates & Council, the Council of the 

Royal Burgh of Annan, Annan Royal Burgh Council, Annan Town Council, the Provosts’ 

Committee and currently the Annan Common Good Fund Sub Committee. 

1727 10th May – The Magistrates’ Council 
The which Day the Magistrates and Counsell enact and ordain that all fishers that fish by half nets or  other 
Instruments within the fishing belonging to the Burgh do bring all fish, white and reid they shall catch on 
the Mundays tydes and Tuesday till twelve o’clock to the fish mercatt cross of the said Burgh each Tuesday 
as also all the fish they shall catch on Thursday and Fryday morning till twelve o’clock to the said fish cross 
and there to expase the same to publick sale for the use of the Burgh and inhabitants thereof and to stand 
their mercat there for the space of two hours each mercat day and not to sell any of it privately but in the 
publick mercat and whoever shall contravene this act shall be fined in Ten Groats ilk transgressor toties 
quoties and punished in their persons as the magistrates shall discern for  their contumacy and the said fish 
to be sufficient and sold at reasonable prices at the sight of the Dean of the Burgh and the watermen of the 
said Burgh are ordained to report to the Magistrates or Dean the contraveeners of this act~ 

It appears that circa 1730 Ratepayers were entitled to fish with haaf nets or pokes and if they 

were not fit to do so personally could employ or appoint someone to fish for them. 

8th June1730  Magistrate and Council of the Burgh of Annan 
At Annan the eighth day of June Seventeen Hundred and Thirty years the which day the Magistrates and 
Councill of the Burgh of Annan to prevent disturbance and regulate bad practises amongst the fishers in 
the towns water enact and ordain that not above one fisher within the Burgh & Burrow Roads from one 
house shall have liberty to fish in any part of the Towns water and that two or four of said fishers joyning 
togither any one of them attending the water shall have  the  Meall cast belonging to the other two or four 
notwithstanding of theirs not being present and if it shall happen that any one, two or three shall not get 
partners they shall have only the proportions answering to others shares.  And its further enacted that any 
man or widow possessing a high or low stent and not having a fisher in their own house shall have liberty to 
occupy their shares for their own behalf by a man employed for that purpose producing a sufficient haff 
hack properly belonging to their employers at the sight of the watermen who are hereby enjoyned not to 
allow them any priviledge until they produce ye same upon ye said Ridge and this act to continue for one 
year or longer as the Magistrates & Counsell shall think fit. 





By  1733 the order had been adapted to allow servants to fish for the household.  It also included 

details about bailiffs, their duties and punishments for any transgressions. 

1733 19th June Magistrate and Council of the Burgh of Annan 
The said day the Magistrates and Councill of the Burgh of Annan in Councill conveened, enact and ordain that 
no person within the Burgh or Burrow roads shall be allowed to fish in any part of the towns waters unless they 
either fish the water themselves or employ a servant who they maintain and keep in their family to fish the water 
for them and further they enact and ordain that not above one person from one house shall be allowed to fish in 
the said water and they  appoint John Johnstone Dean and John Anderson to be watermen for this present year 
and allows them the last haul of the inner flowing for their trouble and their proportion with other fishers in the 
other waters and they are ordained to put this act to rigorous execution and they are hereby authorised and 
inpowered to seize upon the Haff and Back belonging to any person who shall transgress this act or refuse in the 
least to give due obedience thereto and to inform the Magistrate of the contraveeners and further its enacted and 
ordained that any fisher who carrys away any Haff of t he Merse and fish with it without liberty of the owner 
shall forfeit the sum of two pounds Scots money for each transgression and further its declared that such Haffs 
as shall be seized upon by the watermen for the owners transgression as above shall be forfeited and disposed of 
as the Magistrates shall determine and the said watermen have given their oaths de  fideli administratione officii. 

The three types of fishing that we are familiar with today are Haaf netting and the two forms of 

fixed engines which operated until recently – Poke and Stake nets.  It would seem however that 

Haaf netting took precedence over the other two methods.  The following reference from 23rd July 

1740 illustrates the point.  

To  the Regulations formerly made in that behalf in the fourth place that no person or persons are allowed to set 
any poke nets to the prejudice of the Haffing either in flowing or ebbing before Lambass yearly without liberty 
from the Magistrates intimated to the inhabitants by Luck of Drum in the fifth place that the act of Councill 
made on the 23rd July 1740 regulating the fishing with poke nets do continue and remain in full force. In the 
sixth place that the transgressors of the regulations appointed by this present act shall incur and forfeit a penalty 
of ten pounds Scots money for each transgression toties quoties To B e recovered by prosecution before the 
Burrow Court at the instance of the Procurator Fiscal and the fines and penalties to be applied to such uses as 
the Magistrate shall direct and lastly the Magistrates and Council do continue John Anderson and John 
Johnston water baillies with the same powers and priviledges granted to them by the aforesaid act of Council of 
the 19

th
 of June 1733 and is hereby declared that this present Act is to continue in full force until it be altered or 

repealed by a subsequent Act of the Town Councill (signed) Bryce Blair Procurator Fiscal and H Currie Baillie 
and George Johnston Baillie. 

On  the 27th May 1748 the Magistrates’ Council altered who had the right to fish according to the 

Tax Bill and Stent paid to the Burgh.  You could pay a stent if you lived in the Burgh and the 

principal of individuals living within the Annan Burgh having priority to holding a haaf licence 

continues today. 

The said day the Magistrates Council in Councill Government having considered the Act of Councill made on 
the 19

th
 June Seventeen Hundred and Thirty Three anent the fishing belonging to the Burgh do think it 

necessary for the common benefit of the inhabitants who have right to fish in the water belonging to the Burgh 

to alter the method of fishing prescribed by the said Act and to regulate the same in manner underwritten Viz
t 

In the first place they enact and ordain that every inhabitant within the Burgh and libertys thereof who stand 
upon the tax roll of the Burgh in either the first or second stent shall have liberty to fish with haffs both in the 
flowing and ebbing of the sea either by themselves, their servants or any other person  they shall appoint 
whether such person live in family with them or not.  In the second place that no inhabitant within the Burgh or 
libertys of the same who stand on the tax roll of the Burgh in the third stent and have no houses rated in the first 
or second stents shall have any allowance or priviledge to fish with haffs in the foresaid water either in flowing 
or ebbing unless they either fish themselves or have servants in their own family who fish for them and that no 
other persons employed by them shall be allowed to fish upon any pretence whatsoever but such persons as are 
proprietors of lands and have by their rights and infeftments from the Burgh  coupe roumes or other right of. 





In  1758 a proposal was made which suggest the formalising and let of Stake nets.  It should be 

noted that the proposal claims not to interfere with the haaf netting. 

The said day there was presented to the Magistrates and Councill of the Burgh of Annan in Councill 
conveened one representation by John Johnstone of Gutterbraes present provost of the said Burgh 
containing a proposal for increasing the common good of the Burgh in manner mentioned in the paid 
representation the lenor wherof follows and is thus: unto the Magistrate and Town Councill of the Burgh of 
Annan, the Representation of John Johnstone of Gutterbraes, Sheweth, that from the loaning leading from 
Whinnierigg to Seafield into Beckfoot there  is a slacking or hollow alongst the shore separated by a skerr 
from the lake which hath for some time been fished by a raise nett and that it appears to him that by proper 
management though it will be attended with great charge there may be a chance of catching some fish in it 
and as none of the inhabitants of the said Burgh have ever catched any fish there except the possessors of 
Battlehill and Whinnierig who sometimes used to fish at high water with a half nett in what they call there 
stell and as it can be no prejudice but an advantage to the said Burgh to let it to him for a number of years, 
at least twenty one years to be fished by him, his servants or others on his name in what manner they see fit 
within the above limits (from the top of the said skarr to the shore) for which he is willing to pay yearly the 
sum of two pounds, two shilling sterling in the name of rent for  the same and to allow the possessors of 
Battlehill and Whinnierig to fish at highwater with a half net as formerly provided they are found to have 
right thereto.  But as the scheme will be both changeable and uncertain be proposeth that he shall be at 
liberty to resign his possession at the end of three years and be freed from the reut on his giving notice to 
the Magistrates of the said Burgh for the time three months previous to the time of entry which he 
proposeth shall be on the first of June next: may it therefore please your honours to take this proposal into 
consideration and grant such answer thereto as you judge may be for the interest of the Burgh and your 
petititioner ....you judge may be for the interest of the Burgh and your petititioner ..... 

The stake nets have since been let to individuals for a varying number of years or a Fishery 

Manager has been employed to run the stake net fishings; for the benefit of the town. 

The  following extract is from the Magistrate and Council record of 26th March 1799 

They also declare that the Parish net fishings, 
belonging to the Burgh in use to be exercised for some 
years only, from the Snabneck of Seafield eastwards 
and which from the unpromising appearance, could 
not be set when exposed to Roup on the 22nd day of 
March current, shall for the encouragement of 
offerers, be enlarged and extended from the Water of 
Annan as far east as the Towns property runs, but 
with the liberty notwishstanding, to the Burgesses 
upon the sent roll, paying Scot and Lot within the 
Royalty and their tenants and servants to fish with 
Pocknetts and Haffs within the same space as 
formerly, in terms of regulations contained in the Acts 
of the Town Council thereanent, dated 3rd July, 1740, 
and 27th May, 1748 until the same shall be altered or 
repealed by a subsequent Act of the Town Council 

Andw. Little, Provost 
Wm. Armstrong, Treas. 

Hugh Ker. 
David Rogerson, etc. 





As  can be seen from the following when the stake nets were let, the tenant (Jackman) had to 

respect the rights of the Haaf and poke net fisherman. 

1828 Articles of Roup and Sett of the Salmon Fishings of the Royal Burgh of Annan 

That the foresaid Jackman shall have no right or under any pretence whatever be entitled to place his 
salmon engines as to interfere with or injure the haffing fishing on the Stennarhall briest poke net fishing on 
the inner or southern banks of the said fishing. 

1829 10th March Articles and Conditions of Roup and Sett of the Stake Net Salmon Fishings 

That the foresaid Jackman shall have no right or under any pretence whatever be entitled to place his 
salmon engines as to interfere with or injure the haffing fishing on the Stennarhall briest or poke nett 
fishings on the inner or southern banks of the said fishing grounds which are hereby expressly reserved to 
the community of the said Burgh as usual; but shall occupy and possess. 

The  1848 (4th April) Stent Roll & Regulations as to fishing set out rules for poke and haaf net 

fishing- 

REGULATIONS AS TO FISHING 
Every Two-fourth and Three-sixth Stents to have a right to set Eight, and every One-fourth Stent, Four 
clout of Pocket Nets. 
If any dispute, in reference to fishing-ground for pocket nets, shall arise amongst the fishers, the Rig shall 
be divided, and each fisher shall take the ground assigned to him by lot. 
When any dispute shall arise among the Half-Net fishers, the Water Bailiffs are to give notice to the proper 
quarter, when all grievances will be redressed.  The Mells to be cast for Halfing every flood and ebb tide. 

By order of the Magistrates, 
JOHN SAWYER, Provost 

The Council did not just concern itself with its own fisherman but also intrusions onto Annan 

ground by others.  This excerpt from Council minutes 1848 (12 December) illustrates such an 

example. 

Baillie  Sanders stated the purpose for which he had called the present meeting the Jackman Robert Carlisle 
who was present stated that there were six men with two boats and a dog who had several times lately fished 
for sparlings on the Burghs grounds that some of these men live at Glasson near Port Carlisle one of whom 
is named George Scott whose son accompanies him and that they fish the grounds with draw nets and carry 
the fish away with them. The Council on considering the matter directed the Clerk to write to the offender 
George Scott stating that a warrant is put into the hands of McNabb the officer who is directed to 
apprehend the offender and to seize and destroy their nets and boats then the  Council further instructed 
McNabb to obtain a force sufficient to repel or to apprehend the parties who may appear on the fishing 
ground and fish thereon and bring them before a magistrate for examination if found requisite. 

The Council then resolved that an early meeting be held for the purpose of deciding upon the 
manner of letting the Burgh fishings. 

Signed by Baillie Saunders in presence and by order of the Council. 

In 1858 4th June the Town Council were asked to intervene when a number of haaf and poke 

net fisherman felt the stake net Jackman was interfering with their rights.  





A  petition from a number of stent holders of the Burgh was presented to the Council which is in these 
terms. 

Annan. April 26th 1858 “To the honourable the Magistrates and Town Council of the Royal Burgh of 
Annan” 

We as under stent holders of Annan petition your honours for protection to the rights we hold for fishing on 
the Sand Rigg.  We complain that Robert Carlyle now taxman for the stake nett fishing Seafield has of late 
years infringed on own  boundaries on the Sand rigg and at this time has put a fly nett in nearly opposite the 
Whinnyrigg house which reaches from the shore nearly to the top or crown of the Sand rigg which he has 
no right to any portion of claim whatever infact the Saud Rigg has been cut up in consequence which debars 
us of our liberties entirely.  We begg therefore that your Honours will take a view of the matter and trust 
that you will prevent the continuance of such unlawful steps taken by Robert Carlyle and grant to your 
petitioners their just clauses to the Sand rigg which your petitioners ever crave. 

(signed) 
John Bousted of M Lean Robert Hamilton Thos Chalmers For William Chalmers. D Wield, 

Mr Roxburgh Nelson John Faulder Robert Irving Millianio 

After  having seen the Articles of Roup of the Let of the Burgh’s stake net salmon fishings to Mr Carlisle 
and heard some of the petitioners and duly considered the whole matter Dr Willaimson moved and Mr Stell 
seconded that a Committee of the whole Council assemble at Seafield point on the evening of Wednesday 
next at seven o’clock for the purpose of meeting the petitioners and Mr Carlyle and enquiring into the 
alleged encroachment and that in the meantime the Clerk be instructed to write to Mr Carlyle intimating to 
him the nature of the complaint and desiring him to meet the Council and the complainers at the time and 
place appointed. 

At  the Council meeting of 12th July 1858 

It was reported that some of the Council had attended at Seafield point to inspect the alleged encroachment 
by the Burghs tenant on the fishing ground of the stent holders but that no resolution had been come to 
hereupon the Clerk was directed to transcript Mr Carlyle the Burghs tenant an extract from the Articles of 
Roup specifying the grounds on which so far as the Council is concerned he has a right to the salmon 
fishings and to intimate that the stent holders have complained to the Council that he is trespassing   

At the Council meeting of 7th January 1859 it was recorded ... 

The Jackman of the Salmon Fishings Mr R Carlyle who was present represented that he had an action 
brought against him by Mr Lawson said to be what is called a stent holder to interdict him from placing his 
salmon nets on the inner bank. 





In 1877 there was a Special Commission for Solway Fisheries whose main task was to look at the 

legality of Fixed engines (stake and poke nets) on the Scottish side of the Solway.  This extract 

suggests that up until 1870 the Town allowed poke net fishermen to fish rent free.  Presumably 

this applied to haaf net fishermen also. 

“VII. For a long series of years, a period of more than 150 years at least prior to 1870, the Town Council of 

Annan permitted the proprietors and inhabitants within the burgh to exercise this mode of fishing rent free, 
but in about 1870, the council took the fishings into their own hands, and have since regulated and let them 

yearly by granting licenses or certificates to the fishermen at a fixed rent for each “Clout” of nets.  A 

“clout” consists of about four yards of netting in a straight line, fastened to poles about 4 ½  feet in height, 

fixed in the sands.  The length of the line of “clouts” varies according to the number of “clouts” each 

fisherman may be permitted by license to use.  

The stake nets have always been the main source of commercial income for the Annan 

Common Good Fund but since 1870 the haaf and poke nets have also contributed. 

A record from 6th June 1879 shows the rent raised from the poke nets. 

Traditionally  it has mostly been men that haaf netted but as can be seen from the following 

(1895 26th July) extracts from the Provosts Committee, there was no bar on women fishing. 

In regards to one of the haaf net licences lately held by R Aitchison, Lochfield, Mr Farish moved that the 
licence be granted to Mr Andrew Tweedie, there being no seconder to this motion it fell to the ground. 

Provost McLean moved that this meeting adjourn and that Mrs Aitchison, widow of the above R Aitchison 
may be present, which was seconded by Mr W Scott.  

C W Lean. 

The Haaf net licence lately held by Mr R Aitchison, Lochfield was again under consideration and after 
hearing Mrs Atchison on the subject Bailie Graham moved that the licence be granted to his widow, 
seconded by Mr Wm Scott.  Mr Farish dissenting. 

C W Lean. 

Another excerpt from the Provosts Committee of 21st June 1921 shows that this was accepted 

policy. 

The Chamberlain reported having received applications for transfer of haaf net licences when it was agreed 
that under the circumstances a transfer might be granted in the case of Mrs Anderson, Howgill but that it 
be declined in all other cases. 

West – 250 Clouts 62 10 0 

East – 250 Clouts  75 0 0 

£137 10 0 





In 1895  a Fisheries (Royal Commission) Committee was formed to look into fishing 

on the Solway.  Taking evidence locally, it met in the Town Hall on 28 August 1895. 

In 1896 the Report of the Commissioners on the Fisheries of the Solway Firth 

published its report which included much historical reference to previous 

legislation and differences between Scotland and England. 













1906  saw a spat between the Provosts Committee and the Caledonian Railway Company 

which operated the Solway Viaduct crossing. 

1906 September Provosts Committee 

public roup as on former occasions.  The Town Clerk was instructed to write to the Manager of the 
Caledonian Railway Company with reference to the laying down of rubble at the viaduct and to intimate 
that if it is found that the fishings have been depreciated thereby the Council will hold the Railway 
Company responsible. 

1906 16th October Provosts Committee 

A letter from the Caledonian Railway Company was read repudiating liability for any depreciation of the 
fishings. 

The viaduct affected the flow and position of the channel and this possibly contributed to the 

following dispute between the haaf netsmen and the stake net tenant.  The decision to restrict 

the haaf netsmen may also be a reflection of the growing commercial value of the stake nets. 

1909  7th July Annan Town Council 

The Council having inspected the fishing on the ground and heard the representative of the Lessee of the 
stake net fishings with reference to the matter complained of, as well as the representations on behalf of the 
haaf-net fishermen, and having carefully considered the whole circumstances and looking to the difficulties 
arising out of the present position, resolved that the haaf net fishing shall not be allowed to commence until 
after seven hours ebb of each tide – on the condition that the Lessee of the stake net fishings shall enforce a 
similar regulation upon haaf net fishermen in the other fishings held by him east of the Burgh fishings.  





The  poke and haaf netsmen wrote to the Provosts Committee in 1917 requesting an extension 
of the season to help the war effort but their request was rejected. 

We the undersigned poke haaf net fishers respectfully ask you the Town Council to extend our time of 
fishing for a month.  The season so far has been poor and the Government request all means to be taken to 
secure as much food from land and sea as possible relying on your goodness and hope you will endeavour to 
get our request granted. 

Henry Murray A Irving 
William Warwick R Park 
Wm Walker  G Moffat 
Wm Anderson J Irving 
A B Bryson Ja Irving 
A D Bryson G Bryson 
Wm Anderson J Robson  
C Anderson  J Robson 
J C Bryson M Irving 
Mr Jas Anderson T Rule 
John Anderson J Richie 
Wm Anderson J Richardson 
R Atchison W Beattie 
Mrs Aitchison  M Beattie 
J Thorburn W Woodman 
J Irving  Mrs Haddon 
Jak Thorburn  R Beattie  







Despite the knock-back it was agreed in February 1918 to try again. 

This  extract from the Provosts Committee of 21st November 1918 relates to management of 
Annan fishings. 

A letter from Mr McGlasson, Manager of fishings was submitted stating that the nets have now been stored 
and asking if the Council desire him to continue the management of the fishings that his salary be increased 
to £120 per annum and on terms that the agreement shall exist until notice in writing be given by either 
party, three months prior to 1st November in any year of termination of agreement.  On the motion of Bailie 
Jardine it was agreed to recommend that Mr McGlasson be continued as manager on these terms at the 
salary of £120  



The  Annan haaf net fishery has always been well regulated with specific rules and guidelines 

for the fishermen to follow.  The following series of records show how a poacher could expect 

to be treated. 

1922 19th May Letter from Town Chamberlains Office 
Dear Sir, 
I had a call from the Head Water Bailiff this morning who pointed out that Robert Robertson, Howgill 
Bridge in whose favour a Haaf-Net licence had been issued had been convicted in March, last, of salmon 
poaching.  As you are aware the licences bear the following endorsation:- 

“the decision of the Magistrates to be final in all disputes and 
“they are to have power to forfeit the licence of any person found 
“contravening these rules, as also of any person convicted of a  
“contravention of any fishing Act public or private”. 

The Bailiff pointed out that a poacher who holds a haaf-net licence can make the detection of illicit fishing 
very difficult.  If he be found with a fish it is for the Bailiffs to prove that that fish was got illegally if it be 
the fact that the fish was poached, but if he have no licence then the onus rests on the accused to prove that 
he got the fish legally.  I rather doubt whether the condition above quoted would justify the Magistrates in 
withdrawing the licence this year, but perhaps you would bring the matter before them at their first 
meeting, so that they may consider the matter and issue whatever instructions they may consider necessary. 

Yours faithfully, 

1923 31st January Provosts Committee  
In the case of the haaf-net licence holder convicted last season of poaching the Committee decided that no 
licence shall be granted to him this season if applied for and further that the Chamberlain be authorised to 
forfeit the licence of any holder under the Council immediately upon conviction for any contravention of the 
Salmon Acts. 

6th May 1949 Provosts Committee 
The Chamberlain reported that his attention had been drawn to the fact that a haaf net licence had been 
granted to a party who had been convicted of a poaching offence and that it had been the practice of the 
Council previously not to issue licences to such parties.  He also stated that in terms of the licence it was 
within the power of the Provost’s Committee to withdraw the licence if they wished to do so.  After 
deliberation, it was unanimously agreed that the licence should be withdrawn forthwith and the 
Chamberlain instructed accordingly.  It was also agreed that in future, the Chamberlain should go over the 
list of Haaf Net Licences with the Bailiff at the commencement of the season and report on any cases where 
special consideration ought to be given by the Committee before the licences were issued.  

Despite  regulating and policing the town’s fishings a “Paupers haul” was tolerated for locals 

who were down on their luck or who were poverty stricken.  So long as the individual could get 

a haaf net he was allowed to fish at the Scaur on the north side of Seafield hole.  It was a well 

known saying “Awa tae the Scaur”.  Such individuals were not hassled by regular fishermen nor 

bailiffs. 



An  interesting article appeared in May 1923 in

the Scotsman newspaper. 

SOLWAY FIRTH AND ITS 
SALMON FISHERIES 

_____________ 

LEGAL DIFFERENCES IN ENGLAND AND 
SCOTLAND 

Interest in the complicated questions of the salmon 
fisheries of the Solway has been roused by mention of 
them in one or two clauses of the English Salmon and 
Freshwater Fisheries Bill which recently passed its 
second reading in the House of Commons. 

The salmon fisheries of the district suffer not only 
from the dual control inseparable from the Border 
property.  The regulative fishery laws of England 
and Scotland vary in very many respects, while there 
is a fundamental difference in the property of salmon 
fishing in the two countries.  In England the majority 
of salmon fishings are held by the Crown in trust for 
the public, as the white fisheries of the inshore waters 
are vested in the Crown pro bona public.  In 
Scotland all salmon fisheries from time immemorial 
have been held by the Crown inter regalia – ie, as 
part of the hereditary Crown revenues.  The right 
has been jealously guarded, and has been alienated 
to private person or corporations only on account of 
services rendered or for value received.  The sole title 
to salmon fishings, to others than the Crown, is a 
royal charter showing a definite grant.  

The statutory laws of England prohibit the use of 
fixed engines, fix a minimum weekly close time of 42 
hours, and in the case of the Eden an annual close 
time for nets from September 10th to February 10th.  
Nets used in England also may not be of less than 
eight inches mesh, it, two inches from knot to knot.  
An exception is made in the Eden district for two 
months of the year, when the mesh is seven inches. 

In Scotland fixed engines within certain limits are 
allowed, the minimum weekly close time is 36 hours, 
and the annual close time for nets in the Solway 
districts is from September 10th to February 24th.  
The minimum size of mesh is seven inches. 

Altogether these statutory differences are serious, 
but one would think capable of compromise or 
adjustment.  The fundamental difference in the right 
of fishing appears to be vital, and much more 
difficult of solution or reconciliation. Various 
commissions have inquired and reported; 
recommendations have been made to disentangle the 
knots and to ease the situation generally, but until 
now no legislative efforts have been made to unify 
the control or to simplify the complicated problem. 

The difficulty is of no modern origin, but goes far 
back into the days of national strife.  Border raids, 
and mutual distrust, animosity and envy between 

English and Scot.  As long ago as 1429 the Scots 
Parliament decreed a general close season 
throughout the country except in “the waters of 
Solway and Tweed, quhilkis sall be reddie to all 
Scottish-men at all times of the zeir, als lang as 
Berwick and Roxburgh ar in the English mennis 
hands”.  This find a curious counterpart in a clause 
of the Bill at present before the British Parliament, 
which will enable the fishers on the English side of 
the Solway to use a net mesh of seven inches, instead 
of eight inches, as long as the former size is the legal 
minimum in Scotland! 

The actual boundary line between England and 
Scotland is the centre of the Channel.  The bed of the 
firth is composed almost exclusively of sand.  This 
forms into enormous banks, which shift to each an 
extent that in one year the low water channel may be 
quite close to the Cumberland coast, and in the  

following year it may be in mid-firth, or even 
running right along the northern short past Gretna 
and the mouth of Annan.  One single spring tide or a 
strong wind may alter the contours beyond 
recognition.  A stake net in fishing order one day 
may be almost buried under several feet of sand 
before the end of a week, or the bank on which it is 
set may be so denuded that the sakes and net 
collapses. 

DIVIDED CONTROL.

The rivers which enter on the Scottish side of the 
Upper Solway, the area of contention, are the Nith 
and Annan.  At the head of the firth is the Border 
Esk, which is regulated by the English Salmon Acts.  
In England is the Eden, the distance from the mouth 
of the Nith to the mouth of the Esk is only twenty 
miles, while the firth at the Solway viaduct near 
Annan is less than two miles wide.  In this small area 
no less than three District Boards have control (the 
Esk has no Board at present).  While maintaining 
harmony between themselves and their individual 
interests, they have to put into force the widely 
divergent laws of the two countries, not merely each 
to protect their own area, but as far as may be to 
prevent infringements in their neighbours territory.  

LOCAL DIFFERENCES 

Were the laws and modes of fishing the same in the 
two countries the matter would be simple and very 
easily capable of local adjustment.  But as the 
situation is at present, the English fishers regard 
with a jealous eye the fixed engines and the private 
rights of their Scottish neighbours; while the 
Scotsmen view with grave suspicion the promiscuous 
fishing of the more southern nation, and are apt to 
suspect that tides and currents do not always permit 
of that nice regard of the medium filum which they 
feel their heavy financial interests, as well as their 
rights and charters, demand. 



SCOTTISH NETS* 

Along the Scottish shores of the firth one may say 
that here are a perfect forest of fixed engines stake 
nets and in smaller numbers, poke nets.  To 
withstand the strong tides which prevail, the stake 
nets are of exceptional strength, both in twine and 
stake.  The way in which the tide runs through some 
of them, reminiscent of a hard running mill stream, 
makes one wonder that any ropes or twine of 
reasonable size can withstand the strain.  One quite 
believes the necessity of the care bestowed daily on 
the mending of small holes and tears in the nets – a 
stitch in time in this case must surely save ninety-
nine.  Many of the engines are of a remarkably 
simple construction, and no doubt are survivals of 
very early usage.  In 1565 an Act of Queen Mary 
ordered the removal of all cruives and yaris in the 
tideway, except “upon the waters of the Solway”.  
Again, probably a polite rejoinder to the doings of 
our English neighbours.  The reason for the Solway 
exemption is put quite plainly in a further Act 
(James VI. 1600) “ whereby the forbearance upon 
the Scots part of the slauchter of salmond in 
forbidden time, and of kipper, smolts, and black fish, 
at all times, would not have made salmond any mair 
to abound in these waters, if the like order had not 
been observed upon the English side”. 

After the union of the Crowns, the Scottish 
exemption regarding the close time was repealed, but 
the Act of 1563, which legalised fixed engines, 
continued in force.  The nets were allowed to remain 
near to the mouths of rivers, and in situations such as 
would be prohibited territory for them in other parts 
of the country.  Commissioners were appointed in 
1877 to enquire into the legality of the nets then 
fishing.  While finding some to be without title, and 
ordering the  removal, they certified the majority as 
privileged and in use, not only from time 
immemorial, but in pursuance of a royal grant or 
charter. 

These fixed nets in narrow waters are naturally very 
valuable.  More especially, perhaps, those situated 
above the mouth of the Annan which belong to the 
Burgh of Annan, and until lately to the Disposals 
Board, who were as it were the Government Trustees 
for the Gretna Munitions Factory area. 

ENGLISH NETS 

Prior to 1862 fixed engines apparently were used 
equally on the English as on the Scottish shores of 
the Solway.  By an Act of that year nearly all fixed 
nets throughout England were declared to be illegal, 
and among others, the nets on the sound shore of the 
Solway were removed by order of Commissioners 
appointed under the Act. 

Deprived of their fixed nets, the English fishermen 
were restricted to ordinary nets and coble fishing, 
drift netting (“whammelling” as it is termed locally), 

and a method peculiar to the Solway known as 
“haaf” netting.  

Net and coble fishing is not well adapted for use in
the long tidal flats and the hard running currents 
of the Solway. 

Whammelling is the most productive method, and is 
the cause of more dissension and ill-feeling than 
anything else in the district.  The net used as an 
ordinary drift net of from 600 to 800 yards long, 
which is shot across the tide and allowed to drift with 
the current.  The men, many of whom live in Annan, 
in possession of net and boat, merely get a licence 
from the Eden District Board, and are then free to 
fish the whole of the English side of the Channel.  An 
association of Annan fishermen rent a small Crown 
fishery on the Scottish shore for the purpose of 
whammelling there also.  One can well understand 
that in the hard running tide, or perhaps during the 
night, it is difficult to estimate correctly the exact 
position of the unmarked border line, which, 
however, is there nevertheless, and its undernoted 
presence must be acknowledged and complied with. 

Haaf netting from its nature does not raise the same 
or any points of controversy.  The net is very like an 
enormous landing net, set on a rectangular frame 
about 6 feet by 3 feet.  This is held in the water with 
its mouth facing the tide by a man in waders.  In the 
thick water salmon swimming with the tide do not 
see the obstruction and once in the net are secured by 
the fisher raising the frame.  The men usually fish in 
groups, and in a line at right angles to the shore.  The 
waders extend to their shoulders and on the flood 
tide the outermost man in the line of fishers 
maintains his position until the rising water 
threatens to overtop his waders, when he retires to 
the shore berth.  The positions continue to be moved 
as the tide fills. On the ebb tide the reverse process 
takes place.  It is a method of fishing requiring great 
patience and a considerable capacity of endurance; 
the results are not always commensurate with the 
hardships.  From a distance the fishers present a 
curious appearance, and resemble a line of storks or 
herons in the water.  So deep do they wade that the 
end man seems to have scarcely his head clear.  

WHITE FISH NETS 
On the Scottish shores, where haaf nets are also 
worked to a slight extent “paidle”nets are 
provocative of controversy, are a frequent cause of 
grumbling, and occasionally a legitimate cause of 
complaint on the part of the salmon fishermen.  They 
are essentially the ordinary salmon stake nets in 
miniature. Instead of having a leader perhaps a 
hundred yards along and fifteen or more feet high 
they may be about twenty yards long and four feet 
high.  Although capable of taking salmon, they are 
set, ostensibly, and in the great majority of cases in 
reality, for the capture of white fish such as flounders 
and codling.  It is hardly possible to legislate for this 
type of engine short of its total prohibition, and this 



seems neither equitable nor desirable.  Each net 
requires to be judged on its position, exact form, and 
size, and there is little doubt that the salmon 
fishermen in the locality can do this with no 
uncertain voice or unnecessary equivocation.  The 
latter also have the whip hand since appropriate 
legal remedies can readily be enforced if necessary. 

RECOMMENDATIONS WHICH HAVE BEEN 
MADE 
These are but the major points in dispute.  None but 
good can come if rumour be correct that the 
Government are prepared to give legislative effect to 
some of the many recommendations which have been 
made over a long series of years for the amelioration 
of the situation.  Various commissions have 
recommended that one Board be elected for the 
control of the Solway in place of the three at present 
existing.  That whammelling licences be restricted in 
number and that the area allowed to this type of 
fishing be more clearly defined.  That the upper and 
more destructive stake nets be removed under 
suitable compensation.  The licensing of paidle nets 
might also be desirable.  In these days of financial 
stringency the third provision seems to be quite 
beyond the range of practical politics, but even if the 
first tow and the last were put into force a step in the 
right direction will have been made.  Unified control 
should result in more economical and sufficient 
administration of the law.  While giving, or perhaps 
consolidating, due protection to the private rights 
and interests on the Scottish shores, it should more 
clearly define and control the methods, at present 
somewhat under a cloud, of the whammel and paidle 
net fisher.     

M.



A  note from the Provosts’ Committee 22nd September 1924 shows when the Burgh nets first 

became members of the Salmon Net Fishing Association of Scotland. 

The Memorandum of the Salmon Net Fishing Association of Scotland was submitted and Mr McGlasson, 
Fishings Manager who was present in the meeting having expressed his views on the objects of the 
Association it was agreed that the Council join the Associations – the annual subscriptions in terms of the 
scale being £1.11.6.  Provost Tweedie was appointed the representative of the Burgh to the Association.  

The Annandale Observer published an interesting article on the 25th July 1930.

SOLWAY FISHINGS 

BOUNDARY LINE PROBLEM 

RIGHTS OF ANNAN BURGH 

The problem of fishing boundaries in the Solway 
Firth was referred to at the quarterly meeting of 
the Eden Fishery Board at Carlisle on Saturday. 

The question was raised by Mr John Robinson, 
Drumburgh, who questioned the legality of the 
boundary line claimed by Annan, and declared 
that the claims of the Annan fishermen were 
nothing but legalised poaching.  He suggested 
some protest should be made to the local mem-
bers of Parliament, as the Eden Board was not in 
a financial position to contest the Annan claim. 

The Chairman (Mr Norman Fletcher) stated that 
a letter had been received from an Inspector of 
the Ministry of Agriculture and Fisheries, which 
stated very clearly the Board’s opinion as to the 
position of the boundary.  

The letter which was from Commander E. Col-
lard, District Inspector of Fisheries for the North
-Western area, stated that at last he had an au-
thoritative ruling with regard to the Solway fish-
eries.  This was that the fisheries on the Scottish
side were all private fisheries, and persons hold-
ing English licences were not entitled to fish in
them.  As a rule the Southern boundary of the
Scottish fishings was the centre of the low water
channel of the river, and as that channel shifted,

the boundaries of the fisheries extended and con-
tracted with one exception.  That exception was 
the fishery belonging to the Burgh of Annan 
which, by Royal charter, possessed all the fisher-
ies within the burgh boundary, and between the 
burgh boundary and the middle of the low water 
channel.  The burgh boundary was fixed by Roy-
al charter with the result that if the low water 
channel shifted up the south of the burgh bound-
ary, the private rights of Annan were extended 
but if it moved to the north of the burgh bounda-
ry the rights were only contracted up to the 
burgh boundary.  In other words, no shifting of 
the river could restrict the Annan rights inside 
the limits of the burgh.  This was somewhat com-
plicated, but what it amounted to was that Eng-
lish fishermen might not fish inside the Annan 
boundary or between the Annan boundary and 
the centre low water channel, wherever the low 
water channel might be.  This was the contention 
of the burgh of Annan.  Annan had succeeded in 
maintaining it for a long time, and the only way 
of challenging it was by action in the Law 
Courts.  This, added Mr Collard, was the most 
valuable pronouncement on the Solway problem 
that he had ever seen.  The only doubt in his 
mind was about the boundary of the burgh of 
Annan, but Annan could easily produce evidence 
about this. 

The Chairman said the Eden Board was out to 
uphold all the rights of the Cumberland and 
English fishermen against the Scotsmen, but this 
time it was a question of the Scotsmen beating 
the Englishmen.  
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1932  4th October Provosts Committee 

It was unanimously agreed to recommend that Mr John McGlasson be appointed Manager of the 
Burgh Fishings from 31st October next, at a salary of £120 per annum. 

With reference to the question of the haaf-net fishing that may be exercised within a radius from 
Waterfoot Point, it was agreed that the rule laid down by the Town Council regulating the same, 
must be observed as hitherto. 

1933 28th January Provosts Committee 

Applications for the appointment of Bailiff for the Poke and Haaf-Net Fishings were submitted from 
George William Irving, 5 Sutherland Terrace, Annan and Mr Adam Duncan Bryson, Whinnyrigg, 
Annan.  After considering the credentials of both applicants, the Committee appointed Mr Adam 
Duncan Bryson as Bailiff at a fee of £3.3/- for each fishing season, with a free haaf-net licence in 
addition – said fee to be paid on 11th November in each year.  

With  men in the services during the Second World War shortage of manpower adversely 
affected the Burgh fishings. 

1941 8th April Provost’s Committee 

After explanation and discussion it was agreed, subject to the approval of the Fishery Manager and 
to his being able to make the necessary arrangements, to advertise in the press for volunteers to 
assist with putting in the burgh stake nets on Saturday afternoon and Sundays,  

The Minute of the Meeting of the Provost’s Committee of 15rh April, 1941, was submitted and 
approved.  It was reported that the erection of the Burgh Stake Nets had now been completed in so 
far as this was possible having regard to the condition of the sites.  

31st January 1946 Provost’s Committee 

It was decided that until the stake nets were erected, no haaf net licences should be issued and the 
Fishery Manager was instructed to advise the Town Chamberlain when the work on the stake nets 
was completed in order that the latter could advertise the letting of the haaf nets.  

In view of the bad fishing season last year, it was agreed that a rebate of 10/-d. should be given to 
each licensee off this year’s fees. 

The enforced delay for haaf netsmen, to the start of their season continued until at least 1949. 



Purchase  of Fishhouse 

The following is extracted from the Town Council of Annan minutes 28 July 1949. 

Reference was made to the previous decision of the Council with regard to the re-building, with materials 
from Silverlaw, of the sheds at Whinnyrigg used in connection with the fishings and a report on the whole 
subject was given by the Town Clerk and the Chamberlain.  After consideration, it was agreed (a) to 
terminate at Whitsunday next the existing agreement of let of the piece of ground on which the present huts 
are situated, (b) to acquire, as alternative premises, the cottage and other buildings at Whinnyrigg 
belonging to Mr John I Nelson and presently used for storage purposes, etc, with approximately half an 
acre of ground adjoining, and that a price of £100., the Town Council to erect and thereafter maintain the 
necessary fences surrounding the subjects and the whole expenses of the conveyance to be paid by the 
Council, and (c) to authorise the Fishery Manager to carry out the necessary repairs and to remove the 
existing huts, etc., from the ground presently tenanted by the Council before the termination of the tenancy.  



 There  have been many pressures on the Burgh fishings over the years.  In 1950 the Town 

Council responded to a proposed Salmon and Freshwater Fisheries Bill. 

The boundaries of the Royal Burgh of Annan, as defined in a Charter granted by His Majesty James VI 
dated 10th July 1612, confirming a previous Charter by His Majesty James V of Scotland dated 1st March 
1538, extend “by the mire (or well) of Grekane to “the Merebeck running to the sea and from this to the 
altar or “Otterstain within the Firth of Solway and from thence to the foot “of Annan Water, shore and 
sand and so from the foot of Annan Way “to the Northburnfoot, with the fishing of salmon and other fish 
“by boats, netts, haffs, cowps and from the alter or otterstain in “Solway to the foot of Annan Water”. 

By virtue of the rights under the beforementioned Royal Charters, the Burgh has exercised at least from the 
time of the Charters, the right of fishing by stake and poke nets (fixed engines) together with the right of 
fishing by haaf nets (movable nets).  The right of poke net fishing was duly confirmed by The Special 
Commissioners for Solway Fisheries conform to Certificate dated 29th January 1879 (preserved in H.M. 
Register House, Edinburgh).  The Burgh also hold various certificates granted by said Commissioners for 
the stake nets. 

The rights of fishing in the Solway on the opposite, or English, side are exercised under the jurisdiction of 
the Eden Fishery Board and it is understood that the limits of that Board’s jurisdiction are defined by an 
Order by the Assistant Secretary of State dated 6th August 1890 – the boundary ex adverso of the Burgh of 
Annan being “so much of the coast and water of the Solway Firth “and sea as lies south of boundary 
between England and Scotland”.  The recognised boundary between England and Scotland is the channel of 
the Solway at low water formed by the Rivers Eden, Esk and Sark.  The Channel of the River Sark joins the 
Channel of the River Esk almost where the Sark enters the Solway and the channel of the rivers.  River 
Esk  generally joins the Channel of the River Eden before the combined Channel reaches the Burgh 
boundary.  These channels are, however, continually changing and on many occasions there are two 
channels in the Solway – one formed by the River Eden and near the English side of the Firth; the other 
formed by the Rivers Esk and Sark and nearer the Scottish side.  Often, the channel formed by the Rivers 
Esk and Sark passes through the Burgh property.  When this happens, the Burgh have always claimed, and 
exercised, the right to fish to the boundary defined in the Royal Charters, irrespective of the fact that such 
right is exercised in, and to the south of, the Channel of the River Esk (or the combined Channel of the 
Rivers Eden and Esk).  Where, too, the channel of the River Esk (or the combined channel of the 
rivers Eden and Esk runs to the south of the Burgh boundary, the right of fishing to the medum filum 
of that Channel ex adverso of the Burgh boundary has always been exercised, from time immemorial, by 
the Burgh and their licences.  It may be here pointed out that haaf net fishing is carried on in the channel 
itself and the Burgh have always claimed and exercised through their licencees the right of haaf net fishing 
to the medium filum of the channel of the River Esk (or the combined Channel of the Rivers Eden and Esk) 
wherever that Channel may run. 

Under the Solway Act 1804 and the Annan Fisheries Act 1841, certain penalties were imposed for illegal 
fishing within the boundaries of the Solway Firth as defined in these Acts.  These boundaries included the 
territory in the Solway Firth in which the Burgh of Annan have exercised their fishing rights.  Under the 
provisions of the Salmon and Freshwater Fisheries (Protection) (Scotland) Bill Section 19, it is stated that 
“the provisions of this Act shall not apply to so much of the River Esk including its banks and tributary 
streams as are situated in Scotland” and by the second schedule of the Bill, the provisions of the Solway Act 
and the Annan Fisheries Act relating to the penalties for illegal fishing are repealed.  The Bill contains no 
definition of the boundaries/ of the River Esk  and it would appear, therefore, that there would be included 
the Channel of the River in the Solway Forth up to the point where same joins the sea,  Accordingly, should 
the Channel (as it often does) run through the territory of the Burgh there will be no power to impose the 
penalties under the new Act on any person convicted of illegal fishing in that Channel or in any portion of 
the territory of the Burgh lying to the south of that Channel of the River Esk.  The question of jurisdiction 
so far as that area is concerned would also arise, and it is submitted, therefore, that the terms of the Bill 
should be amended to clarify the position and particularly to preserve and protect the existing Burgh rights. 

In terms of Section 13 of the Bill, the weekly close time for salmon fishing, except for fishing by rod and line, 
is to be extended to 48 hours.  Since 1862, the weekly close time recognised by the Burgh as applicable to 
their territory (irrespective of the positions of the Channel of the Rover Esk) has been 36 hours.  It has 
however to be kept in view that the Firth is tidal and low tide the only water in it is that formed by the 
Channels of the Rovers which enter it.  Apart from these Channels, the Firth consists, at low tide, of large 
sand banks and scaurs – the extent of which greatly exceeds the extent of water.  Fishing by means of fixed 
engines is impossible other than after each tide and while the existing weekly close time is 36 hours, it does 
in fact extend from about four hours after High Water of the last tide prior to the 6 p.m. on a Saturday to 
the flow of the first tide after 6 a.m. on a Monday.  Consequently, as regards fixed engines in the Solway 



Firth the present weekly close time of 36 hours is in reality a close time of fully 44 hours. and nearer, on 
average, 48 hours per week during the whole season. 

As regards haaf net fishing, this is carried our in the Channel at low tide and consequently the weekly close 
time of 36 hours is in reality also a close time of approximately 48 hours per week. 

In the Annan Act of 1841 the weekly close time was fixed by Section XXII (for the shores of sea coat 
adjacent to the mouth or entrance/ 

Apart  from the interest of the Town Council as custodians of the Common Good, the fishing community in 
Annan will also be seriously affected by the extension of the weekly close time.  There have been for the past 
few years 6 boats of the Annan fishing fleet fishing for salmon and the extension of the weekly close time by 
12 hours will be bound to affect the income of that section of the fishing fleet which has already to bear the 
high increase in the cost of tackle, etc.  Prior to the last war, the fishermen in Annan suffered serious 
economic difficulties and while conditions have improved in recent years due to the demand for shrimps, 
white fish, etc., and the better prices obtainable for salmon, any reduction income such as would result, if 
Section 13 or the bill is passed, would very seriously affect their economic position. 
The bill is called a Fisheries Protection Bill, and while the provisions other than Sections 13 and 19 
would appear to afford a measure of “protection” the two sections referred to will, if passed, have the 
opposite result so far as regards the rights of this Burgh and the fishing community here.  For this reason, 
the Town Council strongly represent that Section 13 of the bill should be deleted and that Section 19 be 
amended.  Alternatively, the Town Council represent that Section 13 of the Act be amended to exclude 
the Solway Firth from its provisions, and if His Majesty’s Government consider that some alterations of 
the weekly close time in the Solway is necessary, the Town Council respectfully suggest that this should 
be done by separate Act, only after the fullest enquiry and consultation with the interests concerned. 

For and on the instructions of the Town Council of Annan, 
(Sgd) ALEC KNOX 
Town Clerk. 



The  Provosts Committee of 1960 saw an interesting dispute between the haaf and poke net 

interests.  Once again haaf net priority was confirmed. 

30 January 1960 
3. With regard to the issue of haaf net licences, it was agreed that no licences be issued to any
persons unless they were residents in the parish.

6. The Meeting of the Committee was resumed after the meeting of the fishermen and it was agreed
(a) that a new condition attached to the haaf net licences, providing that no licensee would be entitled to
fish in the flood tide within 100 yards of the poke nets; and (b) that there be no stipulation fixing the
time at which the haaf net licensees could commence to fish.

8th February 1960 
2. Provost Latimer submitted a letter which he had received from Mr John Warwick on the subject
and after deliberation it was agreed that Mr Warwick be asked to attend a meeting of the committee
with two other haaf net fishermen on Monday 22nd February at 7p.m.  It was also agreed that Mr. C.
Anderson, Mr George W. Irving and Mr George Irving as representing poke net fishermen should be
asked to come to the meeting and that Mr Bryson, the Bailiff, should also be asked to attend.

22nd February 1960 
2. Provost Latimer stated that the meeting had been called in accordance with the decision made on
8th February and there were present: Mr. C. Anderson, Mr. George W. Irving and Mr. George Irving
as representing the poke-net fishermen; Mr. J. Warwick, Mr. A.Dondalson and Mr. J.Douglas as
representing the haaf-net fishermen and Mr. F. Bryson, the Fishery Bailiff.  The representatives of the
fishermen express their views with regard to the condition which had been attached to the haaf-net
licences in accordance with the decision of the Committee at their meeting on 30th January and after the
fishermen had left the meeting, the subject was further discussed when it was unanimously decided to
rescind the resolution providing that no haaf-net licences would be entitled to fish in the flood tide
within 100 yards of the poke-nets.  The Chamberlain was instructed to inform the licensees accordingly.

24th  February 1961 saw the Town Council take action to protect the fishings. 

Dear Sir, 

Proposed Consolidating and Amending Fisheries Bill 

I refer to your letter of 12th November last which you wrote to the Association of Scottish District Salmon 
Fishery Boards on the above subject, and copy of which you sent me for the information of my Council. 

The Draft Bill has now been considered by my Council and they approve of the observations made by the 
Board as contained in your letter, except as regards Part 4 of Clause V.  They agree with the Board’s 
proposal that this should be applied to poke nets and haaf nets but they suggest that the period of three days 
which applies to both the stake nets and the poke nets should be altered to seven days and that the period of 
six hours which applies to haaf nets should be altered to twenty four hours. 

My Council are advised that it would be almost impracticable to deal with the stake nets and poke nets 
(particularly the former in the manner prescribed within three days from the commencement of the annual 
close time, and that since haaf net fishermen are generally employed otherwise it is not unreasonable to 
suggest that the period of six hours should be extended to twenty four hours so as to give adequate time for 
the removal of nets. 

No doubt you will let me know if the Town Council’s suggestions are approved by the Board. 



The Burgh fishing were an integral part of the Royal Charters.  That is still celebrated today as 

part of the Riding of the Marches ceremonies when the ride-out goes over the sands to the 

Alter stone.  In the past it was not uncommon for a sail-out past the Alter Stone to be 

organised. 

1961 15th June Provosts Committee 

Recommendations. Sail.  It was suggested that the Cornets Club should organise this event by 
liaising with the fishermen, arranging suitable date tide, etc.  Make pathway of ropes and stobs to 
control crowd.  Control numbers on each boat.  Check weather suitable before embarking.  Embark 
crowd before official party arrive.  The Cornets Club to arrange the collection on each boat for their 
own funds. 

27th January 1962

3. The Provost asked if there were any complaints or points that the fishermen wished to raise, and
Mr. Samuel Rae moved that the Council should be asked to reconsider the charge of £4 for half-net
licences.  Mr. Thomas Dalton seconded and Provost Wallace stated that the matter would (in
accordance with the request which had been made) be considered at the next meeting of the Council.

Charges were higher in 2013 – 

to increase haaf net and 15 clout net licence fees from £107.39 to £110.61 plus VAT and 10 clout poke 
net licence fees from £73.34 to £75.54 plus VAT for the 2013 season. 

1968 saw a dispute when the fishermen were denied access to the shore via a long established 

right of way. 

12th February 1968 Provosts Committee 

(4) The question of access for the fishermen to the shore at Whinnyrigg was considered and there
was submitted a letter from Mr. Gordon Forbes on behalf of himself and other poke net fishermen on
the subject.  After discussion, it was agreed that the Burgh Surveyor should look into the possibility of
providing a ramp to the shore at the end of the public road and report as to the probable cost, etc., at
the meeting of the Finance Committee on 19th inst.

14th October 1968 Provosts Committee 

Having considered a communication from Mrs. Bowie with regard to the access to the shore at 
Whinnyrigg, it was noted that she had provided a new roadway on the merse in front of Whinnyrigg 
House, and had indicated that she was prepared to provide a footpath at the south-west corner of her 
property as an access from the roadway to the new road if the Council agreed to pay therefore.  It was 
agreed to recommend that the cost of formation of this footpath be met by the Council. 

25th January 1969 Provosts Committee 

The Clerk submitted a letter from W.W. Harper, Agent for the fishermen, stating that they had 
agreed to abandon the access previously used through the property of Mr. Bowie, at Whinnyrigg, if 
the Town Council could arrange to form the footpath offered by Mr. Bowie from the main road to the 
foreshore past Creighton’s cottage.  It was agreed that this was the decision of the Town Council in 
October, and that this should be accepted.  



The  legality and the right of Annandale & Eskdale District Council to issue haaf nets licences 

was challenged in 1991/92 by Salar Properties who had acquired angling beats on the river 

Annan.  The town vigorously defended its rights and was vindicated when at The Court Session 

(Edinburgh) 1992 Lord Coulsfield ruled in Annan’s favour.  The issues were reported locally and 

nationally by the press and can be seen by the following articles from the Scotsman 

newspaper.  One written by Joan McAlpine MSP.  



Thursday 30 January 1992 

An  Article in the Riding of the Marches magazine emphasises the importance of Annan 

boundaries. 

Well, with the people of Scotland choosing to have a Scottish Parliament one of the first tasks of the Scottish 
Executive was to fix the English/Scottish Border.  The Scottish Assembly certainly did not want another 
territorial war between the peoples of Scotland and English. 

The fixing of the boundary on land was an easy task, with the border already being established and 
recognised.  However, in the Solway Firth where the channels and sands are continuously altering it was 
necessary to negotiate an agreed fixed boundary.  Officers representing the Scottish Executive asked for the 
co-peration of, and a meeting with the local fishermen, Dumfries and Galloway Council, Solway Heritage, 
Environmental Agency, Salmon Fishery Boards and other organisations. 

At that meeting the arguments and the practicalities of fixing a boundary were well debated.  Of 
considerable concern to the people of Annan, was the protection of the Annan Box.  It was made abundantly 
clear to all that both the boundary and the entry by English fishermen into the Annan Box were not 
negotiable.  This was accepted and later a White Paper was made law in The Scotland Act 1008 (Border 
Rivers) Order 1999. 

The Act allows Annan fishermen to follow the fishing channels – even if the channels move South below the 
English/Scottish Border.  On the other hand, if the cannel moves into the Annan box, English fishermen 
cannot enter. 

“(6)  A licence granted by the Environment Agency shall not apply to any part of the Lower Esk which is 
the subject of a grant of fishings granted by King James V of Scotland to the Burghers of Annan by Royal 
Charter dated 1st March 1538 and re-stated on 10th July 1612. 



Numbers  of salmon and trout have been in serious decline for over a decade.  Problems

started in the sixties and seventies when Columnaris devastated the Spring run of salmon. 

Over many years Annan haaf netsmen began to voluntarily delay the start to their season in 

order to protect vulnerable Spring stocks.  Fishing does not now start until May 1st. 

This arrangement was in place long before Annan anglers introduced comparable restrictions. 

Many other factors have influenced the general decline of fish returning from sea and a range 

of conservation measures have been implemented with the Annan fishings over recent years.  

Salmon decline has been a national problem and in 2016 the Scottish government introduced 

legislation; resulting in compulsory catch and release of salmon in areas considered not to be 

meeting their conservation targets.  This has resulted in the Annan stake and poke nets no 

longer being able to operate. 

The following are extracts from Annan Common Good Fund Sub Committee: 

2012 

2013 

2014 

3.2 to implement a voluntary catch and release scheme of sea trout throughout the 2012 season for 
the Haaf and Poke Nets; and 

3.3 that the taking and killing of salmon before 1 May be prohibited for the Poke, Haaf and Stake 
Nets. 

4.2 to continue the voluntary catch and release scheme for sea trout throughout the 2013 season for 
haaf nets; 

4.3 that the taking and killing of salmon before 1 May be prohibited for the Poke, Haaf and Stake 
nets; and 

4.4 that due to the potential effect on the financial viability of Stake Nets, the catch and release 
scheme for sea trout would not apply to Stake Nets. 

4.3 that, on the ground of conservation, no more than 2 Sea Trout per licensee be retained in any 24 
hour period for the 2014 fishing season for Poke and Haaf Nets; 

4.4 not to impose a catch and release quota for the Stake Net; 

4.5 to prohibit the taking and killing of salmon before the 1 May for Poke, Haaf and Stake Nets; and 

4.6 to commend the efforts and co-operation of the fishermen to conserve fish stocks. 



2015 

On  the 21st April 2016 First Minister and Leader of the SNP (Nicola Sturgeon) spoke to an 

audience in Annan stating that the SNP manifesto would “designate the Annan Haaf net 

fishery on the river Annan as a historical fishery”. 

2016 

4.3 that, reducing exploitation of salmon in the form of a catch quota would minimise the effect on 
the River Eden Special Area of Conservation and contribute to the recovery of salmon stocks; 

4.4 to apply a total allowable catch of 150 salmon which would apply to all fishing methods on the 
Annan Common Good Fishing grounds for the 2015 fishing season; 

4.5 to research the options/costs for genetic testing to provide the necessary scientific data for the 
future; 

4.6 to undertake an annual review of the level of effort and catch involving the Environmental 
Agency, Natural England and the River Annan District Salmon Fisheries Board to inform the setting of 
any future annual quotas; 

4.7 to implement a carcass tagging system; and 

4.8 to terminate the Stake Net lease early with a notice period of two weeks. 

4.2 that Annan Common Good participate in scientific research and remitted to the Service 
Manager, Area Framework, to include research as a condition of licence and report to this sub-
committee as the detail of this research is clarified.  



Marine Scotland 

The Conservation of Salmon (Scotland) Regulations 2016 outlined for the first time a system whereby the 
killing of Atlantic Salmon in inland waters is managed on an annual basis by categorising the conservation 
status of their stocks. 

In general terms the regulations: 

Prohibit the retention of salmon caught in coastal waters 

Permit the killing of salmon within inland waters where stocks are above a defined conservation limit 

Require mandatory catch and release of salmon in areas which fall below the defined conservation limit 
following the assessment of salmon stocks. 

More generally, the Scottish Government, along with Fisheries Management Scotland and other partners 
has identified 12 high level pressures impacting salmon in our waters and further afield. 

Under special licence from the Scottish Government/Marine Scotland, Annan Haaf netsmen 
were allowed to kill three salmon each during seasons 2016-2018.  Samples were taken from 
these fish for scientific study before the carcasses were returned to the fishermen for 
consumption.  This scheme has now terminated. 

The River Eden was designated a Special Area of Conservation (SAC) in 2005.  In 2017 it failed 
to meet its conservation targets resulting in new legislation being introduced.  Under the Border 
Esk, River Eden and Solway Firth Net Limitation Order and Byelaws 2018 the killing of salmon has 
been banned for ten years.  Compulsory catch and release is now operating on both sides of 
the Solway.



J 
AMES, by the Grace of God King of the Scots, to all worthy men of his whole realm, 
clerical and lay, greeting:- Be it know unto you that, after having arrived at the 
mature age of twenty-five years, understanding, and considering that our burgh of 
Annan, situated upon our Western boundaries, near the kingdom of England, lying 

within our Stewartry of Annandale, has often, at divers time been burnt and destroyed, and 
the burgesses and inhabitants of the same, in times of peace as well as of war, been plundered 
and slain by our ancient enemies of England, in protection of our kingdom, and have often 
placed their lives in extreme jeopardy in resistance of our ancient enemies aforesaid, and in 
defence of the limits and boundaries of our kingdom, opposite those parts of England, and 
have always been faithful and just to our Crown of Scotland. And also understanding that 
the charters, evidences, and writings of the ancient foundation, and infeftments of our said 
burgh of Annan, and that the liberty of the same, granted to the community of our burgh 
aforesaid by our most noble ancestors, have been burned and destroyed by the siege and 
burning of our enemies before mentioned; whence their traffic has ceased, to the great injury 
and destruction of the public good, and of the liberty of the said burgh, and to the preducjice 
of us, anent the established burghal customs and dues due to us, unless a speedy remedy be 
had to the above. Wherefore, moved by piety, and desiring a reformation of the evils 
aforesaid, and that we may give to the said inhabitants an opportunity of magnanimity and 
boldness, in the resistance of our enemies aforesaid, as they have done in past times 
according to their ability – We have a new infefted, giving, and granted, and, for ourselves 
and our successors, we in perpetuity anew confirm to the said burgesses and community, our 
aforesaid burgh and town of Annan, in free burgage, in future, for ever, with all and each of 
its lands, annual reserves, and possessions, and fishings whatsoever pertaining to the same, 

within the bounds underwritten, namely:- beginning  at Sandy Pool of Birkbank, 
Beucherbeck; and ascending to the hop of Holinbog, bordering between Dumbretton and 
Warmanby, to Robgillstrand; and from Robgillstrand to the Cairn of Creca; and then to the 
top of Ragitshaws; and from hence to the Three Stones of Sandygill; and from these to the 
Southwood; and from hence, by the mire or well of Grekane, to the Moorbeck running to the 
sea; and from this to the Altarstane within the water of Solway; and from hence to the foot of 
Annan Water, shore and sand, and so from the foot of Annan to the Northburnfoot; with the 
net fishing from the river to the sea; with power to the aforesaid burgesses and community of 
our burgh aforesaid, of breaking in and cultivating their common lands, and of making 
thereon mills, millhills, aqueducts; and dams for their greatest advantage and profit; and of 
making baillies, and electing other officers yearly, necessary for the government of said 
burgh, and swearing the same to fidelity; also of making a market-cross, and holding, 
weekly, Tuesday as the market-day and keeping and holding annually the market-day as a 
fair day, on the day of ascension of Jesus Christ, called All Hallow Thursday, and holding the 
same for eight days; with a court-house, and all other liberties pertaining to the same or 
possible to pertain; with power also of holding burgal courts within our said burgh; likewise 
of selling and buying wine, wax, broad and narrow woollen and linen cloth, and any other 
merchant goods whatsoever; as also of freely keeping and having bakers, fishers, fleshers, 
etc., as any other burgh within our kingdom enjoys, has, or possesses; and of having and 
holding the said burgh of Annan, for the future, with all other liberties and privileges of a 
free burgh, with all and each of its lands, annual revenues, fishings, and possessions 
whatsoever, within the bounds pertaining to the same above prescribed to the baillies, 
burgesses, and community of the same and to their successors; from us and our successors, in 
free feudal burgage and inheritance for ever, through all its straight, ancient, and divided 
marches, as they lie in length and breadth, in woods, towers, fishing, fowlings and huntings, 
revenues, pastures, moors, marshes; with free passages and public roads to the said burgh 
and leading from the same, with all free entrance and exit of the customary ancient and usual 
ways of the same, as well named as unnamed, of ancient times pertaining to the same burgh, 
or possible in any way to pertain to the free burgage and liberty of the same, without any 
impediment, revocation, or contradiction by us and our successors for the future, the said 
baillies, burgesses, and community, and their successors, paying to us and our successors the 
burghal dues of said burgh due to us of use and wont........
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