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Newhaven originated 
in the general impetus 
given to trade and 
commerce during the 
pros perous reign of 
James IV (1488-1513). 
Owing to the depth of 

water, a yard and a dock were erected for shipbuilding, and 
a harbour constructed for the recep tion of vessels, and it 
was here that the Great Michael, flagship of the Scottish 
Navy, was built.

The Society of Free Fisherman, a charitable organisation 
founded in about 1572 on a similar model to a Flemish 
guild, adopted the responsibilities of local government 
tending to the welfare of the fisherfolks.  Income came from 
membership dues, public donations and land and property 
rents.  It also assumed the responsibility for managing the 
lucrative oyster beds.

Newhaven carried on its largely self-contained, insular 
existence for around 250 years catching and selling fish 
and oysters, building boats and providing pilotage for the 
treacherous waters of the Forth.  By the mid 19th century, 
the harbour was large enough to support around 400 
fishermen and their families.    The colourful and instantly 
recognisable fishwives continued to ply their trade in the 
streets of Edinburgh right up to the demise of the fishing 
industry in the South of Scotland in the 1950s.

By the late 1950s/early 60s, it was recognised that the 
houses of Newhaven were lacking many modern amenities 
and not suitable as dwellings.  Accordingly, the decision 
was taken to demolish much of Old Newhaven and replace 
it with modern council houses although effort was made on 
the north side of Main Street to replicate the architecture 
of the stepped 
gables, pantiled 
roofs and external 
staircases that once 
made Newhaven so 
picturesque.

LEFT: A model of the Great 
Michael, built for James IV in the 
new dock at Newhaven in 1507.

RIGHT: Newhaven Main 
Street looking west  
taken in the 1950s.
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Wester Close today —
see front cover for 1880 view

NEWHAVEN HERITAGE exists to promote and 
foster the rich history of Newhaven and to work 
towards re-opening the once popular museum 
within the context of a Heritage Centre featuring:-

Displays and exhibits in the 
museum presented in a 
modern idiom;

A focus on the stories of 
ordinary people, audio and 
printed;

Facilities to assist people to 
find out about their family 
trees, a genealogy tracing 
software facility;

Good amenities with 
equipment fit for modern 
day use;

Active involvement with 
local schools and children

. . . and much more 

Like us on Facebook/NewhavenOnForth
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1.  THE HARBOUR PIER was extended and the present 
lighthouse, plus the west pier, were built in 1878.  Prior to that, 
the small dome-shaped building was the beacon to mark the 
harbour.

2.  THE FISHMARKET was built in 1896 on reclaimed ground.  
Fishwives bought their fish here and then set off on their 
rounds to their regular customers, some going by train from 
Waverley Station to places as far away as Falkirk or Kirkcaldy.  
Note one of Edinburgh’s iconic police boxes sited in front of the 
Fishmarket in 1932.  This box is now in private hands and used 
as an Arts Hub.

3.  SASSO, the Italian restaurant opened in 2016 was 
previously known as THE PEACOCK which was built in 1767, 
the first owner being Thomas Peacock.  Until fairly recently, the 
entrance was from Peacock Court. In the 19th century, before 
the land reclamation on which you are stand, The Peacock was 
on the beach where local girls sang and rich gentlemen from 
Edinburgh, who had come to enjoy oyster suppers for which 
The Peacock was famous, would throw coppers out of the 
windows to them.

(Crossing the road at the crossing, proceed up Peacock Court)

4.  VICTORIA SCHOOL was opened in 1844.  It is the oldest 
working school in Edinburgh.  The school contains the Wee 
Museum with artefacts and information about Newhaven.  
Displays are changed regularly. 

5.  Great Michael Rise is built on FISHERMEN’S PARK where 
nets were spread out and mended.   A boatyard was also sited 
here.  New boats were pulled through the village and launched 
at the harbour, the last being The Reliant in 1928.

6.  The present NEW LANE has been constructed to resemble 
as closely as possible the original when first built.  It was known 
locally as the Soo’ Raw (South Row).  Many of its houses 
were owned by ships’ pilots who were more affluent than the 
fishermen.

7.  This end of Newhaven Road is known as the WHALE 
BRAE.  There is a tradition that it got its name from a school of 
seventeen whales which grounded itself here.

8.  The origins of the ARMADA STONE are unknown.  It is 
possible that it is actually two stones.  The top part depicts 
a ship flying saltires and the date of 1588, the year of the 
Spanish Armada.  The other half shows nautical instruments 
and is similar to the Arms of Trinity House.

9.  The sward of grass immediately behind the railings is 
the OLD BURIAL GROUND which belonged to the Free 
Fishermens’ Society of Newhaven who were in existence from 
before 1572 until 1989.  Their members and families were 
buried here until 1848.  Slightly raised behind this is another 
grassy area.  This was the Chapel of the Virgin Mary and St 
James.  

(Proceed down Westmost Close)

10.  The oldest thing in Newhaven, the STONE WALL with a 
window aperture, is what remains of the Chapel of St Mary and 
St James which James IV had built in 1506 for his workers who 
had come to construct the Great Michael.  After the reformation 
(circa 1559), it fell into disrepair.

11.  Known to villagers as THE FISHERMEN’S CHURCH, 
St Andrew’s was built in 1852 funded by public subscription 
on ground which belonged to the Free Fishermens’ Society.  
The first minister was Rev Dr James Fairbairn who was one 
of the leaders of the Disruption in 1843, a major schism in the 
Church of Scotland, which resulted in most of the congregation 
leaving the church in Craighall Road and later became part of 
the United Free Church of Scotland until 1929 when it returned 
to the main Church of Scotland once more.  In 1974, the 
congregations of  the two churches merged and St Andrew’s 
was closed, eventually becoming a climbing centre.  Note the 
carvings of shells, seaweed and fish on the front of the building.  
The steeple was added in 1882.

12.  CRAIGHALL ROAD, known by locals as The Cut, was 
constructed in 1822 in the expectation that the visit of George 
IV to Edinburgh would commence with his arrival at Newhaven 
whereby he would proceed to the city.  Instead, he disembarked 
at Leith so the route was never used for the Royal Visit.  However, 
you can, by taking either the Nos. 7 or 11 bus to Princes Street 
from the bus stop outside the church.

13.  NEWHAVEN CHURCH, opened in 1836, was the first church 
in Newhaven since the Reformation.  Although the church building 
has now been converted into flats, the congregation still meets in 
the accommodation below.

14.  STARBANK PARK was opened in 1891.  The fountain, 
now planted with flowers, was donated in 1910 by Thomas L. 
Devlin, a local fishing boat owner.  The busiest day of the year for 
Starbank Park is Easter Sunday when traditionally children are 
brought from all over Edinburgh to roll their eggs (hard-boiled or 
chocolate) down its slopes.  Nowadays, the Friends of Starbank 
Park are very active in improving and maintaining its appearance.

15/16.  Beyond the Starbank Inn (15), originally built as houses 
in 1810, and on the opposite side to it, is the OLD CHAIN PIER.  
This building marks the site of a 650 feet (200 metre) long pier to 
enable passengers to board steamers which plied the Forth in the 
1820s to 50s as the speediest form of transport.  Built in 1821, its 
popularity waned with the construction of Granton Harbour further 
to the west.  A building at the seaward end of the pier was used 
as a gymnasium and it was popular as a swimming area for many 
years until its destruction in a great storm in 1898.  At low tide, you 
can still see some of the pier’s foundations.


