
The Burntisland Shipyard Journal was the idea of the co-founder of the Burntisland Shipbuilding 
Company, Sir Wilfrid Ayre, to connect the staff, workers and management of his new company. 
The Shipbuilding Company was formed by Sir Wilfrid and his brother, Amos, in 1918, and the first 
edition of the Journal was launched in June 1920, just a month after the launching of the 
Company’s seventh vessel, SS Astarte. Its publication would continue almost uninterrupted until 
shortly before the Company’s closure in 1968. There were generally two types of works journals 
(sometimes also known as house magazines): ones for staff and ones for customers, but some 
were a hybrid of both, that would promote the ethos and values of the company as well as its 
products. 


The Editor of its early editions, Robert Boyd, set out his hopes for the Journal in its first edition:


“it is our employees’ magazine, and it is for each one to do his or her part in making it a success. 
May we, therefore, hope to have a full postbag of articles, stories, poems, sketches, jokes, letters 
to the editor, or other news of interest to us all?” 


In his autobiography of 1968, A Shipbuilder’s Yard, Sir Wilfrid noted the popularity and purposes 
of a workplace journal and reflected back upon his initial aims for the Shipyard’s publication: 


“The Works Journal is a growth of recent years, and has already established itself on a sure 
foundation in many of the largest industrial establishments. It affords a medium for every branch 
of an organisation to keep in touch with each other; it makes life and work more interesting; it 
makes for closer relations between the administration and the works, and fosters a social and 
public school atmosphere that goes such a long way towards success.” 


Sir Wilfrid succinctly summarises the historic development of the work journal within the context 
of early 20th century welfare capitalism, which is clearly evident from the early editions of the 
Burntisland Shipyard Journal.


The work journal first appeared in Britain at the end of the 19th century, and its rise between 1880 
and 1939 is linked to the broader emergence of print journalism. Developed as a means of internal 
communication within workplaces or across organisations, their popularity and persistence means 
they have been a feature of British business ever since, particularly from the post-World War One 
period. Of course, this was a time when pieces of paper with words on them were pretty much the 
only way for companies to deliver information, therefore they were an important business or 
organisational tool.


However, the early development in journals was also a response to the strains in labour relations 
by rapid industrialisation and the growth in some organisations at this time. The journals, and 
therefore the owners/bosses, attempted to integrate workers into these new corporations by 
providing meaning and identity - connecting employees with their place of work through an 
organisational culture. During the interwar period, journals also became part of the broader 
industrial welfare movement in Britain, becoming an important supplier of information, education 
and ultimately diversion from the growing influence of trade unionism. These aims can be seen 
clearly within the volumes of the Burntisland Shipyard Journal.




On publication of the very first edition of the Burntisland Shipyard Journal, The Syren and 
Shipping Illustrated Magazine encouragingly remarked, “it is equal to the best of its class we have 
yet seen”. It was indeed an excellent internal communication tool for a new management and 
workforce in a key heavy industry, coming together in Burntisland from all over Scotland and 
England, just after World War One.


In addition to celebrating the style and contribution of the Burntisland Shipyard Journal within the 
history of work journals, Sir Wilfrid’s aims can be clearly seen from early editions in particular, and 
illustrate its importance as a historic document: the key industrial, economic and social 
developments of the inter- and post-war eras and how one business responded to them. 


The welfare capitalism 
promoted by the Shipyard’s 
owners is evident from the 
Journal’s commencement in 
the aftermath of World War 
One. The first two editions of 
Volume 1 have this beautiful 
illustrated cover, of hope in 
the dawn of a new day, 
designed by Oswald Clough. 
Clough was the Shipyard's 
first employee, a ship 
draughtsman. There is an 
accompanying literary 
reference, Sydney Carton 
from A Tale of Two Cities, to 
demonstrate the sacrifice 
that the nation has just made 
during the War and that this 
human sacrifice should now 
be followed with the coming 
together of all classes and all 
nations for growth. 


The context: workers’ 
revolutions across Europe as 
the post war conditions fail 
to deliver a “Land fit for 
Heroes” for returning 
soldiers, while the serious 
global economic impact at 
the end of World War One of 
the reparations on the 
nation of Germany affects a 
workforce in a heavy 
industry like shipbuilding. 


The message: encourage the workforce to face the challenging realities but also to be positive, by 
showing the real purpose of work. Britain has a promising future following World War One, and 
everyone has a role to raise the standards in a new civilisation.  So articles highlighted the 

different jobs, roles and departments at the Shipyard, and confirmed that all employees had an 
important role in the company. Workers would also be encouraged by news of launches, to feel a 
pride in the work of the Yard – the achievements and policies of the organisations for which they 
work. They were also fully informed of every company development that may affect them 
personally; and since there is ‘no news like people’, they read with the most interest anything 
about people they knew and worked with.




This demonstrates how effective the Journal was to connect the workforce with the ideals of the 
company as well as the nation, both socially, economically and morally, and how everyone will 
prosper as a result. The owners/editors achieved this by cleverly linking the aspiration of the 
workforce to the goals of the company through real emotion in articles and editorials; influencing 
what workers felt perhaps, rather than the realities they knew. 

 




The rest of the journal’s content continued to reflect the political and economic issues throughout 
the inter-war period, and remained fairly consistent: the recreation activities of the workforce; local 
and welfare issues; industrial and technical developments; boats launched at the yard; and 
contemporary cultural, social or moral topics, e.g. Ladies Page (see above). This content also 
continued to reflect the principles and ideology the Ayre brothers valued, e.g. teamwork in the 
sporting activities a metaphor for the industry working together to secure its future post-World 
War One. There remained a consistent top-down message from the Yard, where management 
issues are workers issues (see above, ‘Suggestions for ending the Trade Depression in the 
Shipbuilding Industry’j, so while editorials reflected contemporary situations, there was no 
mention of the personal challenges for workers, e.g. pay, conditions.


As the business grew to incorporate a yard in Aberdeen, so did the Journal change and grow. A 
combination of a reduction in print and distribution costs, the growth of the corporation, the 
development of modern management practices (branding, personnel management, international 
communications) served to see this format boom. Paper quality, design changes, colour cover 
and photos all added to a very different publication. The Journal continued to carry top-down 
messages from management to staff, at the same time as briefing the industry, the press or 
shareholders. This period saw a major reduction in articles concerning staff and industrial welfare, 
becoming a hybrid version of the works journal. It’s new role was therefore clear and two-fold: 
internal and external propaganda. 




And so the Burntisland Shipyard 
Journal followed contemporary design 
and printing developments, developing 
into a hybrid version and perhaps even 
an external communication and 
marketing tool. However the company 
remained committed to show that what 
we do in the workplace matters. In this 
message, it was clear, inspiring, direct, 
cared - this is the best of what internal 
communications should be - and the 
Burntisland Shipyard Journal delivered 
this. For that reason, it is a great 
example of a workplace journal and The 
Burntisland Heritage Trust is delighted 
to hold a complete archive.
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