the Cornish Sardine
CORNWALL'S TRADITIONAL HARVEST HAS BEEN REBRANDED,
AND WE JOIN ONE FISHING BOAT ON ITS MAIDEN VOYAGE
Words by Anna-Marie Julyan, photographs by Mike Newman

ng Sam Lambourn's fishing boat The Lyonesse at her
mooring in Newlyn on a warm, sunbathed evening, it is not
. hard to appreciate the pull of the sea on those who make a
living from its depths.
As Sam says, being a fisherman is a way of life rather than just a
job. Born and bred in Mousehole, he left Cornwall for university in
London, but on finishing his degree returned to begin a life on the
a. He-says simply: "It's a bug you get."
Although he has been fishing for 30 years, it is only in the last five
at Sam and his crew have been fishing for a catch that until recently
as consigned to the history books - the Cornish sardine. Known
.-aditionally as the pilchard, these small, silver fish were a vital part of

110 Cornwall Today

Aepoj [je/vMurQ

•/*N
i^A

•if
,»,
-

,

i

...

the Cornish fishing industry, and for hundreds of years whole
villages took part in landing and processing them.
In the second half of the 20th century, the pilchard fishery
in Newlyn, and elsewhere in Cornwall, had almost completely
died out. Views differ as to whether this was because the fish
disappeared or because fishermen turned to more efficient
and profitable types of fishing, but in recent years the humble
pilchard has had a bit of a renaissance.
Firstly it has been rebranded. Yesteryear's pilchard is today's
Cornish sardine and, as I discover onboard The Lyonesse, the
fat, silvery Cornish sardines caught by Sam and his crew are a
world away from the small, nondescript fish familiar to most
people, tinned and sold in tomato sauce.
I have been lucky enough to be invited on board to witness
The Lyonesse fish for her very first catch. A brand new boat,
this is very much a chance for skipper Sain and his crew, Barry
Chiffers and Will Treneer, to test out the equipment. It is also
the first time the boat has been taken out at night.
As Will explains, they have shot the net twice so far, but
this will be the first time that they try to catch any fish. The
method they use is called ring netting, involving a net with a
mesh size of only 20mm, which they 'shoot' out around the
sardines found using the boat's sonar.
A 12m catamaran, The Lyonesse has been built specially to
catch sardines; her weight, net and power all make her fit for
the job. Sam explains: "This boat has the advantage of being
very stable, and able to carry up to 15 tonnes of fish in bins
on deck without becoming unstable."
Lyonesse is the name of the lost land which, legend has it,
can be found between Cornwall and the Isles of Scilly. "When

I was growing up, there used to be a boat in Mousehole
called The Lyonesse which belonged to the Render family,
who were quite famous in these parts. I thought it was a
really nice name for a boat," says Sam. .
As we head out into the bay with the setting sun at our
back, I get a crash course in sardine fishing and the meaning
of the various multicoloured readings showing up on screens
in the cabin.

Locating the sardines is much like
playing a game of cat and mouse; a
rather complicated one with wind,
tides and rocks on the seabed all to
be taken into account
Luckily, my sea legs are up to the task and as we head out
into Mount's Bay, it becomes clear that locating the sardines
is much like playing a game of cat and mouse; a rather
complicated one with wind, tides and rocks on the seabed all
to be taken into account.
The hours tick past as darkness descends and Sam steers
the boat across and around the bay, all the time his eye fixed
intently on the sonar. Occasionally a shoal of fish will appear,
only to discover that it is what the crew term as 'scad' or
horse mackerel, not worth our attention,
Our chances of finding and successfully catching a 'mark' of
sardines (so-called, says Sam, because a mark appears on the
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screen when the sonar identifies a shoal of fish) are actually
pretty slim. It is a bit too early in the season, which generally
begins with the appearance of the fish in July lasting right up
to the following March.
We have purposefully set out at sunset because under the
cover of night that the sardines tend to shoal up and rise
in the water. It is also easier to creep up on them - as Sam
describes it, "fishing by stealth!" Throughout the season, the
men fish from a Sunday night through to a Thursday night,
returning to Newlyn harbour in the early hours.
It is an unpredictable livelihood. Sam says: "There can be a
lot of waiting in this job and then sometimes you come out,
shoot off and the sardines come straight away."
So, why sardines? "I used to be a gill netter and catch
different types of fish at different times of year, as well as
tangle netting rnonkfish and crayfish until about five years
ago," Sam explains. "Then I saw the sardines were here and
went to France to see how the sardine fishermen there did it,
and bought a second hand net off them. That was the start,
although I found it too difficult to catch anything for weeks
and weeks."
In summer, a good catch would be two tonnes, although
the best catches of around eight tonnes are to be had later
in the season. "In winter you sometimes have to be careful
not to bite off more than you can chew. We have all made
the mistake of putting the net round too much fish and then
finding it very hard to haul it all up and thrust away properly,"
says Sam.
After about four hours out on the water, the tension seems
to be growing along with the cold. Barry and Will repeatedly

put on and take off their oilskin coats as Sam spots a mark
which then disappears or turns out to be 'scad'.
Sam starts to consider that we may have to give up on
the fish and shoot off the nets as a trial run, when a mark
appears on the sonar showing all the signs of being a shoal of
sardines. It is high enough in the water and away from rocky
ground; it also doesn't disappear suddenly as marks of scad
are apt to do.
Suddenly, The Lyonesse and her crew spring into action.
The engine roars into life as Will dashes to the back of the
boat and throws the sea anchor overboard dragging the net
into the water. Sam has a matter of seconds to power around
the mark of fish encircling them in the net which drops to the
sea bed below. The circle has to be sealed quickly before the
fish escape out of the gap and are lost.
Along with the roaring of the engine, a cacophony of
sound emerges from the air where it seems all of the south
coast's seagulls have descended on the water and airspace
around our boat.
The fish are trapped as Sam successfully closes the circle
and the "pursing up" of the net can begin. A leaded rope
along the bottom of the net is strung with metal rings 10m
apart through which has been passed a rope allowing the net
to be tightened up underneath the fish like a purse trapping
them close to the boat.
Now the hard work really begins as the crew of The
Lyonesse work to haul the net back into the boat, tightening
up the 'purse'.Although a powerful hydraulic winch does the
majority of the work, the sodden net still has to be hauled
down and stowed away by
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Sam thrusts the boat away from the net, preventing it
from being dragged in too far by the net full of water and
fish. Meanwhile the boat lists closer to the water and the
screaming seagulls.
Sam assures me that in fact, The Lyonesse is relatively high
up out of the water, which is what makes their latest piece of
kit so useful. It is a pump brought down from Scotland, which
is thrown into the now condensed net full of fish. It sucks the
fish up through a pipe, separates out the water and delivers
them straight into the waiting ice in the bins.
Sam says: "We have to keep the quality right up high, and
this way we get them into those bins without even touching
them. We aim to get their temperature down to two degrees
Celsius straight away by putting them into a slush ice mix."
Once the flow of shimmering fish along the pipe is
complete the net is hauled in revealing a catch of around 400
kilos. Sam sells his sardines to Fal Fish for 60p per kilo, but
tomorrow this catch will be sold on the open market as it is
relatively small.
For so early in the season this is a good result and The
Lyonesse and her new equipment have passed with flying
colours.Watching the men hauling up the net in the cold and
dark is a stark contrast to the balmy evening which welcomed
me at the start, and the unpredictable and harsh nature of
the job is undisputed.
On a good night, the men might shoot the net five or six
times, and the hard physical work, along with a cold winter's
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night, are enough to make most shiver in their beds.
Sam sums it up: "It is very difficult, but on the other hand
it has huge rewards as well -you are your own boss. There is
huge satisfaction in making it all work. It is actually catching
the fish that gives me the buzz; the rest of it, like making up
the numbers and making it pay has to be done, but it's not
what it's all about in my view." ^

NEWLYN FISH FESTIVAL
For the chance to meet the fishermen, learn more about the
Cornish fishing industry and view open fishing vessels, visit
the Newlyn Fish Festival on August 25 2008 (Bank Holiday
Monday). There will be the opportunity to sample and buy
locally caught fish, listen to Cornish sea shanties, attend a
seafood master class, view fish smoking demonstrations with
the award winning Kipperman, and view the wares of over
100 craft, art and charity stalls. Special guest yachtsman Pete
Goss will launch the event, and his traditional wooden lugger
Spirit of Mystery will be open for visitors. This year's focus is
diversity, quality and sustainability of fish and shellfish landed
in Cornwall, and the event is in aid of the Royal National
Mission to Deep Sea Fishermen
The festival, sponsored by our sister title The Cornishman, is
open from 9am to Sprn. Tickets £4, accompanied children free
View www.newlynfishfestival.org.uk

