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About the Book

The Penwith Peninsula in Cornwall is where the land ends. In The Swordfish and the Star Gavin Knight takes us right into this huddle of grey roofs at the edge of the sea.


He catches the stories of a whole community, but especially those still working this last frontier: the Cornish fishermen. These are the dreamers and fighters who every day prepare for battle with the vast grey Atlantic. Cornwall and its seas are brought to life, mixing drinking and drugs and sea spray, moonlit beaches and shattering storms, myth and urban myth. The result is an arresting tapestry of a place we thought we knew; the precarious reality of life in Cornwall today emerges from behind our idyllic holiday snaps and picture postcards. Even the quaint fishermen’s pubs on the quay at Newlyn, including the Swordfish and its neighbour the Star, turn out to be places where squalls can blow up, and down again, in an instant. 


Based on immersive research and rich with the voices of a cast of remarkable characters, this is an eye-opening, dramatic, poignant account of life on Cornwall’s most dangerous coast.


About the Author

Gavin Knight’s first book, Hood Rat, about gun and gang crime in the UK’s cities, was shortlisted for the Orwell Prize and the Crime Writer’s Association Non-fiction Dagger in 2012. To research it, he spent two years with criminals, frontline police units and gang members from the inner cities of Britain. His work has appeared in publications including The Times, Guardian, Daily Telegraph, Prospect, Newsweek, New Statesman and Esquire; and he has appeared on BBC, CNN, ITN, Channel Four News and Sky News.
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PREFACE

The road to the far west is a strange one, full of enchantments and dangers. At the end of the lean Cornish peninsula the land parts like a pair of hungry wolfish jaws, baring its teeth to the Atlantic. The top jaw is the Penwith peninsula. Penwith from its Cornish root ‘penn-wydh’ means ‘the end of the end’. It is a remote frontier facing the primordial fury of Atlantic storms. The sea pounds black granite cliffs. Wind and rain flay the land without pity so shiny knuckles of rock protrude through treeless moor. People are at their most Cornish – defiant, a law unto themselves. This was the Cornish language’s final outpost.

Across the bay the lower jawline is formed by the Lizard peninsula, which juts south into the Channel. It is Britain’s most treacherous stretch of coast, notorious for wrecks. If a sudden squall blows up offshore, seafarers find themselves driven into the jaws. A fisherman casting his nets off this coast drifts over pirate ships on the seabed, their gold sovereigns preserved in silt. The holidaymaker passing through, clotted-cream ice cream in hand, sees the Lizard’s quaintness: its tiny coves with whitewashed, thatched cottages and fishing boats pulled up on the shingle. But the ‘quaint’ surface is not the whole picture.

For two years I spoke to people who lived in West Penwith and the Lizard. They were kind enough to meet in person and be interviewed on tape. Some are fishermen, and all are connected to the sea. The stories of the men and women who live here map out a particular place at a particular time: the extreme west of the county, the communities of Newlyn, Mousehole, St Just, St Ives, Cadgwith and the Lizard, a huddle of grey roofs on the edge of the sea, at the beginning of the twenty-first century.

The fishing industry is in decline, but these are still the richest waters for white fish in Britain. Martin Ellis, a Cadgwith crabber known to his friends as Nutty Noah, is at the heart of the book. He is a classic Cornish character who stubbornly tries to revive an ancient fishing practice which many see as a lost cause. I allow my subjects to describe their lives in their own words and voices where I can, without any judgements or intrusion from me. Dialogue is taken from direct quotes or reported speech from interviews. These recollections are supplemented by research into published material which is not referenced except in the bibliography and acknowledgements.

I’ve been fascinated by Cornwall for a long time. I live a few hours away in Somerset, but my wife’s family live on the Cornish coast, and I was married in a church in the dunes there, where John Betjeman is buried. I talked in person with a wide cast of seafarers and Cornish characters: from fishermen mending nets or drinking in the pubs along Newlyn quay, to a family who have lived in the ornate rooms of Trereife Manor since the eighteenth century; to Nutty Noah in his driftwood shack on the Lizard; to Billy Stevenson and his daughter Elizabeth in their houses on Chywoone Hill, looking down on the Newlyn fleet their family has built up over a hundred years.

Newlyn is the largest deep-sea fishing port in England. Like many villages, it is tribal. There are only eight or nine great fishermen who notice when and why the fish come in, and everyone else just follows them. These are men who can tell from the cloudiness and colour of the water, or from a change in the temperature, whether the plankton levels are on the rise. If plankton multiply, the mackerel will follow, and blue sharks will follow the mackerel.

Fishermen are a breed apart; they are hunters. If you can’t find the fish, you can’t turn a shilling. In the pubs on Newlyn quay – the Swordfish Inn, the Star Inn, the Fisherman’s Arms – they are always pumping each other for information about who caught what: which fishing ground was it? What gurdies did he use? Or they are gossiping about some City moneybags who came down, bought a boat for £750,000, sprouted a hole, sank it and lost everything. These are the pubs that give the book its title: The Swordfish and the Star.

It is a dangerous life. Eddie the Ice died when a three-quarter-inch towing line snapped and took his head off with a noise like a bass string being plucked. You come into the Swordfish on a good day, when the boats have landed, and count how many fingers are missing. One guy, Fred Steel, lost all of his on his right hand, cut off at the knuckle, caught in a winch. The dole office told him that there were loads of jobs you could do with one hand. Another, Spooky, was on a beam trawler when the rope snagged on a rock. He threw himself to the deck, watched the rope fly back to the wheelhouse like a whip and smash the boat up.

The Swordfish Inn is a forbidding place that holds dark secrets. The twenty-four-hour Swordy! You’ll get killed in there! Newlyn was like a Wild West bonanza town during the mackerel boom of the 1970s and early 80s. Fishermen were paid in cash, thronged at the bar. Some hauled in drugs that Spanish dealers had stowed in their lobster pots.

Debt-ridden fishermen are forced to go a hundred miles to fish off wrecks in winter gales. The life takes its toll. One shopkeeper in Penzance says fishermen come in wild-eyed, with the shakes. ‘If you want a gun or a bag of heroin, ask a fisherman,’ the local policeman jokes.

Over time many stories rise to the surface. A crabber sets sail for France with an aristocrat on board, who turns out to be a fugitive from justice. A painter who messed around with a fisherman’s wife is found dead at the bottom of a tin mine. In winter, broke Cornish boys march on Mousehole to occupy the empty second homes. Squatters live on the forgotten cruisers of faraway City traders. Through these linked stories, the remote west of Cornwall becomes a microcosm for modern Britain, with characters from all levels of society. The coast is treacherous with its hidden and unpredictable dangers, but there is also treachery of another kind: human betrayal and deception.

Cornwall was once a separate country with its own language, culture and folklore. The far west has been the kernel of rebellion for centuries. Artists are lured here by the drama and beauty of the landscape, but instead encounter unquiet forces at work. Dark secrets lie buried in the land beneath the ancient burial sites with lichen-covered standing stones.

We associate Cornwall with holidays by the sea, with myths and legends. It’s the end of the railway line. But the place we escape to is often the place where we have to confront things about ourselves – both individually and collectively. Above all, Cornwall is the place where people find the unexpected.


1

A ship passes through the waves, and the water closes up behind, leaving no trace.

Nutty Noah is six feet four, with wild reddish hair and a tufty beard. He has a hopeless, Micawberish optimism. If he hauled in a large catch he’d sprawl headlong in it on deck and pretend to swim, in his dirty Guernsey and oilskins up to his armpits. Nutty tried his luck at anything – whelks, pilchards, conger, even sharks.

Nutty’s real name is Martin Ellis. Born in 1954, he grew up not far from Newlyn in the sheltered fishing cove of Cadgwith, on Cornwall’s southernmost point, the Lizard peninsula. His dad, granddad and male ancestors going back five generations had all been fishermen. Right up to the nineteenth century this part of Cornwall was known for its smugglers and pirates, men familiar with tiny coves and secret, moonlit beaches like Cadgwith, and who fuelled the black economy. It had been a fishing village since medieval times, with its thatched cottages and whitewashed walls. Today only a handful of crabbing boats still launch from the quay.

When he was sixteen he played in the punts with his teenage cousin Phil. They would just muck about, it wasn’t proper fishing. Punts are small, open wooden boats used for inshore fishing, powered by oars or a motor. One day Phil’s dad, Uncle Harry, took him out crabbing. The heavy withy crab pots were stacked in a row and flew off the back, sinking down to the seabed. The pots were twisted and threaded from bendy willow cut from local beds. There was loads of rope on deck; it writhed and slithered over the side as the pots went off the back. Rope everywhere. Uncle Harry was busy looking out for his son Phil and did not notice his foot resting on a coil while it was playing out. The coil snapped around his ankle, wrenched him clean over the side. The weight of pots and drag of the boat hauled him down so fast he never came up. Very few who are pulled below ever do. Uncle Harry drowned off the Lizard with a rope round his leg. Phil brought the boat back in, raised the alarm then set back out to sea in it again to find his dad. They called him back. Out of his parents’ council house window, Martin saw Aunty Nora coming up the path, wild-eyed, her face puffy and crumpled, pulling her cardie tight around her neck. A local diver went down to the seabed and found the body. Phil and his family all moved away after that.

At nineteen, Martin went on board a trawler to have a cup of tea with a local fisherman, Plugger, who invited him to join them at sea. Summertime fishing meant catching crabs and lobsters. Winter meant mackerel. He loved the idea of following in his ancestors’ footsteps. For a young man it was exciting to steam off in the dark, the hour before first light, and see as many as 200 boats stretching out to the horizon as the sun came up. Men came down from Looe, from Mevagissey, Newlyn fishermen came up east of the Lizard. Even Russian trawlers anchored up. First and last light saw the best of the mackerel fishing.

In the 1970s, hand-lining mackerel gave a living to thousands of Cornish people, but it was brutal, tiring work. Martin struggled to stand up while the boat rolled on a winter sea. He’d use coloured feathers or plastic slotted on the shanks. He worked twenty-five hooks that bloody hurt if they caught him. He’d go home with swollen, pink hands when that happened. Mackerel aren’t intelligent fish. If you found the shoals, they would bite the hooks readily enough, but they would fight hard to get away, dragging the line back through the water. He would hoist the individual lines and slam each fish against the side of the hull until its jawbone broke and it dropped onto deck. Then he stowed them and took up the slack on the lines. He had to do that fast: in fifteen seconds a slack reel could tangle up into a bird’s nest. Then you’d have to cut it loose and the skipper would be well pissed off that you had lost him ten stone in fish.

That was how to catch mackerel in those days, before the bigger fisheries arrived in 1976, before their high-tech trawlers, purse-seiners and beamers steamrolled the seabed into clouds of coral dust and dead fish. Trawlers drag nets along the seabed. In beam trawling, the mouth of the trawl is held open by twelve-metre metal stanchions, as long as London buses. Purse-seiners surround an entire shoal with deep curtains of net, with floats at the top, weights that sink at the bottom. Once surrounded the net is then closed at the bottom like a purse, trapping the fish.

Friday nights he blew his earnings in the Cadgwith Cove Inn. Fifty fishermen with their girlfriends, crammed into a small bar, roaring out shanties like ‘Row Boatman Row’, ‘White Rose’ or the Cadgwith anthem, ‘Robber’s Retreat’:

Come fill up your glasses and let us be merry,

For to rob bags of plunder it is our intent.

Martin’s deep baritone rang out. On the swell of half-drained pints of Atlantic ale, the singers swayed in song, fingers closed around loops of rope hung from low, black beams. Light from the bar glinted off a brass barometer, captain’s clock and photos of Cadgwith fishermen. They sang the old heart songs: ‘Lamorna’, about a man who rides all night in a moonlit cab next to a maiden with a dark, roving eye and rain-slaked hair. He lifts her veil to find it’s his wife. They belted out the defiant Cornish anthem:

I’ve stood on Cape Cornwall in the sun’s evening glow,

On Chywoone Hill at Newlyn to watch the fishing fleets go,

Watched the sheave wheels at Geevor as they spun around

And heard the men singing as they go underground.

And no one will ever move me from this land

Until the Lord calls me to sit at his hand.

Then it was off to the net loft for rum and beer after hours. They drank rum with shrub, a fruit syrup which Cadgwith smugglers used to mask the briny, salty taste of seawater that seeped into barrels sunk and hidden where no excise man could find them. One particularly successful week Martin and his dad threw a legendary piss-up that went on for two days.

Martin liked the freedom of being outdoors. He thought about North American Indians, catching salmon in traps, hunting deer with a bow and arrow. Martin’s version was seeking out a shoal fathoms down with an echo-sounder. Mackerel like a certain depth. Forty fathoms below the surface he had seen shoals of fish which measured twenty fathoms deep: the size of a hotel in volume, hundreds of tons of fish. At nights he’d go home to the little house in Cadgwith he shared with his parents.

You’re told early: it’s in Cornish blood to be good fishermen, to be genuine in your work whether you’re building a hedge or digging a hole. It’s the heritage. These are the original Britons. The Romans never made it west of Exeter and the Devil was too scared to cross the Tamar.

After his father had been made redundant from nearby Culdrose naval station (the biggest helicopter base in Europe), they fished together. Their eighteen-feet fibreglass boat was called the Tidos, which was ‘sod it’ backwards, the name they also gave to their two-day party. In 1974, when he was twenty, Martin took out a bank loan to buy the Samantha Rose, a wooden, twenty-feet crabbing boat. Like many local boats it was designed to fish for mackerel in the winter, then switch to crabbing and lobsters in the summer. Martin raised the mizzen sail to steady her. Lobsters and crabs lived amongst the rocks. It demanded fine seamanship to steer close to granite cliffs and inaccessible coves. ‘The closer to the bone, the sweeter the meat,’ Plugger used to say. On the way back Martin would take hen crabs straight off the cove. He dropped a string of lobster pots over the side to the seabed, a dozen at a time, and marked each one with a buoy on a rope. The lobsters crawled in a small entrance after the bait and got trapped inside. It meant the boat had pots stacked up and tons of rope on deck. Rope everywhere. He thought about Uncle Harry pulled over the side, dragged down by the weight of pots and pull of the boat. The tides are strong off the Lizard when they go against you, drawing you onto the rocks, smashing up hundreds of pounds’ worth of gear each grinding second. A white mist rolls in and swallows up the boats. Mast and wheelhouse fade into a ghostly outline, traced in watery strokes, then nothing can be seen. Only shouts and clanks. A huge brush paints over the horizon, town, cliffs and warning buoys until a vast wall of white is all that’s left. Then the known world ends at the bowsprit. Only the boat exists.

The same as it was for his ancestors. He knew he was doing one of the hardest and most dangerous jobs in the world. He had to stand on a platform which was rolling as well as the bow going up and down, while hurling out heavy pots with a railway shoe, or twack, as an end weight for each string of pots. He hauled in the pots, bailed out loads of small crab, took the large crab and stored them in another pot. Each pot stowed in sequence for next time. Some people cut a hole in the back of the boat and shot them out the back end. Brilliant idea! It was a darn sight easier than picking them all up and hauling them over the side again. Each time he heaved a pot over he had to stand behind the rope or end up dead. One man stepped into a loop of rope, it clamped tight around his ankle like a snare, yanked him ten feet to the stern then ripped his foot clean off. Martin still sees him limping through Helston with his false foot.

After he’d bought the Samantha Rose, Martin had to stump up for lots of kit: a decent hauler to wind the net in; and a derrick – a strong crane arm – which took the strain against the tide. Floating orange buffs to keep the gear up, chains. Plus bait. It all cost money. Mackerel nets floated near the surface. Spring tides were the worst: the full moon pulled the waters up so high that the nets were drawn out flat and mackerel didn’t like it. Those nights, the pubs filled up with netters.

As good landings of handline-caught mackerel came in, the fishermen were paid in cash by their skipper in the Swordfish. There was good money to be made. For the first time in years, young men like Martin were following in their fathers’ footsteps and making a living out of fishing.

But rumours of the mackerel shoals in Mount’s Bay were slowly spreading outside Cornwall. One evening the Cadgwith fishermen were heading in when they spotted a dark ship nearby, over seventy feet long, looming over them. It was rusted like a coaster, low in the water. Merchant ships freighted oil or coal in bulk around the British coastline; they had low hulls so they didn’t snag on the dangerous reefs. But this ship wasn’t going anywhere. It wasn’t a coaster. It was a vast fishing vessel, here for their mackerel. In the Falmouth pubs there were gravelly, hoarse Scottish voices calling for pints. Sandy-haired Norwegians, with eyes glaucous like boiled pollock, were telling yarns of how they read the sea, searched the remote Arctic Ocean, how they pushed themselves to the limit.

‘In Norway we have custom called hal – lots of sex night before means good catch next day.’

They laughed. One wore what looked like a white letter J, but on a closer look it was a silver fish hook, the ancient symbol of Batsfjord, where he fished the deep waters of the Barents Sea. The Norwegians drank shots and dark bitter, joking how back home amber aquavit helped the lutefisk swim down to their stomachs. The Scots tipped pints down, paid for with wads of cash. These invaders came from remote places like Fraserburgh or Lerwick. They had fished their own North Sea herring shoals out of the water with monster ships: giant purse seiners and pair trawlers. With the herring fishery destroyed the ships had been slumbering in harbour with nothing to do. So the Scots headed down south and could not believe the teeming shoals of Cornish mackerel waiting for them in Mount’s Bay. First there were three boats, then there were forty-five.

The mackerel boom turned Newlyn into a bonanza town. Under the street lights, they were loading lorries to be shipped out round the clock. One night in the Swordfish a fight broke out between East Coast and West Coast Scots. East and West Scots fighting meant it was about religion, Catholic and Protestants. It was a massive ruckus with five crews all fighting. You rarely see a policeman in Newlyn but that night they came with live ammunition and cordoned off the street. One of Newlyn’s hardest Scots, Fish, dived in and swam across to the new harbour. He swam to get to them to carry on fighting. Soon there were more swimming across the harbour. The whole of Newlyn was swarming with coppers. The fishermen broke each other’s boats up. It was fucking chaos. They put deck hoses, seawater hoses, on in the fish room, trying to sink the boats. One man was stabbed, slit from the wrist to the elbow, but they couldn’t find the evidence. In those days everyone carried a knife. Once one used his, the others joined in. They were all trained to use them, to gut the fish. Now they are not supposed to carry one if it’s over three inches.

Another time, years before, a row had broken out in the Swordfish, the police came and the fishermen told them to fuck off. They threw one copper through the window. They were a rough bunch of lads in those days.

The Swordfish, Star and Dolphin are in a triangle, a few yards apart: it was called the Bermuda triangle because fishermen would disappear into it, never to be seen again. Many of the long-standing fishing families, with strong religious, teetotal backgrounds, would not be seen dead and gutted in the Swordfish. In the front of the Swordfish people would be drinking but in the back, there was any drug you wanted. One time, to get to the bar you had to step over a fisherman lying on the floor unconscious from coke. An outsider walked in and saw a fisherman’s wife knock her husband out for chatting up another woman. She laid him clean out.

A lot of bikers from the Penzance chapter of Scorpio, based in the Seven Stars, came down to Newlyn. As legend has it, the Newlyn fishermen outdrunk, outdrugged and outfought the bikers. One fisherman called ‘Warrior’, six feet four and with a wild long mane of hair, roared a motorbike straight through the Swordfish. Another sent three of them flying through the door of the Star. Today, Squeeze, an ex-biker with a sleeve of tattoos, keeps the cellar stocked in the Star at 10 a.m.

In the mackerel boom there was real tension between the Scottish invaders and the Cornish fleet. After a while most of the Scots didn’t risk going into the Newlyn pubs. The skippers thronged into an Italian restaurant, La Cucina, in Falmouth, near Custom House Quay. During the day they tuned their VHF frequencies until they could eavesdrop on the local handliners out searching for the shoals. When the Cornish boats found a shoal, the Scottish ships encircled them, swallowing the shoals up until their vast holds were swollen night after night with thousands of tons of mackerel which were pumped ashore in Falmouth. They landed more in one day than the local boats caught in a month.

Other giant stern trawlers came down from Hull and Grimsby; these industrial ships hauled their trawl up ramps fitted at the stern. They had decimated Arctic cod stocks and were banned in the Cod Wars of the 1970s. They in turn loaded their catch up onto Russian factory ships on anchor at Carrick Roads, the natural Ice Age harbour near Falmouth. The Scottish pair trawlers hunted in groups, keeping in touch by radio. One shot the trawl, the second took the other end of the net and they dragged it together until it was full. Meanwhile the third boat hunted for the next shoal. Then as one boat hauled the catch onboard the other two started another trawl. They did not waste a second. When they caught more than they could hold, sinking low in the water, they spewed dead fish out until the whole of the south Cornish seabed was carpeted with rotting, stinking mackerel carcases. Dolphins and pilot whales were also killed.

‘How much can your ship load?’

‘250 tons of mackerel.’

‘We don’t want you in our Cornish waters.’

‘I’m a British-registered vessel.’

These monster ships conquered Cornish waters. It was like the D-Day landings in Falmouth, with sightings of thirty-three ships from seven different countries. St Ives, once a quaint fishing town, became a prosperous harbour again: fleets of eleven massive Norwegian or Dutch pursers sheltered in the bay. Giant freezer factory trawlers gobbled up fifty tons of mackerel. The locals watched these invaders.

‘They don’t know these waters,’ they said.

The Cornish have a legend about a lady in a flowing white dress with a rose between her teeth who stands in a hollow of the cliffs near Land’s End. If you see her, you die. Just as ominous is the sight of the white mist that rolls in to catch seafarers. The mist cloaked a Romanian factory trawler, Rarau, fishing off the Scillies. They had never seen fog that thick. But they kept fishing. The crew spotted the telltale white foam threshing on the surface of the water: it looked like a shoal of mackerel. They closed in and tried to trawl it up. It wasn’t a shoal threshing; it was the waves breaking over a black granite reef, the notorious Seven Stones. This rock is so dangerous it has claimed over 200 wrecks over the centuries. Wedged down in the darkness of the depths lay the wreck of the world’s largest supertanker, the Torrey Canyon, gone down only ten years before. As the mist swirled by they saw the Seven Stones reef rearing up out of deep water. It is nearly two miles long. The Romanian ship had an enormous crew of eighty-four. Some 2,500 tons of factory ship struck the north rock with a grinding scream of twisted metal. Seawater roared into the engine room and hold. It was speared on the reef. Another Romanian factory ship rescued the crew and took them back to Falmouth. A week later the Rarau slipped off the reef and was lost in deep water.

Martin knew the shoals were vast for 150–200 boats to be out there mackereling, trawlers coming in and out, the purse-seiners and Russians. But prices were being hammered down to forty pence a stone. The handliners in their small wooden boats could no longer afford to miss a day’s fishing and had to risk their lives going out in winter gales. The industrial ships were fine in poor weather; they were powerful seventy-feet steel-built craft.

The Cornish are fierce, proud fishermen. They protested any way they could. One Cornish fleet of handliners was working a shoal off Dodman’s Point near Mevagissey when a Scottish pair encircled them and started to trawl through the shoal. The fleet decided to fight back and broke off fishing. Twenty small boats tucked themselves under the steel-built bow of the seventy-feet trawlers, forcing them to slow down so their nets sank and snagged on rocks.

‘If we see you onshore, you’re dead men!’ the Cornish boats yelled.

After hollering and waving at the small boats, the Scots’ nerve broke and they hauled their nets and sailed away.

Martin took a day off mackereling and decided to look for other fish. He had seen grey mullet on top of the water in summer, but they were too shy and quick for anyone to catch them. They were smart fish.

‘If you can see mullet on top of the water now, you’ll see them in winter,’ Buller had told him. Buller was a man you listened to in Cadgwith. He was born in 1901. He kept the old ways alive down the cove. He revived pilot-gig racing, where six men rowed a 32-feet boat built of Cornish leaf elm through the sea. It had a beam of four feet ten, and was one of the first lifeboats – it had rescued people as far back as the seventeenth century. Buller was a lovely man. He sat on the cove’s wooden bench, known as the Stick, and often sang there in powerful, stirring harmonies with his friend Harvey Tripp. Martin loved listening to his tales of the old days. Buller was happy to talk. One day he told him something that nearly made Martin fall off the bench.

When the bleak Cornish winter began to bite, the hungry villagers would line the cliff top, squinting out to look for gannets diving, for changes in the colour at the edge of the water. He told Martin how, in the last century, lookouts would cry out ‘Hevva!’ when they saw a shoal and direct two punts below with arm signals, using torn gorse bushes, so that they could encircle it.

‘In Cornish history there are few sights as spectacular as when the shoals of pilchards were caught with large nets like that. All those men working together to find and process the fish. Your great-granddad used to look for shoals from the top of the cliffs. He was a huer.’

The seine boat would aim to enclose the entire shoal in a wall of net. The net was a monster. He explained how they winched up the bottom of the net, using rings of rope to draw it tight like an old-fashioned leather purse. This practice had died out in Cornish fishing at the turn of the century.

On shore a team of blowsers would march round the capstans, hauling the net full of fish into shallow waters where it was moored up. The sea’s surface would break with a teeming, dazzling mass of silver fish. Pairs of men in oilskins and seaboots filled up the small boats by dipping baskets in the fish until, after three days, there was nothing left. This was called tucking the seine. By nightfall the tuckers were covered in silvery scales.

‘We used to catch great shoals of grey mullet,’ added Sharky, another older fisherman, related to Martin. ‘You could see them when they were close together as colour in the water.’

‘Like mackerel lashing on the surface?’

‘No, these were down in the water. You would have to stay in one place and keep watch from the cliff for a long time.’

This was proper hunting. Martin had never heard of the technique before. The following day, he wrapped up warm and walked around the high cliffs of the Lizard looking for shoals like his great-granddad did.

These cliffs erupted 400 million years ago in green and purple serpentine rock, rugged and scaly. He could hear the pebble surf rattle far below as he peered out over tussocks and springy gorse to the grey sea surface.

The Cornish word for the colour of the sea is ‘glas’. It can mean green, grey or blue. If you are a fisherman in Cornwall the most important thing is the state of the sea, rather than its colour. What’s the colour of the sea today? It’s glas. It’s always glas. Glas is a wry, playful word that predates Isaac Newton and his spectrum of light. It is an important clue about the Cornish not wanting to be pinned down. They have another word – gwerth – for green things that aren’t living: a green bottle, Barbour coat, or wellington boot. Only living, organic things like the sea are ‘glas’.

Martin could see seals and choughs up there but only a trained eye could see the grey mullet when they were bunched together. He looked out from Kennack Sands and Pentreath, west of the Lizard and out from Gunwalloe, where a church is set below the cliff. After a long time standing in the cold, fingers going numb, he made out a browny, reddish stain near the surface. It looked like a shoal, but as he kept looking at it he realised it wasn’t moving. It was only the sea cracking over hard ground or sand or rocks. Sometimes it moved only to lift up into a scud of spray, a mass of vapour clouds, driven by the wind.

‘You have to look away,’ the old fisherman told him. ‘Bring your eyes back to see if the shoal has moved.’

It was best in winter when wind blew from the north over a calm sea and the fish were shoaled up; they went into hibernation mode then. Most people in the cove thought Martin was crazy going up on the cliff to look for shoals of mullet. Why wasn’t he out catching mackerel? So he spent several years scratching his head, wondering. A lot of people didn’t think anyone could still spot fish from up there. They gave him a new nickname – Nutty Noah.

‘It’s not possible,’ they said down the cove, shaking their heads. ‘Mullet hasn’t been caught like that for fifty, sixty years or more.’

Fuck it. When the winter storms came, when it was too rough to go mackereling and he had a day off, Martin wrapped up warm and walked up the cliff around Coverack or Kynance. One day he made out another browny, reddish stain near the surface. He looked away and looked back. This time he had got his eye in and he found he could follow it through the swell, see it rippling with the motion of the water. He punched the air as he watched it move slowly through the water. He sang all the way home. Now he needed to work out how you took grey mullet like that.

Back in Cadgwith they thought he was joking.

‘You need ring nets to catch shoals like that,’ they laughed. ‘No one’s used ring nets in donkey’s years.’ Not many people were interested; they didn’t believe he’d seen a shoal. He persuaded a handful of old crabbers, Uncle Arthur, Sharky and Philip Burgess, to go to the cliff with him and have a look. They realised it was a really big shoal. Word spread. Soon everybody came out to take a look. They waited for three days with two sixteen-feet punts and a huge monster net ready. Sharky and Uncle Arthur stayed on the cliff where they waved and shouted themselves hoarse, directing the punts around the shoal until they overlapped. Then the men in the boats beat the water and frightened the fish into the net. It was a good catch, nearly 670 stone. A huge shoal worth £300.

There was a brilliant atmosphere down the cove when the shoal came in. Different families came down and helped take the fish out of the seine net. The fish were trapped in the mesh by their gills and it took a lot of manhandling to pull them out. They worked over the depth and length of the net: ten fathoms deep and a hundred fathoms long. It took a while. They ordered the lorry, put the fish in boxes
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