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I f you visit the east Devon town of 
Sidmouth today you will be forgiven 

for not immediately thinking of it as 
having once been a thriving fishing 
community. Promoted to visitors 
and holidaymakers as a ‘Regency 
Town by the Sea', the few reminders 
of its fishing industry now all lie at 
the far eastern end of the seafront 
at ‘Port Royal', so called because of 
a fishermen's harbour once at the 
mouth of the River Sid and a royal 

edict made in 1392 that stated ‘All 
ships lying in harbour (were) to be 
seized for the King's use'.  At Port Royal 
you will now find the fishermen's 
yard and sheds where Sidmouth 
Trawlers fishmongers is located, 
and a few small boats and solitary 
old winch, known as a capstan, that 
very occasionally is given cause to 
splutter back into life. But go back to 
the census of 1801 and many of the 
working men within the recorded 

1,250 inhabitants in Sidmouth, as well 
as farmers and a mixture of small 
traders, were fishermen. 

In the 1800s, the fishermen would 
have been found with their drifters, 
boats so called because they used 
nets that drifted along the bottom 
of the sea, working right from the 
far western end of Sidmouth beach 
to the east and bringing in a range 
of fish daily including bream, bass, 

An important event in Sidmouth that celebrates the past, 
present and future of inshore fishing in Northern Europe.

Sidmouth Sea Fest 2015Some of the events over the 
2 day, Sidmouth Sea Fest:

  TALKS
  DEMONSTRATIONS
  HERITAGE EXHBITION
  MUSIC & BANDS
  FISH HUNT for the kids
  FISH KITCHEN & BAR
  SEA FEST CHOIR
  STALLS - GIG CLUB

Inshore fishing traditions gather in Sidmouth

Sidmouth 
Sea Fest

It's one for your diary - don't miss it!

Sidmouth 
Sea Fest
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dory, and cod, and the most typical 
catch herring. 15,000 herring were 
recorded as being brought ashore 
in one single catch. The beach 
based fishing fleet was made up 
of a number of fishermen and 
their families whose names are 
still familiar within the town. Each 
fisherman had his own part of the 
beach, usually close to where he 
and his family lived, and many 
had capstans for their boats. It 
was a time when life was tough, 
but work was regular, and the sale 
of the catch at the end of the day 
was usually good. A combination 
of improved transport inland that 
made it increasingly competitive to 
sell the catch, and the development 
of Sidmouth as a Victorian holiday 
destination, meant that the 
fishermen were moved further 
east along the beach away from the 
hotels in the west, turned to offering 
trips on their boats to tourists, or 
stopped fishing altogether. By 1900 
around 20 fishermen still worked 
from the beach, and by the mid 
1900s only half a dozen continued 
to fish commercially.  By end of the 
20th century it was just Stan and 
Graham Bagwell working from the 
beach at Port Royal that were left.

In 1960 Stan Bagwell and his wife 
Mary opened Sidmouth Trawlers 
by the town's Ham green to sell 

the Bagwell catch, and by the 80”s their own 
children had joined them and soon added to 
the national awards won for their fish filleting 
and preparation skills. Now a new annual event 
located on the Ham aims to put the focus 
back onto Sidmouth's fishing heritage and 
use the community stories, local knowledge, 
and local skills to celebrate things in, on and 
from the sea to regenerate a long ignored part 
of Sidmouth and create a new attraction for 
both visitors and residents.

Sidmouth Sea Fest 2015 will take place on 1st 
and 2nd May. It will feature demonstrations 
on how to prepare and cook fish, creative 
activities inspired by the sea, games, music, 
and much more, and will host a very special 
exhibition by the Dutch fishing community of 

Arnemuiden. The exhibition is part of a project that has brought 
Sidmouth and the Bagwell family together with the coastal 
community of Arnemuiden, and the fishermen of Hastings, to 
look at the fishing heritage of each town, to compare experiences, 
and to work together on how inshore fishing can be at the heart 
of cultural, societal and political regeneration.  In each town it 
is the fishermen that are among those that are working hard to 
ensure that the traditional skills, knowledge, and the importance 
of community cohesion do not die out. 

In Sidmouth this has been done through a campaign to reopen 
the Drill Hall building at the eastern end of the seafront.  Located 
in front of Sidmouth Trawlers at Port Royal, Sidmouth Drill Hall 
was built in 1895 on land donated by local landowner Mr George 
G Radford. The building has since 1895 provided refuge to soldiers 
returning from WW2, been a focal centre for the community, 
and from 1960 was the home of Sidmouth Folk Festival. Boarded 
up since 1994, the Drill Hall was set to be demolished by the 
district council in 2012 until a campaign group stepped in. The 
campaign group, aware of the limitations presented within local 
authorities for driving creative regeneration, took the building, 
the Bagwells and with them the fishing heritage of Sidmouth into 
a 2 year EU Interreg IVA '2 Seas' project led by the University of 
Greenwich called 'TourFish' that has looked at sustainable and 

Arnemuiden fisherman 1910

Bagwell fleet at Port Royal Beach 1980s

Stan Bagwell 1965

Stan and Mary Bagwell at Sidmouth Trawlers 1976

The Drill Hall was set 
for demolition in 2012 

until a campaign group 
stepped in to save it.

What's the purpose of the 
Sidmouth Sea Fest event?

This new annual event located on 
the Ham aims to put the focus back 
onto Sidmouth's fishing heritage 
and use the community stories, 
local knowledge, and local skills to 
celebrate things in, on and from the 
sea to regenerate a long ignored 
part of Sidmouth and create a new 
attraction for both visitors and 
residents.  Preserving and reutilising 
the Drill Hall would be central to this 
scheme.  How can you help?  Just 
go to the website and become a 

'Friend' - see details overleaf.

Sidmouth 
Sea Fest

Sidmouth Sea Fest 
Creativity on the Coast
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responsible tourism within coastal 
communities linked to inshore 
fishing. The impact on tourism 
caused by the decline in inshore 
fishing over several generations 
has been researched. Through the 
project the link between the Drill 
Hall, boarded up and neglected 
now for 20 years, and the fishermen 
in Sidmouth whose knowledge, 

skills, and offer to the community 
is in real danger of dying out, has 
been examined.  This has included 
in Sidmouth, Arnemuiden and 
Hastings how divides and standing 
within society have resulted in 
fishermen being relegated to a 
lesser status, while it is they that 
provide the real link between the 
coast and the sea.

In Arnemuiden they have been 
promoting regeneration and 
diversification through a unique 
project that over the past two 
years has looked at the sweaters 
that were worn by fishermen over 
100 years ago in Arnemuiden and in 
other coastal fishing villages across 
Zeeland in Holland.  To address the 

impact of the decline in inshore 
fishing, an open think tank was set 
up by the local council to connect 
creative and entrepreneurial women. 
From that think tank evolved the 
Arnemuiden sweater project. Each 
village and fishing community had 
their own pattern. The pattern was 
knitted into sweaters that were 
worn by the fishermen, who wore 

them when they went out to sea 
knowing that if they did not return 
their body and their home village 
might be identified by the pattern 
on their sweater.  Over two years 
12 patterns have been traced, and 
now the project is being extended 
to research patterns and sweaters 
that might have been worn by 
fishermen in Sidmouth, Hastings 
and elsewhere.  The exhibition at 
Sea Fest will tell the story of inshore 
fishing in each of the three towns 
and of the sweaters and patterns of 
Arnemuiden and Zeeland.

The exhibition will open at a ticketed 
event on the Ham, Sidmouth to kick 
off Sidmouth Sea Fest 2015 from 
7pm on Friday 1st May.  Also that 

evening will be a catwalk of the 
sweaters, Sidmouth Mummers, and 
songs by the Sea Fest Choir plus 
food from the Fish Kitchen, local 
beers, ciders and more. 

Then on Saturday 2nd May the main 
day of Sea Fest will see stalls, games, 
demonstrations, arts, crafts, music 
and more from 10am on the Ham, 

and it will finish with an evening 
concert from 7pm featuring the best 
in bluegrass and country swing from 
Gordie Mackeeman and his Rhythm 
Boys all the way from Canada. The 
Arnemuiden exhibition will be 
free to visit throughout the day 
before it heads to a fixed location 
in Sidmouth from Monday 4th May.

Sidmouth Sea Fest is a new way 
to understand the heritage of our 
coast, and our fishing communities. 
It is a way to celebrate.  It is a way 
to participate, and it is a way to 
build a future where the value of 
local community knowledge and 
sustainable community practices 
that benefit us all are at the heart 
of regeneration.

SAVE SIDMOUTH'S 
DRILL HALL

An excellent and 
viable scheme to 
save the Sidmouth 
Drill Hall for the 
community

AIMS and VISIONS
The Aim of Sidmouth Drill 
Hall Hub CIC is to support a 
considered, sustainable and 
inclusive regeneration of the 
Port Royal and eastern end of 
the Devon town of Sidmouth 
for the benefit of the residents 
of the town and the wider 
community.  
Through this scheme they aim 
to preserve, encourage and 
advocate:

• Community cohesion
• Education & Heritage
• Maritime & Fisheries
• Employment, Training 

& Apprenticeships
• The Arts
• Tourism
• Sustainability

READER APPEAL

Dear reader, if you 
have a minute, please 
lend the weight of your 

support to this great 
project - just visit their 
website and become a 

'Friend' at this website:

sidmouthdrillhall.com

Rather than becoming yet another residential property development, there's a chance to preserve 
this building and the associated fishing history, and also have a great resource for the public 

- this is a big part of what SIDMOUTH SEA FEST event is all about!

Sidmouth Sea Fest 2015

Arnemuiden fishermen Fish Kitchen tasting at Sidmouth Sea Fest

'Design © Alex Vick
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Day 1

• Arnemuiden Fishing 
Heritage Exhibition and 
Zeeland Fishermen's 
Sweaters Catwalk.

• Sidmouth Sea  
Fest Choir.

• Sidmouth  
Fishermen's Theatre.

• Fish Kitchen and Bar.

Day 2

• The Fish Kitchen.
• Creativity on the Coast.
• Fish Hunt.
• Live Music.
• Fish Stocks & games.
• Classroom on the Coast.
• Stalls.
• Gig Club.
• Sidmouth Science 

Festival.
• Sidmouth in Bloom.

To find out more, visit 
the website at:

sidseafest.net

Sidmouth 
Sea Fest

THE SIDMOUTH 
SEA FEST SCHEDULE:

THE BOOK ABOUT 
STAN BAGWELL

ABOUT DIRECTORS 
& ORGANISERS

Sidmouth 
Sea Fest

Matt Booth (top) and Louise 
Cole are the founders of the 
Sidmouth Drill Hall Hub.

People involved with this 
excellent scheme are:

Matt Booth
Matt moved to Sidmouth in 2005 to 
take up a post at Dartington College of 
Arts. He specialises on developing and 
delivering a number of national and 
international projects and events, is on 
the County Music Education board, and 
has overseen the campaign to reopen 
Sidmouth Drill Hall for community use. 

Sidmouth 
Sea Fest

Below - a beautiful 
scene of fishing boats, 
towers and trees at Veere 
Harbour, Holland - part 
of the unique exhibition 
at Sea Fest will link with 
this fishing community

Louise Cole
Louise has lived in Sidmouth for 10 
years with her husband and three 
children bringing with her a range of 
senior management and leadership 
experience.  She was previously 
Director of Development at Exeter Royal 
Academy for Deaf Education and before 
that South West Regional Director of 
the National Deaf Children’s Society. 

Mary Bagwell
Mary was born in Sidmouth and 
founded Sidmouth Trawlers in 1960 
with her husband Stan. Stan Bagwell 
was the last fisherman to have a 
working fleet on Sidmouth beach.

Coco Hodgkinson
Coco lives in Sidmouth with her partner 
and their three children. Well known 
in the town you will see her artwork 
and murals decorating many shops and 
restaurants, and the occasional town 
landmark. Coco created the ‘One Fish 
Two Fish’ mural project

Kay Bagwell
Kay now runs the Sidmouth Trawlers 
business with her Mum Mary and 
her son Ryan, the next in line of the 
generations of Bagwells in fishing.

Saul Vicary
He gained an AA rosette in his first 
year at the Mason’s Arms. Following a 
stint as head chef at Otter Nurseries 
Saul bought La Rosetta restaurant 
in Newton Poppleford which he has 
now owned and run with his wife Julie 
for 13 yrs.

The book
The life of Sidmouth 
Fisherman Stan Bagwell, 
collected and compiled 
by Christine Hardy (below).
The book is a personal 
account by Stan, in his own 
words.  It features many old 
photographs of fishermen, 
boats, Port Royal and 
Sidmouth.

Sold in aid of the 
Fishermans 
Mission.

For more 
info, see: 

devonshiremagazine.co.uk 
/devon/history/historybooks/


