Jenny Jenkins is the Chairman of Braunton Museum Trustees.

The idea for our ‘Beating the Bar’ project came from two of our Museum Trustees who were actually mariners themselves and had gone out on the sailing vessels. One of them particularly, a very very local old boy called Len Baglow said “You know soon all of us will be gone, there’s already most of ‘em gone and there’s only a few of us left, and all the benefit of our tales and knowledge will be lost” And everybody thought he was quite right.

We’re a very small group of volunteers at Braunton Museum who help in various ways - on the desk, and with fundraising, for example - and none of us was able to take on the oral history recordings

Like many small charities, we didn’t really know much about the process of getting grants. But it was surprisingly easy to fill in the forms - I downloaded the relevant pages from the LHI website and once we’d organised the funding we were able to pay someone to do the bulk of taping the oral histories - Lizzie Potter, who had worked on a similar programme at Barnstaple Museum. 

I’ve always been interested in local history but of course underneath the top layer of history there’s a wonderful layer of knowledge and experience that isn’t generally recorded because it’s not hugely important in the national scale of things.  

But it’s absolutely fascinating to find out how the seafaring men lived - in cramped quarters, on these wet vessels, under sail, and in the winter - things that you never would know about first hand unless you took part in something like this project.

There are thirteen local people left who had direct knowledge of “beating the bar”, under sail or, as time’s gone on, in boats with engines. I’ve met all of them, because I ended up doing quite a lot of the transcribing myself, and taking the transcripts round to everybody so they could check their own bits.

It can get a little bit tedious because you have to type out all of what was said but there’s an awful lot that you can’t use in the published booklet because some parts of their experiences are exactly the same. For instance there’s only a limited number of times you can mention what they ate on board because they all ate the same thing!

The best thing about the project for me has been meeting the old boys. There’s one chap called Sid Crick, whose family had a licence for about hundred years for getting the salmon out of the River Caen, which joins the River Taw before going out into Bideford Bay and the Bristol Channel.

Sid told such fascinating tales about the salmon, right down to the details of the little mites that used to live on them, and he also described how they used to go clumbing for mussels. He showed me a clumb - a great giant cast iron thing, like a huge garden fork with a little net hanging from it, that they used to scrape off the mussels and catch them. The mussels and salmon used to be sent up to London on the train - when Braunton still had a railway station.

Another thing I hadn’t realised was that all the farmers used to collect seaweed that was spread onto the fields - the soil is very sandy, so the seaweed is a useful fertiliser. If the weather was bad and the mariners couldn’t go out to sea, they’d help the farmers with the seaweed.

In those days Braunton was a very close community, a relatively poor area because it’s so far away from anything else that there were really only two ways to make a living, on the sea or on the farms.

Even though the actual project is finished now, there are still a lot of things happening involving those seafarers. We’ve already had one slide show based on the project, with more and different photographs and some new tales to tell. 

The mariners sometimes had spare time on board when they were in ports and things, and they developed various skills. One of the old chaps splices rope beautifully, puts ships in bottles and makes models of the Braunton vessels. 

He’s making models for the museum, and we hope to have some of his work on display at another slide show we’re planning for March. We’d like to interest some of the local schools and young people, because he’d really like to pass on his skills. 

Lots of useful contacts have been made through this project - and many more people have been made aware of the existence of the museum. We’ve had a lot of publicity through our local newspaper, the North Devon Journal, which has always been very helpful to us - and we’ve recruited some new volunteers.

