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“When sewen hit the net, they rattle like mad. They're
spirited fish!” Len Walters shouts. “But they're like bars of
silver. They make that farmed stuff taste like garbage!”

I’'m scurrying down an overgrown riverside path on
the tail of Len and his son Aaron, who are clad in yellow
Wellingtons and carry what look like buckled old bathtubs
on their backs. The pair should know this trail well. They
cutitthemselves each spring. Then, in the dead of night
several nights a week for the next few months, they march
down here, bathtubs on heads, to begin their work. They're
fishermen. The bathtubs — coracles — are their vessels.
They're about the oddest form of watercraft you'll ever
see, but between March and July, Len and Aaron use these
ungainly boats to catch the fish that has a very good case
for being Britain’s most unique — the sewen (also spelled
“sewin”), or sea trout — using a method barely changed
since Julius Caesar observed Celts at it two millennia ago.

Len and Aaron are among only a few remaining pairs

of active coracle fishermen with licenses to net-fish for
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Len and Aaron Walters carry coracles, the bathtub-like boats they
use to fish for sewen, or Welsh sea trout (opposite). Coraclers fish in
pairs, holding a net between them as they float down the river (below).
Len’s wife Mandy sells sewen at a market in St Dogmaels (right).

seatroutin the UK. Only on the rivers Teifi, Towy and Taf in
western Wales does sea trout net-fishing currently happen
on Britain’s rivers. This is apt — the lengths of the runs and
the quality of fish in these rivers are the country’s best.

While sea trout are no different taxonomically from
brown trout — they simply have more muscle and flavor
thanks to time spent at sea — and sewen are no different
taxonomically from sea trout — they're simply the Welsh
version —when sewen appears on a menu in Wales, it's
treated with the same reverence truffles are in France. A
unique blend of environment and tradition has made it so.

It's hard to fathom why the few remaining coracle
fishermen continue to brave myriad complications — such
as only fishing at night, when their boats and nets are
less visible, often after finishing day jobs, on weather-
permitting weekdays during an ever-shortening season —
to catch just one, two or sometimes no sewen per trip.

The specific time when a night’s coracle fishing

can begin is summarized poetically by the Welsh word
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clyfwchwr: when seven stars are visible in the night sky.
Tides must be just right, too, with neap tides being best.
Coraclers must form pairs, one left-handed and one
right-handed, so that they may float along the river with
the net spread between them. When a sewen is ensnared,
it's a skilled process to take in the net and reach the
bank to land the fish without it escaping, the more so
since everything is done in darkness. As if all this didn't
make sewen fishing sufficiently challenging, stocks are
dropping, even on the formerly fish-replete Teifi and Towy.
So chances to sample sewen come along rarely. Not
for nothing did West Wales Coracle Caught Sewin gain the
elite PGl status in 2017, thanks in large part to Julie and
Malcolm Rees. “Our sewen deserve being named with the
best,” Julie says. “Malcolm holds one of the last hereditary
licenses to coracle-fish the Towy. It's important. We can
offer a locally sourced fish caught using methods dating
back to the Romans. Within a day or two, it's served at local

restaurants — it doesn’t get better than that!”

MIlEEaH A b= Al HE| ol ofl Mi2lo] Soi2= A
HEo|chRIZ). Al "ab7| &E MmRo[LHF ARE2 i‘li?JBI =e2|§ 7z
i, 2

Mgl 28|15 1 4lof Sic}, a8 2] HH M|2l 22|(of

Sewen is rare, and the Ferry Inn in St Dogmaels only gets the fish once
or twice a year (left). Its scarcity means that diners want it prepared
simply, to avoid compromising its flavor and texture. Typically, it's
panfried and served with minimal accompaniments (below, opposite).
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KEEP IT SIMPLE At the Ferry Inn in St Dogmaels, owner
Andy Baker emphasizes that it's important to appreciate
the unlikely combination of factors that conspired for
sewen to reach your plate. “If | could always have this on
the menu, the restaurant’s reputation would be through
the roof. But it's an exclusive product. | have customers
coming from a long way away who recognize that.”

I'min luck. Only once or twice a year does Baker get
sewen in. Even when they're in stock, restaurants save
them for their busiest nights to prevent wastage of a fish
that will satisfy several customers happy to pay top dollar.

The fish’s scarcity means that everyone wants
their sewen prepared simply. No one wants to risk
compromising its distinctive flavor and texture —
exceptionally meaty, with a creamy layer of fat between
silver skin and rose pink flesh. The fish is panfried to
seal the flavors. No fancy accompaniments. They'd be
sacrilege. The taste of a fish that has been ona long
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