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00 What follows is a journal chronicling 
encounters between the narrator and a whole 
host of characters each of whom, in some way 
or other, has connections with the historic 
boatyards of the Sussex town of Littlehampton.

Littlehampton’s Lobsters
by Stephanie Bolt

Book designed by 
Andrew Slatter  
Henrik Bodilsen

© Stephanie Bolt, 2010



3 Littlehampton’s Lobsters
by Stephanie Bolt

1 > In 1817 during a 
month long seaside 
holiday in the resort of 
Littlehampton, Samuel 
Taylor Coleridge 
composed ‘Fancy in the 
Clouds: A Marine Sonnet’. 
Before leaving the town 
Coleridge picked up a 
piece of seaweed from 
the beach and dried it 
at home before copying 
the sonnet—his first for 
more than a decade—on 
to it the following year. 

After copying his poem 
on to the seaweed, 
Coleridge—famed for 
his ‘Rime Of The Ancient 
Mariner’—sent it to his 
friend, the essayist and 
poet Charles Lamb. The 
poem—composed on 
October 29, 1817—was 
first published in Farley’s 
Bristol Journal as ‘Fancy 
In Nubibus, A Sonnet 
Composed By The 
Seaside.’

01 It is mid winter 2006. Hoping to borrow 
items from Littlehampton Museum’s camera 
collection I had spent the best part of 
a morning talking with the Curator. An 
extraordinarily helpful chap, he brought 
‘umpteen boxes’ up from the stores. 
Being an avid photographer I had poured 
enthusiastically over the contents. We had 
reached that point when the conversation 
begins to lull, and to avoid the possibility of this 
signalling an end to the mornings affairs, and 
impressed by the quality of lenses and other 
paraphernalia so far revealed I remember 
casually asking whether any practitioner of any 
note ever worked or resided in the town; apart 
from Coleridge1. The response was negative 
and that I thought that was very much that.

Littlehampton Museum 
2010
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2 > The Fletcher 
Collection donated to 
Littlehampton Museum 
by Geoffrey Fletcher 
in 1998 consists of 684 
models, mainly 20th 
century ships most at 
1:1200 scale. It includes a 
layout possibly based on 
the port of Southampton 
measuring some 
42”x60”.

02 ‘What can we do now? What can we do 
now.’ It was a wet, grey flat Saturday a day or so 
later and neither the rain nor my son had any 
intention of letting up. I vaguely remembered 
seeing a text panel at the Museum mentioning 
‘train films’. Arriving bedraggled I duly went 
through our ritual of standing in the foyer whilst 
he gazed in fascination at the display of model 
boats from the Fletcher Collection2. Without 
warning he had suddenly disappeared into the 
Museum. The layout instils a sense of adventure 
and I always managed, without fail and despite 
umpteen visits, to become lost inside. To a 
young boy it must have seemed magical—a 
maze, a fortress, a catacomb—the possible 
discoveries are endless. In the middle the 
‘Cabinet of Curiosities’ never failed to excite 
‘woops’. He seemed on this occasion to have 
expertly navigated the space, bypassed the 
Cabinet and was already sitting on a chair in the 
video room when I found him. Without waiting 
for me to point out that the hoped for train films 
were not being screened, he lunged towards 
the on button. With feigned interest I settled 
down. Little did I know our fishy tale was about 
to begin.

Above
Harbour Scene from  
The Fletcher Collection 
in situ at the home of 
Geoffrey Fletcher  
circa 1998.

Left
Palm print of  
Neueland Lesdema.
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3 > “Vessels 
registered to the port 
of Littlehampton have 
the prefix LI. There are 
currently 25 commercial 
fishing vessels operating 
out of Littlehampton 
Harbour with the prefix 
LI. A fishing vessel is 
defined as a vessel used 
for catching sea fish for 
profit even if this is only 
used ‘now and then’, 

and must be listed in the 
Registry of Shipping and 
Seamen.” Littlehampton 
Harbour Board 2010.

4 > Hattula Moholy-
Nagy, daughter of Laszlo 
Moholy-Nagy, Chairs the 
Moholy-Nagy Foundation, 
formed in response to the 
continued interest in the 
life and work of Laszlo 
Moholy-Nagy.

03 I was, to put it mildly, excited. He had 
fidgeted, unimpressed. Was the film we 
watched really made here in Littlehampton? 
I insisted and we watched again. I later 
discovered it was the numbers painted on the 
side of the boats that had led to the film being 
screened in the Museum. They were quite 
simply local boats3. This much was a known 
fact. The question was, what else was known? 
Looking for clues, it was some days later whilst 
trawling through an entry in an old black folder 
with a hand written label ‘Museum film project 
1.6.83-30.9.83 details of film’s found’, that I 
happened upon the following rather hastily 
written note.

 “The film shows Harry Burtenshaw and his
brother Ron, and son. It was premired in London 
together with the main feature ‘Rembrandt’ on 
Friday Nov. 25th 1936. The Director Moholy Nagy 
became famouse in UK then USA. The producer 
lived at Burry Mannor—Bignor when in Sussex 
hence ‘Bury Productions’.” (sic)

What seemed to have been overlooked (and 
the cause of my excitement) was the matter 
of the film, ‘Lobsters’, having been directed 
by Laszlo Moholy-Nagy, one of the most 
significant pioneers of twentieth century art4. 
Indeed ‘Lobsters’ had been screened at a major 
retrospective at the Tate Modern, London, 
earlier in 2006, but nowhere had there been any 
mention of it being made by Moholy-Nagy here 
in Littlehampton. I had been to see the exhibition 
but had unfortunately missed the screening of 
Nagy’s films.

Lawrence William 
Burtenshaw aboad  
a Littlehampton 
registered vessel.
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5 > “The Littlehampton 
Gazette sells circa 9,500 
copies a week, and aims 
to stay close to the strong 
heartbeat of the thriving 
community it serves.” 
Roger Green, Editor 1996 
to present day.

04 The Launch5 of the project on the jetty next to 
the Arun View Public House just before the old 
swing bridge in Littlehampton.
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05 West Sussex Gazette 
26th November 1936 
page 126. The next day 
the local Littlehampton 
Gazette report 
“Lobsters on the Films. 
Littlehampton fishermen 
and Lobsters are the 
‘stars’ of a new film, but  
it is the lobsters which  
are the real ‘supers’. 
The film goes into 
their private lives and 
domestic habits, but it 
doesn’t bother about  
the fishermen’s.”

6 > Scrolling through 
the archives of the 
Littlehampton Gazette 
yielded no reference to 
any news pertaining to 
films being shot in the 
town 1935/1936.
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7 > Who had sadly died 
in 1942 in a bombing raid 
that destroyed a large 
section of Pier Road in 
Littlehampton.

8 > The West Works are at 
the end of the river mouth 
opposite the East Works, 
also known locally as ‘the 
diamond.’

9 > The plaice were 
sold to the owner of the 
Riverside Restaurant 
which is still in Pier Road, 
earning Peter pocket 
money.

10 > In 1936 there 
were three cinemas in 
Littlehampton. The Odeon 
(High Street) capacity 970; 
The Regent (Terminus 
Road) formerly known 
as The Electric, capacity 

650; The Palladium 
(Church Street) formerly 
The Olympic/The Empire 
capacity 890.

11 > The 1989 Italian 
film ‘Cinema Paradiso’ 
includes scenes 
depicting a nitrate film 
fire. Nitrate film requires 
approved projectors 
in approved booths. 
Such booths were of 
fire-proof construction 

with self-closing fire 
doors, the ports were 
equipped with steel fire 
shutters that would drop 
automatically in the event 
of a booth fire, and a 
toilet and lavatory were 
provided to ensure that 
the projectionist could 
remain in the booth at all 
times when films were 
being run. The projectors 
were equipped with 
magazines for the upper 

and lower reels, as well 
as fire roller mechanisms 
to prevent a fire starting 
at the projector gate 
from spreading to the 
film in the magazines. 
In addition, films 
were stored in metal 
cabinets, and even the 
motor-driven rewind 
was enclosed in a steel 
cabinet.

06 A Littlehampton man, Peter Burtenshaw, having 
read the article in the Littlehampton Gazette had 
telephoned the Museum, leaving a rather cryptic 
message along with his address. Intrigued, I arrived 
at Peter’s house unaware of the extraordinary 
dynasty of the Burtenshaw family. Peter told me that 
the film starred old Harry (his grandfather), young 
Harry and Ron, (two of Harry’s sons) and George 
Herbert (old Harry’s brother and Peter’s father). 
Peter had also appeared in the film, and it was with 
some trepidation that I sat down with him in his 
lounge to watch. Peter had not seen the film for 75 
years but immediately recognised himself, pointing 
at a young boy crouched on his knees watching 
men repair pots. The boy with freckles crouching 
next to him had been a childhood friend7. Peter 
confessed he had little recollection of the film being 
made, because as a child he was often left anchored 
next to the end of the West Works8 in a small 
rowing boat to catch plaice9. (At the time his being 
unable to swim was not considered a problem; in 
fact as he recalled, most fishermen were unable 
to swim, reasoning that it would be pointless 
trying in heavy aprons and thigh boots.) Peter 
remembered where he had watched the film 
for the first time (and it later transpired the only 
time). It was at his local cinema, The Regent10. 
Whilst we were watching he had become a little 
agitated, and when the film finished he revealed 
the reason. Peter was absolutely sure that the 
film he had watched at The Regent was longer. 
What was missing eluded him and I had left, 
determined to investigate further. 

Fire struck The Electric 
on 14th August 1914 as 
film combusted in the 
projector causing an 
explosion. The cinema 
reopened on 10th 
September 191411.
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12 > For a considerable 
time I was sea-sick and 
sometimes felt sick of the 
sea”. Joseph Robinson 
quoted in The Sussex 
County Magazine 
January 1938 in the 
article by A W Robinson 
A Famous Firm of Sussex 
Shipowners.

07 On the occasion of our second meeting 
Peter had introduced me to the boating 
dynasties of the town, and his potted history 
included reference to the Moore family 
(boating); the Phipps (pleasure boats); the 
Kemp brothers (fish and chips); the Pelhams 
(trips and rentals); Burtons and Goldsmiths 
(rowing boats for hire); the Richardsons (almost 
everything); the Robinsons (ditto) and his own 
family, the Burtenshaws. Many of these families 
were vast, and their ancestries intertwined. I 
frequently got confused and this was not helped 
by each family seeming to have proliferations 
of William’s, Harry’s and Thomases, making 
the distinctions ‘old’ and ‘young’ quickly 
superfluous. Exploring the archives held at  
the Museum, I began to appreciate the scale  
of each family’s achievements and the legacy  
they created for the town. 

Joseph Robinson, founder of the ‘Messrs G and 
J Robinson’ (ship owners) seemed to embody 
the spirit of the great days of sail. Living to the 
ripe old age of 96 his exploits to me are all the 
more remarkable for knowing he was prone to 
seasickness.12 Records show many ‘firsts’ and 
sadly ‘lasts’ - the Robinsons’ Robert and Mary 
was the last British brig to weather Cape Horn – 
and the brother’s deaths coincided with the end 
of sail. A family of adventurers and pioneers, 
another Robinson, Captain Louis Robinson, 
was shipwrecked off County Durham in 1901. 
Captain Louis was the last man to leave the 

ship before she sank and was rescued by the 
Volunteer Life Brigade. Captain Louis lived in 
the Robinson’s house in 12 River Road and  
when he died aged 86, ever a gentleman, he  
left money in his will to the same Life Brigade 
‘for the welfare of those that go down to the  
sea in ships’. 

Richard Isemonger was a Littlehampton heroes’ 
hero and an avid explorer. The Isemongers 
were a family of shipbuilders, seafarers and 
explorers arriving in the town in 1690. Richard’s 
father built the Barque Michelgrove whose main 
anchor rests at the entrance to the Museum (my 
son, like many before him no doubt, cannot 
resist standing next to it and imagining the men 
heaving it from the fathoms below). Richard 
sailed around the world and in 1845 became 
something of a local legend for rescuing eleven 
British sailors from the ‘Moors’ along the coast of 
West Africa. 
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Far left
Robinson House 
12 River Road, 
Littlehampton with 
porthole detail.

Left
Captain Louis Robinson.

Below left
Lawrence William 
Burtenshaw gazing out 
at the Oyster Pond, South 
Terrace Littlehampton, 
donated by P Burtenshaw.

Below right
Lawrence William 
Burtenshaw aboard  
The Gwendoline,  
P Burtenshaw.
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John Burtenshaw 
b.1797 d.1864
m. Mary Pelham b.1801

William Burtenshaw (c)1818
m. Ann Hawkins 1846

James Richardson 
b.1779
m. Mary b.1779

Daniel Richardson
m. Harriet Hopkins 
1821

Lawrence William 
b.1847 d.1934
m. Susan Richardson m.1868
1851

Charlotte Ann
1849

Harriet
1850

Mary
1856

George
1853

Susan Kate
b.15.1.1871

Harriet Emma
b.16.2.1873

Alfred GG  (Jim) 

Angela Julian Diana Michael Christopher

Note
Betty Burtenshaw   Cousins
+ Monica

Married

Jack Kingshott
+                               Brothers
Geoff Kingshott  

Betty Joan 
m. J Kingshott

Gwenda Maud 
b.1921
m. Wallis

Roy Lawrence 
m. Mary

Peter Alan b.1929

m. 
(1.) D. Kendall 
1956

Agnes Catherine
25.12.1874

Harry
No issue

Maud
m. Silverlock

Ron
No issue

Vera
No issue

Daphne Aubrey Frank Monika
m. G Kingshott

(2.) Margaret Mary Simpson 
1969

Hilary 

RebeccaAshley

Susan
Peter
b.1947 Roger Rodney Christopher

Harry Lawrence
1877

Eliza M.A.
1879

Ernest
1881

Edith. L 
1884
m. Robinson

Daisy A
1887

Gladys C M 
1889
m. Claude Johnson

Frank
1891

George Herbert 
b.1893
m. Emily Brant 1914

John Burtenshaw 
b.1797 d.1864
m. Mary Pelham b.1801

William Burtenshaw (c)1818
m. Ann Hawkins 1846

James Richardson 
b.1779
m. Mary b.1779

Daniel Richardson
m. Harriet Hopkins 
1821

Lawrence William 
b.1847 d.1935
m. Susan Richardson m.1868
b.1851

Charlotte Ann
1849

Harriet
1850

Mary
1856

George
1853

Susan Kate
b.15.1.1871

Harriet Emma
b.16.2.1873

Alfred Gerald 
George
b.1914

Angela
b.1945
m. King

Michele Robert
b.1966
m. Kristin Doern

Diana
b.1941
m. Skinner

Michael
b.1946

Christopher
b.1946

RobinDavid

Jake
b.1999

Jessica
b.2004

Sam
b.2007

Jack
b.1997

Ben Thomas Finlay

Matthew
b.2001

Tracey
b.1969

Carina
b.1973

David Alan Aidan Briony

Julian 
Charles
b.1949

Betty Joan 
b.1916
m. Kingshott Jack

Gwenda Maud 
b.1921
m. Wallis

Roy Lawrence 
b.1924

Peter Alan b.1929

m. 
(1.) D. Kendall 
1956

Agnes Catherine
25.12.1874

Harry
No issue

Maud
m. Silverlock

Ron
No issue

Vera
No issue

Daphne Aubrey Frank Monika
m. G Kingshott

(2.) Margaret Mary Simpson 
1969

Hilary 
b.1972

Rebecca Clothier 
b.2002

Ashley Clothier 
b.1998

Susan
Peter
b.1947

Ben Gary

Dakota
b.2010

Roger Rodney Christopher

Harry Lawrence
1877

Eliza M.A.
1879

Ernest
1881

Edith. L 
1884
m. Robinson

Daisy A
1887

Gladys C M 
1889
m. Claude Johnson

Frank
1891

George Herbert 
b.1893
m. Emily Brant 1914

Family tree,  
P Burtenshaw, 
pre-exhibition.

Extended family tree,  
P Burtenshaw,  
post-exhibition.
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13 > Dutton is the world’s 
only manufacturer of 
amphibious vehicles for 
non-military purposes. 
Early attempts to make 
amphibious cars in the 
1960s failed when the 
cars corroded and fell 
apart. In 1995 the first 
Amphibian Dutton rolled 
off the production line. 
The factory is located in 
Littlehampton alongside 
the Arun, which is the test 
area for prototypes.

08 Despite the family dynasty, Peter did not 
fish for a living (possibly deterred by his days 
anchored to the West Works) and he could 
recall no remaining members of his family 
who did. Like many of his generation he had 
however enjoyed dabbling in boat building, 
customising a series of craft. He had fond 
memories of one in particular, the King Eric. Not 
considering the craft fit for purposes intended 
he had taken it upon himself to perform some 
major modifications to the cuddy. The result 
appeared a little ungainly but it served its 
purpose and appeared to have been enjoyed 
heartily by both captain and crew. Looking 
at it reminded me of the first time I saw a 
Dutton13. I recalled it having looked totally out 
of context seeming more of a boat than a car 
and I remembered thinking what a monstrously 
ungainly thing it was. I was later startled to find 
out that it was an amphibious car and its owner 
Tim Dutton had been inspired to succeed where 
others had failed by virtue of the fact that he 
could not swim. Dutton HQ is in Littlehampton, 
and I am led to understand the vehicles’ biggest 
fans are Saudi Royalty. 

Below top 
The King Eric and crew 
on the Arun off Ford 1969, 
donated by P Burtenshaw.

Below bottom
The King Eric and crew 
in Littlehampton Harbour 
circa 1970, P Burtenshaw.
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14 > Between 1960 
and 1980, about 250 
Tridents were produced 
as complete boats or 
part-built kits. The first 
few had wooden decks 
and coach rooves 
professionally fitted to a 
GRP hull. Thereafter the 
builders, Marcon Marine, 
produced a GRP deck 
moulding, though a few 
owners continued to buy 
hulls and fit them out in 
wood. 

09 Peter had listed the craft he had owned: 
the King Eric, the Snoopy, the Compass Rose, 
the Springer, the Valoro and the Lei Ming. He 
would smile boyishly as he recalled the power 
cruiser Valoro with her top speed of 30 knots.  
It turned out that Peter did not just dabble in 
boats. He was a craftsman too. He gutted the 
Springer and his handiwork caught the  
attention of the ‘Trident News’14. 

Springer customised 
by P Burtenshaw Vol 18 
Trident News. 
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