T he Razor [Fish Years

Mr Renouf with Soda, razor-fishing at Belcroute Bay in 1962



During the war, when Jerseg was occupied bg the (Germans, the islanders became
exPcrimcn’cal in their efforts to suPPlcmcnt their diet. (Guided, it seems, ]39 long~dormant
instincts ncwlg awoken, men hunted out all manner of edible leaves, roots, berries and
Fungi. Bizarre reciPcs were exchangec{, and the localities of herbs, which till that time no

one had given a thought to, became a matter of the strictest confidence.

Hunger taugl‘nt us much about the less orthodox harvest of the Countrgside. But the sea
was our greatest Friend, and almost everyone became a fisherman of sorts. Fresh xcish, such
as gobies, or cabots, to give them their local name, were scorned no ]onger. [ ven limpets
knew no peace. But my most Personal war memory concerns razor fish. The years when ]

was tl‘nree, four and five are to me the razor fish years.

Evcry Suncla\lj, summer and winter, my father took me to St. (Catherine’s Bagj a wide
winc!y expanse of sand on the south coast. Qut of a leng’ck of Fencing wire he had
fashioned two slender rocls, cach about 2 2 feet ]ong, with a flattened barb at the

business end. [He had no use for amateurs who used salt to make the fish rise.

| think of those dags and | am back on the Puclc”g sand, clumsy with my rod, trging to
emulate my fathers Per‘Formance‘ He was a genius at the game — in. out, in, out - flashed
his rod, and every keglﬁole with a gurglc of reluctance 3ieldcd its strange occupant. Dad
was famous in the parish for his ski]], and usua”g a clutch of spectators accomPanie& his
stooping progress over the sands. \/erg often ] remember, groups of og~dut3 German
soldiers gatherec{ too, and would slaP their thighs in amazement at his exPertise‘
Sometimes one reques’cec} a turn, and awkwardlg Holding the rod, rammed it into the sand.
Dad kePt an imPassive face at this c{isplay of T eutonic gaucherie, and taking the rod,
straigh’cenec{ it and with finesse continued to extract the long shells — in, out, in, out — never
a failure. Tl’xe (Germans watched a while and then strolled away, baffled by the mystery of
it all - kegholes in the dead sancl, miniature openiﬂgs to a teeming life beneath.

When Dad had collected three hundred Fish, he took time off to instruct me in the art.

‘No, don’t Pusl'x the rod righ’c in —let in fall in, gcn’c]y now. TI’ICI’\ give it a little twirl and out
she comes. Put | nearlg alwags failed. When | did succeed, my world ended for an instant
in a blaze of bright stars, and ] would tenderlg P]ace my single catch among the hundreds in
the c}"nip basket.

Strange &ags on the beach; in summer, soon laging down my obstinate rod, | used to
Paclc”e and HOP in the sea while Dad workecl, and in winter ] hung about shivering. b]obs
of wet sand stuck to my clothes. Thcg were first time c}ags, wonderful in the memory: the
first time my threslﬂing turned to swimming, the first time | noticed the movement of the
cloucls; and lurking Forgotten somewhere in those long afternoons lies the first time ]

caug}w’c a razor fish. | knew not!ﬁing of the war. | knew in a way that the uniformed men who



watched my father were ‘different’ and that | should be Polite but not Frienc”g with them,
and yet sometimes when one Picke& me up, tossed me in the air and smiling caught me and
set me down neat]y, it was hard not to scream with Pleasure, as ] did when uncles and Familg
friends threw me about. ] knew too that there was a certain man one mustn’t Point at orin
any way draw attention to, tl'lougl'x he looked so unlike any of us, with his broad cheek
bones and slanted eyes. FerPe’cuallﬂ cheerpul, he oFteﬂJoinec{ us on the beach, borrowing
my rod in winter, and in summer, sun~]:>athing near the (German officers. [1e was an

escaped Russian Prisoner of war. Jt all meant nothing to me.

The catching of razor fish was not the end of the story. Much still had to be done before
they were ready to eat. The first oPeration took Place on the beach. Dac{ and ] took the
fish to a great Pool and rinsed them thorough]g. Then off we set home, a ]ong trudge
througlﬁ the countrgsidcj mgsehC bﬁ this stage tired and grizzling, very bad company.

At home my mother took over. She knew that somewhere in her mind existed the Pencect
recipc for razor fish. E_verg week she Preparcd them a little cliﬁceren’cig, and was never quite
satisfied. Not ill long after the war, when the (German soldiers were a memory, when one
no longer heard the whine of hostile P]aces and no longer hid crystal radios under stair

treads, did she find success.

We still go razor Fishing. Not from nccessitg now, but for pieasure. | am at last an expert,
though still not so ProFessional as my father. Now it is north country tourists, not (3erman

solc{iers, who gatlﬁer round to exclaim and to request aloan of the rod.

Razor [Fish Soup, Prepared accor&ing to the recipe which my mother took so many years
to evolve, is a woncler‘Fu”g aPPetising dish. No one would think of it as a hard time s‘canclbg.
But to me it is more than a balance of ingreclients; initis the flavour of a wide beach in war
time, a memory of bare feet in summer sand Puddles, fretful tears in winter, the cxpression
on the face of an enemy soldier rebuffed bg a four years old child, and above all the lost
Personality of that child, in whom awareness of the wonder of life awoke in those long ago
&ags. These are the in’cangibles which may make a bowl of steaming soup more than a
means of satisncying hunger.

Here is the recipe:



Jcrscy Razor [Fish Soup

lngrcclicnts

100 Razor f:ish

i Cabbage —a Savog or one with a firm white heart
i b. Onions

Milk

Salt and Fcpper to taste.

2 teasPoon Golc{en Sﬂrup‘
ChoPPecl Farsleg and Marigolc{ Fetals, it Possib!e, to garnish‘

chcl tcaspoon cornflour.

Mcthocl

(Cover razor fish with cold water and rinse to get away all traces of sand. [t is a good idea
to do a first rinsing in sea water before bringing home the fish. If the fish are rinsed at home
P]ace them in another clean vessel and again cover with cold water and rinse. ]t is necessary

to rinse three times before all trace of sand is gone.

Fina”g, place fish in a clean vessel and cover with boiling water to separate them from the
shells. C}“IOP fish and Place in saucepan, cover with cold water, }Dring slow!g to the boil and

stew For about an hour.

Remove from heat and if Possiblc leave all night. [n the morning remove the fish from liquid,
squeezing to obtain all thejuice Possib]e. Strain through a muslin bag or something similar
when stock will be readg‘

Shred onions and cabbage Finelg using on]g the heart of the cabbagc ook until tender
after aclcling seasoning to taste. Just before it is cooked, add the half teaspoon of syrup.

Before serving, add the same quantity of milk as you have stock. Mix a level teaspoon of
cornflour with enougl'v milk to form a smooth paste and stir into the liquid when it has been

brought to the bolil again.
Now, bring it very care]cullg to the bolil being careful not to stew at this stage. Adcl the

cornflour paste and stir until the s]igh’c tlﬁickcning occurs.
Serve in bowls and add a little CI’IOPPC& Parsleg and marigold petals on top.

Sufficient for 8 large Por‘cions.



Notc

T]’]c Razor Fish (Ensfssf/fc]ua) is a !ong narrow marine bivalve, four or five inches long
when mature. ]t is found below high water levels on sandy beaches where it may be
detected bg the presence of its breathing holes. These take the form of small apertures in
the sand, shaped like a miniature keglﬂo!e.

Dur//zg the war [ aura lved with her ﬂam//y at their 5/)0}), F op/ar§tores i Mauﬂant. A[tcr
the Occupaf/on f/?@ﬂ moved to Maison [Fetit Fort, [ a MOﬂC, St Prelade.



