
‘A History of East-the-Water, Bideford’ has just been awarded the 2022 Devon History Society prize for a local history 
society book. To celebrate the award and the first anniversary of publication, Way of the Wharves takes a look at the 
historical and commercial importance of the area. With shipbuilding, potteries, lime kilns, a coal mine, the railway, 
timber import, horticulture companies, gas and electricity works and even a munitions factory the east shore of the 
Torridge has been an important industrial centre for Bideford and the estuary. The wharves along Barnstaple Street, 
East-the-Water, are set to undergo a transformation, with a £20 million re-development. This book sets out to record 
the commercial importance of the site and history of the local community.

East-the-Water, known locally as Shamwickshire, was the 
industrial heart of Bideford, retaining its own character 
despite being connected to Bideford for hundreds of years 
by the medieval long bridge that is the centrepiece to the 
town. 

From Elizabethan times until the end of the 19th century 
East-the-Water was one of the centres of shipbuilding on 
the Torridge. In the 1500s one Spanish captain, captured by 
Sir Richard Grenville and held in Bideford, later recounted 
how, during that time, his captor had fitted out six ships, 
one of 150 tons and the rest between 60 and 100 tons for 
battle against the Spanish Armada.

At the end of the 19th century the last shipbuilder in East-
the-Water was Henry Morgan Restarick. Originally from 
Axminster, he specialised in building fishing ketches, most 
of which joined the rapidly expanding fishing fleets in the 
North Sea. His boats had a deserved reputation for their 
strong build and he launched three for the Mission for Deep 
Sea Fishermen to take comforts such as cocoa and choco-
late (but not alcohol) to North Sea fishermen. Two of these 
‘Gospel Fleet’ boats requisitioned by the navy in World War 
One were sunk by U Boats. 

Upstream of the Bideford long bridge was also a place 
of industry. Around 1847, on the site of the East-the-
Water School, in Torrington Street, George Parkin started 

building gigs and small boats. They were carvel built, with 
hull planks, fastened to a robust frame, laid edge to edge 
to form a smooth surface. By 1852, his pilot boat True Blue 
had won many accolades competing in local regattas, both 
under canvas and oars and this helped his business develop. 

But Parkin also has a much more precious claim to fame. 
In July 1852, when he saw a seven-year-old local boy in 
danger of being swept away by the tide, he leapt from the 
rear wall of his property and rescued him from drowning. 
Everywhere he went there seemed to be people in need of 
rescuing. Eventually, in 1871, after his twenty-ninth rescue, 
he was recognised by the Royal Humane Society. 

Some of the timber for ship and boat building was sourced 
locally but it was the disruption of supplies of timber from 
the Baltic during the Napoleonic wars that led to the devel-
opment of timber imported from North America. The busi-
ness model that helped the Heard family make their fortune 
and eventually construct the Royal Hotel, was built around 
taking emigrants out to Prince Edward Island, returning 
with ships and timber. Emigration to Canada from North 
Devon between about 1818 and 1868 is estimated to have 
been as high as 7,000 – when you consider that in 1851 the 
population of the two biggest towns, Barnstaple and Bide-
ford, was 8,667 and 5,775 respectively, this was a significant 
local impact.

From Elizabethan times until the end of the 19th century East-the-Water was one of the centres of  
shipbuilding on the Torridge. Here the barquentine Winifred is moored at Restarick’s shipyard about 1879.
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Way of the Wharves CIO is a registered charity (Number 1188912) based in Bideford advancing the 
education and information about the maritime and industrial heritage of the Wharves at East-the-Water  
and the Torridge Estuary. www.thewharves.org

North Devon’s maritime trade in the early 17th century 
revolved around dried codfish and Spanish wool, espe-
cially the finest quality wool from Castille. In the last part 
of the 17th century Bideford was a major port for the trade 
of wool with Ireland. Even after that early dominance 
was lost, the connections and trading structures meant 
considerable quantities of wool flowed into Bideford. One 
of the best known of the early wool merchants was John 
Strange (1590-1646) who, when plague reached Bideford 
on a cargo of wool from Spain, bravely stepped into the 
role of mayor, to keep order and impose a quarantine. His 
descendants held a wharf on Barnstaple Street, at least into 
the mid-1700s. 

It was an adjacent area of the wharves that played its part 
in a 20th century revival of a wool trade, but this time it was 
a Devon export. In 1953, Fulford’s could claim that their 
associated companies collected one-sixth of the wool “clip” 
of the British Wool Marketing Board. For many years, until 
the sale to Ranks Hovis McDougall, Fulford’s head office 
was based on Barnstaple Street, opposite Queen’s Wharf, 
and next to the Lion Store. It is planned that the granite 

gateposts engraved ‘QUEENS WHARF’ will be retained 
and re-sited in the new development.

In the 20th century the number of houses in East-the-
Water expanded rapidly and a new first school, replacing the 
increasingly rundown site by the river, was built on Mines 
Road. Industry moved away from the river to new more 
modern premises, better served by road. When the railway 
line closed, the goods yard was replaced by housing and, 
in turn, the Tarka Trail cycling and walking route replaced 
the railway line. The new bridge over the Torridge, creating 
the Atlantic Highway into Cornwall, at last brought some 
relief to the traffic pressure on Barnstaple Street and across 
the old bridge. 

‘A History of East-the-Water, Bideford’, illustrated with 
line drawings by local artist Lou Boulter, shows this was not 
just a local history. The boats built, the goods traded, the 
emigrants who left, fortunes made and lost, and the people 
who worked in East-the-Water and on its wharves make up 
a story that goes all around the world.

Parts of this article were previously published in Devon 
Life February 2022

A History of East-the-Water, Bideford
By Michael Teare, Bob Kirby, Anthony Burt with line drawings by Lou Boulter. Price £10. 
Available from Way of the Wharves website (www.thewharves.org) or from Walter Henry’s and The Burton in Bideford and 
Waterstones in Barnstaple. Proceeds from book sales go to charity funds. 

The book is illustrated with 
line drawings by local artist 
Lou Boulter

The Barnstaple Street wharves at East-the-Water, Bide-
ford are about to be transformed. In 2021 Torridge District 
Council approved plans for the developer, Red Earth, to 
begin a £20 million scheme to redevelop this historically 
important riverside site with a mix of commercial and resi-
dential property. The sea wall will be raised against flood 
risk and land that has always been an industrial site will 
have public access. A pathway through the bridge gardens 
will lead onto a riverside walkway along the seawall and an 
open square, conserving the view between Bideford and 

the Grade 1 listed Royal Hotel. The site has now been cleared and archaeological surveys completed. Delays mean seawall 
repairs will now not start until at least Spring 2023. Works are likely to take up to three years. 


