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Background & Introduction
acta has considerable experience of making community theatre with people in North Bristol,
including both heritage and intergenerational projects. The concept for Sailors’ Tales was
developed soon after the Gas Girls WWI centenary show, also supported by Heritage Lottery
Fund (HLF). Sailors’ Tales offered another little known story for people in Bristol to research
and bring to life through theatre.
Led by acta’s Artistic Director, Neil Beddow, acta began to talk to people who had been
involved in the sea-faring life, and a range of potential partners including the Merchant
Navy Association, which was to become an invaluable partner through the project.
A successful bid to the Heritage Lottery Fund and support from the Bristol Port Company
secured the project early in 2015, and the research began in earnest that Summer.
It was soon clear from the research that the theme of the play was ‘the men who fell in love
with the sea… and the women who fell in love with them,’ so that the play would cover the
adventures and day-to-day routine of the sailors, but also the lives of the women who
stayed at home, and how they coped with life.
The resulting play was set at the end of the 1950s and in the early 60s, as this is when the
men who gave interviews were working as Merchant Seamen. It was also a key time for the
industry, with the emergence of the first ‘container’ ships, which would effectively end the
established way of life and work for dockers and seamen. The research and the resulting
play also covered the training at the Vindicatrix training ship (Gloucestershire), life on board
ship, the impact on personal relationships, and life in Avonmouth Village at that time.

Outcomes
Sailors’ Tales set out to ensure that a diverse range of people would engage with their local
heritage. Participants, volunteers and audiences would have increased knowledge about the
lives of people connected to the maritime community in Bristol, the post war period, and
the changes to, and continuing significance of the industry in the present day.
The community performers were to be drawn from a variety of isolated and vulnerable
groups, and the process would enable the development of new positive relationships
amongst this diverse group.
Additionally, through the schools’ projects, over 100 children would have direct contact
with, work alongside and learn from older people in their community with experience of the
subject matter.
The project would further enable the North Bristol areas of Avonmouth, Shirehampton and
Lawrence Weston to reflect on their communities’ and families’ connections to the sea, to
ships, and to the massive industry that continues to move through Bristol to feed and supply
Britain.
The project proposal predicted an increased knowledge and respect for the challenging but
essential work carried out by mariners, and an increased local pride in their connection to
this heritage.

By the end of the project the participants will:
• have greatly extended their knowledge of the post war period, and of the issues
connected with the maritime industry at this time;
• have an increased understanding of the lives of sailors and their families;
• be able to communicate this knowledge directly and effectively through the immediacy of
theatre, to audiences who have no current knowledge of the subject matter.

By the end of the project audience members will have:
• greatly extended their knowledge of the period, and of the issues raised by the project;
• increased understanding of the lives and sailors and their families, in post war Bristol.

The heritage outcomes that the project worked towards can be summarised as follows:•

Heritage will be better interpreted and explained – research, the show, film, blog.

•

Heritage will be identified and recorded.

•

People will have learned about their heritage.

•

People will have had an enjoyable experience.

The Play Process
Weekly devising workshops began at Avonmouth Community Centre (every Tuesday
evening 7.00-8.30pm) early in the Autumn term 2015, following a period of research and
development over the summer months, which had focused on interviews with ex-sailors and
their families, led by acta’s Artistic Director.
An enthusiastic team of 17 participants aged 14 to 60, most of whom were from Avonmouth
and surrounding areas, met weekly to create original scenes based on the stories collected.
Some of the families interviewed in the research period came along to the sessions to share
interesting stories directly with the performers. The Merchant Navy Association and various
local community groups e.g. Avonmouth lunch club proved invaluable at helping to make
contact with ex-sailors, dockers and their wives.
The team continued to collect more memories about home life while the men were away,
about how young men and women first met, and more about the sailors’ lives at sea.
The devising process created a wealth of characters and story lines to connect all the
different characters. Interviews were transcribed for these devising workshops, and a
scenario was developed by the New Year, so that weekly Tuesdays through the Spring term
could be used to develop the final details of characters and scenes. A script was created for
the start of rehearsals in the summer term, and a final cast of 18 performers was confirmed.

The final cast was a good mix of performers, many performing for the very first time,
together with some more experienced acta performers. Throughout the rehearsal process,
the company developed a close family feel, caring for each other throughout, and with a
good sense of ownership of the play they had created.
The production process was intensive, with final rehearsals moving to the actacentre
theatre in October and just a few weekly rehearsals on set before the dress rehearsal and
first performance week. An additional dress rehearsal took place in the opening show week
on Tuesday 1 November, reducing the number of public performances (2 – 12 November) to
a total of nine instead of the ten that were originally planned, and to ensure the quality of
all public performances.








Sailors’ Tales attracted a total of 550 audience members across 9 shows; an average
of 61 people per show.
Just over half of the audience were older people (aged 55 years and above).
37% of audience members surveyed said that Sailors’ Tales was their first acta show.
38% of audience surveyed were regularly theatre-goers, whilst 42% occasionally visit
and 20% rarely or never go to the theatre.
Two thirds of the Sailors’ Tales audience live outside of central Bristol postcodes (BS1
– BS9) i.e. in outlying communities of least engagement.

Schools’ projects
In addition to the play itself, the learning offered by the project was extended through the
delivery of five drama and story-telling days in primary schools, “play in a day” projects,
which aimed to directly engage over 100 children as participants, as well as an audience of
up to 1000 parents and children.
An artistic framework was created for the projects, to enable the artistic team to approach
each of the days with a clear plan of different stories to share with the children. Some of the
sailors were brought into each of the schools to share their stories face to face with the
children, which proved particularly successful; children appreciating the connection to
people who were actually there, achieved through learning about a period in living memory.
At least one of the sailors reported that the schools’ project had been their “favourite bit” of
the whole project, and a small number of the schoolchildren from the schools’ project
attended the final show as audience.
Four of the school days were delivered across the Summer term 2016:





Avonmouth; 15 April – 22 children aged 9/10 yrs.
Stoke Park Primary, Lockleaze, N Bristol; 22 April - 21 children aged 8/9 yrs.
Avon Primary; 24 June – 25 children aged 9/10 yrs.
Winford Primary, SW Bristol; 18 July - 27 children aged 9/10 yrs.

The fifth and final day took place at the actacentre theatre at the beginning of the Autumn
term:


Compass Point, South Street, Bedminster; 13 September – 21 children aged 9/10 yrs.

A total of 116 children created and performed a Sailors’ Tales play in a day, watched by a
total audience of around 700 parents and children over the five performances.

Results
Audience Interviews

What did you learn?
I learnt more about the boats and the maritime history.
We appreciated the period detail, but new learning was specific to the lives of sailors and
their families.
I had spoken to some people before (this project) about what it was like, and it was great to
see those stories on stage.
I learnt more about Avonmouth docks, the maritime history, the role of the merchant
seamen in the war…
Learnt lots about the sea / sailors / maritime history.
Knew about WWII, but learnt lots about period after this.
I learnt more about the loneliness of the women.
Why can’t the women go sailing? (young girl)
Didn’t realise they were away for so long – no choice.
I found it very interesting. Knew about the navy but didn't know about the freight ships and
the work transporting things and people.
I was reminded about my neighbours coming in to our shop, they worked on the docks and
they would say 'can’t pay today' because they would have to wait for the work. It was hard
for them.
I have worked in Avonmouth for years, so I know it well, particularly how it has changed
since 1970s, but learnt more about the merchant navy and the period of 50s / 60s from this
play.
I worked alongside people who’d worked on the banana boats when I was working in
Avonmouth in 70s and 80s.
Also learnt lots from the programme notes.
Also learnt lots about the women left at home.
My family was in the Merchant Navy, my uncle. So I knew quite a lot about it already.

I liked the mix of humour and tragedy, and the fun experience of watching a show helped us
to learn.
Loved it .. and especially because I realised my own memories working beside Bristol docks
watching the barges go by ... then wondering where they had slowly disappeared to had a
relevance .. my son now drives the container lorries to and from the docks.. its made me
really think about our history and what I myself witnessed so well done everyone it was so
good !!

About the play / using theatre
I wouldn't have come to see a show like this normally (history, sea) - but because it's acta, I
did.
Community theatre brings it to life; more interesting than a teacher and / or a book.
Community theatre? It is very good. Teaches in a way that is very entertaining, there is
nothing else like it.
Theatre is effective at portraying real stories.
I saw Gas Girls – community theatre is a good way to learn more about history as you feel
more involved in it, it brings it to life, takes you back.
It was very good, haven't seen anything like it before. I worked on the Bristol City Line
(person with him says he was on Fyfes banana boats;) very well done.
The cast did an amazing job and I thought the writing was brilliant throughout of course!
Personal favourites were the scenes in the second act with Tommy and Jock - very moving
pieces. Please thank everyone for me. Well done acta team on another great production.
I liked the fact that it was all true and enjoyed the stories of individual characters.
It was fantastic, as we could see the performers were enjoying themselves.
Theatre is an effective learning tool, as it is visual and brings it to life, so we learn more.
The show was manageable for the audience, kept our attention, not long & drawn out.
Really enjoyed it. Fun – there & happening – will not forget it.
Powerful. Amazing that all the stories are real.
Keep going with it, it is very funny.
Set was very impressive!! Very good!

Community theatre - Very good - Important to keep memories alive.
Theatre as a means of storytelling – a great medium to learn.
A strong ensemble of performers.
Lovely to go to events in local community.

What were the highlights / most memorable?
Memorable- The wedding was lovely.
Moved - When the lad couldn't go to his mother’s funeral, sad.
Most memorable – the families left behind back home, and leaving home at that young age
(16/17 yrs).
Most memorable – story of the sea and the women back home.
The highlights:
•

Jock going overboard.

•

The young lad talking to Jock. Very moving.

•

Women – sense of loss.

•

Girl who left husband.

•

Going down the pub when home, so true.

Most memorable:
•

life on the boats, out at sea, what they had to eat etc.

•

how many different destinations and how far they went

•
the two lads arriving on the boat and sharing stories with the older men – I am
interested in this relationship, as a teacher.
I will remember the woman leaving her husband, but I didn’t feel sorry for him, he deserved
it …. oh no, I felt sorry for him, cos it wasn’t really his fault that he had that life.
Jock’s story was the most interesting, as he had lived through two world wars, and to see
the intergenerational learning between him and the young lad…
Memorable - Jock and his stories about surviving the wars.

Most interesting – very separate roles / lives for men and women.
Most memorable moment – when the wife and kids leave him – the wedding – Jock dying
(didn’t like that – bring back Jock!)
The young boy (tommy)... he's very good! - memorable.
Memorable - the young boy wondering if he should go for another two years. It's a very big
decision.
When she had the baby, but she was all alone and her husband was miles away. Hard not to
be moved by that.

How did you hear about it?
Know someone in the cast.
Facebook.
Heard by Radio, leaflet, Newsletter, and attending the last acta show.
My grandson is involved, and my husband, and they love it.
Heard about it in the local Shirehampton paper.

Additional comments from audience:
What a wonderful production guys. Youth, experience , tales, bygone year, history and
humour ...
Great atmosphere and friendly welcome by all.
First night here, watching great talent.. Will we return....? Indeed we will...
Thank you for an informative and entertaining evening..
… very genuine; real lives for local people.

Cast questionnaires
We collected evidence from the 18 cast members, to assess the extent to which the project
had achieved its aims for its participants, namely that they would:
• have greatly extended their knowledge of the post war period, and of the issues
connected with the maritime industry at this time;
• have an increased understanding of the lives of sailors and their families;
• be able to communicate this knowledge directly and effectively through the immediacy of
theatre, to audiences who have no current knowledge of the subject matter.
The results are included below:

What have you learnt about life in 1959 Bristol, by taking part in Sailors’ Tales?
“I have learnt what a merchant sailor is, and in an honest sense what it was like for them.”
“Things were stolen from the docks often. If your ship was sunk you’d have no choice but to
go back to get paid.”
“I already knew something about life back then as my Dad went to sea in 1960, after just
meeting my Mum, so I have heard stories from them. But it has been amazing to learn of
other stories and some of the hardship that was endured.”
“It was a lot different back then”
“How hard it was and how much respect was given towards the men.”
“Life was different – make-up – dances – the sailors. The gender roles were a big role
(women just stayed at home and looked after children.)”
“That life was quite hard and lonely for women with husbands etc. at sea. They relied on
each other a lot – there was a strong community of women. And really interesting to hear
the stories of Avonmouth docks etc. as I grew up in Avonmouth.”
“Life was very different to how it is now and the make-up and clothes were fabulous.
Gender roles were a much bigger deal.”
“I have learnt that language was much different in 1959 Bristol.”
“Life back then was hard for both men & women. Women didn’t have the technology to do
their day to day jobs, had to work harder. Men being away and missing their families must
have been hard!”

“That men really had a passion for the sea and that their women could get let down so
easily.”
“How much work they had to do when they were away and all of the countries they get to
visit.”
“How hard it was for the women + all the stories + how hard it was.”

How do you feel about the sailors and their families, and how has creating the play helped
you to understand them better?
“It has helped me understand how hard the average person from the 50’s and 60’s had it
and how life choices affected their families. I feel that for the families I really do.”
“The play helped me realise how hard it was for women when their husbands would be
away for so long.”
“That life was so different back then, the women didn’t have the opportunities given to
women now, they just had to get on with life and whatever was thrown at them. It’s a
message that needs to be shown more, for todays’ generations to realise how lucky they
are!!”
“I love the show and it was a lost time. They missed their family.”
“How the families had to cope with being without their father for so long. I now understand
a sailors’ family life was very hard.”
“They had a hard job. Their families had a hard job just waiting around. Their lives were not
easy.”
“I didn’t really know anything before so it’s been great hearing all the stories and
adventures the sailors had – talking to them directly was really valuable. Creating the play
and taking on these real people and stories as characters really helps you relate to them and
understand how they felt.”
“The Sailors had a hard job, but you can’t underestimate how difficult it was for their
families back home. I feel sorry for them as it wasn’t an easy life.”
“I noticed that there is in fact some similarities in terms of the fact that the women missed
their partners like my partner misses me now when I take lots of overtime.”
“It’s helped me understand how hard times were back then. I feel honoured to know
they’ve been here to watch the show.”

“I feel upset for both men and women. Some points they lost ones they loved. And this
show helped me understand the life of women and men back then.”
“That they were away weeks, months or even years at a time and how it changed them and
it affects their families when they were away.”
“It helped me understand how different it was.”

What do you most enjoy about creating and performing a true story based on historical
research? What have been the best things about this project for you?
“First off it feels like the most real performance I have ever done. The people have been the
best thing.”
“The best thing about this project was meeting new people and getting the opportunity to
act with people of all ages.”
“I have enjoyed every aspect… creating the story from the improvisation we did and then
building the characters and making them our own. This is the first performance I have done
with acta (the first performance ever!) and everyone has been amazing and so supportive of
each other…. We are a little family!”
“Bonding with everyone and the fun we have.”
“Learning new things about that era. The way the sailors all got on and looked out for each
other, even if they didn’t like each other.”
“I really enjoy that we are retelling real stories so it makes the play more special and more
real.”
“Learning about the history first hand from local people. Getting to research and practice
make-up and hair from the era and wearing all the amazing costumes!! Plus working with a
really lovely cast and great to have a mix of ages.”
“Being able to talk to people who actually lived the stories we are telling has been really
refreshing as an actor.”
“I relished in the reactions of the real life Sailors. Their comments were very encouraging
and helped us to improve our roles.”
“I truly feel proud and honoured to be a part of this performance! Just being in it and being
able to relive their stories – being a part of the history.”
“Being put into the position to be a girl back in those days and watch my acta family play
men and women of 1959. (It was fun)”

“Being able to work with a new cast of actors and past cast members and creating my
character and helping each other out during rehearsals and learning about the merchant
seamen of that time.”
“Putting myself in their shoes.”
“I really liked that we got to meet the Sailors who told their stories.”
“It’s been great to have the chance of touring this show and doing so many performances it
helps us to really connect with our characters and improve our performance skills etc.”
“It was fantastic working with people of all ages, it helped me with my anxiety and
communication skills.”

If any of your friends and / or family saw the show, what did they think about it?
“Brilliant, just brilliant.”
“My friends loved it! They said the story was amazing and they came to see it twice!”
“That it was amazing. Great story, very moving and the whole performance and set was very
professional.”
“My Mum liked it.”
“Amazing and very well performed.”
“My Mum really enjoyed it as her Dad was a Doctor and later a Sailor.”
“Really enjoyed it, think it’s one of acta’s best shows thought it was very professional and
the characters were really believable / relatable.”
“They loved it, and thought it was very informative.”
“They were surprised with the brilliance of the stage production.”
“They have loved it! Have had lots of positive comments about everyone’s performances.”
“They loved it.”
“They absolutely loved it, from start to finish.”

