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Star of  the Sea

It occurs like clockwork. Twice daily, directed by 
the position of the moon and the time of year, the 
sea at Nansidwell – a rocky foreshore and beach 
on England’s southernmost Lizard Peninsula  
– recedes back to a patchwork of tide pools, 
each of the shallow water puddles teeming with 
an abundant underwater world of their own.  
Here, basking under the sun until the tide is 
starting to draw in again, lies a still life of marine 
specimens and seaweeds, from spiky, spotted 
starfish to rubbery, reddish-brown fronds of dulse 
and bright green, ruffle-edged leaves of sea lettuce. 
For Caro Warwick-Evans, co-founder of The 
Cornish Seaweed Company, and Joe Morton-Clark 

low tide is prime work time. Together with their 
business partner and long-time friend Tim van 
Berkel, they are the only commercial seaweed har-
vesters in England.

Armed with scissors and a big yellow plastic 
basket, the couple is wading through the sea pools 
in their wellies on the look out for edible kinds of 
marine algae that grow in profusion on the rugged 
shores of Cornwall. Finding footholds among 
the slippery rocks that the tide has exposed, Caro 
bends down every few steps to cut off a myriad of 
drifting seaweed fronds in varying colours, tex-
tures and shapes. Joe, carrying their 5-month-old 
daughter Marna – whose name fittingly translates 

It’s nutritious, sustainable and plentiful, and yet seaweed has long been 
neglected as a food resource by Western palates. the plant took a trip to 

Cornwall to forage for modest but mighty marine algae
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as ‘Star of the Sea’ – in a baby carrier on his back, 
follows her carefully with the yellow basket. On the 
sunny spring day of the plant’s visit, the fruits 
of their harvest are quickly piling up: among them 
are strings of young sea spaghetti (Caro and Joe’s 
favourite kind), curly pepper dulse (known as the 
‘truffle of the sea’ for its aromatic taste), lobed sea 
lettuce (best eaten in raw salads) and kombu kelp 

(a staple in Asian cooking, known for its umami 
properties). Out of some 1,500 seaweeds native to 
the sea of England – all of which are safe for human 
consumption bar two – The Cornish Seaweed 
Company currently picks ten kinds, supplying 
clients ranging from London’s top chefs and well-
known British supermarkets to the deli down the 
road with fresh and dried varieties. 

“Being able to make a living out of the sea is an 
absolute privilege,” explains Joe, chewing on a strap 
of fresh sea spaghetti. Aside from the calls of the 
sea birds, only the sound of their wellies splashing 
in the puddles occasionally interrupts the gentle 
whistle of the wind. “The process of seaweed for-
aging is incredibly meditative,” continues Caro, a 
renewable energy engineer by training. “So much 
of it depends on the movement of the tides and 
the moon phases: it really connects you to the 
planet.” As the rocks are slowly beginning to sub-
merge beneath the incoming tide, gently flooding 
the individual algae-lined pools until all of them 
are covered by one big blanket of seawater, Caro, 
Joe and Marna make their way back to their white 
van, where they unload today’s harvest. Later on in 
the season, in August, when the sun is at its hottest 
and the algae at their biggest, each of The Cornish 
Seaweed Company’s team of up to ten walking har-
vesters collect as much as 40 kg of seaweed every 
day. Come rain or shine, from spring until autumn, 

Caro Warwick-Evans, Joe Morton-Clark and their  
baby daughter Marna (Latin for ‘Star of the Sea’) out on harvest  

at Nansidwell, on Cornwall’s Lizard Peninsula

The process of seaweed  
foraging greatly depends on  

the moon phases

Sea lettuce, with its bright green lobed leaves, is most commonly 
found on sheltered shores or in rock pools
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Co-founder Tim van Berkel, holding  
dried fronds of kombu kelp

Rubbery, reddish brown dulse can be eaten  
straight from the sea

Housed in a container, the headquarters of The Cornish Seaweed  
Company are wallpapered in maps of the region

the team is out harvesting daily along the 8 kilo-
metre stretch on the south-western tip of the Lizard 
Peninsula that they are licensed to forage from. 

Constantly changing location is key to their 
activity, in order to allow the seaweed to grow back 
in sustainable quantities. Most algae lack roots and 
stems. They are anchored to the rocky or sandy 
surface by a complex tangle of holdfasts, one third 
of which the foragers always make sure to leave 
untouched. Because of this lack of a root system 
to hold and feed them, these marine organisms 
are not classified as plants – instead, each of their 
cells must obtain their own nutrients for survival 
directly from the water. During the winter months, 
the majority of English seaweeds die off due to the 
lack of sunshine and nutrient intake. For a few 
kinds, however, these are the fastest growing times. 
Growing 60 to 80 times faster than plants, kelp, for 
instance, can sprout up to 30 cm per month in the 
winter season when there are no microalgae left in 
the water to compete with for nutrients. To survive 
and adapt to the complex environment they live in, 
each seaweed type has developed its own special 
mechanism, which includes a wealth of chemical 
components. From minerals and vitamins to 
protein and trace elements these unique com-
pounds can be just as vital for human health as 
they are for the algae. Statistics boast that a few 
mouthfuls of seaweed contain more fibre than a 
banana, more calcium than cheese, more iron than 
a sirloin steak and more vitamin C than an orange. 
And yet, this valuable organism is mostly being 
overlooked as a food source. 

“Because they are called seaweeds, sea vege-
tables still don’t appeal to most people,” explains 
Tim van Berkel, the other founding half of The 
Cornish Seaweed Company, as he takes us around 
their drying facility – a series of four fabric-covered 
pods – on the second day of our visit. Here, their 
harvests are being dried under the sun, giving them 
a shelf life of two years as opposed to five days for 
the freshly picked stuff. Dried and fresh species 
such as nori, wakame, and kombu kelp have always 
been a staple ingredient in Japanese cooking, 
but only in the last ten years or so have they 

started making their way into Western kitchens, 
too. Before that (apart from a few traditional 
regional specialities such as Welsh laverbread), the 
sprawling variety of mineral-rich seaweeds found 
in the British sea and beyond largely made their 
way into beauty products, natural setting agents 
(agar-agar is the most common one) or agricultural 
fertilisers. But then, a new wave of experimental 
chefs, led by the likes of René Redzepi of the long-
time ‘best restaurant in the world’ Noma, brought 
foraged foods to Europe’s top tables. In the four 
years since The Cornish Seaweed Company was 
founded, Caro, Tim and their team (which, 
depending on the season, counts up to 15 full-time 
and part-time staff) have equally been paving the 
way for the humble sea vegetable to be regarded as a 
desirable superfood celebrated for its antioxidative 
characteristics. 

As much as The Cornish Seaweed Company 
aims to carry on expanding harvests and product 
range, its success depends on educating people 
about the health benefits of edible seaweeds in 
the first place. Together with food photographer 
David Griffen, The Cornish Seaweed Company 
will be publishing a cookbook with 90 recipes 
for sweet and savoury seaweed dishes (including 

Seaweed is a  
desirable superfood known for its  

antioxidative characteristics

50 51



seaweed bhajis, sea spaghetti mushroom pie and 
dulse brownies) this year to shift perceptions about  
a much-neglected resource. Besides this, Caro is 
currently developing a series of short recipe videos 
to further introduce people to this unfamiliar world 
of cooking. “Our product ticks all the boxes”, says 
Tim, who holds a Masters in conservation and bio-
diversity from Exeter University. “It’s local, organic 
and nutritious enough to feed up the world’s people 
with proteins otherwise derived from meat or fish. 
Soon, we might have to build a few more of these 
drying units,” he laughs and dips his hand into  
a sack of dried, purple-red dulse.

Nevertheless, the ocean’s algae are more than 
a viable food source of the future; they have the 
power to fight environmental issues, such as ocean 
acidification, global warming, rising sea levels 
and the shrinking of fish stocks. Together with a 
PhD student from Plymouth’s Marine Biological 
Association, Tim is currently trialling seaweed cul-
tivation in large ocean plots and on land in tanks, 
which would allow them less labour-intensive and 
more bountiful, year-round harvests as opposed 

to wild foraging. One study says that by covering 
nine per cent of the world’s oceans in seaweed 
farms, climate change could be stopped in less 
than one year. Not only would this mass of marine 
organisms increase the pH level of the ocean, it 
would provide a natural habitat for the ocean’s fish 
and soak up the carbon dioxide released by them. 
For now, however, until they evolve their activity to 
include commercial seaweed farming, The Cornish 
Seaweed Company team will carry on doing what 
they like the most: working in connection with the 
ocean, the seasons and the tides. 

“Twice a week in the summer months, we go 
out on a boat to snorkel for edible species that 
we wouldn’t be able to harvest by the shore,” says 
Tim, as he drives us back to the local train station 
in his car. “On a sunny day like this, you see dol-
phins, jellyfish, basking sharks and even sunfish in 
the crystal clear waters of Cornwall. Caro, Joe and 
I have been travelling the world for years, working 
as diving instructors, surfing and being involved in 
environmental charities. Now, it seems like we have 
come full circle – we have found where we belong.”

clockwise from top left  Dulse  Kelp  Sea lettuce   
Sea spaghetti  Pepper dulse  

In August, when the algae are at their biggest, Caro and the 
team collect up to 40kg of seaweed each per day
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