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What one thinks of any region, while traveling through, is the result of at least three things: what one knows, what one imagines, and how one is disposed.


– Barry Lopez, Arctic Dreams (1986)
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Preface




Island-going, like mountaineering, has a large number of enthusiastic devotees who have really no very clear idea of why they do it.


– Kenneth Williamson and J. Morton Boyd, St Kilda Summer
(1960)





Greece has its sun-soaked Cyclades, its Dodecanese, its elusive Islands of the Blessed. Scotland has its chilly Northern Isles, its rain-drenched Hebrides. Wales has Ynys Mon, Skomer, Skokholm and Bardsey, the Island of 20,000 Saints; Ireland the Arans, Rathkill and the Skelligs – fangs in the Atlantic where monks once prayed in beehive huts, sheltering against the elements and temptation.


And what has England got? The isles of Canvey, Sheppey, Foulness, Wight and Dogs. Mersea, Wallasea, Two Tree and Rat. But there are also wilder, rockier places – Lundy, the Scillies, Hilbre, the Farnes. England is surrounded by a fringe of mud and pearls – tidal flats and marshes, holiday parks and petrochemical works, jagged cliffs and silver beaches. Then there’s the deserted wartime forts in the Thames Estuary, oil platforms in the North Sea, offshore wind turbines, the lost lands of Doggerland and Lyonesse, the tide-washed sands of Goodwin.


In 2013 I followed England’s northern edge, its frontier with Scotland, for my book Walking the Border. That border, like all borders, is an arbitrary human construct, but following it on foot revealed many insights into what it is like to live along a dividing line, however random. It also brought me into contact with how a certain stretch of landscape – chosen as if by a throw of the dice – has been shaped both by nature and by history.


Having completed one small section of a circle of England, my mind turned to the country’s other edges, its eastern, southern and western coasts, and, more specifically, those bits off the coasts that have become detached – England’s islands. This restriction – that the islands had to be technically part of England – not only ruled out the islands off the Welsh coast. It also ruled out the Channel Islands and the Isle of Man, which are not only not English, they aren’t even part of the United Kingdom, merely ‘dependencies of the crown’. In this way, I set the rules for myself.


Another rule I soon made was that I didn’t need to visit every English island: this was not to be a work of reference or a guidebook. I would make sure I paid heed to the famous ones, but would omit dozens of rocks (so no Goose, no Chick, no Cow and Calf, no Beeny Sisters, no Bull, no Minnows) and countless drifts of shingle, sand or mud (so no Plover Scar or Devil’s Bank, no Buxey Sand or Dengie Flat). Also omitted are various islands that are barely known as islands, such as Portsmouth, which occupies virtually the whole of Portsea Island, England’s fourth largest island, which in turn is separated from mainland Hampshire by Ports Creek. Portsmouth warrants an entire book to itself. In contrast, its neighbour, Hayling Island, although England’s seventh largest island, does not seem to have sufficient history or island identity to warrant even a chapter (although no doubt the inhabitants would beg to differ). It barely receives a mention in J. H. Ingram’s The Islands of England (1952) – it is, Ingram says, ‘one with the surrounding coastline’, and lacks ‘the authentic flavour’. Hayling is omitted entirely by Donald McCormick in his Islands of England and Wales (1974).


I did not have the comprehensive ambition of either of these authors. My idea was to use some of England’s islands as a range of lenses through which to view the motherland, in all its kaleidoscopic variety. No single lens was ever going to provide a definitive image; nor were a dozen. There is no single truth about England, only a range of viewpoints. I had originally thought of arranging the chapters geographically; in the end, I decided to arrange them in the order of my visits. So it became – as it had been for Odysseus – a hither-and-thither sort of a voyage.


I conceived of this book in the spring of 2014, and that June visited Canvey Island, one of the English islands that is closest to my home in London, just down the Thames Estuary, accessible on a day trip by train. It was an exploratory venture, to see whether even such an apparently mundane (and much mocked) place could yield riches. I found that it could. But I had too much on over the following months to pursue the project further. There were two other books to complete, and various climbing trips scheduled – to Scotland, the Italian Alps, the sandstone towers of the Rheinland-Pfalz. The Scottish trip took me to some islands, including Hoy in the Orkneys to climb its Old Man, and the isolated sea stack of Am Buachaille, a tower of sandstone off the northwest coast of Sutherland. The former is accessible via a couple of ferries, but to get to Am Buachaille you have to swim across a narrow but turbulent channel of the Atlantic, or creep along a rope fixed by the first person over.


Then, in April 2015, my project suffered what might have proved a terminal blow. While rock climbing on Froggatt Edge in the Peak District, I fell thirty feet onto my head. I don’t remember anything about it, and have no idea why I fell. I was airlifted to Sheffield Northern General Hospital, where I spent ten days. I’d broken some ribs, chipped a few vertebrae, fractured a shoulder blade and suffered three brain bleeds. These last were subsequently categorised as ‘severe traumatic brain injury’, and led to double vision, fatigue and what the neuropsychologists called ‘executive dysfunction’ (which for me meant an inability to organise, combined with confusion and anxiety). Back home in London, my life became filled with endless appointments with specialists in three different hospitals – for bones, eyes and brain; not to mention visits to osteopaths, physiotherapists and various other practitioners. I had neither the time nor the energy – nor indeed the physical and mental capacity – to consider writing another book.


Among the many medical professionals I saw, the most helpful was my neuropsychologist at the National Hospital for Neurology and Neurosurgery, Dr Mary Summers. It was she who encouraged me to resume my island project. She suggested that I try making a trip out of London once a week, talking to people I encountered, and writing up the results. The caveat was that I should not spend more than half an hour at the computer at any one time, and that I needed to take a lie-down rest for one hour every afternoon.


In the event, it was not until early in 2017 that I felt able to continue with my explorations, and to resume writing – at first slowly and painfully, and then with growing confidence. So the book has indeed become an odyssey, a journey of recovery, a difficult return to the place I was before I fell.


˜


There are several people I would like to thank for playing a part in the making of this book in addition to Dr Summers. There is Bob Appleyard, who had the misfortune to be climbing with me the day I fell, and was subjected for several minutes to the belief that I was dead (until, apparently, I started twitching and swearing). Two years later Bob and his wife Jan organised my trip to the island of Lundy, and Bob led me up Lundy’s sea cliffs via the Devil’s Slide, my first multi-pitch rock climb since the accident. I am also indebted to the organisational skills of Alice Harper and Tom Jones, who accompanied me and my wife Sally to the Scilly Isles, the Isle of Portland and the Isle of Wight. On the Isle of Portland we stayed in the delightful cottage of our London neighbours, Richard and Jane Green. Two other neighbours, Dick Sadler and Steve Arthurell, indulgently agreed to join me on a diversion to Two Tree Island as we walked up the Thames Estuary, although in the end I omitted that chapter: Two Tree Island offers but slim pickings; even the two elms that gave it its name are long gone. I am also indebted to Foteini Aravani and William Lowry of the Museum of London, who gave me access to the museum’s audio archives relating to the Isle of Dogs; and to Dave Matthews of the Museum of Docklands, who told me about what his father had endured as a docker on the Isle of Dogs, and about the grim institution of gibbeting. Thanks are also due to Chris Davidson and Charles Warren of the Wirral, who enthusiastically filled in the many gaps of my knowledge of Hilbre Island. I would also like to thank Nicola Wheeler and Andy and Rowan Bevan, the present owners of my grandfather’s house on the Isle of Wight, who welcomed me when I dropped in on them unannounced. I am, of course, hugely grateful to my editor at Birlinn, Andrew Simmons, who has been helpful and enthusiastic throughout. Finally, I would like to express my gratitude to my wife Sally Mumford, who not only supported me throughout my long recovery, but who also encouraged me in the writing of this book, and cheerfully accompanied me on a number of my island expeditions.


˜


This book was conceived, researched and written in a different era to the one in which it is being published. I finished writing it in the late summer of 2019, and it was ready for the press early in 2020. Publication was set for the autumn of that year. But then the world turned upside down, and the schedules of every single publisher around the world were thrown up in the air, together with all other plans, hopes or certainties, whether of individuals, institutions or nations. The vanity of human wishes was thrown into sharp perspective. But my publishers, Birlinn, kept the faith, and their powder dry. So here is the book at last, first frustrated by me falling on my head all those years ago, and then thwarted again by the world falling on its head. It will be a long journey of recovery.


January 2021





Between Land and Water



An Introduction





This fortress built by Nature for herself


Against infection and the hand of war . . .


Against the envy of less happier lands.


– William Shakespeare, Richard II, II.1





England is troubled by its insularity. Proud of it, prickly with it. It was England Shakespeare was thinking of when he wrote of ‘this sceptred isle’. Yet England, ‘This precious stone set in the silver sea’, is not in itself an island. If you look at the map, you’ll see that the Rivers Tweed and Annan almost cut it off from (most of) Scotland. But not quite. Offa’s Dyke makes an effort to cut off Wales. The English have a tendency to ignore, or at least disparage, the other countries with which they share the island of Britain. England has become a creature of its own imagination. An island is often more a state of mind than a geographical reality.


After the 2016 EU referendum, England – or at least the Little England of its own devising – started to draw in its skirts. Its islands constituted the hem – not a neatly stitched hem, but a frayed edge. And in these edgelands, these borderlands, I found that the islanders, especially those facing towards Europe, were more inclined than many mainlanders to assert their Englishness, to raise their flags of St George against the dragon of difference, ‘against infection and the hand of war . . . against the envy of less happier lands’.


But even the Britain that England so often claims as its own was not always an island. And even today some of the islands round England are not always islands, their land not always land, the water around them not always water . . .


Islands are elemental places, parcels of land circled by the sea. Both these elements, earth and water, are shaped by a third element, air: the wind raises waves, blows sand, erodes stone. Islands formed from igneous rock – the granite of Lundy, the dolerite of the Farnes – also hold a memory of the fourth element, fire, the molten heat from which they were born. Such rocky islands are distinct from the liquid element: firm, hard, immutable as pearls. Others, such as the Isle of Wight, are less distinct, their chalks and clays crumbling constantly into the sea.


Sometimes the boundary between earth and water is even murkier. This is the realm of sand, even more the realm of mud. Sandbanks and mudflats shift, dissolve, re-form. Along soft coasts the sea penetrates the land, washes it away. Elsewhere silt and gravel build up and the sea recedes, sometimes over centuries, sometimes in a sudden storm.


Hard or soft, islands change their size and shape with the twicedaily tide, a rhythm determined by the distant moon. Inflow, outflow, like a body breathing or a jellyfish moving through the water, or a semblance of coition.


The land we know, edged and defined by the sea, is not the land as it once was. Nor is the sea ever the same. In the age of ice there was no North Sea separating Britain from mainland Europe. Millions of cubic miles of water were locked up in the icecaps, leaving large areas of dry land. The North Sea was further north, and in its place was the place called Doggerland. The English Channel was not then a channel at all, nor English, because there was then no such thing as England. Rather it was a gulf, a dead end, an inlet of the Atlantic Ocean, an inlet fed by two great confluent river systems, the ancestors of the Thames and the Rhine, which flowed together to form what has been named the ‘Channel River’.


While to the north the ice still lay thick, this low-lying land was tundra. In 1931 a trawler fishing in the North Sea dragged up the point of a reindeer’s antler that had been worked to form a barb, suggesting that this was once a Palaeolithic hunting ground. Other tools and weapons have since been recovered from what is now the seabed, together with the remains of extinct megafauna such as mammoths. In those days, should you have been so inclined, you could have walked dryshod from London to Berlin, if those cities had then existed.


As the climate warmed, the ice began to melt and sea levels rose. Doggerland became a more amphibious place, an area of coastal lagoons, mudflats, saltmarshes, inland lakes, rivers and streams. Game, waterfowl and fish were all abundant, providing Mesolithic hunters with rich pickings. The ice-age megafauna, such as mammoths and woolly rhinoceroses, had by this time died out, perhaps due to overhunting.


As the ice melted and sea levels rose, Doggerland began to disappear, and by 8,500 years ago Britain ceased to be a peninsula of Europe. It had become an island. Doggerland – at least vast tracts of it – may have been finally extinguished some 300 years later by a megatsunami, caused by a massive underwater landslide in the North Atlantic, off the edge of Norway’s continental shelf. This event is known as the Storegga Slide, storegga being Norwegian for ‘great edge’.


All that was left of Doggerland was a small island, which may have survived until around 7,000 years ago. A remnant of this island remains in the form of the Dogger Bank, a submarine sandbank some 150 by 60 miles in size between northeast England and Jutland. The Dogger Bank forms one of the shallowest areas of the North Sea, being in places only eight fathoms (not quite fifty feet) below the surface. It has traditionally been a rich fishing ground, and is named after the old Dutch doggers, a type of fishing boat specialising in catching cod. The Dogger Bank in turn gave its name to the lost land of Doggerland.


˜


The names of many of the islands around Britain end in -ay (e.g. Scalpay, Pabbay, Mingulay), or -ey (Anglesey, Canvey, Walney, Sheppey), or -ea (Mersea, Wallasea), or -y (Lundy). In some cases (especially in the north and west, areas of stronger Viking influence), this suffix is from Old Norse ey, ‘island’, cognate with the Old English (Anglo-Saxon) word eg or ig, also meaning ‘island’; it is the latter that has provided the suffix for many islands in the south and east, whose names are often tautologous – the Isle of Sheppey, for example, is ‘isle of the island where sheep are kept’.


Most places round England that have ‘island’ in their name are actual islands (or once were, in the case, for example, of Barrow Island; mention should also be made of Thorney Island, a former island in the Thames where the Palace of Westminster now sits), but the same cannot be said for all the places that have ‘isle’ as part of their name. Many such areas – including the Isles of Ely, Athelney, Axholme, Oxney, Purbeck, Grain, Thanet and Dogs – are part of the mainland. In some of these cases, such as Ely, Athelney and Oxney, the Old English -y / -ey element denotes ‘dry ground in marshland’. The ‘Isle of’ element in the non-insular areas mentioned above similarly denotes a place surrounded by wetland, terrain intermediate between open water and dry land. Or ‘Isle’ may (in the cases of Purbeck, Grain, Thanet and Dogs) indicate a peninsula, surrounded on two or three sides by tidal water or open sea.


The inland Isle of Ely (‘place where eels are found’) is the raised area of Kimmeridge clay on which the cathedral city of Ely was built. It is the highest area in the Fens of East Anglia. It was for long surrounded by marshes and meres, and could only be accessed by boat or causeway. After the Norman invasion, the Isle of Ely became the base of an anti-Norman rebellion led by Hereward the Wake. Legend has it that a Norman knight bribed the monks to show him and his men a safe passage across the marshes, enabling them to root out and crush the rebels. Nevertheless, the Isle of Ely remained in isolation for many more centuries, until the drainage of the Fens began in the early seventeenth century with the construction of a system of canals by Dutch engineers. This met with covert resistance by many Fenlanders, whose traditional way of life, based on fishing and wildfowling, came under threat. Attempts to sabotage dykes, ditches and sluices were not uncommon, but by the end of the eighteenth century the Isle of Ely was surrounded not by marshes and meres but by well-drained farmland.


The word island itself is from the Old English eg or ig, with the addition of Old English land, which meant then what it means today – that part of the surface of the earth that is solid, rather than water. The ‘s’ was introduced into the word from isle, which entered the English language in the thirteenth century from the Old French isle, itself derived from the Latin insula, ‘island’. Insula gave rise to the Latin insulatus, ‘made into an island’, which in turn is the origin of the modern English words insulated and isolated. The similar word insular is from Late Latin insularis, also derived from insula.


˜


When we think of an island, we think of isolation, a place cut off from the mainland, and the mainstream of life. It is this intrinsic quality that has led islands to become places of refuge, of sanctuary, even of holiness. For the same reason, islands have also been chosen as places to build prisons, dump rubbish, bury the dead or locate secretive military installations, out of sight and out of mind of the majority of the population. In contrast, people on the mainland often fantasize about islands as miniature paradises, unspoilt Edens, where they imagine themselves leading untroubled, innocent lives. Such fantasies may also lead to dreams of power, of ruling over a small personal kingdom, free from outside interference, rather in the manner of Robinson Crusoe, that prototypical colonialist, on his desert island.


In the natural world, islands play a special role. It was on the Galapagos Islands that Charles Darwin noticed that there was a range of different finches each occupying a different ecological niche. He concluded that a handful of ancestral finches must have been blown there across the sea from the South American mainland, and, finding no competing creatures, had evolved into a number of different species with diverse adaptations to take advantage of the range of available food sources. The absence of predators on many islands around the world allowed some of the resident birds – from the New Zealand kiwi to the Mauritian dodo – to dispense with the ability to fly. But this in turn made them vulnerable to new arrivals: European mammals such as stoats in the case of the kiwi; hungry sailors in the case of the dodo. A number of English islands provided refuges to burrownesting birds, such as puffins and Manx shearwaters. Those on Lundy were almost wiped out when brown rats found their way onto the island from passing ships: a burrow can provide protection from a large airborne predator such as a black-backed gull, but it won’t stop a rat. After a campaign lasting many years, rats have now been eliminated from Lundy; there has been a similar success on St Agnes in the Scilly Isles.


Islands can also provide the necessary isolation for indigenous species or subspecies to evolve, cut off from the larger gene pool of the mainland. Sometimes these are either larger or smaller than their mainland cousins: examples include the extinct New Zealand moa, a flightless bird that grew up to twelve feet high; and Homo floresiensis, a small species of human, under four feet tall, that lived on the Indonesian island of Flores up to around 50,000 years ago. Far to the west of the Outer Hebrides, St Kilda has its own subspecies of wood mouse, the St Kilda field mouse, which is twice as heavy as its mainland counterpart; closer to England, Walney Island has its own variety of cranesbill or wild geranium, while the Isle of Portland has its own subspecies of rock sea lavender, Limonium recurvum portlandicum. Lundy boasts the Lundy cabbage, on which in turn depend two endemic insect species, all of which are threatened by feral goats imported onto the island in the last century. Introduced plant species can also play havoc, a notable example being the invasive mauveflowered Rhododendron ponticum, now eliminated from Lundy after many years’ effort, but still found rampaging in many other places, including Tresco in the Scilly Isles.


As well as providing refuges for wildlife, islands can be sanctuaries for gods and their followers. In Greek myth, Zeus, the king of the gods, was born on the island of Crete, in a cave in the mountains, and throughout his infancy he was tended here by a goat, to keep him safe from his vengeful father Cronus. Two other gods, Apollo and Artemis, were said to have been born on the island of Delos. It was on another Greek island, Patmos, that John, the author of the Book of Revelation, experienced his vision of the Apocalypse, which forms the last book of the New Testament. John may have been exiled to Patmos by the Roman authorities for his Christian beliefs, but it is not clear whether being stranded on an island played a part in his visionary experience.


Anchorites (religious hermits) and monastic communities have often favoured islands, just as they have sought out other isolated places, such as caves, deserts and mountains. An early Buddhist text from the second century BC adjures monks to ‘live as islands, unto yourselves, being your own refuge, with no one else as your refuge’. (Interestingly, some translations prefer ‘lamps’ to ‘islands’.) Remoteness from the pleasures and distractions of the everyday world helps the pursuit of self-denial, and provides the solitude necessary for contemplation. One of the starkest examples of such a willingness to abandon the world is found high on Skellig Michael, a jagged rock some seven miles off the coast of southwest Ireland. More than 500 feet up the rock are a number of beehive huts, simple stone shelters inhabited from perhaps as early as the sixth century by a handful of monks – no more than a dozen at any one time. Here they would have been surrounded only by gannets and God, subsisting on seabirds and their eggs, fish and shellfish. Around the same time, the Irish monk St Columba arrived on the small Hebridean island of Iona, where he founded the monastery that was to become the cradle of Christianity in Scotland, and an important place of pilgrimage. Also in the sixth century, St Cadfan established a monastery on Bardsey Island, off the Llŷn Peninsula, the earliest Christian foundation in Wales. By the later Middle Ages, three pilgrimages to Bardsey were regarded as the equivalent of one to Rome.


England, too, has its holy islands. One of the most spectacular is St Michael’s Mount, a small, rocky, tidal island near Penzance in Cornwall, named after the same dragon-slaying archangel as Skellig Michael. St Michael’s Mount was the site of a monastery from possibly as early as the eighth century. In the later Middle Ages it was linked to its Norman namesake, Mont St Michel, another rocky tidal island with a monastery, and attracted many pilgrims. But the most notable of England’s holy islands is the Holy Island of Lindisfarne, where St Aidan, a monk from Iona, founded a monastery in 634, and where St Cuthbert became prior some thirty years later. Cuthbert’s role in evangelising the north of England, and the many miracles attributed to him, helped turn Lindisfarne into a great pilgrimage destination. It still is, and many religious retreats are held on the island. Similarly, today, some islands have been used as retreats for the purpose of rehabilitation and detoxification. Those wishing to stop smoking have been known to strand themselves on Lundy for a week, having left their cigarettes behind. Osea Island in the Blackwater Estuary was formerly home to a centre for those suffering from addiction problems; among its clients was Amy Winehouse.


Perhaps not unconnected to their spiritual significance, islands have become homes for the dead. There are said to be more prehistoric graves on the Scilly Isles than in the whole of mainland Cornwall, leading to the suggestion (unsubstantiated) that bodies were actually brought here for burial or cremation. Bardsey itself was called the Island of 20,000 Saints because of the numbers of monks buried there. Eilean Munde, a small island in Loch Leven near Glencoe, was used as a graveyard by three local clans, the Camerons of Callart, the Macdonalds of Glencoe and the Stewarts of Ballachullish, all of whom would share the cost of maintenance even when they were fighting each other. Further afield, Isola di San Michele, a small island in the Venetian Lagoon, was designated in 1807 as a place exclusively for the interment of the dead, it being decreed that burial on the mainland or on the other islands of Venice was unsanitary. Closer to home, Canvey Island has become the final resting place of 3,300 skeletons uncovered during work on the twenty-first-century Crossrail project; the London cemeteries were all full.


Islands can also be more casual dumping grounds for corpses. Deadman’s Island, a patch of salt marsh off the Isle of Sheppey, was used as a depository for the corpses of convicts who died on the prison hulks moored nearby. Excavations on tiny, tidal Burrow Island in Portsmouth Harbour recently revealed a number of human skeletons, suggesting that it had been used for a similar purpose. This may be why the place is also known as Rat Island. Islands are sometimes repositories of non-human waste.


Canvey Island and neighbouring Two Tree Island had large landfill sites, and there was a sandbank in the Severn Estuary, where the Royal Edward Dock in Avonmouth is now located, that was known as Dungball, owing to the quantities of rubbish that were once dumped there.


The dead never escape off their islands. Neither do some of the living. In the case of the title character in William Golding’s novel Pincher Martin, shipwrecked on a small rock somewhere in the Atlantic after his destroyer has been sunk, it is not altogether clear into which category he falls. That, perhaps, is the purpose of those who force others into exile on remote islands – that their victims may experience a living death. In 2 BC the Emperor Augustus had his only daughter, Julia, arrested for treason and adultery. She was alleged to have had affairs with a number of men while married to Augustus’s stepson (and successor) Tiberius, and to be plotting against her father. Rather than having her executed, Augustus confined his daughter to the tiny island of Pandateria, with an area of less than two-thirds of a square mile, and situated twenty-five miles off the coast of mainland Italy. Julia was, Augustus decreed, to be deprived the taste of wine, and the sight of any man. Another, larger, island off the coast of Italy, Elba, was the location of Napoleon’s first exile; his second, final, exile was to St Helena, 1,200 miles from the African coast and twice as far from Brazil, making it one of the most remote islands in the world.


There is more than a strain of vindictiveness in these exiles, a strain that can also be detected in the decision of Napoleon’s nephew, Napoleon III, to dispatch his political opponents to the Îles de Salut, the Islands of Salvation, off the coast of French Guiana. The smallest of these sweltering, disease-ridden islets was designated for the punishment of those guilty of treason and espionage. It became known as Devil’s Island; and Alfred Dreyfus, unjustly convicted by an anti-Semitic conspiracy of betraying French military secrets to the Germans, became its most notable inmate. Similarly, from 1961 the apartheid regime in South Africa used Robben Island off the Cape coast to imprison its political opponents, most notably Nelson Mandela.


Institutional incarceration of common criminals is often more casual in its cruelty. Islands are favoured destinations for building large-scale prisons, most infamously Alcatraz in San Francisco Bay, from which, it was said, no man ever escaped alive. Several island prisons are still in operation off the shores of England, including those on the Isle of Sheppey, the Isle of Wight and the Isle of Portland. The inmates of the original 1848 prison on Portland were set to quarrying stone to make the breakwaters that still shelter Portland Harbour. A similar plan had been devised for the Scilly Isles earlier in the nineteenth century. There had long been talk about building a series of breakwaters between the islands to provide a sheltered anchorage for the Royal Navy, closer to the strategic Western Approaches than established bases further up the English Channel. To this end, it was proposed to establish a convict settlement on the Scillies, and make the prisoners break up the rocks of the islands themselves and throw them into the sea. The cost, however, was enormous, and the Admiralty sat on the plans for some decades. In the end, the advent of steam-powered vessels obviated the need for such a base.


There had been an earlier – unofficial – convict settlement on an English island. In the 1740s a local entrepreneur, MP, shipowner and smuggler called Thomas Benson, who had acquired a lease on the island of Lundy, made contracts with the government to transport convicts in his ships to Virginia and Maryland. But rather than taking them to the New World, he landed them on Lundy, where he used them as slave labour to work on his own projects.


Benson was not the first, nor the last, to regard ‘his’ island as a realm apart, a personal fiefdom, to do with as he pleased. Purchasers of other islands around England’s shores have often shared similar delusions. After Augustus Smith acquired the lease of the entire Isles of Scilly from the Duchy of Cornwall in 1834, he styled himself ‘Lord Proprietor of the Scilly Islands’, and went on to rule as a not-always benign autocrat. Brownsea Island in Poole Harbour – the location of Robert Baden-Powell’s first ever Scout camp in 1907 – was purchased in 1927 by the wealthy but reclusive Mary Bonham-Christie. She proceeded to evict the island’s 200 inhabitants. After a catastrophic fire in 1934 (which she blamed on the Boy Scouts, who had continued to hold camps there), she banned all visitors from the island, employing security guards to enforce her order. After her death in 1961, the island passed to the Treasury in lieu of death duties, and was subsequently transferred to the National Trust.


A similarly happy fate eventually befell Lundy. In the nineteenth century it was purchased by William Hudson Heaven, who had made his money from the family slave plantations in Jamaica. Heaven refused to acknowledge any authority from the mainland, or to allow any official to land on what became known as ‘the kingdom of Heaven’. This attitude was maintained by Martin Coles Harman, a City financier who acquired Lundy in 1925, and declared that the island was ‘a little Kingdom in the British Empire, but out of England’. Harman reigned as a benign despot; among other decrees, he banned his ‘subjects’ from submitting tax returns to HM Government, on pain of banishment. Harman’s successors could not afford to maintain their little kingdom, however, and in 1968 sold Lundy to the National Trust.


Perhaps the starkest example of the vanity of such would-be monarchs is the story of Roughs Tower, a Second World War anti-aircraft fort that stands in the North Sea half a dozen miles off the Suffolk coast. The concrete and steel tower, originally commissioned as HM Fort Roughs, was built in a dry dock in Gravesend and installed in 1942 on Rough Sands, a sandbank guarding the approach to the port of Harwich. Naval personnel were eventually withdrawn from Roughs Tower in 1956, but ten years later it was occupied by a couple of pirate radio operators, Paddy Roy Bates of Radio Essex, and Ronan O’Rahilly of Radio Caroline. The two shortly fell out, and Bates, who had been an army major during the war, seized the tower for himself. O’Rahilly tried to retake it, but was fought off with guns and petrol bombs. The British authorities arrested Bates and his son Michael on firearms charges, but the courts threw out the case, as Roughs Tower was outside UK territorial waters (which were then limited to three nautical miles offshore). Thus encouraged, Bates went on to declare Roughs Tower to be the Principality of Sealand, with its own flag, constitution, national anthem and passports. He himself adopted the title Prince Roy of Sealand. Uneasy lies the head that wears the crown, however. In August 1978 Alexander Achenbach, a German businessman who claimed to be prime minister of Sealand, hired a team of Dutch and German mercenaries to storm Roughs Tower while Prince Roy was on the mainland. The mercenaries, who deployed jet skis, helicopters and speedboats, were initially successful, taking Bates’s son Michael hostage. However, Michael had hidden a cache of weapons in the tower and was able to retake Sealand from the rebels. Achenbach, who held a Sealand passport, was held and charged with treason. The foreign ministries of the Netherlands, Austria and Germany asked the UK to intercede, but the latter declined, citing the earlier court ruling. A German diplomat was then dispatched to Roughs Tower, and after weeks of negotiation Achenbach was released. The former prime minister went on to set up a government in exile. In 1987 the UK extended its territorial waters to twelve nautical miles offshore, and the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea, signed by 165 countries and in force since 1994, states: ‘Artificial islands, installations, and structures do not possess the status of islands. They have no territorial sea of their own, and their presence does not affect the delimitation of the territorial sea, the exclusive economic zone or the continental shelf.’ After Bates retired to the mainland, Michael took over as prince regent. Bates himself died in 2012.


Roughs Tower was one of a number of defensive forts built in the outer Thames Estuary and off the coasts of Essex and Suffolk during the Second World War, primarily as anti-aircraft platforms. In the previous century, another series of defensive forts had been constructed round the coasts of England, at great expense. They were mostly built in the decade after 1860, strongly promoted by the prime minister, Lord Palmerston. But by the time they were completed the perceived threat from the French had disappeared following their defeat by the Prussians in 1870–1. By that time developments in artillery technology had anyway rendered ‘Palmerston’s Follies’ obsolete. Some of the Follies – such as No Man’s Land Fort and three others in the Solent – are artificial islands like Roughs Tower. They never saw action, and some of them are now luxury hotels, equipped with swimming pools and helipads. (There are other Palmerston Forts on the Isle of Wight and the Isle of Portland.) Other examples of small artificial islands round England’s coasts include the great breakwaters sheltering Portland Harbour, offshore wind farms (some of the biggest arrays are off Walney Island, near Barrow-in-Furness) and the natural gas platforms off Great Yarmouth.


Some of England’s non-artificial islands continue to play significant military roles. Thorney Island in Chichester Harbour, separated from the mainland by little more than a couple of ditches, is largely occupied by an army base, and access is restricted to the coastal path. Even more restricted is Foulness Island off the Essex coast, where the British School of Gunnery was opened in 1848. Foulness is now an MoD weapons-testing installation, run by QinetiQ, a private company. The public can only visit the island on a single day every month, and must stay on a single road. The only alternative is to walk the Broomway, an ancient right of way across Maplin Sands. This is only possible when the tide is out, and should only be attempted in the company of a local guide. My own attempts to visit the island were thwarted. In March 2017 I had booked to go on a small boat to look at Foulness from the water, but the weather turned as my bus approached Burnham-on-Crouch, and the sailing was cancelled on the advice of the coastguard. Then that summer I booked to walk the Broomway with a local guide, but that too was cancelled; as the UK government declared a yet higher level of security alert, the MoD closed off the Broomway for several months for exercises. The nearest I got to Foulness was on neighbouring Wallasea Island, from where I witnessed a number of explosions. I was startled; the wildfowl of Wallasea remained indifferent.


By their very nature, islands are in the front line as far as seaborne invasions are concerned. The first large-scale Viking raid on England targeted Lindisfarne in AD 793. The French landed on the Isle of Wight in 1545, and the Dutch on the Isle of Sheppey in 1667. There are many reminders of the Second World War on the islands of the Thames and the Essex estuaries, mostly in the form of pillboxes. The Isle of Wight boasts, in addition to a couple of Palmerston Forts, an abandoned radar station used during the Second World War, together with a Cold War nuclear bunker. At low tide off the Isle of Sheppey you can still see the three masts of the SS Richard Montgomery, a Liberty ship that sank in the Thames Estuary with a massive cargo of bombs towards the end of the Second World War. If they ever detonate, the result will be the biggest non-nuclear man-made explosion of all time.


That will be an even bigger explosion than the one that nearly destroyed Heligoland, Britain’s long-forgotten North Sea island.


Heligoland is a small lump of red rock lying forty or so miles off the coast of northwest Germany, not far from Denmark. Before the seas rose at the end of the last ice age, it would have lain at the eastern side of Doggerland, the low-lying land that once linked England and continental Europe. In 1807, during the Napoleonic Wars, the British seized the island from the Danes and used it as a base for covert operations against Napoleon’s continental empire. In 1814 it was formerly ceded to Great Britain. It remained a British colony until 1890, when the newly united Germany, realising the strategic importance of Heligoland for its navy, exchanged various areas of influence in East Africa for the island (in fact two islands; the main island has a low-lying uninhabited neighbour). So for three-quarters of a century Heligoland was part of the British Empire, ‘the point at which Great Britain and Germany come most nearly into contact with each other’, according to a senior official in the Colonial Office in 1888. It was, he said, ‘the only part of the world in which the British government rules an exclusively Teuton though not English-speaking population’. Under British rule Heligoland thrived on a combination of smuggling and tourism, as the island became a refuge for many German radicals and revolutionaries fleeing political oppression on the mainland. The poet Heinrich Heine visited the island on a couple of occasions to escape the censors and the police, although he was not impressed by the island’s rulers: every Englishman he met, he wrote, gave off ‘a certain gas, the deadly, thick air of boredom’.


As part of the German Empire from 1890, Heligoland was transformed into a heavily fortified naval base, and continued in this role under the Nazis. RAF attacks began in 1944, culminating in two massive waves involving a thousand bombers on 18–19 April 1945. Although most of the inhabitants survived in their underground shelters, the island was rendered uninhabitable, and the entire population was evacuated. With the defeat of Nazi Germany shortly afterwards, the British took over Heligoland once more, and used the empty island as a bombing range. On 18 April 1947 the Royal Navy detonated 6,700 tons of explosives on the island, with the double aim of disposing of surplus munitions left over from the war, and of demolishing the island’s fortifications, including its U-boat pens. It was accepted that the island itself might be destroyed. There were scientific reasons, too, and seismologists welcomed the opportunity of measuring the effects of the blast. When the explosion occurred, it was with a force one-third of the atomic bomb that destroyed Hiroshima. A black mushroom cloud rose 12,000 feet into the air. Although the island itself survived, its structure was radically altered. It was not until 1952 that Heligoland was returned to German control, and the islanders were allowed to return.


Today, Heligoland is once more a tourist destination, a particular lure being its tax-free shops. As in its smuggling days, Heligoland thrives on a trade in tobacco and alcohol. Although it is part of the European Union, Heligoland is excluded from both the customs union and the EU VAT area.


Similar anomalies arise with some of the islands closer to England’s shores, such as the Isle of Man and the Channel Islands. None of these islands are actually part of England. They are not even part of the UK. They are rather ‘crown dependencies’. On the Isle of Man (once Norwegian, then Scottish, before coming under the feudal rule of the English crown) the British monarch (whether king or queen) is Lord of Mann, while on the Channel Islands the monarch (again, whether king or queen) is Duke of Normandy, the Channel Islands being all that is now left of the dukedom once ruled by William the Conqueror. The Isle of Man has never been a part of the European Union, nor have either of the Channel Island crown dependencies, the Bailiwick of Jersey and the Bailiwick of Guernsey (which also includes Alderney, Sark and some smaller islands). All three crown dependencies are domestically self-governing, while the UK government looks after foreign affairs and defence. Sark itself had, until reforms in 2008, a government headed by the hereditary Seigneur (or Dame) of Sark, under the feudal overlordship of the British monarch. There is now a largely elected legislature. Feudal overlordship also persists on the Isles of Scilly, where virtually every freehold is held by the Duchy of Cornwall, the vast money-making estate established to keep successive Princes of Wales in the manner to which they are accustomed.


The Channel Islands and the Isle of Man are just some of the territorial anomalies that surround England. Among the inland, non-maritime islands is one in the Tweed, the river which along some of its length marks the border between England and its northern neighbour. A few miles downstream from Coldstream, the Tweed is for a short while bifurcated by a small, low-lying island, covered in willows and scrub. Half way along the length of this island, the Anglo-Scottish border briefly kinks at right-angles to its normal course, so dividing the island between the two nations. This divided sovereignty is reflected in two different names: the southwestern, English portion is Dreeper Island, while the northeastern, Scottish portion is Kippie Island. No flag flies on either side of the invisible line across this single, small landmass.


So islands can tell us something of the absurdity of borders, the conceit of human claims to ownership, the vanity of dividing a single, small world into patches of sovereignty. These transient scraps of territory have over geological time alternated between water and dry land as sea levels rise and fall, and as the tectonic plates that make up the earth’s skin shift and jostle. Everything, they tell us, is in flux. No island, no patch of land, is for ever. Nothing, in the end, endures.





Out of the Estuary, Kicking Arse



Canvey Island





I was born here. So that means I was born below sea level.
This affects the consciousness profoundly.


– Wilko Johnson, of Canvey Island R&B pub band
Dr Feelgood, in Julian Temple’s documentary
Oil City Confidential (2009)





Most people of a certain generation know Canvey Island not for its largely defunct petrochemical works, but as the home of the early 1970s R&B pub band Dr Feelgood. With their choppy guitar style, their mod suits and their Essex accents, Dr Feelgood were punks before punk.


‘There was an underlying sense of violence,’ one fan recalls. ‘And there was a lot of alcohol.’


Another comments, ‘Audiences thought they might have been watching four guys who’d just done a bank job.’


The band were, according to a third fan, ‘Out of the Essex Estuary, and kicking arse.’


˜


Today the Thames Estuary forms a great seaway into southeast England, a funnel that draws in shipping from all round the world, a funnel that narrows and narrows until the two banks are close enough to be bridged.


Two thousand years ago it was a different matter. Long before the river’s bed was dredged to make a channel deep enough for ocean-going ships, long before its shores were defined with sea walls and embankments, the Thames Estuary sprawled far to either side of where it lies today. It was a vast area of marsh and tidal flats threaded with shallow channels, an area that was not quite land, not quite sea, mostly mud. After the Roman legions of Aulus Plautius defeated Caratacos, chief of the Catuvellauni, at the Battle of Medway in AD 43, the beaten Britons made their escape at low tide north from Kent across the Estuary by a series of fords. Their route was probably across the reach of the Thames now known as the Lower Hope, perhaps between Cliffe Fort on the Kent coast and Coalhouse Fort on the Essex shore below Tilbury.


It is impossible to say whether this was a regular crossing. The earliest known bridge across the Thames was built by the Romans themselves, in the settlement they founded and called Londinium. This first London Bridge, like its medieval and Victorian successors, was built at the lowest point on the Thames to be bridged until the opening of Tower Bridge in 1894; this was itself superseded with the opening of the Queen Elizabeth II Bridge far downriver at Dartford in 1991. Besides the bridges, there were – and still are – many ferries to take both people and vehicles across the river. Several tunnels carry out the same function, some for trains, some for road vehicles, some for pedestrians alone.


Dredged, embanked, bridged, tunnelled, the Thames still carves its way through the land, its flow forever seaward, its tides ebbing and flowing with the moon, revealing and concealing broad flats and banks of mud or dirty, soft sand, where earth and water make their twice-daily interchange. Great stretches on either side of the main channel are neither sea nor land, safe neither for ship nor human. If you were to take a boat down the Thames and let the river’s flow and the ebbing tide take you seaward, you’d pass through stretch after stretch of water each of which has been given a name by mariners and chart-makers, names such as Gallions Reach, Halfway Reach, Fiddler’s Reach, Northfleet Hope, the Lower Hope, Sea Reach. At Sea Reach, between St Mary’s Marshes on the Kent coast and Deadman’s Point on the Essex shore, you’d be floating past a low-lying tract of land recovered from the sea by human hand, just separated from the mainland by the narrow gulch of Benfleet Creek. This is Canvey Island.


William Camden, writing in the later sixteenth century, describes how Canvey was in his day ‘so low that often times it is quite overflowen, all save hillocks cast up, upon which the sheep have a place of safe refuge’. Although over the centuries various flood defences had been built around Canvey, the island was still, at least on Camden’s evidence, frequently flooded. But in 1622 the various landowners of Canvey got together and hatched a scheme to provide the place with more effective and permanent protection from the sea. To this end they commissioned several hundred Dutch engineers practised in the arts of land reclamation to build dykes and begin the work of draining the island, round which they then built a wall. Many of the Dutch engineers were paid with grants of land on Canvey, where they raised cattle. To this day many roads on Canvey have names of Dutch origin – Kamerwyk, Dovervelt, Paarl, Roosevel, Waarden. (This Dutchification may have been down to a property developer called Frederick Hester, who at the turn of the last century made the first attempt to turn Canvey into a holiday resort for Londoners, promoting the place as ‘Ye Old Dutch Island’. Hester and his scheme went bust in 1905.)


˜


I left London for my first English island from Fenchurch Street, the only mainline station in the capital not connected to the Underground. So it is something of an island itself. To get to Fenchurch Street you have to get off the District and Circle at Tower Hill, at the back of the Tower of London. Many think of the Tower as the heart of England, which I suppose it has been for nearly a thousand years, even though it was built on the orders of the French-speaking boss of a gang of greedy and violent Norman adventurers. The intention was to impress the English that the new rulers meant business; anybody stepping out of line would be treated with the utmost brutality.


On the other side of the Thames, beyond Tower Bridge, you see another, more recent symbol of power, the Shard. It’s like a broken bottle grasped in a thug’s fist, all set for a fight. This most dominant component of the London skyline was designed by an Italian, and is largely owned by the State of Qatar.


To get to Fenchurch Street Station from Tower Hill I skirted Trinity Square, dominated by the former headquarters of the Port of London Authority, an Edwardian-style extravaganza adorned with a statue of the sea god Neptune, together with a clutch of Nereids and Tritons. More modestly tucked to one side is the home of the Corporation of Trinity House of Deptford Strond, the organisation that looks after the lighthouses of England and Wales. It all seemed a good omen for the start of my island journey, and I hoped for safe passage as I crossed the waters. All these buildings and institutions also reminded me that being an island does not necessarily cut a place off from the rest of the world. For centuries – with unpaved roads baked into impassable ruts in summer, churned into quagmires in winter – it was often easier and quicker to travel by sea than by land.


Before the railways and the advent of passable roads the only way to go down the Thames from London into the Estuary and the open sea was by boat. Even then it was often not easy to determine whether one was travelling over earth or through water, the two so often being combined into that mongrel element, mud. As fog, that other mongrel element, dominates the opening of Dickens’s Bleak House, so mud is a recurrent note in a passage towards the end of Great Expectations in which Pip attempts to smuggle Magwitch, the escaped convict, onto a paddle steamer to Hamburg, somewhere along ‘those long reaches below Gravesend, between Kent and Essex, where the river is broad and solitary . . .’ Both fog and mud are emanations of the Thames, and both are symbols of stasis, of spiritual paralysis.




It was like my own marsh country, flat and monotonous, and with a dim horizon; while the winding river turned and turned, and the great floating buoys upon it turned and turned, and everything else seemed stranded and still . . . some ballast-lighters, shaped like a child’s first rude imitation of a boat, lay low in the mud; and a little squat shoal-lighthouse on open piles, stood crippled in the mud on stilts and crutches; and slimy stakes stuck out of the mud, and slimy stones stuck out of the mud, and red landmarks and tidemarks stuck out of the mud, and an old landing-stage and an old roofless building slipped into the mud, and all about us was stagnation and mud.





At last they make landfall, and spot the light of a public house, ‘a dirty place enough, and I dare say not unknown to smuggling adventurers’. This pub has long been identified as the Lobster Smack on Canvey Island. Apart from the landlord and his wife, the only other human they encounter is a small man, a person both ‘slimy and smeary’. This amphibian-like creature specialises in recovering the corpses of the drowned from the water in order to salvage their clothing. His booty is usually found to be ‘in various stages of decay’.


It’s easier to reach Canvey Island today. If you alight from the Fenchurch–Southend train at South Benfleet, a low, flat concrete bridge will take you over the mud and brine of Benfleet Creek to the island itself. The greatest difficulty you will have is crossing the very busy main road. I had to wait several minutes for a gap in the traffic, for this is only one of two roads accessing the island, whose population is now nearly 40,000.


Benfleet Creek is home to a few moored boats, their rotting hulks flat and motionless on the water. A thousand or more years ago it would have presented a different picture. The place that the Anglo-Saxons called Beamfleote was the site of a fort built by the Danish commander Haesten, close to the creek where his fleet could take shelter. The estuary that provided Pip and Magwitch with the promise of escape also provided a seaway for Viking invasion fleets. Hitherto, the Vikings had taken advantage of divisions among the Anglo-Saxon kingdoms into which England was then divided. But by 893 the West Saxons under Alfred had formed some kind of entente with the Mercians, whose kingdom was centred in the west Midlands. At this date, London had a Mercian garrison, and it was troops from this garrison who took advantage of Haesten’s absence when he was off raiding elsewhere. They attacked Benfleet, captured Haesten’s family, and burnt his fleet. When the railway line was being built in the 1850s, the navvies dug up large numbers of human bones and charred timbers. A local legend claims that on Canvey Point, on the eastern tip of the island, the ghost of a Viking can sometimes be seen, scanning the horizon for a ship to take him home.


There were no ghosts in evidence as I crossed over to Canvey Island, only the white stars of stonecrop on the banks of the creek, and the noise of the traffic on Ferry Road. This name commemorates the fact that, before the first bridge was built in 1931, people had to make their way across Benfleet Creek either by a series of stepping stones, or, at high tide, by a rowing boat.
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