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Introduction


THIS IS THE age of islands. New islands are being built in numbers and on a scale never seen before. Islands are also disappearing: inundated by rising seas and dissolving into archipelagos. What is happening to islands is one of the great dramas of our time and it is happening everywhere: islands are sprouting or being submerged from the South Pacific to the North Atlantic. It is a strange rhythm, mesmerizing and frightening, natural and unnatural. It is imprinting itself on our hopes and anxieties: the rise and fall of islands is an intimate and felt thing as well as a planetary spectacle. I want to navigate this new territory and try to grasp what it tells us about our relationship – our vexed love affair – with islands.


This is the story of that adventure. It won’t be plain sailing. I know that for certain now because I’m writing this in Nuku‘alofa, the slow-moving, weather-battered capital of the Kingdom of Tonga, and I’m feeling just as tired as any of the sad-eyed dogs that hunker on the hot and empty road outside. This morning the wind blew unexpectedly hard, and 15 kilometres from shore the hull of the unexpectedly small motor launch on which – many weeks before and many thousands of kilometres away – I’d booked a passage to a newly emerged and as-yet-unnamed volcanic island began to fall in sickeningly slow blows, hammering every valley between every green wave. ‘We must turn back,’ hollered the captain, the faded tattoos of whales and dolphins writhing with the spray along his bare arms and chest.


So, yet again, I’m holed up, WhatsApping friends and family: ‘Didn’t make it to my island.’ I’ve come 17,700 kilometres for nothing. A cyclone is hitting this patch of the Pacific tomorrow and I guess I will never reach that impossible fleck on the horizon.


‘My island’. What a strange conceit. Islands get under your skin like that: splinters of longing, or escaped territories, they lodge themselves deep. As the gathering storm spits down its first heavy drops, I treat myself to another splash of whisky and trawl my memory, not for the first time, for what set this long and often lonely journey in motion. I remember my seventeen-year-old daughter standing in the kitchen, toast-in-hand, wise, steady and unimpressed. ‘You’re fundamentally dumb,’ she warned me with icy authority, adding: ‘All you’re doing is globalizing your male menopause.’ But then she smiled gloriously: ‘I want to come!’ Others were less generous, narrowing their eyes in the presence of some unfortunate but undefined species of post-colonial self-indulgence.


Yet chasing these scattered and unmapped points of change feels urgent to me. I keep waking suddenly in the small hours, obsessed with some wayward, unanchored detail, only calmed when I have scribbled out a map or illegible note. I guess I need to cool down and tell this story slowly, to work out why the rise and fall of islands matters.


There is no place better to start than the South China Sea. To the north and west the coastlines of China and Vietnam bulge into its warm waters; to the south and east lie Malaysia and the Philippines. This is one of the world’s great trade routes – said to be worth $5.3 trillion a year – and it is one of the cockpits of contemporary geopolitics. The Spratly Islands, the once-pristine and untouched reefs and tiny islands that sprinkle this sea, have been horribly mutilated: squared off and concreted over; a dozen or so have been crammed with military firepower and turned into audacious forward placements in a new cold war. China is bolting together the majority of these Frankenstein islands and it is winning control of the entire sea.


Satellite and aerial images show how the reefs are latched on to by long black snake-like pipes that curve through the water. They wend back to boats that are grinding up the sea floor – sand, coral, crustaceans, everything – into building material. This marine paste is squirted onto the island. Later come the concrete mixers, the airstrips, naval harbours and the missile silos. One of the latest victims is Johnson South Reef. It has been snared by an inseminating predator. In its early stages it is bulked up. Later it will be squared off – a hostile alien in a beautiful blue sea.


The tragedy of the Spratlys has been spread across headlines in East Asia for some years. In the coming decades much bigger and more peaceful Chinese islands will grab the world’s attention. Spectacular new leisure and entertainment islands are emerging just minutes from the shore of a number of coastal cities. Like the artfully shaped new islands sculptured in the Gulf States, these are sites of turbo-charged consumerism. However, since they are made by gouging out the seabed and planting rows of offshore and improbably shaped, air-conditioned hotels, these apparently carefree shopping and holiday destinations can be just as environmentally damaging as their military cousins.


Our power to reshape the planet is stark on new islands. Each of them shouts: ‘Look what we can do!’ But the age of islands has another face. New islands are rising up as old ones are going under. Today the spectre of disappearance stalks low-lying nations. Thousands of the world’s islands are only centimetres higher than the surrounding sea and most are shrinking year by year, month by month. The roll-call of the vanished is already a long one. The rate at which dredgers and engineers can fabricate new islands is increasing but so is the speed at which natural islands are being swallowed up.


En route to the capital of the Solomon Islands for yet another conference on climate change, the then UN Secretary General Ban Ki-moon peered out of his aeroplane window and saw what may, at first glance, have appeared to be a couple of undersea reefs and, in the background, some small islands. In fact, it was the remnants of one large island that had been almost completely swallowed up, with only the highest ridges left. About a dozen islands in this part of the Solomons have gone the same way. Islands today feel fugitive and uncertain: an atmosphere of doubt surrounds them. Their stories hold a mirror up to our alarming era.


Islands are changing fast but they have a primal allure. I love islands. They offer the possibility of newness, of hope. Staring at the white, lifeless heap that is Johnson South Reef or the vestiges of the Solomons, that might sound very odd. But the idea of utopia clings to even the bleakest island. The first image of ‘utopia’ was an island. It is telling how insistent Thomas More was in the book usually simply titled Utopia – his travel fantasy that gave us the word – that Utopia had to be an island. More tells us that the founder of this uniquely perfect realm, King Utopus, ‘made it into an island’. Originally it was part of the mainland but Utopus ‘ordered a deep channel to be dug’ in order to ‘bring the sea quite round’. Only in this way could a flawless and completely new place be born. Utopia is a space apart, a jewel in the sea, a distant sight towards which one longs to steer.


More describes the island as ‘not unlike a crescent: between its horns, the sea comes in eleven miles broad, and spreads itself into a great bay, which is environed with land to the compass of about 500 miles’. It’s easy to imagine sailing into that generous harbour. One of the alluring things about islands is that we can picture them whole in our mind’s eye. Hence we can imagine them perfect – complete and completed.


Anyone who travels to new islands has to deal with hope. Not timid, doe-eyed hope but outrageous, gleeful, turbulent, confident hope. It’s there in the fast-mutating island polders of the Netherlands and the off-kilter leisure islands of the Gulf States and China. Despite the fact that most new islands are environmental disasters, it’s still, perversely, impossible to detach them from hope. So it seems inevitable that I devote the last section of this book to future islands – places that are likely to be unveiled over the next few decades or so.


Another memory is rising to the surface. My first ‘new’ island. I went there a couple of years ago. I recall it like the face of an old friend. I need that memory now for the rain and wind are pounding the roof. Best not to listen as the palm trees clatter and twist, their limbs snapping and skittering skywards. Many people on Tonga are spending tonight in flimsy canvas tents donated by aid agencies in the aftermath of the last cyclone, often camped in their own wet gardens. Casting back for comforting memories, I retreat to a happier place.


A light heave on the oars. The water is calm, silky. This is how all island journeys should be. With that last pull, the pretty green rowing boat I’ve rented for the day grates a few inches onto an underwater rim of hefty round stones. I splash out and begin busily surveying, pushing a yellow steel tape measure through a tangled knot of shrunken alders and over the grizzled corpse of a putrefying sheep. (How did it get here?) My unnamed island is 19.5 metres long and 10 metres wide. High above it heavy black power cables sag across the width of the loch: dark arcs drawn on a summer sky. It is a windless day.


The island is one of many on Loch Awe, a freshwater lake 40 kilometres long in the west of Scotland. I had no inkling that it marked the start of something. My yellow tape measure, wielded with faux-professional aplomb, is nothing more than a protective talisman, fending off the pointlessness of a wayward mini-break. Squatting down on this islet’s western shore beside a mini-vortex of plastic rubbish – coagulated food packaging and fishing lines – I baffle myself with questions: ‘Why have I come here? Why do islands lure me?’ Staring down at all that plastic, other questions soon come: ‘What is happening to islands? Why, today, are we building so many of them and misshaping many more?’
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This cloud of question marks might seem out of place in such an anonymous and peaceful place. But my island holds a secret: it was built by people. So were nearly all the other islands I can see from its shore. The two dozen or so that are still visible in Loch Awe were all constructed somewhere from 2,600 to 600 years ago. Surrounded by high hills, back then people used the rivers and lochs as their transport routes. They were water-based in almost everything they did and island-building allowed them to live on their economic and political ‘main street’. Logs were driven into the shallows and large stones placed on top. Communal round houses were then built on the islands alongside small pens for pigs and goats. These ancient artificial islands are called crannogs. Only handfuls have been excavated. Scotland has about 350 existing examples; Ireland has many times that number and there are similar ancient lake islands in dozens of other countries. They are intriguing places: perplexing yet immediately understandable. Humans have an insatiable curiosity about islands and a deep-rooted desire to shape and create them.


After that trip out on Loch Awe I drove back home to Newcastle, the city in England’s far north where I have lived for thirty years, and tried to put my feelings into some kind of order.


I began doodling all sorts of island shapes, just like I did as a boy: fat and fiddly ones; ones with lovely sinuous inlets; ones with villages and ones with mountains; ones with caves and treasure. I also started drawing up a list of the world’s newest and most rapidly changing islands – both the natural and unnatural. These came from conversations at work, back in Newcastle University’s Geography Department (where I first got word that the main part of Svalbard, in the high Arctic, was revealing itself as two islands as the ice sheets melt away), and news items (latest pictures on the bulked-out and militarized Spratlys in the South China Sea and a menacing-looking new volcano rising from the sea north of Tonga). I also relied on readers of my previous books on ‘off the map’ places. Had I heard of the new artificial islands in Korea? Did I know about the ‘Trash Isles’, or islands that are poisoned, exploding, becoming uninhabitable, crowded with giant crabs?


So many islands. I’m not sure it helped to find a copy of the Island Studies Reader and learn that there are 680 billion islands on our planet. It turns out that figure includes 8,800,000 islets and 672,000,000 rocks. I wonder who counted them. It sounds like guesswork. I was becoming overwhelmed: unsettled by islands’ fractal endlessness and the fast pace of change.


Trying to clear my head, I stopped spending my evenings on Google Earth (which is often years out of date when it comes to new and disappearing islands) or checking my email (ping: ‘I saw this on the BBC News App and thought you should see it: “The island that switches countries every six months”’). I wanted ideas that would anchor me. I kept coming back to an idea that proved seaworthy and still guides me, namely the Janus-faced nature of modern islands: they are both frightening and beguiling; they offer security but also vulnerability. Here are some of my more cogent scribblings from when I was just back from Loch Awe.




Islands = crisis: the drama of so many issues – climate change, species loss and extinction, overpopulation, nationalism and pollution – is played out with a special intensity on islands. The disappearance of an island occasions genuine grief, a real sense of loss, in a way that ordinary flooding does not. When an island goes it is like a complete thing, a whole nation, has been eradicated. Islands are often small places but they pack a big punch. Conquering or creating new ones is a big deal. Countries are greedy for them – in part because they can claim 200 nautical miles of territory from the shore of every single one. They offer a radical leaping outwards of national power. If you are looking for places that are intensely occupied by military firepower or have been bombed to nothing, then islands are the places to go.


Islands = freedom and fear. They seem tailor-made for experiments and a fresh start. Perhaps that’s part of the tingle when the boat nudges the shore, the possibility that this is a new world where things, finally, can be made right. The twenty-first century is throwing money and ideas at islands. The rich like them because they offer security and status. But in an era of rapidly accelerating sea-level rise and worsening storms, islands are fragile. They are the first places to be abandoned. The dream becomes a nightmare and the island a prison. Islands are often used as dumping grounds for the unwanted. They lure us but they can easily and quickly become places of dread.





The windows have started to shudder and the wall plugs just sparked. ‘No way you’re flying out this week,’ my Tongan captain forewarned me. As the cyclone gathers, I’m shrinking and hunching, trying to get small. My notes about islands suddenly feel like very thin gruel. They may contain some truth but they don’t feel vulnerable enough. Our relationship to islands goes well beyond political and ecological headlines or clever paradoxes. I try another memory; I reach back, much further.


I’m standing with my brother and sister in an old wood – it is called Wintry Wood – at the northern end of Epping, the town on the eastern outskirts of London, where I was born and grew up. I’ve got my bright red wellington boots on; sometime later one of them will be sucked down and lost in a nearby patch of bog. Before us – Paul and Helen and me, the youngest – there is a dark, quiet pond hazy with flies and in that pond is an island. The pond and the island must be very old but they do not look natural: dug out for reasons long forgotten and of no interest to us. The island has our full attention: it is our destination. It is maybe 100 square metres in size and dense with beech and silver birch trees. Thin, finger-like branches reach down and paddle the water, beckoning children. Generations have taken up the invitation. We edge sideways down one particular muddy bank where an uneven causeway of sticks has been strewn – branches and twigs thrown into the water by those who came before us. It’s likely at least one of us will get a welly full of stinking, leaf-matted water and have to beat a wet retreat. But not this time, not in this memory. I can’t help smiling: we’ve all made it, holding hands across the tricky bits.
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But once on the island, what to do? There’s a glitch in my happy memory. The triumphant three stand aimless, patrol proudly, going nowhere. The island offers elation and restlessness; soon we’re splashing back to the mainland with a sure sense of accomplishment and a tale to tell.


The voyage to an island stays with you, moored inside for reasons that are hard to explain. I think I knew I wanted to become a geographer when I came across a book called Topophilia by Professor Yi-Fu Tuan that recognized the depth of this mystery. Tuan wondered why ‘Certain natural environments have figured prominently in humanity’s dreams of the ideal world.’ And he names them: ‘the forest, the seashore, the valley and the island’. His list pointed to the natural advantages of these landscapes and so referenced the work of another thinker interested in why we are attracted to some landscapes and not others. This was Jay Appleton, a poet-geographer who died in 2015 and who worried away at the question of why people find high mountains and islands alluring. We stumble around trying to pin down our feelings about landscapes, said Appleton, using words like ‘happiness’ and ‘grief’, even though we know they don’t really fit. We are, he said, ‘using a second-hand terminology to describe a relationship which we do not properly understand’. For Appleton it’s a relationship that goes beyond language for it is based on atavistic instincts of fear and safety. He devised what he called ‘prospect-refuge theory’ to impose some order on this uncertain terrain. Humans, he argued, have an ‘inborn desire for places where they can assess threats from a place of safety’.


It makes some sense and our fascination with islands, especially small ones that we can observe all at once, is, in part, explained by Appleton’s ‘prospect-refuge theory’. A less scientific take on this allure is found in D. H. Lawrence’s story ‘The Man Who Loved Islands’. Based on the real-life island-hopping of the novelist Compton Mackenzie – who, in the 1920s, leased or bought a series of ever-smaller British islands (first Herm then Jetou, which are Channel Islands, then the Shiant Isles in the Outer Hebrides), each of which was his sole domain – Lawrence wrote that ‘an island is a nest which holds one egg, and one only. This egg is the islander himself.’


During a long, sleepless night and all morning Cyclone Keni bruised Tonga. Like everyone else, I peep out of my door in the afternoon when it feels safe. The windows of almost every building had been boarded up so there is not much glass on the streets. Taking to my hire car, I soon come across schools and government buildings marooned by new lakes, with kids whooping and splashing in the warm water. Although large white defensive rocks are piled on some northern shorelines, this water has poured straight down from the sky and now it lies all around in shining sheets. It is so humid that I have to keep on wiping tiny rivulets running down my glasses. After thirty minutes driving I end up at the island’s most western point. An information board proclaims it was here that Dutchman Abel Tasman ‘discovered’ Tonga in 1643. This afternoon, the spot is colonized by a giggling and friendly group of gay and transgender youths. They are dancing round a tiny speaker, enjoying the return of some sunshine. Their first question is the same question all Tongans ask of strangers, asked in the same quiet way with an uncertain, shy smile: ‘What do you think of Tonga?’ I can tell they are steeled for a put-down, expecting to be hurt. Each time I’m asked this kind of question I freeze. I can’t tell the truth because they wouldn’t believe me. The truth is that l think it is beautiful, unique, and it feels like a huge privilege to be here. We all laugh, I mutter something about the weather, and I guess they go away believing that my opinions about Tonga can be reduced to the words ‘it is very wet’.


Weeks later, years later, I wish I could go back and explain, get it right. The least I can do is to dedicate this book to them and to all those who love islands.










PART ONE


RISING











Why We Build Islands


IN A DARK bar on the shores of Loch Awe a tall, beery fellow leaned into me and slowly explained that the crannogs – the ancient homesteads sprinkled in the lochs of Ireland and Scotland – were the very first artificial islands. I nodded meekly. It seemed likely and he was staring at me with red-eyed certainty. If I’m ever up that way again I may have the courage to lean back and put him right. The truth is that artificial islands are found across the world and that trying to claim any one as ‘the first’ is like trying to locate the first firepit or the first hut. Although often overlooked today, they are just too common to be easily or usefully tracked down to a single original source.


What are they for? Sifting through the layers of island-building history, the main reasons why people built them can be organized as follows: for defence and attack; to create new land for homes and crops; as places of exclusion; as sacred sites; and finally a rag-bag category of islands for lighthouses, sea defence and tourism. If we drill down into each of these purposes, we start to see continuities to our modern age of islands but also differences, not just in terms of number and size but in how they are used. For the majority of the world’s new islands have no pre-modern predecessors. These are the rigs and turbines, dedicated to oil, gas and wind power extraction, that dot so many horizons.


Defence and attack


Many of the reefs of the South China Sea have been bulked out and squared off to house missile silos, naval docks and runways. Although there is a long history of new islands born of strife, the oldest have nothing to do with sabre-rattling. In the Solomon Islands, the Lau fishing people built about eighty islands in a sheltered lagoon by paddling out – year after year, for centuries – and dropping lumps of coral into the water. The Lau built these islands to escape attack from mainland farmers. Many are still inhabited. Their defensive function has ceased to matter but they still offer protection from wild animals and malarial mosquitoes. Elements of this story can also be heard on Lake Titicaca in South America where another fishing community, the Uros, built a similar number of islands many miles from the shore in order to be safe from aggressive neighbours. Unlike the Lau’s solid structures, the islands of the Uros are made of reeds and float. This design reflects the building material to hand but also allowed the islands to be moved if under threat. Reed islands last about thirty years and need to be continuously remade. The Uros maintained these woven structures across hundreds of years. Today they are much closer to the shore and attract tourists from all over the world.


Ancient defensive artificial islands were small, occupied by families not soldiers, and never had much, if any, weaponry. In Europe the construction of more robust and professional artificial island fortresses began in earnest from the seventeenth century, and over the next three hundred years imposing stone forts were built on numerous reefs and sandbanks, usually to guard important ports. Some of the grandest were built by Louis XIV, such as the horseshoe-shaped Fort Louvois. Foundations for Fort Louvois were sunk into a muddy rise in the sea near Rochefort on 19 June 1691. At high tide it still looks startling: a castle rising from the water. In fact, Louvois saw only brief bouts of active military service. The last came on 10 September 1944, when it was shelled and briefly occupied by the fleeing German army.


Like a lot of militarized islets, the history of Fort Louvois is largely one of inactivity. Their main role has been as deterrents: they look big and bold in order to make invaders think twice. Peter the Great, having founded St Petersburg, sought to defend his creation with a series of spectacular sea forts. The first was Fort Kronshlot, built in shallow water during the winter of 1703. The most famous of the Petersburg forts is Fort Alexander, an immense oval begun in 1838. Fort Alexander was big enough to accommodate 1000 soldiers and 103 cannon ports. Like so many other dramatic offshore forts, Fort Alexander quickly became outmoded and, in military terms, useless. Having been demoted to a storage depot, it was given a new lease of life in 1897 when it became home to the research laboratory of the Russian Commission on the Prevention of Plague Disease. For twenty years this isolated, stone citadel caged a variety of animals used in plague experimentation, including sixteen horses whose blood was used to produce plague serum.


Their military life may be brief but the story of any well-built sea fort is rarely a short one. Cut off from the bouts of demolition that afflict the mainland, they often last a long time and see a range of uses. Many European nations are still trying to work out what to do with the military islands that freckle their coasts. Many stem from the busiest period of European island-building, which came in response to the threat of Napoleon and his heirs. Napoleon built his own islands, the most striking of which is Fort Boyard, an austere oval – resembling a giant napkin ring cast into the sea – that was built between 1809 and 1857. For many years it lay empty, but in the 1990s Fort Boyard began a new life as the setting for a French ‘escape the castle’ television game show that has had a number of international spin-offs.


Across the English Channel, Victorian sea forts are similarly intriguing but have been equally hard to find a modern use for. Occasionally they come up for sale, such as ‘Number 1, the Thames’, an address also known as Grain Tower Battery. This bizarre hodgepodge of Second World War gun emplacements stuck onto a mid-Victorian military island sits in one of the widest reaches of the Thames estuary. In 2014 it came up for sale for £500,000. This sounds like a meagre asking price given that islands are usually one of the most expensive types of property. However, while old sea forts may look good, they come with colossal maintenance bills. A similar problem kept down the price for the five forts built to defend Portsmouth in the 1860s. With 4.5-metre granite walls and armour plating, even when newly built they combined magnificence with obsolescence: at the very moment of their completion, the threat of the French invasion they were built to repel disappeared. In 2009 three of the forts were acquired for conversion, one into a museum (Horse Sand Fort) and two into luxury hotels (No Man’s Fort and Spitbank Fort). After huge investment, ten years later all three were being advertised for sale again.


Some fort-islands are so large and remote that their commercial opportunities are limited. Fort Jefferson is 19 hectares in size and 109 kilometres west of Key West in Florida. The largest brick building in the Americas, it was constructed in 1847. After being used to blockade the Confederate States during the Civil War, it had a limited life as a military prison and was abandoned in 1906. It is now an out-of-the-way tourist attraction set within the Dry Tortugas National Park, one of the most inaccessible of America’s National Parks. Many sea-forts do not even function as quirky tourist destinations and lie totally abandoned, breaking slowly apart under a weight of weeds. The hexagonal Fort Carroll is one such place. It lies in the Patapsco River in Maryland. Built to defend Baltimore in the 1840s it was bought by a family in 1958 and left to become what it is today, a stone wilderness and home to thousands of nesting sea birds.


Nineteenth-century fort-islands were built of stone or brick. During the First and Second World Wars military engineers began to use metal and the result was an array of raised – and, not long after, rusting – structures. The most famous is Sealand in the English Channel. On 2 September 1967, retired army major ‘Paddy’ Roy Bates climbed onto it and declared it was an independent country – a claim that is maintained by his descendants to this day. Sealand was one of a range of sea forts built off the English coast in 1942–43 that resemble oil and gas rigs. Some, like Sealand, have two rotund supporting legs while others rise on thin stilts and have a number of interconnected platforms. Assailed by stormy, salty seas, examples of the latter have not fared well. A few dilapidated examples linger on and had interesting afterlives, such as Shivering Sands Army Fort, which in 1964 was turned into a pirate radio station by the eccentric politician Screaming Lord Sutch.


After the Second World War, island-building shifted to the Pacific. The USA began reshaping atolls for military purposes. Johnston Island was bulked from 18 to 241 hectares in order to accommodate a landing strip. Today it is a long, unnatural-looking rectangle. At its peak about 1000 personnel were stationed there. The island was used for nuclear weapons testing in the 1960s and has a 10-hectare landfill full of toxic material, including drums of Agent Orange from the Vietnam War. To add to the poisonous brew, the island hosted an incineration plant for chemical weapons, including Sarin nerve gas.


New land for homes and farms


The most common form of ancient artificial island is a small homestead. The crannogs are one example. The homes of the Ma’dan, or Marsh Arabs, are another. Since the fourth century BC the Marsh Arabs have been building floating islands made of reeds in a junction of the Tigris and Euphrates rivers in Iraq. Their way of life was almost destroyed when Iraq’s president, Saddam Hussein, drained the marshes. Since Hussein’s fall, there have been determined attempts to restore the marshes, and small groups of Marsh Arabs have chosen to return, fitfully reconstructing their former way of life.


Numerous homestead islands may accommodate a lot of people but each is a small and simple affair. A pre-modern counter-example is the island city of Tenochtitlan, the site of modern-day Mexico City. The invading Spaniards couldn’t believe their eyes when they saw it. They called Tenochtitlan ‘a very great city built in the water like Venice’. Bernal Díaz del Castillo, writing in 1576, told how the Spanish marvelled at Tenochtitlan’s size and beauty and at how it was a:




wonderful panorama, as picturesque as it was novel […] on account of the great towers and temples and buildings rising from the water, and all built of masonry. And some of our soldiers even asked whether the things that we saw were not all a dream.





Tenochtitlan was built by the Aztecs in the early fourteenth century and was home to around 500,000 people. It was semi-artificial, being extended from a natural island to spill out over several islets establishing a 13-square-kilometre platform connected by 20 kilometres of canals and raised roads. Historian Gerardo Gutiérrez tells us that ‘Moving through the city of Tenochtitlan would have involved a combination of canoes and walking through a complex network of streets and alleys connected by hundreds of bridges.’ Tenochtitlan linked together numerous artificial farming islands called chinampas. Chinampas are sometimes called ‘floating gardens’ though they don’t actually float; they are made by staking a reed fence to the lake bottom then piling on material until an island emerges. In Tenochtitlan, with the help of the chinampas, farming was urbanized, with hundreds of rectangular field-islands, all artificially created, linked in rows and bedded into the fabric of the city.


The ‘floating city’ is one of the many labels given to Venice, whose 118 islands are knitted round a network of canals and bridges. From the fifth century ad settlers fleeing raiders from the north began living on the region’s marshes. Later generations drove wooden stakes into the mud and created basic wooden platforms and buildings. From these simple beginnings the city of Venice emerged, perfecting the art of the semi-artificial island. To give an idea of the effort involved it is enough to note that, in 1631, to build Venice’s church of Santa Maria Della Salute, 1,106,657 4-metre wooden stakes had to be piled into the water.


The name of Venice is conjured again and again, like a charm or talisman, in modern residential island developments. The Venetian planning model of multiple canals and houses with direct access onto the water has been rolled out worldwide. Coastal reclamation for these schemes helps explain why – despite sea-level rise – since 1985 the world has gained more land from the sea than it has lost: an area, according to the Dutch research group Deltares, about the size of Jamaica. ‘The Venice of America’ is Fort Lauderdale, 40 kilometres north of Miami. Once a country town, from the 1910s Fort Lauderdale began to be transformed by entrepreneurs who realized that maximizing waterfrontage for newly built homes would create upmarket sales. Canals were built, land reclaimed and soon residential communities such as Las Olas Isles and Seven Isles were attracting buyers willing to pay over the odds for an exclusive address that offered privacy, security, views over water and quick access to their own boat. Although these new communities were usually advertised as islands, they were nearly always ‘finger islands’ – long, thin peninsulas joined by circuitous roads to the mainland. Finger-island development was to spread up and down the coast of Florida and, later, to the more prosperous parts of the coastal world.


Another influential set of Florida islands lies between Miami and Miami Beach in Biscayne Bay: the six ‘Venetian Islands’ built in the 1920s and 1930s and connected by a highway. Their names pay homage to their Italian forebears, such as San Marco Island, San Marino Island, and Di Lido Island. They showed that finger islands were not the only way to make money, and that real islands (albeit connected by a highway) could also offer canny developers premium returns.


The ‘islandization’ of coastlines is, for the most part, a form of suburbanization. The new island suburbs are scattered wherever water, land and money collide. As they grow they join up, creating an uninterrupted string of built-up water-facing townships that stretch along the seaboard. In some places, like Australia’s Gold Coast, this has resulted in the coastal landscape being transformed from a natural beachscape into a long chain of artificial residential island developments. There is a pecking order, of course: the standalone, ‘real’ islands usually have higher property values than the finger islands. The Gold Coast’s Sovereign Islands are its most expensive address. Reclaimed from sandbanks and mangroves, this gated community comprises six connected islands with a single bridge to the mainland. It was formed by dredging 2.3 million cubic metres of sand from adjacent waterways, a process that both built up the land and cleared a channel deep enough for the largest of luxury boats. Many of the houses on the Sovereign Islands are like palaces. They are well away from prying eyes but they are ostentatious. With names like Palazzo di Venezia or Château de Rêves (which became famous for having its swimming pools lined with 24-carat gold tiles), they are confident yet safely distant – loud statements of wealth that do not wish to be disturbed. Today the best-known examples of this kind of development are in the Gulf States. I’ll be exploring some of Dubai’s most outlandish examples later, when I take a trip to the most bizarre of them all, The World.


Some planning experts claim that we are transitioning to a feverish, hyperactive state in the creation of ersatz island locations. Two geographers from the University of Bristol, Mark Jackson and Veronica della Dora, argue that the ‘worldwide phenomenon of the artificial island has become a key defining imaginary and material form of 21st-century development visions’. Jackson and della Dora suggest that ‘urbanizing coastlines’ are seeking to ‘ornamentalize’ themselves. But living cut-off from the mainland is not just about decoration. It’s a form of self-exclusion. Islands are safe havens: away not just from noise, crime and crowds but from dirt and disease. Many small islands managed to stay Covid-free during the pandemic. The virus has become yet another reason why people might want to retreat into defensible territory, tucked away behind a barrier of salt water.




HOW THE MALDIVES IS BUILDING A FUTURE


All of the 1190 islands that make up the Maldives are projected to be underwater by the year 2100. The Maldives are fighting back with a flotilla of new islands, including an island city, floating islands for tourists and an island that landfills the endless garbage created by its tourist-based economy. The country’s tourist slogan ‘Maldives – Always Natural’ could scarcely be more misleading.


The centrepiece of the fightback is Hulhumalé, branded the ‘City of Youth’ and the ‘City of Hope’. It has been built 2 metres above sea level on a coral reef. Phase one is now almost complete and, in 2013, had a population of 30,000. The target is 60,000. It’s a 188-hectare urban rectangle with rows of anonymous apartment blocks. The 240 hectares of Phase two offers taller, more glitzy buildings and is designed to house a further 100,000. The idea is that Hulhumalé can become a safe home for about half the population of the Maldives. Where the rest will go is not so clear, though there is no shortage of plans, including mass relocation to India.
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