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Sound Mirrors


They look almost otherworldly, the old sound mirrors at Denge just off the road to Dungeness.


There’s always a bleak feeling when you come off the marsh onto that giant spit of shingle. It’s the Channel at its rawest and most elemental, somehow, washing up against land so low and flat you suspect the sea could come rolling in and cover it on a whim as if it was never there. The air feels thick, like breathing ether, and time seems to work in a different way: there are some parts of Dungeness where ancient events feel like they’ve just happened, you can sense them like a presence, like going into an empty room that was full of people a moment ago. It’s not about ghosts, just a compression of time.


After watching the breakers rolling in from a long way out for a while, I turn and walk away from the Channel up a street of bungalows to an expanse of reedy, grassy shingle. The sound of the sea vanishes and on this warm day the air here feels even thicker, like soup. I head north and catch a distant glimpse between the trees that surround them on their little island home in the flooded gravel pits. In the far distance, four miles away or more, are the lighthouses at the tip of Dungeness and the grey box silhouettes of the nuclear power station, but I’m walking away from the these and heading for something few people visit and which by rights shouldn’t really be there any more.


They grow bigger in the glimpses as I draw nearer, two giant scallops and a long concave wall, until I can walk along the path through a copse and suddenly they’re right in front of me, three enormous and eerie concrete structures facing the sea.


These are the old ears of the English Channel, radar before there was radar. Built in the late Twenties and early Thirties, the two giant concave cups and long, curved wall in front of me were designed to pick up the sound of approaching aircraft or artillery, their scooped shape cast specifically to focus sound towards a single point where a microphone would relay it to operators housed in the belly of the structure. At their most advanced they could give a fifteen-minute warning of imminent air attack.


There’s still a noble dignity about the sound mirrors, even though they were obsolete almost as soon as they were built and the concrete edges of their cups have been crumbled by decades of wind. They’re in the middle of a nature reserve now and can only be visited on open days a couple of times a year, but you can still get close. I stand dead still and listen to the rustle of the breeze, the cluck and chirrup of birds in the reeds and every now and then the throaty mosquito whine of a small aircraft taking off from the airfield in the distance across the marsh at Lydd. Beneath the ambient noise I’m sure I can hear something else. I try to listen but it’s just out of reach, a sense that something’s about to happen while at the same time it happened a very long time ago indeed.


I look across the water to the mirrors and I realise what it is I can almost detect: the echoes of stories. The sound mirrors are redundant, their microphones long gone, but they’re still eavesdropping on the waves, still drawing in sounds, collecting the faint echoes of the past that always gather at Dungeness.


They were positioned to watch the sea but in the intervening years the houses of Greatstone have inched along the front. Today there are roofs, windows, chimneys and satellite dishes between the mirrors and the horizon, but while they can’t see it any more, and while they might be relics now, they’re still listening to that horizon. Tilted slightly to the sky at Easter Island angles, they’re still gathering in the sounds of the birds, the reeds, the wind, the aircraft, and most of all they’re still listening to the English Channel, still picking up its stories.
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The Pride of Britain


I’m writing this roughly halfway across the English Channel. It’s a sunny, hazy morning as I look out across the prow of the ship from the forward lounge. This isn’t a busy crossing but there’s a lively hubbub of conversation, mainly from a large group of English schoolchildren excited by the change of routine, with no books, no lessons, just the prospect of whatever European journey lies ahead. I’m just back from the bar where I’ve purchased a Starbuck’s coffee and croissant, roughly the equivalent of stopping for a petrol station pork pie on the way to Melton Mowbray, but patisserie options are limited here in the middle of the Channel.


In the queue, waiting to be served, I stood behind a short man with grey hair cropped in an almost military style. He had one of those remarkable stomachs that are almost perfectly round and start from somewhere in the middle of the chest. It looked firm enough to deflect a bullet. He also appeared to be operating entirely from within a cloud of last night’s booze, that sharp, almost metallic fragrance that indicates alcohol is being expelled from each and every pore. It was a tang so overwhelming I feared that if he went anywhere near a naked flame he might actually go up.


The man behind the bar spoke no French, the human sphere in front of me no English, so he gestured in the manner of a man playing a vertical concertina that it was a large beer he required. The barman waggled a pint glass in the air and received thumbs up in return. The man on the other side of him, of strikingly similar age, build and hairstyle, and wearing a Help For Heroes hoodie, copped a noseful of stale booze, looked round and regarded his French near-doppelgänger disapprovingly over the top of his reading glasses, a look so sharp I’m sure I saw the cheese curdle in the toasted sandwich he’d just collected.


I manoeuvred the coffee and croissant back to my seat at a table next to two experienced cross-Channel travellers, a pair of middle-aged women sipping tea dispensed from a flask beneath formidable hairstyles that looked as if they’d not only remain undisturbed by a tornado but would also provide me with an effective shelter, should I climb inside one of them. Their ferry routine was so slick and honed that I knew they were at the best table and pulling the little red tag on their packet of Hobnobs within about ninety seconds of the car ramp clanking down onto the tarmac at Dover.


The sun glints on the sea ahead through salt-encrusted floor-to-ceiling windows that lend a gauze-like quality to the view. I close my eyes and immerse myself in the hubbub of conversation. There’s almost a purgatory feel, a sense of calm fringed with slight impatience. For all the efforts to make the lounge into a place you’d want to come and hang out even if we weren’t stuck in a big iron canister on the sea, nobody’s truly settled here. We’re all slightly fidgety, anxious to continue our journeys, not quite resentful of having to abandon our cars inside a floating metal car park for a couple of hours but with the air that we could do without it. Conversations are distracted and peter out in the shifting hubbub, heads turning to look out at the sea or at the television on the wall soundlessly playing a French news channel.


‘Just because you can enter into a sexual relationship, Ethan,’ crackles a recently broken teenage male voice above the ambience, ‘doesn’t mean you have to.’


The MS Spirit of Britain is, along with her sister ship Spirit of France, the largest passenger vessel ever to ply the Dover–Calais route. She has capacity for 1,059 cars and 180 lorries accommodated in 2,700 metres of lanes. The ship can carry 2,000 people, weighs a shade under 50,000 tons and is twice as long as the frontage of Buckingham Palace. Introduced in 2011, this vessel is at the zeitgeist of Dover–Calais passenger shipping. There’s barely a sense you’re at sea beyond the signs for muster stations and the engines rumbling away in the bowels of the ship nine decks below the vibrating meniscus of my coffee.


Earlier that morning I’d swooped down from the top of the White Cliffs on the elevated road that curves above the Port of Dover as distant ferries disappeared noiselessly into the haze towards Dunkirk and Calais. I’d then swept through Dover port flanked on both sides by empty lanes and barely needing to stop. A quick check of my passport first by a cheery Englishwoman then a bored-looking Frenchman and I was able to drive onto the ship almost without delay, disappearing into its huge metallic maw before being pointed up a slope to a higher level, where I chugged slowly forward under instruction from the beckoning fingers of a man in fluorescently grubby overalls staring down at the reducing gap between mine and the car in front. With a flat sea and barely a breath of wind beneath the blazing early morning sunshine, this is about as good as a crossing of the English Channel has ever got.


Fortunately, most of us are too young these days to remember the times when cross-Channel passenger ships were small enough to respond to every wave with a pitch, roll or full-on rivet-jiggling judder. In bad weather the crossings could take up to eighteen hours, after which green-faced passengers would stagger off the ship, still retching and swooning, onto a crowded quayside before having to pass through a cavernous, draughty customs shed. Even on less stormy days passengers tended to elbow each other out of the way to find a place to sit by something they could hang on to that was bolted down. Believe me, the last thing on Ethan’s mind would have been getting laid.


In 1924, for example, the artist Estella Canziani crossed the Channel to Dover after a summer spent painting in France. It was a windy day and she recalled ‘climbing up a tank on the deck to escape the waves breaking over the ship’. The gangways below were ‘crammed with ill passengers’ and she feared for the summer’s work she had in a box beside her at the expense of her outfit. ‘Clothes do not matter; they will wash and dry,’ she wrote, ‘it was like taking them out of a pail of water.’


‘The grumbles begin at the start of the boat train, increase on embarkation, reach their maximum in the Channel, continue in another form on disembarkation and do not subside until the journey is over,’ was The Times’s summation of the nineteenth-century cross-Channel experience, while even for habitual Channel criss-crosser Charles Dickens, writing in The Uncommercial Traveller during the early 1860s, the journey was rarely less than hellish.


‘A stout wooden wedge driven in at my right temple and out at my left, a floating deposit of lukewarm oil in my throat, and a compression of the bridge of my nose in a blunt pair of pincers,’ he wrote, ‘these are the personal sensations by which I know we are off, and by which I shall continue to know it until I am on the soil of France.’


Even a glimpse of journey’s end wasn’t much consolation.


‘Malignant Calais!’ he wailed. ‘Low-lying alligator, evading the eyesight and discouraging hope! Dodging flat streak, now on this bow, now on that, now anywhere, now everywhere, now nowhere!’


During the 1920s the barrister and Conservative MP Sir Ellis Hume-Williams set down his experiences of the process through which I had just passed. On checking in, he wrote, passengers were required to haul their baggage to a window where they heaved it onto the ledge and then let it fall – to be caught, ‘more or less’, by a porter, who then hauled it away while the passengers milled around in pens waiting for their passports to be checked before boarding. Once on the ship, things were no less chaotic.


‘There were no seats for a third of us,’ Ellis-Williams grumbled. ‘People were sitting and lying on the decks, on the floors of the cabins, anywhere.’


As the ship neared its destination the crew began a little freelance opportunism, touting loudly for porter fees. Once ashore, Hume-Williams was approached by a more official-looking porter ‘who hurriedly pressed into my hand a dirty piece of paper inscribed with the number 162 and left’.


Inside the customs shed, a pandemonium of porters and passengers trying to find each other, Hume-Williams was unable to discern among the clamour anyone shouting his number, so began shouting it himself, a method then taken up by several other travellers. ‘Personally I was more lucky than most of the choir because, moving forward to get a better position for my voice, I fell over my own suitcase which my porter had thoughtfully left in the middle of the floor before deserting me for a more opulent client.’


A century earlier, in August 1814, Charles Farley, actor, and the manager of the Covent Garden Theatre, left this account of his return from Boulogne to Dover in the company of the composer Henry Bishop:


At four o’clock embarked on board the Industry for Dover [he wrote in his diary]. Over five hours beating about the French coast. Rain came on, very dark, vessel tossed about very much. Giddy and could not be sick. Bishop very ill. Breeze came on and we stood tight before the wind and in near three hours finally reached the Strait of Dover. Could not enter the harbour, came to anchor, tossed about, rain very heavy. Hailed a boat, came alongside, much difficulty getting in. Tossed about as not enough water in the harbour for even a boat to enter. Carried on the backs of sailors. Went to the King’s Head, supper on Pidgeon Pye. To bed.


Things had been pretty similar in the autumn of 1776 when a twenty-one-year-old woman from Rugeley in Staffordshire named Mary Capper embarked for Boulogne on the Four Friends from the Thames by the Tower of London, on a journey designed to aid her ailing health. With the American War of Independence taking place across the Atlantic, the captain couldn’t even tell his passengers when they would depart. The government, urgently needing recruits for the Navy, had issued a torrent of press warrants to which the skipper of the Four Friends kept losing crew members. A combination of the press gangs and the fog kept the ship from departing for fully nine days after Capper had arrived at the original boarding time. When the ship could finally leave, conditions weren’t ideal.


‘The cabin was exceedingly crowded so that it was by no means agreeable when one considers it was the State Cabin where seventeen of us were to eat, drink and sleep,’ she wrote in her journal. ‘However as I knew that complaints would be to no avail I sat down in a snug corner and resolved to make things as agreeable as possible. Nothing could exceed our embarrassment as the hour of rest approached but the captain, guessing our wishes, obligingly took the gentlemen up on deck.’


It was a dreadful crossing that ended up taking a full three days, including a hair-raising night spent sheltering in the Downs – the stretch of water between the Goodwin Sands and the Kent coast that provides a modicum of protection from stormy seas – while expecting another ship to come crashing into them at any moment during the storm-tossed night. Finally they made it to Boulogne on 11 November, ‘and never did any poor creatures receive their liberty with greater joy’.


Rupert Brooke recorded his experience of a rough crossing in his 1909 poem ‘A Channel Passage’, in which he compared the nausea of a stormy voyage to France to his troubled love life. ‘The damned ship lurched and slithered,’ he wrote. ‘Quiet and quick my cold gorge rose; the long sea rolled; I knew I must think hard of something or be sick; And could think hard of only one thing – you!’


While Ethan might have approved, this was about as far from the sun-drenched, honey-for-tea homesickness-inspired fuzz of ‘The Old Vicarage, Grantchester’ as you could imagine, as ‘retchings twist and tie me, old meat, good meals, brown gobbets up I throw’.


Fifty years earlier Algernon Charles Swinburne had had a similar experience, one that he turned into his poem ‘A Channel Passage’. Having steamed out of Calais in fair weather, soon ‘such glory, such terror, such passion as lighten and harrow the far, fierce East; rang, shone, spake, shuddered around us: the night was an altar with death for a priest’.


You can even go back as far as the twelfth century to find similar evidence of the Channel’s hold over our minds and our stomachs. That was when King John granted one Solomon Attfield land at Dover on condition that ‘as often as our Lord the King should cross the sea the said Solomon or his heirs should go along with him to hold his gracious head on the sea, if it was needful’.


Considering these were people crossing the Channel by choice at its narrowest point, is it any wonder that the Channel has been such a bulwark? For centuries this narrow stretch of sea has been an impenetrable barrier guarding us against invasion, keeping us separate from the rest of the world. Its presence has been reassuring; for some it’s permitted the nurture of an ostensibly proud but parochial sense of nationality: the famous headline ‘Fog in Channel, Continent Cut Off’ is apocryphal but endures because its expression of our island mentality is entirely plausible, something that has come into much sharper focus since the vote to leave the European Union made the Channel, which we had become used to as a bridge, into something more like a moat.


The symbolism of the Channel goes way beyond a simple role as a conduit for shipping, trawling and the odd lard- and lanolin-slathered maniac in goggles and swimming trunks plunging in and making for the other side. It’s made us believe we’re more separate than we are thanks to ‘that strip of sea which severs merry England from the tardy realms of Europe’, as the Church and State Review put it in 1863.


Yet that severance isn’t as wide as you’d think. I live in Deal on the Kent coast and on a clear day from my garden I can see France. At night the lights of Calais, Gravelines and Dunkirk throw an orange glow into the sky clearly visible from my home: continental Europe is so close you can see its streetlights, and I’m not even at the Channel’s narrowest point. The guns of the Western Front could be heard along the English coast; the Hawthorn Ridge Redoubt explosion, heralding the start of the Battle of the Somme, was heard in London. Spike Milligan, stationed in a concrete pillbox at Bexhill-on-Sea, clearly heard the thuds and booms of the Normandy landings. The Channel kept the danger at bay but it was closer than we liked to believe.


In the late summer of 1802 William Wordsworth arrived back in England from a visit to France. The Treaty of Amiens, signed that spring, had provided a rare rapprochement in Anglo-French hostilities that would last for a year, known also as the Peace of Amiens – meaning the English Channel that summer brimmed with travellers criss-crossing like never before. As Wordsworth made his way north from Dover he paused for a moment and looked back towards the sea, and wrote:


Inland, within a hollow Vale, I stood,
And saw, while sea was calm and air was clear,
The Coast of France!
The Coast of France, how near!


Considering he’d just arrived from the coast of France, this shouldn’t have come as an enormous shock to Wordsworth. If he’d found himself regarding the Alps from the edge of the South Downs it might have warranted the repeated exclamation, but the poet’s realisation that our nearest continental neighbour is close enough to be clearly visible from our own territory serves as a neat summary of our general misapprehension of the English Channel.


I’m probably being a little unfair to Wordsworth, as the point he was making was as much political as geographical – although given he’d expressed just a few weeks earlier similar thunderstruck surprise at some daffodils, he was sailing uncomfortably close to being a bit of an old gawd-help-us – but exclamations like his exemplify the strange combination of pride and indifference that characterises our relationship with the Channel.


Advances in technology, transport and human endurance have narrowed the Channel gap even further. Crossings have become easier, more varied and more regular since the early days of sail and steamer voyages. Nowadays when we take the Eurostar to France it goes dark for twenty minutes or so as we pass between the nations, and that’s it, we barely look up from our newspapers or the Great British Bake Off on the iPad. If we take the Eurotunnel we don’t even have to get out of the car before we’re in France – that’s in less time than it takes to read the whole safety notice on the wall of the carriage and get through a whole bag of Haribos. Modern cross-Channel ferries like the Spirit of Britain are the dimensions of a medium-sized industrial estate, and are large enough to ensure most journeys are no more uncomfortable than negotiating the high street on a skateboard, rendering accounts like those of Hume-Williams, Brooke and Swinburne no more than curiosities to us now. Advances in Channel transportation have made crossing the Channel so easy that sometimes we barely even notice we’ve done it.


Rather than the crash of the waves over the bows and a chorus of retching, sitting in the lounge with my coffee and croissant I’m sensing little more evidence of motion than the distant clink of bottles in the duty-free shop keeping perfect time with the throb of the engines. The only significant danger I can identify is the flammable Frenchman sitting a few tables away nursing his poils du chien.


I can’t see Calais through the haze this morning, but I know it’s there. I’m not sensing any of that Dickensian malignance, either. Indeed, I’m looking forward not only to seeing Calais but exploring it. Unlike just about everyone else on the Spirit of Britain I’ll be following signs from the port not for the motorway south but for Calais-ville. Since I moved to live at the mouth of the English Channel I’ve become fascinated by its people, places and stories. So much so that I’ve even started regularly throwing myself into it.
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Swimming in the Channel


The United Airlines flight from Chicago to Frankfurt is flying at a shade under 37,000 feet when it crosses the English Channel just as dawn breaks on the day I head over to Calais. It’s been in the air for seven hours and has about one more to go until it lands. The plane is travelling at 525 knots, a little over 600 mph, and right now the cabin crew are probably serving breakfast to bleary travellers rubbing an eye with one hand and lowering their tray-table with the other. Foil lids are peeled back to reveal rubbery scrambled egg, and everyone tries to keep their elbows tucked in. Most of the window blinds are still down from the overnight flight, so it’s fair to say that not many people on board will have noticed the silver arrowhead of water passing below them in the yellow-grey light of dawn.


I know it’s a United Airlines flight from Chicago to Frankfurt because I’m standing beneath it holding my phone up to the sky and looking through an app that tells me that’s exactly what it is. It’s the highest of around half a dozen white darts above me, wakes on the sky-sea, all of them so high as to be completely silent, heading towards the yellow light glowing from the eastern horizon.


On my screen the tags over the little aeroplane symbols tell me there are also flights passing over me from Stansted to Rome, from Birmingham to Munich and Atlanta to Stuttgart. I’m watching them from the very edge of the Channel, so close to the water the waves are lapping over my feet. The sun is yellowing the horizon and throwing up a blush of pink on the whispers of cirrus above, while behind me to the right hangs the half-moon in a semi-darkened sky. Watching the distant specks with their short white trails I calculate that crossing the English Channel here, close to its narrowest point, takes about two minutes at 600mph. The United flight had just crossed the Channel in less time than it took Irv Schwartz from Wisconsin, wedged into a middle seat and on his way to a bathroom-fittings expo in Mainz, to shred his crumbly breakfast roll with the rock hard slab of butter stuck to the end of his plastic knife.


For a stretch of water that has helped to define us politically, culturally and economically we seem to take little notice of the Channel these days. For most of us it’s an inconvenience to be traversed on the way to the rest of Europe and beyond that we only notice if it tugs at our sleeve through bad weather or rough seas that might have us doing what I’ve just christened ‘the Rupert Brooke yodel’. We don’t see one of the most important stretches of water in the world that has facilitated some of history’s greatest journeys of exploration, from Francis Drake to the Pilgrim Fathers to Captain Cook to Franklin’s doomed expedition and to the 1953 Everest team. We don’t see the busiest shipping lane in the world where more than 500 vessels a day pass through: bulk carriers, naval vessels, tankers, container ships, ferries, dredgers, lighters, coasters, cruise ships, trawlers, coal barges and yachts – the full range of maritime hardware sailing by all day, every day, all year round. We don’t see a submerged landscape of shifting sandbanks, tides and eddies, cables and tunnels, shoals of fish and plant life and countless centuries of shipwrecks that litter its floor. If we see anything at all it’s a featureless expanse of water when that is the last thing the English Channel could ever be.


For one thing, by a rough estimate there could be as many as 20,000 people in transit in the Channel right now as you read this: cargo ship crews, ferry passengers, people on yachts and fishing boats, and that’s before thinking about the Eurostar and Eurotunnel passengers passing beneath. There are people making journeys out there for all sorts of reasons: their living, on business, on holiday, or just experiencing the sheer pleasure of being on the water. There are also the coastguards and lifeboat crews, the port and dock workers and the naval personnel on both sides of the Channel, ensuring it remains a living, thriving entity rather than the featureless slice of blue that appears on maps.


Also out there are centuries of history, of invasion, exploration, tragedy, disaster and triumph. From the Romans to the Normandy landings the Channel has witnessed some of the world’s most famous and significant military encounters. It’s witnessed pioneering journeys and courageous feats of endurance that became landmarks in the history of human and technological development: Jean-Pierre Blanchard’s first crossing of the Channel by balloon in 1785, Blériot’s by plane in 1909 and Captain Matthew Webb becoming the first person to swim the Channel in 1875 are all immense landmarks in the history of human development. It was all very well going up in a balloon or flying an aeroplane, but until you’d crossed the Channel it didn’t really mean zip.


The Channel was the ultimate test of endurance, heroism and progress.


Coming from long lines of ancestors connected with the sea – I’m descended from a heady briny mixture of mariners, shipwrights and dockers – I’ve always been excited by the prospect of a vast expanse of water stretching to the horizon because I know that just beneath that rippling surface lies an endless supply of stories. Wherever you look, whichever sea is laid out in front of you, there are centuries’ worth of them: tales of heroism, disaster, romance, discovery, mystery and ghosts; and the English Channel – and the eastern Channel in front of me in particular – is supplied with more of them per square yard than any sea you’d care to mention. Which partly explains why, once I’d followed the United flight to Stuttgart until it vanished into the haze, I put my phone down on the beach, walked into the water until it was up to my neck, put my arms out in front of me and struck out towards the horizon.


I’ve never been a particularly gifted swimmer and I was certainly never an enthusiastic one until I moved to within a stone’s throw of the Channel. Before then, if you’d asked me to make a list of things I’d quite like to do, it’s safe to say swimming in the cold, choppy waters of the English Channel would have ranked well below going to the dentist and calling the customer-service line of a utility company.


I’m not even sure what prompted me in the first summer I lived here to buy a pair of bright-red swimming shorts, put them on, crunch purposefully over the shingle, put one foot into the freezing, foamy fringe of a wave sloshing in over the stones, yelp, swear, turn around and crunch purposefully home again. But even though the start was inauspicious it wasn’t, by any means, the end of it. Ordinarily that would have been that, the swimming shorts would have gone to the back of the drawer never to be spoken of again, and my physical regime would have defaulted to carrying the bins out once a week and opening bags of crisps with a grunt. This time, however, I persevered. I stuck at it. I tried the Channel again, wading in up to my shoulders, albeit so slowly the tide came in and out twice around me, and kept returning until eventually I found myself trotting down to the sea first thing every morning all summer. I even bought some special gear, the first items of sportswear I’d bought that weren’t Charlton Athletic replica shirts since my teens: a ‘wearable towel’ (a big dress with a hood) for the summer and a ‘sports cloak’ (a big dress with a hood and a fleece lining) for the colder mornings.


I’m addicted now. I wake up ridiculously early to catch the shipping forecast at twenty past five, listening out for sea area Dover then waiting for the inshore waters forecast for North Foreland to Selsey Bill. Carrying my thermal mug of tea I head out into the dawn, catching my breath every morning at my first sight of the English Channel, and then I’m making my way across the shingle and descending towards it. The steep angle of the beach down to the sea means that by the time I reach the water the town has disappeared behind the stones and it’s just me, the beach, the sky and the Channel. There’s nobody else down there at that time, the entire sweep of the beach is all mine as far as the eye can see in both directions. The sensation of the cold water makes every part of me thrum with energy, every sinew, every nerve ending practically singing, and I’ve never been more aware of my own body.


Eventually my feet leave the bottom and I’m weightless and swimming. If I’ve timed it right the sun rises over the horizon while I’m in the water, a glint at first, a sparkle, then a perfect rising semicircle of burning orange that takes on just for a moment the shape of a hot-air balloon as the Channel horizon clings onto the lifting ball before the sun detaches, scattering shifting orange shards across the surface of the water. There are more exotic places than this to watch the sun rise, but take it from me, on such mornings the English Channel is the most beautiful thing in the world.


There are of course days when it’s nothing like that, when the mornings are grey and dark and the Channel is grey and dark and there are bullets of stinging rain in the wind and the waves are relentless and malevolent and the last thing I feel like doing is stripping off and sticking my face into the freezing, stroppy brine in front of me. The more I did it, though, the more I swam in these waters where the North Sea ends and the Channel begins, the more connected I felt to the stretch of water filling the shallow crevice that connects Britain to the rest of Europe. Soon it was about far more than exercise, more than a bit of fun, it was a daily routine that I relished, one that’s always the same yet always different: a different sky, a different tide, a different current, a different colour sea from grey to brown to green to deep blue to Caribbean turquoise.


When I come out of the water after half an hour or so I’m overcome by a mixture of physical fatigue from the exertion and an all-encompassing sense of calm. I’ll stand at the water’s edge sipping tea with my hood up in the morning mist like some kind of spectral maritime monk and I’ll watch the rising sun, or the red buoy bobbing halfway to the horizon, or the giant container ships drifting in silhouette along the Channel meniscus like distant cities, or the ferries easing in and out of Dover docks with their lights pin-sharp in the dawn gloaming.


I’m not always alone: there have been mornings when I’ve come face to whiskery face with a seal and I’m regularly butted amidships by what feel like pretty decent-sized fish. One morning I found myself swimming among a shoal of mackerel, which was a little like being assailed by underwater hailstones. Local fishing boats sometimes chug past me, or the occasional rowing eight from the club on the other side of the pier. Some mornings I’ll see the faintly sinister presence of one of the battleship-grey Border Force cutters just offshore and when bad weather’s forecast there’ll often be some of the smaller container ships or tankers anchored just off the coast, taking advantage of the protection of the Downs until the danger’s passed. On quiet mornings I can even hear faint hints of the crews’ conversations on the breeze.


The more time I was spending in the Channel, the more attached to it I was growing. At first it was just about my daily immersions, my addiction to the burning on my skin induced by the cold water and the sloshing sound of the water around my ears as I swam. My last thought at night was of the next morning’s swim and my first thought in the morning was of the weather and the sea conditions. Then I found myself thinking more and more about the Channel in a wider context. As well as the fact that it had forged the daily news cycle almost every day since the vote to leave the European Union, it was a constant physical presence. I could see it from the garden; even when I wasn’t swimming I was spending my days and nights a matter of yards away from it. When the windows were open I could hear it and sometimes even smell it inside my own home.


In and out of the water I found myself thinking about the Channel’s place in our history and national psyche, and its influence on both, positive and negative. I’d think about the various crossings it’s inspired over the centuries, from Julius Caesar’s to the deflating dinghies for which half a dozen freezing, frightened Iranians have handed over their savings in a French back alley after crossing the whole of Europe in search of freedom and somewhere to belong that isn’t home.


I thought about how, despite my daily summertime immersions, the Channel is and will always be utterly indifferent to me. As soon as I leave it, all trace of my presence is gone. Even my footsteps in the shingle are washed away by the tide. I shudder at the thought that it would take only a few strokes too many towards the horizon at the wrong time on the wrong tide in the wrong weather conditions, and I’d become another footnote in the Channel’s long and harrowing history of disappearances and drownings.


Although the sea where I swim is about as gentle a stretch as you’ll find, on mornings when the wind’s from the east, even here with the protection of the Goodwins, the Channel can get lumpy and I find myself taking facefuls and mouthfuls of sea water as wave after wave comes at me and I rise and fall with them, gasping to keep my face above the surface, conscious of the power of the sea even a few short yards from the shore. The feelings of immersion and space that I relish turn into a watery claustrophobia as the waves mass around me. When I turn towards the beach the understated power of the sea carries me forwards in a way that makes swimming useless and reminds me of my own utter insignificance. Yet on other mornings the sea can be almost perfectly still, the surface as smooth as silk and the colour of mercury, the sky covered by a thin layer of cirrus and the morning haze hiding the horizon to make sea and sky indistinguishable.


For my first couple of swimming years, the end of the summer when the mornings grew darker and the temperature of both air and sea began to fall spelt the end of my season. Shorts, wearable towels and sports cloaks hunkered down for the winter in the bottom of the wardrobe. By my third summer as a sea swimmer, however, something had changed. As autumn arrived with its fogs and rains I found myself not wanting to give up the Channel for the winter. I wanted to keep going, to keep swimming, even on cold, dark mornings when the combination of a many-togged duvet and central heating made heading out into the sea clad in just a pair of shorts seem like the most ridiculous thing in the world.


This would be my Channel winter. I’d not just keep swimming through it, I’d spend it exploring too, the places, the people, seeking out its stories and trying to find what makes this stretch of water so very different from any other. To start doing that, I needed to find out where it came from.
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The Channel Story


The English Channel is a whelp, a wean, a whippersnapper, a sea so young it barely registers as a blip at the end of a timeline of the history of the planet. If we think of the planet in terms of your life, the moment you were born representing the formation of planet Earth, the English Channel appeared roughly when you started reading this sentence. It’s quite a long sentence, but still.


Half a million years ago there were rolling hills where the Channel is today. They made up part of the Weald–Artois Anticline, which might sound like the name of one of Jacob Rees-Mogg’s children but is actually a ridge formed by an outlying reverberation from the ancient collision of the African and Eurasian continents called the Alpine Orogeny, an event that gave us the mountain ranges of Europe and the Caucasus. The part of the ridge in our neck of the woods ran roughly north-west to south-east and can still be discerned from the broad line of the South Downs and the corresponding landscape that stretches away inland from Calais. What’s now the Strait of Dover was once the highest point of the Weald–Artois Anticline. There were humans on our continental protuberance around 800,000 years ago if the stone tools and imprints of footprints found at Happisburgh on the Norfolk coast in the early 2010s are anything to go by. The footprints, which were exposed by coastal erosion and washed away two weeks later, were thought to have been made by Homo antecessor, a people of limited intelligence who lacked a strong chin and whose traces you can still see today in our aristocracy.


Homo antecessor might recognise aspects of Happisburgh today, but the big difference they’d notice is that you can no longer enjoy a long coastal ramble to Rotterdam. At Happisburgh you’d have also been at the mouth of the Thames, which along with the Scheldt, Meuse and Rhine was happily emptying fresh water and silt into the sea. Which was all fine, and people in Happisburgh spent a good 300,000 years chipping away with their stone tools and leaving footprints around the place and were happy doing it, until one day around half a million years ago a stone-chipper stopped chipping, looked up at a footprint-maker and asked whether it was just him or was it getting a bit chilly? Global temperatures were in the process of dropping by around two degrees, causing the polar ice cap to make its way a considerable distance south, as far as Swindon, at which point the stone-chippers and footprint folk vanished.


As the sea was gradually pulled away, absorbed into the spreading ice cap, a glacial lake formed in the southern half of what’s now the North Sea between the ice sheet and the Weald–Artois Anticline. With the rivers still emptying into the lake, this natural basin kept on filling until at some point around 450,000 years ago there was a major inundation, water from the lake brimming over the top of the Anticline and crashing down into the sea on the other side. A huge gash in the seabed was created thirty feet deep and nearly twenty miles wide. Geologists who have studied the impact estimate the equivalent of the entire modern North Sea washed over in the space of just two weeks – far too much water to be accounted for simply by the geological equivalent of an overflowing sink, but nobody has yet been able to explain where all that water came from.


Over the next 275,000 years the water level dropped again and we were left with a band of slightly marshy but fertile land between Britain and France, threaded with rivers and streams, its size fluctuating with changes in the global temperatures, tectonic shifts deep within the still-settling planet and the compacting of sediment, but even at its narrowest it remained an estimated 300 feet high and twenty miles wide in a stretch roughly between Dover and Calais. The Neanderthals made great use of it, proving to be better hunters than the Happisburgh people had been.


Gradual adjustments in the global climate continued as the Earth got used to being a planet, and as it warmed and cooled sea levels continued to rise and fall accordingly. All the while that stubborn stretch of land remained persistently above the waves. It was gradually sinking, though. In fact the floor of the North Sea is still going down at the breakneck rate of about ten metres every 100,000 years: if you go for a paddle at Skegness and stand really still you can probably feel it. During warmer eras of high sea levels the stretch became too marshy to cross; people could only traverse it during the cold periods. Eventually, possibly for this very reason, the transient peoples of ancient times gave up on the region altogether and hence there was nobody – not even Homo sapiens, who had started throwing his weight around other parts of the continent at that stage – to see the final formation of the English Channel. Which is a shame, as it must have been quite something.


It was French engineers surveying the seabed ahead of the Channel Tunnel works during the 1970s who first noticed a deep, sand-filled depression beneath the Strait of Dover that they called the Fosse Dangeard, or the Dangeard Pit. Belgian geologists investigated further and found it was just one of a series of depressions stretching across almost the entire seabed between Britain and France, vast scoops out of the rock that were as deep as five hundred feet beneath the surface of the Channel. They were all filled with sand and silt, all in a line corresponding with the stubborn Weald–Artois Anticline and deeper at their northern ends, and all bearing exactly the same characteristics as the plunge pool at the bottom of a waterfall. These were in fact ‘some of the biggest plunge pools we’ve ever seen on Earth’, according to one of the Belgians who examined them. They proved to be much more recent than the inundation of 450,000 years ago: evidence of that was still visible, showing that these gouges in the seabed had to be more recent. Much more recent, as it turned out.


By around 180,000 years ago an ice sheet had again crept as far south as Swindon, blocking the movement of water around the north of our islands. As the rivers continued to empty into the lake off our east coast between the bottom of the ice sheet and the northern coast of our Anglo-French land bridge, the less substantial nature of the ground – mainly compacted sediment rather than rock – ensured that this time when a breach came it was much greater, the rush of water first creating falls half as high again as Victoria Falls and several times wider, stretching the valley between Britain and France to something approaching the modern dimensions of the Strait of Dover.


It was still possible to walk between Britain and France for most of the last 125,000 years, however, thanks to the continued fluctuations in global temperatures. The Channel and the southern North Sea are among the shallowest in the world, which meant that cold periods would see the sea shrinking away into the ice sheet again, restoring the continent to its former complete glory. This time, instead of emptying into a giant North Sea pool, the Thames, the Rhine, the Scheldt and the Meuse fed into a river whose course followed the crevice formed by the original ancient inundation. The Neanderthals liked the look of this and returned around 60,000 years ago. Twenty thousand years after that, Homo sapiens arrived after a particularly cold spell had left uninterrupted land stretching between Britain and as far north as modern Denmark, an expanse with vegetation and rivers that was given the name of Doggerland.


We have a house-proud lobster to thank for much of what we know about the people of the Channel around this time. Fishing boats had been picking up flint tools and animal bones from the Pleistocene era in their nets since the nineteenth century, but in 1999 divers about forty feet down on the seabed close to the cliffs at Bouldnor on the Isle of Wight noticed this particular crustacean pushing items out of its burrow that didn’t look like regular bits of rock. On further examination the items dumped on the doorstep by the lobster turned out to be stone tools from the Mesolithic era dating as far back as 15,000 years ago. Archaeologists already knew there had been a forest under the water there, but the tools discarded by the lobster showed that the humans in the region before the inundation were at least 2,000 years more advanced than previously thought. They even found traces of wheat dating from the period, a crop that wouldn’t be grown in Britain for another couple of millennia.


Inevitably temperatures began to rise again, raising global sea levels by as much as 300 feet as glaciers melted and the water gushed back into the oceans, a process that continued until as recently as 5,000 years ago when the Earth began to look largely as it does today. It was during this most recent transformation that the English Channel we all know was formed. Approximately 8,000 years ago there was a huge undersea earthquake north of Doggerland close to the coast of Norway, a shifting of tectonic plates so catastrophic that massive landslides were triggered that dumped something like 3,000 square kilometres of rock into the sea. The surge that resulted turned into a wall of water five metres high, thundering across Doggerland towards the Strait of Dover where it shunted the last of the rock and sediment between Dover and Calais all the way through into the Atlantic.


It wasn’t called the English Channel then, of course, as there wasn’t an England. Indeed it would take until the early nineteenth century for there to be any sense or unanimity in the English naming of our nation-defining waterway. As far back as the sixteenth century it was appearing on Dutch maritime charts as the Engelse Kanaal, but even as late as the 1820s you were as likely to read in the newspapers about the British Channel as you were about the English. The Greek mathematician and geologer Ptolemy had called it the equivalent of the British Sea on his maps in the second century AD, while the seventh-century Andalusian philosopher Isidore of Seville referred to an Oceanus Gallicus in his influential Etymologies. In the Middle Ages the Channel appeared as the Mare Britannicum, Mare Gallicum and even ‘the Sea of the Coast of Gaul’ on charts produced in various parts of Europe.


According to the Oxford English Dictionary the first written instance of the name ‘Channel’ in reference to the sea between Britain and France occurs in the works of Shakespeare. In Henry VI Part 2, believed to have been written sometime between 1591 and 1593, William de la Pole, Earl of Suffolk, has been sent into exile for his role in the murder of the Duke of Gloucester, but the ship taking him to Calais is captured off the Kent coast by the vessel Nicholas of the Tower on which Suffolk is put on trial by the captain for his treachery.


On receiving the death sentence an understandably arsey Suffolk rails angrily at the captain and his crew. ‘Thy words move rage and not remorse in me,’ he fumes. ‘I go of message from the queen to France; I charge thee waft me safely cross the Channel.’


Perhaps more significant than the naming of the Channel is the way in which it’s been regarded through history, particularly from our side of it. Perhaps surprisingly, the notion of the Channel as a moat cutting us off from the foreigners across the water is a relatively recent development, dating back roughly as far as the eighteenth century. While the seas around us to the north, east and west played a protective role, the Channel was seen more as a facilitator of communication and connection. St Gildas, a sixth-century British monk best known for writing a history of Britain before the Saxons arrived (the cheerfully titled On the Ruin of Britain), noted how the seas around us created a significant and protective barrier except for the one on our southern shore.


‘It is protected by the wide, and if I may so say, impassable circle of the sea on all sides,’ he wrote of Britain, ‘with the exception of the straits on the south coast where ships sail to Belgic Gaul.’ Geoffrey of Monmouth, writing nearly half a millennium later, echoed this view, describing how Britain’s ‘straits to the south’ would ‘allow one to sail to Gaul’. And while there were undoubtedly Channel crossings in very ancient times – Dover’s impressive museum has an extraordinarily well-preserved Bronze Age boat on display whose dimensions suggest it was capable of reaching the land its builder could see across the strait – the first person we know for sure sailed in the Channel was Pytheas.


A geographer from the Greek colony of Masillia, modern Marseille, Pytheas made a voyage around north-western Europe in around 325 BC and wrote an account of his adventures called On the Ocean. The document itself is long lost, so that we only know about it through the writings of other people, which is a shame as it sounds great. On the Ocean was notable for being far more than a periplus, the kind of basic navigational record that prevailed at the time, containing instead a range of information from astrological observations to personal anecdotes – it was one of the earliest travelogues ever written, in fact. Pytheas’s vessel passed through the Straits of Gibraltar, followed the coast of Western Europe and may even have circumnavigated the entire island of Britain. In the fragments quoted in other works, Pytheas mentions a place on the south coast he called Belerion where the locals mined tin that was traded with Gaul, suggesting he was in Cornwall, as well as referring to Kantion, Kent, and Orkas, which seems likely to have been Orkney.


Pytheas is quoted extensively in Strabo’s Geographica, written up to 300 years after the voyage, but he is included there only because the author is determined to expose Pytheas as a fibber on a massive scale. He was ‘the worst possible liar’ according to Strabo, who dismissed his account as a litany of fabrications. A couple of hundred years earlier Polybius had penned a similar panning of On the Ocean, but despite these comprehensive literary eggings Pytheas’s reputation remains largely intact. Pliny’s Natural History cites him as an unimpeachable source, as does the historian Timaeus, both writers producing histories that drew on and praised Pytheas, significant particularly in the case of Timaeus, who was writing while the older writer was still alive.


Certainly, Pytheas seems to have accurately estimated the circumference of Britain as around 4,000 miles, and his stab at the distance between northern Britain and his hometown Marseille wasn’t far off either. It was Pytheas who launched the theory of Thule, the mysterious land to the north that could have been Iceland or Norway, and he was the first recorded person to see the midnight sun and to notice that tides are affected by the moon. He must have been a hell of a seaman and a remarkable navigator: the voyage would have been challenging enough today with the advantage of weather forecasts, charts and GPS, especially in the flat-bottomed vessel in which he most probably sailed, but Pytheas literally had no idea where he was going or what he might find when he got there. Perhaps most impressive of all, despite the reservations of Strabo and Pybius, he doesn’t appear to have just made stuff up.


No one knows for sure what kind of vessel he used for his epic voyage. As he was most likely a merchant looking for tin and amber it could have been a flat-bottomed holkas, a cargo boat, sleeker than the famous triremes but probably not much fun when it was being tossed around on a heaving Channel. What we know of his writing still seems to add up today, more than two millennia on, and his account of Britain – which he described as densely populated, extremely cold and ruled by many kings and nobles, which sounds pretty much on the money even now – was the only recorded source describing the island until the Romans showed up.


Before Julius Caesar arrived on the Channel shore with a notion to conquer Britain there had been much toing and froing across the Channel, not least any number of Gallic refugees escaping the Roman advance. The south-Brittany-based Veneti tribe had traditionally held effective control of the western Channel, exercising a maritime dominance with their sturdily built ships with leather sails that allowed them to charge tolls from those seeking to cross. The Romans eventually overcame the Veneti at the naval Battle of Morbihan in 56 BC, the decisive moment coming when the wind suddenly dropped completely, allowing the legions to board the larger Veneti vessels with relative ease. ‘Nothing could have been more fortunate,’ Caesar noted.
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