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For generations Lisa Woollett’s family have found value in what is thrown away – her great-grandfather was a scavenger and her grandfather was a dustman, while she herself has been a beachcomber all her life, and in recent years has taken photographs of her beach and river finds. She is the author of two award-winning photography books about the sea, and Rag and Bone won a Royal Society of Literature Giles St Aubyn Award for Non-Fiction. She has lived in Cornwall with her family since 2004, in a house shared with buckets and boxes of shore finds.


Also by Lisa Woollett

Sea and Shore Cornwall: Common and Curious Findings

Sea Journal

FOR CHILDREN

Treasure From the Sea


RAG AND BONE

A Family History of 
What We’ve Thrown Away

 

 

 

Lisa Woollett

 

 

[image: Image Missing]

 www.johnmurraypress.co.uk


First published in Great Britain in 2020 by John Murray (Publishers)

An Hachette UK company

Text and photographs copyright © Lisa Woollett 2020

The right of Lisa Woollett to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

Cover photograph © Lisa Woollett

Maps drawn by Tracy Watts

All rights reserved.
 No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library

eBook ISBN 978 1 47366 397 8

John Murray (Publishers)

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DZ

www.johnmurraypress.co.uk


For the Tolladays


Contents

About the Author

Also by Lisa Woollett

Title Page

Copyright

Dedication

Note on Safety

How to use this eBook

Introduction: Lansallos, Cornwall

PART I: The Thames

1. Wapping to the South Bank

2. South Bank to Water Street

3. Bermondsey

PART II: The Estuary

4. Bottle Beach

5. Swale Marshes

6. Isle of Sheppey

PART III: The Sea

7. Penhale, North Cornwall

8. Whitsand Bay, South Cornwall

Acknowledgements

Further Reading

Picture Section


Note on Safety

Anyone wishing to search the tidal Thames foreshore must hold a current foreshore permit from the Port of London Authority. They also provide details of potential hazards and dangers, recommended safety precautions, reporting requirements and restricted areas. When mudlarking or beachcombing anywhere, always be aware of tide times and exit points to avoid being cut off.
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I paused from poking through seaweed, straightening up to disentangle the wiry tendrils of a mermaid’s purse. It was the egg case of a nursehound shark, thrown up during overnight gales, and as it was empty I dropped it in a deep coat pocket. Out in the bay the sea was still wild and uneasy, and for a while I watched gulls sweep along the troughs ahead of waves, before lifting off into sunlit spray. Otherwise the beach was deserted and I returned to my methodical search among the heaps of weed, picking through dulse, oarweed and sugar kelp. On shore they had lost their lazy, waterborne elegance and the glistening reds and ambers had the look of magnificent costumes tossed aside. 

Having grown up by the sea on the Isle of Sheppey, at the mouth of the Thames, I’d been searching beaches since childhood. I started out collecting old bottles, and sifting the shingle below our house for fossils and sharks’ teeth. Then, as now, I also searched the strandline left at high tide, keeping a razor shell, perhaps, or the dark, horned egg case of a ray – clues to unfamiliar and hidden worlds offshore. All these years later, beachcombing still feels like hunting for treasure, although now I’m just as likely to keep the man-made flotsam, for its often telling reflection of ourselves.

At home, the finds I keep tend to accumulate first in various halfway houses, drying out on ledges and windowsills. As I write now, those lined up at the edge of the nearby bookshelf include a sponge and several barnacles, a plastic leaf and the lid from a Smarties tube, a whelk and something I suspect is the melted end of a roll-on deodorant. In the darker recesses of the shelf above, other finds can sit forgotten for years, gradually making their way further back into the crowded disorder of fossils, shells and dusty jars. 

Back in my twenties I lived in London and worked as a photographer, but I moved to Cornwall when our son was a year old. Here, unable to work in the ways I had before, I began photographing the sea and selling prints through galleries – initially preferring stormy, elemental days, in part as an antidote to spending so much time with babies. It was then that my childhood beachcombing resumed in earnest. As many of my Cornish finds were a mystery, I began researching them and was soon finding any excuse to take the children to the beach, gripping hands at the edges of cliffs to take one-handed photographs, and rubbing bloodless white fingers back to life as they emerged from the sea. We searched together and brought finds home to look them up online and in books, their sharp eyes finding things I would otherwise have missed. We stayed in the van or with friends at the coast – and once at a youth hostel, remembered as the one where my son hid the dead triggerfish under the car bonnet so as not to have it in our room (writing FISH in the bonnet’s dust to remind us not to drive off with it still there in the morning). By then the children were taking finds into school for show-and-tell, and their friends would save me bags of washed-up bones.

Now my daughter is eleven. She is still a keen beachcomber and in the right mood can be doggedly persistent and competitive (when very small she would refuse to keep fossils if she suspected they’d been ‘planted’). She is also shrewd, watching my reaction closely to see what a find might be worth as a swap. So she keeps her collections separate to mine and has some great finds hidden beneath her bed. Yet this year is her last at primary school, so that may be about to change. At fourteen, her brother comes with us less often. His rock collection was passed on several years ago and he has little attachment to the things he finds, either leaving them behind or handing them straight to us. Several times recently, I’ve caught myself wondering if something will soon have slipped away. At home is a cabinet of finds from those early years and I’ve felt it becoming increasingly precious. Behind the glass is an old print setter’s tray from the local car-boot sale, filled with flat-bottomed test tubes. Inside each is something we found on one of those childhood beach trips: a few cowries, a teddy’s eye, an inch of sand, the jawbones of a sea urchin, a small plastic boat. Some of the tubes also have a slip of paper curled inside the glass. On most I wrote a date and the name of the beach, and on the reverse something that happened that day. Yet in the years since, I’ve never opened them to see what I wrote. The tubes are sealed with a cork and through the glass I can read little or nothing of the biro scrawl. Instead, I imagine opening them when the children are grown. Perhaps they’ll describe things I’ve remembered anyway. Or might they be things that would otherwise be lost?

These days my local beach is in South Cornwall. It’s a good half-mile walk down a wooded valley and, as always, much of the attraction lies in having no idea what I will find when I get there. In the quieter summer months this might be no more than a few crab moults or translucent scraps of weed. Yet at other times gales and heavy seas can bring huge changes overnight, and I’ve sometimes arrived to find tonnes of sand dragged offshore or banked against cliffs. Often, as today, there are heaps of stranded weed, along with the usual assortment of broken and wave-worn flotsam – I’d already passed a split bucket and a boot, several plastic bottles and the remains of a fishing crate. I’ve been visiting this beach regularly for well over a decade now and frequently check the forecasts, yet any expectations I have can still be spectacularly wrong.

Just occasionally I’ve emerged from the passage in the rock to find something extraordinary. Once it was hundreds of Portuguese men o’ war, littering the grey sand like gently deflating balloons, in impossibly exotic electric blues and pinks. Another time it was glittering whitebait, and on several occasions the intricate skeletons of by-the-wind sailors – a distant relative of jellyfish – their stiff sails scattered along the strandline and blown up against cliffs. Mostly, though, it’s been similar to today, with heaps of weed and plastic fairly typical for this beach after gales. Yet there could just as easily have been nothing at all, as more than once I’ve returned the next day to a beach that was littered with debris to find the night’s high tide has swept everything away, taking back all its clues, its treasures and its indictments.

I stopped for a wet bundle of rags and fishing line. I’d learned from a friend to check these for the remains of pink sea fans and today, as usual, found several in the tangle. They are a type of horny coral that in life are beautifully sculptural colonies of animals, although their skeletal remains look more like polished twigs. Extremely slow-growing and vulnerable to trawling and dredging, they have been on the Red List of threatened species for decades. Once broken off, their dense woody skeletons sink to the seafloor. Drawn along by the currents, any sunken rags and detritus can then snag on their branches, gathering in bundles that sweep along the seabed. I’ve seen all sorts caught up in these, from zips and strings of beads to fishing lures, sunglasses and pants elastic. I teased this one apart to see what else it might contain, but as it was just cloth and fishing line I dropped it in the rubbish bag I’d brought along – which as usual seemed a token gesture, as there was so much else I’d leave behind.

Amongst the weed I spotted the remains of yet another plastic bottle. This was just the flayed neck, worn in a particular way that is common on this stretch of coast. I’ve lived nearby for almost a decade and a half now and it took a while to get to know the new beach: to adjust to its seasonal and tidal rhythms, to new species, to the way it wore its plastic bottles. Usually, the parts I find are those that last longest: the thicker necks and bases. Without a lid to trap air, the clear polyethylene doesn’t float, so as usual this one had been scoured by the waves and sand, perhaps thrown ashore and washed back out repeatedly. I picked it up. I already had a number of similar necks and bases at home, worn into clear geometric shapes that remind me of plankton – perhaps appropriately, given that the plastic is made from oil, which in turn was made from plankton over millions of years. While I had no need for yet another flayed bottleneck, I slipped it in my pocket with the mermaid’s purse.

A month earlier, in that same cove I’d found what I thought at first was the body of a gull. It had washed up on a bed of wrack and was strikingly pale against the dark of the weed, with the creamy feathers of its underside uppermost. I only realized it was a fulmar once I was close enough to see the beak. Exquisitely curved at the tip, it was as pale as the bird itself, with the distinctive feature of its curious ‘tubenose’. 

In Britain the fulmar is the closest we have to the legendary albatross. Both species belong to the same family – the tubenoses or ‘order of the storm birds’ – with its members ranging from the least storm petrel to the magnificent wandering albatross. Like the other storm birds, fulmars spend almost their entire lives at sea; as well as enhancing their sense of smell, their tubenoses – raised tube-like structures on the top of the beak – are used to excrete excess salt from drinking seawater. The word fulmar is from the Old Norse and means ‘foul gull’, a reference to the birds’ habit of spitting a foul-smelling oil as a form of defence. Due to the vast distances fulmars travel at sea, they are unable to bring back whole fish to feed their young, so the oil also preserves energy-rich nutrients in the folds of their stomach, which can then be regurgitated when they reach their nest. Unlike most seabirds, this leaves them with only a very limited ability to regurgitate indigestible parts of their prey, such as bones or squid beaks – and likewise any debris eaten by mistake. As fulmars feed only at sea, for decades scientists have been recording their stomach contents as an indicator of trends in ocean plastic pollution. 

Afterwards, I watched several short films showing dissections of fulmars found washed up on North Sea beaches. At white laboratory benches the birds’ small stomachs were placed in glass dishes, bulging at odd angles until the taut membranes were pierced with needle-nosed scissors. One was packed with hard-edged plastic fragments, another entirely blocked with pieces of plastic sheeting that were carefully unravelled to record their full size. From the stomach of one bird, the researcher extracted a bag of silica gel – the kind packaged with new electronics – and read the words still legible on the side: ‘Gel. Do not eat. Throw away’. A number of white-coated scientists had gathered to watch the dissection and there was a ripple of ironic comment and hollow laughter. 

In carrying back these snapshots of the debris drifting at sea, fulmars are described as a ‘sentinel species’. Research shows that 95 per cent of fulmars from the North Sea now have plastic in their stomachs, and it is estimated that by 2050 this will be true of 99 per cent of all seabirds. By then – only a century after this revolutionary material began entering our homes – it is also predicted that by weight there will be more plastic than fish in the sea. Watching dissections of tiny, distended fulmar stomachs, it is hard not to wonder how we could possibly have got to this point.

At home, my favourite finds are behind glass in the kitchen cupboard. Where at first these were mainly natural, over the years more man-made finds have been creeping in. So alongside the sea urchins, the anglerfish jawbone and razorbill skull are now two Lego dragons and a rusty steel toecap, half a sea-worn cassette tape, a naked-looking table-football man and a white plastic gull. Another favourite is the wizened kelp with its holdfast still attached to a golf ball. 

As well as beach finds, the lower shelf now holds river finds too, collected on mudlarking trips to the Thames. For the past few years I’ve been visiting the foreshore at low tide whenever possible – which, as I live in Cornwall, isn’t as often as I’d like. Mudlarking is possible on the Thames because it’s tidal right up through central London, each low tide revealing part of the riverbed for several hours at a time. While mudlarking has many similarities to beachcombing, it is also very different – not least because the anaerobic Thames mud is such a wonderful preserver. So the finds in the kitchen cupboard now include the rims of two Roman cooking pots, some medieval pottery, various clay pipes, a musket ball and a seventeenth- or eighteenth-century bone comb. The comb had fared particularly well in the mud and, as was common at the time, has a fine-toothed side to tease out nits. Beside it leans its modern equivalent: a wave-worn plastic comb missing most of its teeth.

Prompted by this growing collection of discarded shore finds, now spanning many centuries, I’ve kept returning to a branch of my family that included dustmen and a scavenger. Their surname was Tolladay – my mum’s maiden name – although beyond my grandad’s generation I’d known almost nothing about them. But I was keen to find out more, so recently I’d traced them back over several more generations and found that in 1841 they lived at Water Street beside the Thames in central London. I already knew that over subsequent generations they’d moved downriver to the estuary and, eventually, the sea. So for someone keen to spend as much time as possible searching beaches and the foreshore, this suggested an irresistible route, with potential sites ranging from creek shores littered with London’s barged-out Victorian rubbish to beaches close to my childhood home, where 1980s fly-tipping erodes from the foot of the cliffs. 
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