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Lisa Woollett grew up on eroding cliffs on the Isle of Sheppey, with stories of local pubs and churches that had been lost to the sea. A photographer and beachcomber, she is the author of several award-winning books, most recently Rag and Bone which won the Royal Society of Literature Giles St Aubyn Award for Non-Fiction. Since 2004 she has lived with her family on the south coast of Cornwall, in a house shared with buckets and boxes of beach finds.
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There rolls the deep where grew the tree

 

Alfred Lord Tennyson, ‘In Memoriam’
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Goodwin Sands, legendary site of the Isle of Lomea





Introduction

Isle of Lomea

Isle of Sheppey, Kent

In the stillness a faint mist hung over the cliff. Rising from damp London clay, it left each crumbling ridge more spectral than the last. In the past, their profiles have suggested beasts or faces: a brow, perhaps, or the slope of a nose. Yet the speed of erosion here means the likeness can be fleeting. For some time, one of the more striking features was known as the ‘Side of Beef’, although little remains today. Above it now, thin, leafless trees crowded close to the edge, with one leaning out partway down, its branches flung like the arms of someone falling.

Once again, I was back below the cliffs where I grew up. I’d set out early, with the scattered light casting the familiar stranger than usual. The only sound was a gentle shuffling of pebbles at the water’s edge. It was good to be back. I left the Isle of Sheppey at the age of nineteen, but again and again I’ve been drawn back to this same stretch of coast: in reality, in my work and in my sleep. In dreams, it never looks as it does in life. Instead, it appears in wildly different guises. There might be sandflats or steep, craggy cliffs, grassy hilltops, deep mud or smooth standing stones in the sea. Yet in the dream, I always know I am here.

Through the last century, the island’s north-facing cliffs have retreated by an average of some five feet a year. Yet that rate isn’t steady. Sometimes, after decades with barely any change, acres of land can be lost at once. Geologists know this, hauntingly, as a ‘deep failure’; following one here, a farmer found nine of his sheep grazing unhurt on half an acre of pasture a hundred feet below the cliff-top. Between here and Warden some four miles east, the losses have included farms and houses, two pubs – although one ended its days as a post office – and Warden Church. This pre-sixteenth- century church, with its tower rebuilt using stones from the old London Bridge, was the source of the stories I heard as a child.

‘On a still night,’ my nan would say, ‘if you stand out on the cliffs you can hear church bells toll beneath the sea.’ It was a tradition passed down the generations. More than a century and a half ago, the church stood at the edge of the cliff, with records claiming that a century earlier it lay a quarter of a mile inland. Already damaged by storms and the shifting ground, the building gradually became derelict, with locals eventually taking the pews and the pulpit for firewood. By 1887 the ruin was demolished, with the foundations and graveyard left to go over the edge. Today, given the speed of erosion, any remains lie some distance offshore.

Passing what remained of the Side of Beef, I was now below Royal Oak Point. No longer a point, it takes its name from a pub that once stood at the top of the cliff. Back in the 1860s this had ‘extensive pleasure gardens’ on its seaward side. In the 1940s and early ’50s my nan played piano there, but by then the gardens had gone, leaving the pub dangerously close to the edge. Later that decade it closed down, and by the time we went there as children in the 1970s it was known as The Pub With No Beer. The building was derelict, with the ruined piano still in the bar and the gents already partway to the beach. High above the shore in empty air were once its beer gardens, along with an orchard (that as a boy my dad was chased from by a shotgun-wielding farmer for scrumping). Today, skeletal trees stood out in the shallows, draped with seaweed and fishing line.

As I walked, the ebb tide slid from the shore like silk. Here and there, dark shapes had begun to break the surface. At first no more than glimpses of solidity, they were soon laid bare. Along with fifty-million-year-old fossils that erode from the clay, human traces also wash from the toe of the cliff and are left stranded on shore. Before me now were several sea-worn kerbstones, a drain hole and a few concrete steps.

 

This sense of tidal concealment and revelation has intrigued me for decades. It began in childhood when we combed the shingle below our house for sharks’ teeth, or headed out beyond the sandbanks on low spring tides to search for old bottles. Since leaving the island, I’d always been drawn to eroding coasts. Walking their shores, especially after storms, I have no idea what I might find – or what clues it might offer to the near or distant past. For this book, I eventually settled on ten locations at the edges of England, Ireland, Scotland and Wales. At each of the places I visit, at some point in history or prehistory, human settlements have been lost to the sea. In many, the greatest losses came with violent gales and storm surges. And today, similar scouring storms can reveal traces of those earlier losses: eroding from cliffs, entombed on the foreshore, uncovered in the dunes by shifting sands.

Some places proved harder to reach than others, with many of the natural or man-made remains only occasionally exposed. Sometimes I waited months for the appropriate weather, season or sea conditions: for light winds or a scouring winter storm, often a low spring tide. Given many alternatives, I chose a variety of coastal landscapes. They ranged from sheer chalk and bare granite cliffs to mudflats, dunes and the odd concrete promenade. Over two years, I visited exposed Atlantic islands and fragile shifting spits, wide-open sandflats, submerged forests and the soft cliffs of the crumbling east coast. At these tidal thresholds between land and sea, I picked up peaty chunks of drowned Doggerland, and off the Welsh coast saw ancient oaks still rooted in the forest floor. Off other coasts lay submerged Mesolithic hearths, Iron Age field walls, carved stone from medieval church towers.

With erosion ongoing, many of these landscapes also revealed more recent layers of loss. In places this lent an air of transience reminiscent of cliff-top Sheppey, and a very literal sense of reaching the end of the road. Walking above the island’s fast-eroding cliffs in the past, many of the roads remained unmade (as they do today). There were light-construction bungalows, lean-tos and mobile homes, the remains of The Song of the Sea caravan park: a narrow strip of cliff-top field where brambles and nettles choked the concrete of abandoned hardstandings. On other coasts I would find relics of fallen campsites, a retreating amusement park, even a nudist camp partway down a landslide.

 

Often, a rich tradition of stories had grown up at these eroding edges. From folktales to myths and legends, they told of fine cities, rolling fields and palaces lost beneath the waves; islands shrouded in a magical mist; the tolling of drowned church bells (it was with some disappointment that I first learned how common my nan’s tradition was, not just in Britain but across northern Europe). At the edges of Britain and Ireland, entire towns, villages and islands were said to have been lost to great storms and tidal waves, floods and rages of sand. They were catastrophes raised by curses, witchcraft or the Devil. Or they were vengeance from God, for sins ranging from neglected duties to drunkenness and promiscuity.

Despite growing up on the island, it was only after casting my net for stories that I learned of a legendary ‘lost Isle of Sheppey’. This was the Isle of Lomea, which tradition claims lies several miles off the Kent coast beneath the notoriously treacherous Goodwin Sands. In A Perambulation of Kent (1576), the antiquarian William Lambarde described how in the eleventh century, following ‘a soddaine and mightie inundation of the Sea’, the island was ‘violently overwhelmed’ with sand. Other sixteenth-century accounts describe Lomea as fertile and low-lying – ‘very fruitful and abounding in pasture’ – until it ‘sonke sodainly into the Sea’.

There are a number of versions of the legend, with the island said to have once been owned by the Anglo-Saxon Earl Godwin. In some, its loss is blamed on the Earl, with Lomea submerged as vengeance from God for his disloyalty and deceit. Sometimes Earl Godwin is ‘a vacillating believer’ who breaks a vow to the Blessed Virgin; alternatively, his betrayal leads to the death of the son of Ethelred the Unready. In other versions, the island is lost when its sea walls are neglected, with the funds needed to rebuild them – sometimes the stones themselves – diverted to build a steeple at Tenterden Church.

Through the centuries, the Isle of Lomea has appeared in everything from folktales and antiquarian local histories to sermons and tall tales at the pub. By the eighteenth century, John Lewis, ‘Vicar of Mynstre, and Minister of Mergate’, knew a landlord in Broadstairs who claimed his ‘Oaken Shuffleboard . . . was made from a Tree that grew on this Island, which is now Sand’.

Lomea was first likened to Sheppey in the nineteenth century. Until then, there was no evidence of the island’s existence, and no mention of it in Domesday or other medieval records. Yet when leading geologist Charles Lyell surveyed the Goodwin Sands in 1817 as a potential site for a lighthouse, he described finding London clay fifteen feet beneath the sand. This clay, he proposed, could be the eroded remains of an island similar to the Isle of Sheppey, which may well have flooded within historical memory. For more than a century, his findings were considered evidence of the Isle of Lomea’s existence. Later surveys, though, have found only chalk beneath the sands (the eroded remains of a land bridge that in prehistory connected Britain to continental Europe). Today, the general consensus among geologists is that the Isle of Lomea probably never existed.

Yet the storm said to have claimed it does appear to have taken place, on 11 November 1099. Its impact was recorded in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, with Cornwall’s legendary Lyonesse often said to have been lost that same night. ‘On the festival of St Martin’, wrote the scribe in elegant Old English, ‘the sea flood sprung up to such a height and did so much harm as no man remembered before’. Other records suggest that in Britain and the Netherlands, some 100,000 people may have lost their lives, many as floodwaters surged up the Thames.

Following violent storms, people have long sought cause for such destruction and loss of life. In 1703, six centuries after the legendary loss of Lomea, another great storm saw more than a thousand sailors drown when their ships were wrecked on the Goodwin Sands. In the aftermath, most Britons had little doubt that the storm was punishment from God: ‘the dreadest and most universal judgment that ever almighty power thought fit to bring upon this part of the world’. The government at the time declared that the catastrophe ‘loudly calls for the deepest and most solemn humiliation of our people’. As atonement, and in recognition of the ‘crying sins of this nation’, a National Day of Fasting was announced. Archbishops wrote prayers for the occasion, and throughout Britain sermons addressed ‘God’s Empire over the Winds’.

Unsurprisingly, there was some disagreement over the nature of the transgressions that might provoke such wrath. Some, including Daniel Defoe, considered the storm punishment for Protestant Britain’s poor performance against the Catholic armies of France and Spain. Others blamed more wide-ranging sins, everything from debauchery, sloth and ‘idolatrous paganism’ to foppery and the rising popularity of theatre and science. ‘If any of you are stain’d with scandalous Crimes,’ thundered Reverend Thomas Bradbury from his pulpit on the day of the fast, ‘take your last farewell of ’em. The Winds are gather’d into His Fists.’ The message was clear. To prevent anything like this from happening again, everyone must observe the Church’s moral code. Like the loss of the Isle of Lomea, the Great Storm of 1703 would feature in sermons for centuries to come.

 

In many places around the British coast – as across the world – major submergences date back to prehistoric times, in particular the Mesolithic with its fast-rising seas. And recent research from other countries suggests some stories – including flood myths – may be an extraordinary survival of folk memory over thousands of years. So might our own flood stories have roots in actual inundations? At submerged British sites where the science and storytelling converge, this opens up the fascinating if murky territory of geomythology.

In recent decades, research into submerged landscapes has benefitted from advances in science and technology, from genetics and palaeobiology to sonar and digital modelling. Together, the findings allow researchers to read a scientific story archived in the sediments of the drowned landscapes themselves. While submerged sites pose many challenges, one benefit is how the waterlogged peats and anaerobic silts can preserve fragile organic traces and materials. Wonderfully, geneticists can now analyse DNA shed into the soil and water of those prehistoric landscapes, to find molecular traces of particular species of mammal, insect and bird, flowers, grasses and trees. In these modern, more secular attempts to understand how and when a landscape drowned, species of plankton can reveal changing salinity, or a grain of sand the last time it was exposed to sunlight. As well as dating floods, laboratory analysis can also reveal whether marine incursions were gradual or catastrophic, or caused by storms or tsunamis. Increasingly, this allows researchers to reconstruct those drowning landscapes, bringing them – almost – to life.

That morning, though, as I stood beneath the island’s shrouded cliffs – with the ebb tide revealing everything from fossil palm fruits to sea-worn brick walls – I had no idea what lay ahead. Here, the dead trees were now ankle-deep in the sea. But I didn’t know what I would find – or not – on other coasts, or what traces of lost lives and landscapes still lay beneath the waves and sand. I was yet to learn how doggedly people had clung on at the edges of this fragmented kingdom through the centuries, in the face of relentless erosion and storm-lashed seas. Yet the strangeness of this childhood shore had long suggested those places would be steeped in story.
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