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About the Book

Field Notes from the Edge takes us on a journey through Britain’s changing landscapes, from ice-age caves to the fringes of suburbia. Here, Paul Evans searches out the wildlife and plants that thrive in hidden halfway places such as ridgeways, marshlands, shingle spits, riversides, pathways and ditches.

Along the way, the land’s stories find him. Evans weaves together natural history, literature and art, philosophy and folklore to reveal a Nature that is inspiring yet intimidating, miraculous yet mundane – part sacred space,
part wasteland.


Picking through the strandline, ducking in and out of shadows between wood and heath, we tread the edge between a fear of Nature’s dangers and a love of Nature’s beauty. Evans asks us to reconsider our relationship with the secret wildernesses that shape this land, making this a field guide to what Nature truly is, and why it matters.


About the Author

Best known as the Guardian’s Country Diarist, Paul Evans is an acclaimed naturalist, radio broadcaster and poet whose work includes the book Herbaceous. He has tended historic gardens in the Welsh Marches, been commissioned by a billionaire to collect all the plants of the Americas, and is an award-winning playwright.

Today, he is a university lecturer and writes for various publications. He lives with his family in Much Wenlock, Shropshire where he was born.


By the same author:

Herbaceous


1.
RIDGE

A long narrow hilltop or escarpment, mountain range or watershed; an elevated crest; a raised strip between furrows or troughs; the junction of upward-sloping surfaces.
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CHIFFCHAFF

I take the path from the main road at the top of the dingle which begins in a tangle of nettle and bramble at a broken stile. It shoves into the wood between a field called the Yeld – an old name for wasteland – and the edge of a worked-out quarry. This was a path for quarry workers, lime-burners, farm labourers and a thoroughfare for packhorse strings, drovers and travellers. Chiff-chaff … chiff-chaff … the two-beat call of a chiffchaff echoes the left–right of old nailed boots on stone.

For all I know, this bird may have spent the winter in Lyme Regis or Burkina Faso. Some chiffchaffs migrate to and from West Africa and some stay close but this one returns each year to a crab-apple tree at the wood’s edge. These birds belong to a genus, which includes the willow warbler and wood warbler, called Phylloscopus from phyllon, meaning leaf and skopeo, to see. They are small birds, leaf-like, with a plumage of greens, browns and yellows, spending most of their time foraging for butterfly and moth caterpillars in the tree canopy. They each carry a light band above the eye which marks them out as seers, watchful creatures looking into the life of the trees, seeing the way of old paths over the woods through the sky from Africa, across Europe to here. They are the seeing-leaves.

Unlike other warblers with enchanting, liquid music, chiffchaffs have this two-note walking song, quick and sharp and I follow it on the old road, which is barely my boot’s width today. Less travelled – because the places of work it linked have gone and the settlements it served have roads for very different traffic – the path is no more than a rut through woods. I keep it open. This is where woodcock flared into a winter sky; starving deer stripped bark off ivy; spring poked through late snow with purple orchids; a fox hid the corpse of a lamb; dead man’s finger – the black wizened digit of fungus – pointed from a fallen branch. The path is a linear progression between, away from and towards things: the broken stile at the road, stone walls, limestone cliffs with polypody ferns, a rabbit warren on steep quarry spoil, ash trees along the Yeld’s medieval hedgebank, the slope under a fallen hawthorn up to the wood, the broken stile at the other end opening onto a lane. These landmarks along this path lead to other places, other paths. As such this is part of a web of journeying for me and other people, birds, mammals, insects and the flow of plants and fungi. And yet it is a somewhere in itself. Its nature is to travel and be travelled and what happens along it is shaped by what is travelling and how. Although that may be the nature of all paths, it does not capture the unique nature of this path.

A narrow space, like a crease in fabric, gathers me into the ordinary yet extraordinary life in the margins between fields, woods and quarries. As with ancient processional ways through the land walked by ancestors practising religious rites, the path is a preparation for a different way of thinking about and experiencing the world. What the walker started off thinking at the road stile may not be what they end up thinking at the lane stile. The path becomes a fluid state of mind between, away from and towards other thoughts, moods, intuitions, ideas. It is a state of disorientation like that which occurs in rituals, which alter the state of mind before, during and after the ritual.

To walk can be a ritual in itself. It may be to get to work or the shops or to visit; it may be to take a gun, the dog, watch wildlife, forage herbs; it may be to think, to meditate, to commune; it may be for exercise, habit, exploration, fun; it may be any or none of these things – it may be just a walk. And yet the walk changes the walker.

The act of walking is a performance: one-foot-in-front-of-the-other, the act of journeying between and through places stirs up the past and brings it into the present. This may not be what the lime-burners thought – untying their masks of blood-soaked rags from breathing quicklime – but it is my performance to walk this way thinking of them. The performance is not about recreating the past or hope or atonement, it is simply to join the rhythm of returning workers, funeral processions, strolling lovers, midnight flits, hiding and seeking. Pathways are full of footprints. I tread on the unseen impressions that ghosts leave behind. They tread on mine.

The path is a transition between the state of mind before the walk and the one after it and represents a threshold between them. But instead of being crossed, the path is walked; I travel along it, threading a borderline between, away from and towards different mental states and physical places, becoming transitory, liminal. The path leads to a network of transitions: a web of connections between different states of mind and different places, like cracks in the pavement, thresholds not necessarily crossed but a kind of becoming, a liminal edge in which the ritual may never be complete. Chiff-chaff … chiff-chaff … chants the bird from an ash tree, wrapped in his own ritual. A way of thinking about this is what Heidegger called, in The Thinker as Poet, ‘the utopism of a half-poetic intellect’: it may represent the worst of philosophical muddles, it may be romantically delusional but it does describe how I experience wandering among such extraordinary wonders of the living world as if my life were enchanted.

Up at the other end, another broken stile opens onto a narrow lane. A buzzard mews through a loop of air rising over woods and the Yeld. A wren flies across the lane, singing a five-second burst of little bells falling down a well, into a hazel thicket at the entrance to another wood once called Tomlinson’s Hill. Over a hundred years ago, this was a quarry with a kiln that supplied lime to the iron foundries at Coalbrookdale down the river. During its years of operation, Tomlinson’s Hill was decapitated and replaced by a ruinous landscape of cliffs, pits and pudding-basin spoil heaps. The foundries made the cast-iron skeleton for the industrial age, sucking limestone, iron-ore, coal and timber from the hinterland around their furnaces. They went cold and industry moved on. Coalbrookdale, Ironbridge and the Severn Gorge, where my mother’s family were from, became a museum, a World Heritage Site, a shrine to the insane alchemy that is still burning up the world. Birthplace of the Industrial Revolution its sign reads but it will never admit to being the Birthplace of Global Warming. Derelict places like Tomlinson’s Hill are collateral damage of the Industrial Revolution and forgotten.

Since its abandonment, Tomlinson’s Hill quarry has been recolonised by mosses, limestone meadow plants, gauntly enigmatic hawthorns and the massed spear-rattle of ash trees. This post-industrial process of natural succession filled in the bare stone and rubble left by quarrying with life from the unworked margins which bordered it. In the last fifty years, agricultural intensification has rubbed out much of the surrounding wildlife and so this little wood with its glades flickering with meadow brown and silver-washed fritillary butterflies is now an island of dynamic ecological change in an ossified countryside. One day the reverse process will happen and, like osmosis, the sterile fields will be colonised by life seeping back out through the porous membranes of the quarry wood. Inside, its veiny mesh of paths is travelled by deer, foxes, badgers and rabbits holed up like outlaws.

The first time I came across this little wood I had no idea what it was. A right of way from the lane was marked on the map. I took it. The path led through overhanging hawthorns and hazels with old straight stems and wound around mounds, pits and limestone outcrops. Back then, there was a small field grazed by donkeys but that’s covered in bramble and briar now. There were still open grassy glades where jewel-like flowers of pyramidal orchid and cobalt specks of milkwort grew in summer. The strange humps and gaunt old thorns gave the wood an otherworldly feel. It was a sunny day and as I explored the twists and turns of paths made by animals through the wood, I heard the sound of children playing and a woman talking and realised I had stumbled into someone’s back garden. I thought the house must face the lane but I couldn’t quite see it; the garden of the house must be just beyond some scrub where I could hear kids running around. Not wanting to startle anyone and sure that I’d strayed onto private property, I backed off quietly. A week or so later, curious to find out where the house was, I walked down to the lane to investigate. There was nothing there. No house, no garden. At least, there hadn’t been a house or garden there for over fifty years. There was evidence of one though: a few mossed-over piles of bricks, a patch of cyclamen, a fallen laburnum tree, a couple of conifers and some ornamental currant bushes with bright pink flowers.

At the wood’s furthest edge is another stile now replaced by an aluminium kissing-gate. Passing there is always a surprise as the viewer is suddenly thrown into the view. The Wrekin hill looms up 1,000 feet to the north; like buzzard flight, the eye drops across woodland 300 feet below and then north-west through Severn Vale; past the sandstone stumbling-block hills of the Shropshire Plain and over the green wall of hillsides across the Welsh border 35 miles away behind smoke from the chipboard factory at Chirk and over hazy summits of the Berwyn mountains beyond. Facing west, into the sky and a suddenness of space, the grand sweep of landscape after the close intimacy of the wood is both disorientating and uplifting.

I find being thrown into the prospect evokes an unexpected feeling towards the world. It’s as if I’ve seen behind a hoax, and after being led through myopic corridors of the wood am suddenly let into the secret that the world is huge. This is something like the tale Colin Wilson, in The Outsider (1956), tells of Wordsworth’s explanation to Thomas De Quincy about how he wrote his poetry. Wordsworth had his ear to the road, listening for the rumble of the mail cart from Keswick. He stood up suddenly and at the same moment caught sight of the evening star, which appeared intensely beautiful to him. Wordsworth claimed what he saw immediately after relaxing his concentration on something that had nothing to do with poetry was so beautiful and surprising it inspired him to write. I’m not sure if my own concentration on the wood is poetic or not but everything has something to do with poetry here. This walk is, like the chiffchaff, a kind of seeing but the abrupt change in scale when suddenly confronted by the view is shaking. My shrinking in size and significance before the sweeping landscape is humbling and invigorating, an altered state. It always takes a few giddy seconds to adjust to the space.

On the boundary between wood and field, looking into the landscape, height and distance diminish the impact of human labour. Here there is more closeness to the weather than to the industrialised world cast from Coalbrookdale’s foundries. It is the liberating sense of freedom that comes from the lie of the land and breadth of the sky that sets the senses soaring. Feeling the world like this is not to have it explained but presented through the marvels and mysteries of the living world – the flight of birds through sunset, the rise of mountains, the course of rivers. This kind of numinous experience is not dependent on a belief or faith in anything supernatural or divine but nevertheless I experience a feeling of sacredness.

An ordinary, vernacular kind of sacred is not diminished because it hasn’t been constructed in the monumental forms of religious thought and tradition. Instead it’s a personally intuitive, emotional, psychological knowing of how Nature matters. It remains unspoken, a recognition of a sacredness in Nature which is indifferent to us. Such a feeling cannot be conditional; I think it comes from love.

What remains of Tomlinson’s Hill and the strange little wood of wonders it has become opens onto this view across Shropshire into Wales at the northern end of Wenlock Edge. To the south, farmland rises like the slack of a wave up to a line of tall beech and lime trees. Beneath them and invisible from here, is the drop of the scarp: a near vertical slope with cliffs which, apart from being cut through by roads, forms the longest unbroken ribbon of woodland in England, stretching nearly 20 miles from the birthplace of the Industrial Revolution in the Severn Gorge to the gateway to the Welsh Marches in Craven Arms. This wave of bone is made from fossilised remains of creatures which drew calcium from the waters of a warm shallow sea to protect their fragile bodies 425 million years ago. Dragged by plate tectonics from the southern hemisphere over eons, the Edge stands poised, ready to flood across the lowlands and crash into the mountains of Wales.

Walking along the axis of the Edge from north-east to south-west – where the gentle rise of the dip slope meets the plunge down the scarp, where fields meet woods, east meets west, shelter meets the storm – I follow a liminal line. It’s a line along which the ritual dances of speckled wood butterflies tie and undo aerial knots of strobing wings; where ravens fly like sharpening stones honing a blade, yelling kronk! at the wind; where noctule bats stream from holes in old beech trees after dusk to slalom sonically through the night air. There are times when walking the Edge is to be the Edge walking.

A queen flies wildly pursued by the swarm. Before it catches up with her and they crash together into one buzzing orgiastic mass in the linden tree, there is a hunt in which every bee is magnetised by the same compelling passion. Like the swarm, the Edge line chases a fugitive love across the land. It is an eternal hunt: an infatuation pulsing through bees, butterflies, ravens and bats; propelling me along the Edge in pursuit of an unknown object of desire; carried on a wave that surges north-west with the weight of England behind it. But like all loves, which by their very wild nature cannot be explained or reasoned with, there are dark moments, disturbing passions.

The path doglegs from the Edge line to cross the main Shrewsbury road, steering clear of Edge Top above the old quarry cutting carved for the road by Napoleonic prisoners of war. It is fenced off. Chiff-chaff … chiff-chaff … chants the bird from a tree. Each syllable is separated by a tiny axis of silence, a split between realities: one note for this world, one for another; between them runs the Edge. I listen for the silence. All the time, the bird is watching: the field behind Edge Top, weedy, unsettled, flitting with finch charms and moths; it’s called Gallows Tree Leasowe. High above traffic labouring up the bank below the cliffs, against old wych elm suckers from a once-huge tree, the view opens to hills beyond the plain, to silver towns and bolts of sunlight through gathering clouds. There, a land spreads out towards the north-west glowing with a visionary light for the final moments of prisoners brought here in chains long ago. Left, right, left, right … the footsteps of the damned. Boom, boom, boom, boom … the drum-beat march to the gallows. Chiff-chaff, chiff-chaff … the seeing-leaves watch everything. The swarm goes quiet; the crowd holds its breath – snap! The rope creaks as the condemned dance upon the Tree of Misadventure.

LAPWING

The view from Gallows Tree Leasowe on Edge Top, high above the road cutting, looking north-west towards Severn Vale, the plain and far hills, was the last impression on the retinas of the condemned. As the rope snapped taut, the feet kicked empty air, the body twitched and loosed its fluids, the mind fixed an image of a land which, with a squint, persists today. Within that same space are ghostly images of absent beings that left a curse bound forever to this place.

There were once lapwings in the fields of this view. Thousands and thousands of lapwings – piebald white, black and iridescent green birds with plumed crests, ‘hornpies’; with a tumbling flight through the air, ‘flopwings’; screaming their eerie cry, ‘peewits’, ‘pee-wit, pee-wit, peewit!’. In Old English hleapewince, ‘leaper-winker’, meant to leap and ‘wink’, may come from the black on white patches of the underwing which, when dancing in the air, looks like winking; it also means totter, waver and move rapidly. These birds were by the fourteenth century, according to Chaucer’s ‘Parliament of Fowles’, the ‘false lapwynge, ful of treacherye’. The received explanation for the birds’ treachery lay in the lapwing’s strategy of feigning injury by dragging a wing on the ground, luring potential predators away from eggs or chicks hiding in the grass. But lapwings also feigned madness: the leaper-winkers flung themselves into the air erratically, to tumble, flounce and mug in a display of wild exuberance, mobbing intruders as if crazy; a mock insanity masking a calculated communal mind which earned such flocks the collective noun: a deceit of lapwings. The Greeks called them polyplagkos, ‘luring on deceitfully’.

From the hagg and hungry goblin
That into raggs would rend ye,
And the spirit that stands by the naked man
In the Book of Moones – defend ye!

(Tom O’Bedlam, anonymous ballad c.1600)

The hangings on Gallows Tree Leasowe were first recorded during the turbulent 1540s, just after the dissolution of the monasteries. Thomas Butler, himself a deposed abbot who became the first vicar of Wenlock, entered the executions of criminals into his register in Latin together with accounts of the lives of ex-inmates from the monasteries, visits by dignitaries, the burials of organ players, bell-ringers, stonemasons, brewers and sextons. It was during this period when, with the power of the religious houses gone, their lands were parcelled up and distributed among supporters of the king and those powerful enough to claim land by force. These new patterns of manorial estates, yeomen farms and abandoned villages reshaped the Tudor landscape to form the hedged-in countryside, much modified but clearly recognisable nearly five hundred years later spreading out across the plain below the Edge. With land reform came laws to control all life on it – everything from crows to kingfishers – and a duty of every parish to support farming and keep food prices down by persecuting wildlife. This helped the ascendancy of those managing both an efficient war against Nature and against the wild corners of the human spirit aroused by religious ferment. Like gamekeeper’s larders – the fences on which were hung the corpses of vermin as evidence of duty and as examples to all villainous crows, moles and polecats – the gallows tree answered many questions of belief, allegiance and doubt.

Alice Glaston was hanged from the gallows tree here in 1545. She was eleven years old. Butler’s register records only her name, age, her parish – Little Wenlock – and the fact she was hanged with three others. This made Alice Glaston the youngest woman hanged in England. Because there are no references to her crime, her trial or her life, she floats free from history, free to inhabit the imagination, a spirit of this place taking any shape.

To me, Alice belongs to an older country. She was sacrificed at the beginning of the world we recognise today. She haunts a threshold on the edge of a more distant past that had mostly perished in the Black Death. After Alice, laws reshaped the rural landscape, ordered labour, institutionalised poverty, outlawed wildlife, industrialised farming and accused the wise of witchcraft. After Alice, the poor surviving at the margins of society feigned madness to appeal for charity, using the old lapwing strategy the Greeks had a proverbial phrase for, ‘more beseeching than a lapwing’ to describe the ‘sturdy’ (artful) beggars, vagabonds, Mad Mauds – fallen women (Maud from Maudlin, the English spelling of Magdalene) – and Tom O’Bedlams – refugees from the Bethlehem (Bedlam) asylums personified in the anonymous ballad first written down around 1600. These were a deceit of lapwings, taxing, mugging for alms or tribute, pee-wit, pee-wit!

Who, in the old ballad, cursed Tom O’Bedlam? Who drove him mad? Who does he call to for help? According to the medieval almanac of the supernatural called the Book of Moons, the ‘naked man’ is Hermes the magician. Who, in the ballad, is the spirit that stands before Hermes? The spirit here is no hag or goblin but Alice Glaston. Her execution laid a curse on this land and it is she who speaks through the lunatics: the leaping, winking lapwings who rise treacherously against the powerful arbiters of the law; madness their only defence; doomed. This story returns to the land with the people poor mad John Clare called ‘clowns’, the yokels who leer out of history like a shelf of Toby jugs: sly, deceitful, irreverent and superstitious – my people, buried long ago under a sod which itself hardly survives today.

Relics of Alice’s world now appear as tricks of the light. From the windmill, when the sun is low against the southern downs, shadows pick out stepped ridges which follow the contours. These ‘strip lynchets’ may have begun in the Bronze Age, 4,000 years ago; the soil ploughed across the slopes slumping downhill or else deliberately built. They formed narrow terraces of ‘risers’ and ‘treads’ over centuries of cultivation. Lynchets – from the Saxon hlinc, cultivation terrace – may have been part of Celtic or Saxon fields or they may have been constructed in the Middle Ages but they were certainly used until Alice’s time. On these flights up the hill, each tread, each step, is a ‘land’ in itself. Not much wider than the ox pulling the plough here, each improbable land belonged to a family for a few rows of grain to sell to the miller. Take out the tithe to the Church, the rent to the manor, the tax to the king, and what’s left had to keep the wolf from the door. On lynchets around the West Country, down the Wessex Ridgeway to the terraces across Europe and Asia, the poor and their animals hacked out a living from the hillsides, engineered the water flow, modified the soil, carved the rhythm of their lives up and down these stairs between earth and sky.

Other shadowlands on the Edge are what remain of ridge and furrow. Seen as corrugations in fields, they were formed by a pattern of ploughing which created a broad, raised strip, the ridge or a ‘land’, separated by a ditch or furrow a furlong – furrow-long – in length. Like the lynchets, the ridge and furrow method grew grain and other crops in the medieval open field system. Sometimes, individual ‘lands’ were owned by individual families. Now they are mostly ploughed out by modern agriculture and its huge, deep ploughs. The ridge and furrow is as anachronistic as deserted villages, evacuated during the Black Death. They are the ghost lands.

Lapwings love the plough. They nest closest to the earth in a shallow scraped by their own feet on ploughed soil among crops. At Easter, they lay a single clutch of olive-green and dark brown speckled eggs. Unlike birds such as swallows, which will keep laying eggs even if they’re taken away, lapwings only lay four and that’s it: four seasons, four elements, four cardinal points of the compass, four – the numerological symbol for earth and home. The Saxon tradition of exchanging eggs at Eostur-monath, searching the fields for them in the Easter egg hunt, is lured by the birds into a liminal space between the sacred and the profane.

Lapwing eggs had always been an important part of the rural diet. They became particularly fashionable to Victorians and, with their sin of enthusiasm, they collected them in bulk. In 1845, a single egger in Norfolk snaffled up 160 dozen (1,920) lapwing eggs in one day. This kind of plunder was bound to affect the population and had to be controlled by the Lapwing Act of 1926, although the subsequent increase in population may have had more to do with the agricultural depression of that time.

The humbug-camouflaged chicks are born precocious and reckless. Shakespeare wrote in Hamlet of a man going unprepared and overly self-confident: Horatio: ‘This lapwing runs away with the shell on his head’ but a lapwing bursts from the egg with functional sense organs and a mental development, which in a matter of hours can respond to the kind of complexities of life that takes weeks or months in many other birds and certainly years in ourselves. From the bare earth lapwings run to cattle-grazed wet meadow, moor, heath, salt marsh, airfield, sewage farm or gravel pit to feed on insects, spiders, earthworms, snails, millipedes or woodlice.

The lapwing community, the deceit, sticks together. Feigning injury to draw the gullible away from defenceless chicks or, in sufficient numbers, scaring off trespassers with a display of fearless Tom O’Bedlam craziness, binds lapwing society, as does journeying. Lapwings travel together in huge numbers. During the winter, some British lapwings head for Ireland, the Iberian Peninsula or North Africa but most stay close to home where they are joined by migrants. Between half and three-quarters of the lapwing population of western and central Europe move in to the sloshing fields, fens, moors, marshes and mires of Britain and Ireland for the winter. Lapwing culture is acutely sensitive to changes in the weather. The birds anticipate storms and move enmasse to avoid them. In February 1900, a great trail of lapwings 3 miles long flew over the Scilly Isles from the north-west. I heard a story about a strange cloud picked up by wartime radar moving south across Britain and getting bigger and bigger. It turned out to be lapwings flying before a storm. They flew as far as western France, rested until the storm died out at home then flew back. In December 1978 at Shoreham-by-Sea, West Sussex, 40,000 lapwings arrived to escape a storm. Such gatherings have not been seen since.

From Edge Top, the view Alice would have seen in her final moments on the Gallows Tree is almost devoid of lapwings now. There is a long straight road heading towards Shrewsbury and just where it kinks out of sight behind woods before Cross Houses is Venus Pool. The flooded gravel workings are where the last of the peewits gather like the remnants of some forgotten subculture clinging to its reckless and beautiful lost youth. There were once hundreds in the fields between there and the River Severn but during a generation they have been reduced to little more than a handful. The estimated decline in the lapwing population in the wider region of the West Midlands is around 52 per cent. Here in Shropshire it is over 80 per cent and most of that decline has happened only in the last twenty years. Another collective noun for lapwing is, with a terrible irony, a desert.

Farmers I have spoken to deny that so much has changed in the countryside over the last couple of decades to cause such a catastrophic collapse of the lapwing population. They claim they’re doing pretty much the same things they always have. They remember when those cutting the fields would stop the tractor to pick up lapwing chicks and move them out of harm’s way and regret that may not happen any more. But a switch to ploughing in spring instead of winter, pesticides, synthetic chemicals, loss of fallow land, drainage, livestock density, walkers with dogs, increased predators such as crows and huge machines cutting the heads off chicks can plunge an already weakened population on the edge into terminal decline. There are farmland conservation schemes attempting to recreate conditions for lapwings but they are pathetically few and far between. Shame.

The horned bird; the crowned bird, suspected by the sixteenth-century occult philosopher Cornelius Agrippa of being royal; the bird Leviticus lists as unclean and taboo, together with eagle, raven, barnacle goose, heron, which all had affiliations with non-Semitic deities; the bird the Qur’an claims is the keeper of King Solomon’s secrets; the bird Robert Graves in The White Goddess (1948) believes to be the guardian of the secret identity of gods … this bird stands at Venus Pool with the last few of its kind. They are no longer a deceit; isolated from each other, they stand motionless in the rain at water’s edge, lost in their secrets.


2.
FRONT

The ground towards a real or imagined enemy; the outward appearance; the promenade of a seaside resort; to confront, meet, oppose; an organised group.
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SPUME

…. EME . . S are the only letters of ‘amusements’ left above glass doors behind the sandbags. Inside the arcade, the lights on the gaming machines are still on, I suppose for ghost punters, playing the lurid mathematics of one-arm-banditry. Next door, the Golden Sands is boarded up. All the identical green caravans are empty, except one. On the seafront, a red warning flag, shredded like a forgotten socialist republic, thrashes from its pole above three cars, steamed up, rocking in the wind bansheeing from the sea.

One car leaves, another arrives. Someone gets out, suddenly thumped by a gust and a bucket of rain, trying to look casual leaning on the rail. The waves are steely green, their ridges flying spindrift. All down the bay from way out to sea they come charging ashore, north-east to south-west, terrifyingly beautiful. A stone’s throw from the promenade is an island built to stumble the waves before they strike the front. Behind black rocks the sea smashes its endlessly renewed face and on a narrow causeway connecting sea wall and breakwater, two gulls lift and drop and a lone sanderling stands watching them. The rail-leaner lets go and crabs back to the car: sandwiches, flask of tea, turns the radio up.

The sea is so far in, too far. A spring tide fills the estuary between mountains to wedge them apart and let the uncoiling thing from the ocean ram up the crack. For now, the shingle holds the shore together and the gale screams overhead and hums through the rail. In the cars they watch the rain ease and waves diminish and a young couple in matching red wellingtons walk along the front chased by an empty plastic bottle. In a few minutes they return, resolutely in step against the wind, frightened off by spume.

The promenade ends in steps down to the shingle, now hardly a span from the waves, and an outcrop of rocks where a white cloud has formed. The wind whips it up in gobs and spits it landwards like firefighting foam on a crashed aeroplane. The spume may have been caused by oil discharged at sea or stormwater full of sewage and detergent but this has a meringuey lightness which suggests it was created by phytoplankton or algal blooms. A microscopic alga, Phaeocystis globosa, sometimes free-moving with its own flagella, can also create colonies, brown scum, thousands of ball-shaped cells surrounded by a mucus membrane of carbohydrate gel. Phaeocystis has a globally fundamental role cycling carbon and sulphur in the oceans. In spring, influenced by high levels of nitrogen and other pollutants which nourish phytoplankton, these blooms become so vast they are visible from space satellites. Caught in storms, wave turbulence churns the proteins, lignins and lipids in the algal colony’s gel into foaming agents, trapping air in the surf zone where the bubbles of spume stick to each other through surface tension and are blown ashore.

Red-welly couple are heads down into the wind, unable to stand upright. At first, they think the spume looks like fun, bubble-bath, disco foam. They will take photos of each other playing with it, chucking it around like snow. Remember Ibiza? Well this is Wales, in the gales! At last, here is something to break the spell of the storm in this little necrophiliac seaside town; something happily random to show their friends. Then they find themselves in it.

The spume is animated: creeping across rocks, crouching in the corner by the steps and sliding under the rail to pulse like snaking musculature across the path. White but slightly soiled, not pure like spindrift, it is searching them out. Clumps of flob in the wind, catching on their clothes, eyelashes and lips; it begins to repulse them. They shut their mouths and hold their breaths because they can’t make out what the substance is: something with all the qualities of mattress stuffing, mousse, fog, fat, fleece, spit, spunk, spray. Is it toxic? Is it alive?

Phaeocystis, sea, storm, shit, washed from land or dumped by ships, climate change warming the oceans: spume is more than coincidence. Indifferent like snow, intentional like a swarm, each delicate bubble encased in a meniscus of water and algal slime is attached to others to form a mass, but containing what? In the news, a massive algal foam on
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