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The headland of Dungeness has a unique character all of its own, with its shingle foreshore shared by fishermen and wildlife, including the Herring Gulls.






[image: No image description]
The folds and furrows of shingle hold a collection of relics and remnants of the past, recording in their own way the history of Dungeness itself.
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Stray buildings and structures of all kinds inhabit the headland, including the rectangular wooden bird hide up on the shingle overlooking an area of the sea known as The Patch.






[image: No image description]
Old fishermen’s floats and metal carry crates are among the many found objects that add to the character of the garden at Derek Jarman’s Prospect Cottage.
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A view of the Coastguard Station, which has been converted to residential use, with a glimpse of the observation tower on the roof of the Fog Signal building just behind it.











Introduction

The headland and hamlet of Dungeness has a unique character all of its own. This is a place of poetic extremes and eclectic charms, which makes it such a special place to live in or to visit. The way that the shingle beach pushes out into the English Channel makes it a key marker for shipping and for geographers, but also helps to set the place apart both physically and emotionally. The landscape is so open and exposed that people here often talk about feeling as though they are part of the Ness itself. It’s a feeling enhanced by a healthy tradition of making do without borders, barriers and fences, even around private cabins and cottages, which is another important trait in the personality of the place.

Dungeness is one of those escape points where the rhythms of nature can be keenly felt – but here they are accompanied by man-made movements, adding to the balletic quality of everyday life on the headland. There are the natural motions of the tides, the dawn and sunset, all of which become explicit in Dungeness, along with shifts in the open skies, with any changes in the weather visible many miles away. Add to this the patterns of the changing seasons, particularly the gradual adjustment from the challenges of the winter to the awakenings of spring, which are dramatic even in this shingle hinterland between land and sea, along with the migration patterns of the incoming and outgoing birds.

There are also the rhythms created by the continual maritime traffic out in the Channel and the daily rituals followed by the fishing boats. On a clear night, not only are the running beacons of the ships visible but also the blinking shore lights over on the French coast, while at any time of year Dungeness lighthouse casts its own constant spell across the beach and the water. Then there is the rhythmic hum coming from the extraordinary elephant in the room, the power station. Yet, after a time, the power station somehow seems to fade into the background, partly because your gaze is constantly being drawn elsewhere and particularly across the shingle to the sea.

One of the headland’s most revered residents, Derek Jarman, described the Ness as a ‘desolate landscape’ where ‘the silence is broken by the wind, and the gulls squibbling round the fishermen bringing in the afternoon catch’. But as Jarman himself testifies in his book Modern Nature, Dungeness is not all desolation: there is a rich ecosystem here, so much so that the headland is part of a nature reserve that is home to many rare species of plants and other kinds of wildlife, while the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds (RSPB) also has a dedicated reserve alongside the Dungeness Estate. Jarman famously delighted in creating his own garden at Prospect Cottage, while artist and sculptor Martin Turner achieved wonders with his garden in the more sheltered confines of the grounds around the Roundhouse, with its two lighthouse-keeper’s cottages (see here).



[image: No image description]
Remnants of one of the ‘skipway’ tracks, once used for carting fish across the shingle; they are among the many historic markers that can be seen on the headland.
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A view from the living-room window of the Experimental Station residence looking towards the Fog Signal building and the sea beyond.


All of these things help to make Dungeness a place apart, but its unique collection of houses and cabins are unique in themselves and provide the focus for much of this book. Dungeness is little more than a hamlet with barely a hundred homes, yet within it stand buildings and structures full of history, character, originality and invention. Some are fishing-family cottages that have grown and evolved over many years, while others date back to the 1920s, when the staff of the South Eastern Railway were offered redundant rail carriages at knockdown prices, along with a small parcel of shingle on which to put them. These beachside carriage houses, which were also extended over time, marked the start of Dungeness’ transition into a micro resort, enlarging the community and its modest stock of homes. Together, the fishing cabins and the carriage houses created a characterful Dungeness vernacular.

Over recent years a number of these existing buildings have been sensitively updated and upgraded to create houses better able to withstand the extremes of the winter, harsh weather and salt-water spray. But there have also been imaginative conversions and adaptations of other non-residential buildings here that have added to an already eclectic mix. These include wartime buildings, structures used by Trinity House to test out navigation systems and new technology during the 1950s and ’60s, and other redundant structures such as the Coastguard Station. All have been restored and revived.

Beyond this, there have been rare and sometimes controversial opportunities to build a small number of twenty-first-century houses in Dungeness. Given the many restrictions and strict controls on any new building here, these have tended to be replacements for derelict structures or cabins that had reached the end of the line, overtaken by the elements. Even then, the resulting contemporary architecture and design carry echoes of these older structures and reference the vernacular. In this way, these fresh buildings are also unique. Many can be visited on the following pages, along with the landscapes and coastline that helped to shape their identity and personality.








Landscapes & History
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A view of the western-most residences on the headland, with a glimpse of El Ray and Sunray, as well as the shingle banks beyond.











Landscapes and seascapes

The headland at Dungeness is one of the rare points along the English coast that is still growing rather than shrinking or eroding. A process of longshore drift means that the shingle continues to accumulate here, as it has done for centuries, gradually pushing the Ness outwards into the English Channel. Low tide reveals sand flats towards Lydd-on-Sea and New Romney to the north, but the seabed drops off steeply towards the end of the point where the fishing boats can push out into deep water.

The ‘Ness’ refers literally to the headland beyond Denge Beach and Denge Marsh, hence the name ‘Dungeness’. While New Romney lies to the north-east, heading westwards one reaches Camber, Camber Sands, the entrance to Rye Harbour and then Winchelsea. The build-up of shingle around the point helped to protect the marshlands further inland from the tidal waters, with parts of the marsh reclaimed for farming using drainage channels, or ‘sewers’, but still leaving a whole collection of natural lagoons and pools that punctuate the landscape. A number of flooded gravel pits across the area add to the profusion of these pools, reinforcing the idea of a ‘waterland’ between solid ground and the sea.

The shingle beach at Dungeness possesses an extraordinary topography, with its high banks and shelves of shingle, along with great furrows, bowls and dips, including its own water pools and mud sinks. Birds and plants can still thrive here, despite the extremes, although it is true that as you step even a short distance further inland and away from the point, the stony landscape gradually becomes greener and more colourful, with blackthorn, broom, purple orchids, sea kale, yellow horned-poppies, sea pea and viper’s bugloss all making their presence felt.

Although Dungeness offers one of the largest expanses of shingle in the United Kingdom and Europe, the much-repeated claim that this is Britain’s only desert is widely disputed. While clouds and storms might blow through quickly here, rainfall is certainly not a rarity and seems just a little below the average for the Kent coast. Given the protection offered by its status as a nature reserve, conservation zone and a Site of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI), the landscape actually seems more verdant and varied now than it did in historic images taken around a hundred years ago, when livestock grazing was allowed.

During the spring and early summer, in particular, the landscape comes alive not just with flowering sea kale and other plant life but with the bees, butterflies, dragonflies and moths that draw their nectar and contribute to the pollination process. The rich insect life here helps in turn to support the bird population, including skylarks, black redstart, stonechat, bitterns, Slavonian grebes, great egrets and purple herons; as well as the RSPB’s own reserve, there is also a Dungeness Bird Observatory group with its own hides. Gulls, of course, are common and shoveler, pintail, gadwall and other ducks enjoy the pits and ponds during the winter months.
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