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Edge

According to the Oxford English Dictionary (abbreviated):

NOUN

The outside limit of an object.

An area next to a steep drop: ‘the cliff edge’.

The point immediately before something unpleasant or momentous occurs.

The sharpened side of the blade of a cutting implement or weapon.

The line along which two surfaces of a solid meet.

An intense, sharp, or striking quality.

A quality or factor which gives superiority over close rivals.

VERB

Provide with a border or edge.

Move or cause to move gradually or furtively in a particular direction.

Give an intense or sharp quality to.

PHRASES

On the edge of one’s seat.

Set someone’s teeth on edge.

Take the edge off.

On edge.

Edge someone out.




Almost at the most westerly point of England, on a bony ridge of land stretching far out into the Atlantic Ocean, there is a church called St Senara’s. In it, a small oak panel, formerly the end of a bench, stands lonely and apart. But it’s not the panel so much as the character it portrays that is of interest: half woman, half fish, an ancestor of storm demons and ancient goddesses and sirens, a creature that has been hauled up and stranded in a human world. She is the Mermaid of Zennor, and her carving is medieval and simple, no fuss; she kneels upright on her tail alongside her crook, and she is holding up a mirror and a large rectangular comb. There are streaks in her hair where she has combed it, but her face is lost, as is a quatrefoil upon which woodworm have feasted.

But why here? Zennor sits on the metaphorical high-water mark, its arrangement with nature and prehistory making it a beguiling place, imbued with story and myth. It is a land ready furnished to nurture a creature such as she, with its swirling sea mist; its trees bearded and bent in lichens, huddled together like Macbeth’s witches; the vomitus of granite boulders between the bracken and gorse; the rainless gales from the west. For old communities, the mermaid represented danger, being one thing and not quite another. Her ambiguous, hybrid form makes her a creature from the edge, just like Zennor is; she is from a place where one world ends and another begins.

Eight hundred years before Christ, a new people arrived on the natural edges of the South West Peninsula and created artificial ones. They started to throw up ramparts across the necks of the headlands, cutting them off from the mainland. Although they had wells from which water could be obtained, they did not live in these fortresses: they used them as places of retreat in time of war, and with their huge walls of earth and stone, and their deep ditches, they provided a retreat in which to hold out against almost any besieger and any abuse from the raging sea.

For thousands of years miners have broken the surface of this earth in order to excavate its depths. They have long known about the rich mineral wealth to be found. The mine shafts are a rim over and into the underland and its matter. The miners stand at the top of the shaft, waiting to go down. Their clothes are stained and tattered. They wear hardened felt hats with a candle stuck into a lump of sticky clay. The cage comes up to the surface, the miners step into it and a moment later drop, with terrifying speed, into the darkness below. After a while the cage halts, and the men get out and make their way along a tunnel which brings them to the lode. Here, in this cave, the creases and folds enclose inner edges, natural ones, like ribs in a vertebrate body; they enclose the miners as if protecting them – or sometimes, if the mine collapses, endangering them. Later in time, and in this same space, they will pick up their compressed-air drills and start blasting. The roar of the drills resounds to the very edge of the workings, making the rocks tremble. The air is hot and smoky, water is dripping down the dark walls of granite, the only natural light is from pinpricks far above them. Holes are drilled and carefully filled with cartridges of blasting gelignite. The men pull back. The last man lights a fuse that sizzles its way to the edge of the rock and a few minutes later there is a deafening roar of pain from the rock. The men wait for the smoke to clear, then go in and load the broken lumps of ore into little trucks. They are singing now. These men know all there is to know about edges and rims. For them it is more than work: it is a feeling, it is crossing over into something that feels forbidden, unspoken, a place beyond the ordinary.

In a seaside town, a drug addict is injecting himself with heroin; he needs to take the edge off his craving. He is at the very brink of doom, the extreme; he is at a point of exhaustion. He came to this end-of-the-line destination guided by the sun. He wanted to sit in the golden glow of its evening light and find himself again. What he found instead was dingy bedsits and guest houses and small hotels occupied by people on benefits and part-time foreign workers with overflowing rubbish outside and scavenging seagulls bombing over a single half-eaten burger. Living here is like being trapped in someone else’s dream. He watches it as if he is a ghost – is he biologically dead or is he socially dead? He doesn’t know any more. What he does know was the ride west was a mistake. A big mistake. West is where you go to die, it is the direction of the setting sun, west symbolises the end.

He is high now. He goes down to the water’s edge and sits on the rocks and watches the sea. It is night and the town’s lights sprinkle glitter on the surface of the water. His phone wriggles in his pocket but he ignores it. He likes it when the tide stretches its slack; it is how he is feeling now: calm, the gentle whack of waves against his bare feet. Most people are waiting to get older. He knows he is waiting to die. He takes his clothes off and eases his naked body down into the water, clinging to a rock, hanging for a moment before he lets himself fall, slowly, as if in his own sonata, then seaweed and warmth, seaweed and warmth, and then a sun, at last. In the morning they find him face-down at the water’s edge, as if he is looking for something.

Most people understand the word edge as being the outermost part of an object or the end of something, but that understanding dismisses the multeity of edges; they can also be existences, actualities even. Often, they are dynamic places, transitory, they can enclose an object, a place or an event. They can mark the disappearance of something and the start of something. As the American philosopher Edward S. Casey states, ‘Where and when edges harden and sharpen, people gather, resistance is generated, creativity is sparked, and new ways of being with one another emerge.’

We live in a crowded edge world without really knowing or understanding it; our lives are replete with verges of every description: not only the harsh and the physical, but everyday edges that we have to navigate with our bodies and our minds. Edges can enact or establish not only what we understand of the world, but the places and events we find ourselves in. They do more than demarcate or delimit; they can be the very foundation of experience: perceptual, practical, aesthetic, emotional. So much emanates from them and begins with them, whether in art, in politics, in industry, in geography, in the natural world, and everything ends in them.

The journey I describe here is through an edgeland, one that is deeply familiar to me: the South West Coast Path. It is a linear journey, that blows westward then turns east following, for 630 miles, the contours of natural borders. It started at Minehead in Somerset, clambering up North Hill to a gorse-tangled plateau, and from there travelled through three counties, finishing in Poole in Dorset. It passed through big towns, small towns, villages and hamlets, even wilderness; it wove between gone worlds that have risen and dissolved; it offered artistic associations and rocks that are more durable than the gathering of heavens; it gave me freedom on blond beaches under blue skies and God over saint-wooed ground.

When I started walking, I was not seeking a lucid understanding of an edge world, just ecotherapy, as respite from the stresses of my job in an urban existence. I came where many people come, to the line between land and sea. I just wanted to add my feet to the current of a coastal path looking seaward. As I sauntered along, on and off over a ten-year period, I became increasingly charmed, even enthralled, by the sheer level of expressive forces at work on the fringes. It felt as if each edge had a creation story attached to it, and every one of those stories epitomised ingenuity over the hardships of geography. It applied not only to the flora and fauna but to humans as well, those who had chosen to make their place here. I found many of their methods and their manners of adaptation have been precursors to whole movements and industries, more often than not culturally transmitted to the demurer and more unadventurous and settled members of their species further inland. But edges can also expose us to risk: they can lead us astray or bring us to an unwelcome fate. I found that too.

What I discovered was the edge is where the action is, not the surface. That it is a whole philosophy of the way we have lived and how we are living now. What was needed was a phenomenology, a particular form of sensitivity, a process of learning how to be more attentive and more responsive to what we casually pass by. Because, by looking at parts that negotiate and express the whole, one can find a voice in the things themselves and in so doing discover an altogether different dominion. For me it happened in the insistent presence of edges; an ambiguous, transitory, often ephemeral and elusive zone with an identity all of its own. One that tells us a profound story about our island nation, its history, its nature and its people.




Home and Away

Minehead to Porlock

The hills have eyes. What must they have seen from this protrusion of Exmoor that rises beside a town looking out to sea? The English seaside as its port declines: quaytown houses turned to boarding houses; steamships, bathing machines, a steam train, ice-cream parlours run by Italian immigrants. There are amusement arcades, a theatre, a cinema and concert hall, and a pier. In the nineteenth century, polo ponies were exercised on the beach. In 1874, the railway brought even more summer visitors. Hotels were built and more shops opened. Then, in the twentieth century, stiff competition from resorts abroad meant a chill wind blew on seaside resorts like these. Poor transport links, an ageing population and low expectations ensured that Minehead will spend the next decades running to stand still. It is another story about the near and the far away. Of other places and other worlds.

I am on North Hill, at the start of my walk. Rising nine hundred feet from the sea, the hill hovers over the town in a friendly fashion. I am on rare coastal heathland. Among gorse and bracken, bell heather and ling, I have clear views across the Bristol Channel. Somewhere below me, although I cannot see it from here, spread out before the sea, lies that which Minehead is reliant on for its economic health: Butlin’s holiday camp, the largest employer in this small coastal town.

Its founder was a rogue called Billy Butlin. Billy looked like a diminutive Rhett Butler and behaved like one, particularly with the women; he was an archetypal edgeland character. Born of fairground stock, he acquired his business acumen ducking and diving between the gingerbread stalls and toffee-apple barrels, flirting with the punters and learning where and when to use his animal charm. His first pitch was a hoopla stall, his prizes cheap rewards, chocolate and dyed wrens passed off as canaries. From there he moved on to operate a string of arcades, amusement parks and fairground pitches and zoos all over the country. For one who bobbed and weaved, it is appropriate that his early fortune came from importing dodgem cars. A natural gambler, he borrowed heavily to set up his first holiday camp in Skegness in 1936, and many more would follow as his business boomed after the war. The camp in Minehead opened in 1962, and flooded the area with thirty thousand people in its first year alone.

The Minehead camp was built on former grazing marshes, with a trench around the perimeter to keep the sea out. It is a story of enclosure: enclosing the British holidaying public in their masses. As a painting exists within a frame, the same could be said of a holiday camp. The frame is not a limit for pleasure, but shelters and supports it; it makes the pursuit of pleasure containable. Billy Butlin pinpointed this containment as a huge financial opportunity. Escape from the boredom of the post-war years was ripe for exploitation. Billy Butlin became Britain’s seaside ringmaster, the significant performer in his own big-tent show, directing the audience’s attention and producing a seamless performance. He was bigger and better than anyone else in the pleasure-dome world. Billy would present new visions of what happiness should be. In his own unique way, he taught people how to live and love again.

Billy came to an edge in the natural world and created another artificial one, a cultural one, and in doing so changed the coastal topography of Britain for good. He created a place of transcendence, fixed it into place, introduced new boundaries and borders. He closed the windows and caged the wounded birds inside until they were nursed back to health. He grounded them. They didn’t mind: Butlin’s was a place where they could leave the world behind, literally, and where nothing but emptiness lay ahead, a sea, just like a desert. The horizon was where the landscape ended; it would be an end of reflectiveness, of incidence, of availability. But the barriers didn’t work for ever: when the campers finally pressed their foreheads against the glass, watching the white trails of aeroplanes make pathways in the sky above them, they opened the windows and flew away looking for new horizons. Time had moved on and Billy could no longer contain his flock; the edges had moved outwards and something else had to be created in the mud of disintegration.

On this, my first day of walking, Hurlstone Point. There is a birdwatcher with his binoculars raised, standing lonely at the sharpness of the edge.

‘What can you see?’

He reels off a list: falcons and wheatears, stonechats, ring ouzels and black redstart. He tells me a wide array of birds hover over this point and adds that it’s an excellent time of year to watch them, because the migrants are flying overhead on their journey to Africa.

The birdwatcher comes to this location because it is where the earth retreats and he has room to move outwards, further and further away from the near space in which he resides. And it is not an uncommon sight, solitary men obsessed by birds, in this border territory. It gets me thinking: J. A. Baker’s The Peregrine, Paul Gallico’s The Snow Goose, T. H. White’s obsession with falconry. Kes. Ted Hughes is ‘Hawk Roosting’. William Faulkner said, ‘If I were reincarnated, I’d want to come back as a buzzard. Nothing hates him or envies him or wants him or needs him. He is never bothered or in danger, and he can eat anything.’ Faulkner never much liked women. Are birds like ghosts to these men? Their real selves coming and going?

I have a theory: that birdwatching in men comes from the dark corners where the conflicts with hunting and hurting reside. Man’s whole narrative has been of escaping the wild, supressing his savage and primal instincts; one of moving towards civilisation, away from caveman conditions towards hearth and home, but I wonder if there is still something beating in his heart from that time, some residue? This intense viewing of species and behaviours, understanding the intricacies of their world, is like any great hunting or military operation; it takes careful planning and thinking. Between that plan and operation is a void, the unknown; this is the zone the birdwatcher inhabits, the zone that defines weakness or victory, success or failure. It is important to understand your opponent, even though sometimes one can get tangled up with admiration for it. Of course, the pursuit of power is difficult to confess to; difficult to classify. But it can run deep in a man; it can drive him in even the smallest of interests such as birdwatching. If you drew a map of the male mind, I’m sure it would all be there, a cartography marked by nature: power, vison, competition, killing. He is not owned by anything or anyone other than his primal being. It’s about being fit for war.

I look at the birdwatcher again, and him looking out to sea, and yes, this is his default state, this is the savage mind at play, and as I turn away I remember D. H. Lawrence’s words about the tribal mysteries his blood had lived: ‘every drop of me trembles still alive to the old sound, every thread in my body quivers to the frenzy of the old mystery. I know my derivation.’

We are at the autumn equinox. England is at the fulcrum of manic migration activity; headlands such as this are hubs, as frantic and intense as international airports filled with sun-seeking tourists. Just as an airport is an area of transition, so it could be said is the ecotone: that space where two biological communities meet and integrate. It is a place made up of no places, a between place, if you like: between land and sea, forest and plain, between destinations, between cities, between futures to be made and pasts left behind; a place where stories are easily spun because everything is in such an uncertain state and open to interpretation. In nature, the intermingling is known as the edge effect. It occurs where two different communities or creatures crash up against each other with an intensity not otherwise possible: a raptor, let’s say, coming out of a forest to the hunting grounds of a field, or the tiny souls of birds confronting big oceans. It offers a greater variety and density of experience, a proliferation of perspectives. Still, it’s not always for the good; bad stuff happens as well: the colonisation of habitat by an invasive species, a terrorist boarding a plane with a bomb in the sole of his shoe, logging in areas impacted by human development.

The word ecotone, like all good etymology, tells you how it really is: a marriage of eco (‘ecology’) and tone, from the Greek tonos, or ‘tension’. And it is this tension which makes it so interesting, because although we are dealing with boundaries, they are endlessly porous, leaving us, and the natural world, forever passing through them.

Coastal erosion on Porlock Beach has led to the exposure of Mesolithic lands. On the western side of the bay, near Porlock Weir, a petrified forest is visible at low tide, preserved like Damien Hirst’s pickled animal corpses in a subaqueous silence. For over six thousand years, before melting ice from the last Ice Age caused sea levels to rise and shift the shoreline inland, it was fish, not birds, that had woven in and out of the forest’s trees and branches; now, that whole other existence is revealed in the blue clay of an old river channel: flints, the spines of aurochs, piddocks. And on the saltmarsh itself, a plantation of seemingly stunned skeletal trees, bleached silver by salt and wind, raising their bare branches heavenwards, turning history into elegy and as beautiful as any death poem can be.

Time is light over the world. A weakening of the ridge protecting the marsh, which was formed from the natural supply of stone from Culbone cliffs, means that it now no longer reaches the beach, while the shingle already there is being bullied by the sea to build up the eastern end, making the western end thinner. The submerged forest will soon be silent again in waters deep. Sometimes, if you are really unlucky, you can die again and again as Lazarus did.

I tread gingerly across paths and pontoons in land stolen by water. Travelling over a thick, gelatinous, glossy mud not known to me, where only those who come armed, with sharp or pointy beaks, are successful finding food: grey herons, little egrets and curlews among them. The ground is full of marsh samphire and sea-blite, Babington’s leek and milkwort.

Every day these plants live with the salt, with the wind; they are dusted up by grey clay, the mud, they are waterboarded by the tides. One day the saltwater marsh will return to being a lagoon and everyone and everything will give up the fight. But not yet, not yet. The plants resist by trapping and binding the sediment, exporting nutrients to their enemy and providing support for migratory visitors. Some even show their optimism and love by formulating tiny flowers on their stems under the sea. The yellow horned poppy, for example, grows a coat of fine hairs to protect it from the salt. Subjecting something to a harsh or cruel form of domination often acts as a catalyst at the edge. But the greatest hero of them all is Salicornia europaea, or samphire, the Spartacus of the marsh lands. Rough and ready, with an ‘iodine-and-ozone tang’ and a ‘chimera from a medieval bestiary, half vegetable, half miniature sea monster’ appearance, it has stripped itself of leaves and donned an armour of minute scales for protection. Nonetheless, its strategic supremacy is not based on its physicality but on its ability to colonise this glutinous mud, shoals of it carpeting the flats ‘like bowling greens’. By anchoring itself into the cracks and awaiting the surging immensity of the waves, it creates a first line of defence. It does this by laying down its vast armies so other troops such as sea aster and lavender and other perennials can come in with their garrisons, establish themselves and join the fight, a fight which is all about raising land levels. Soon the perennials take over and the samphire is left with fewer and fewer patches for its own seeds. Like all power struggles, a single homogenous culture will eventually weaken and even die out. Why? Because evolution, as in politics, is a social activity where compromises have to be made. Samphire has a purpose: it may be able to create a pasture good enough for sheep to graze on at the very edge of possibilities, but in doing so it destroys itself. And yet it cannot be entirely written off as a victim; sometimes all it needs is a single storm surge, a weakened ridge, a new lagoon, a land that keeps shifting its edges, and it will rise up again as the hero of the wetlands.

Richard Mabey, one of our greatest nature writers, shares my enthusiasm for this plant and the lessons it teaches us: ‘Samphire taught me that the divisions between plant as sustenance for the body and nourishment for the imagination, and between scientific fascination and romantic inspiration, were fluid. Everything I have written since has been influenced by the thought of its ephemeral life, in which opportunism, self-expression and utility are able to coexist.’

On 29 October 1942, a long-range bomber was flying low like a big fat homing pigeon over this swampland, having completed a mission against German U-boats in the Bay of Biscay. It was returning to its base at Holmsley South airfield in the New Forest, and like the bird itself was following the grooves and hollows of valleys and seas, flying low to evade hawks and harassers. Because of heavy rain and poor visibility, it clipped the top of Bossington Hill, which was in low cloud, and swung westward over Porlock, debris falling from the stricken plane. A wheel and part of the undercarriage plunged onto Sparkhayes Lane before its carcass dropped heavily into the marsh, killing eleven of its twelve American crew. The airmen’s memorial, which has been moved from its original site onto the footpath so more people can see it, is made from the remains of the aircraft.

When people die like this, slipping between different realms, they become ghosts where they fall and that is how they stay alive with all that is already there. After all, what goes on here is otherworldly, ethereal, fluid; those native to the marsh already brave and longing to forget and smouldering through time. It truly is a land fit for heroes. A place of desperate reaching.




Contagions

Porlock Weir to Lynmouth Harbour

From Porlock Weir I walk up the wooded spiral to Culbone. It is scraggy all around, with green weaving tops, the path travelling through a passageway, passing alongside tumbling mossy walls that are occasionally bridged. I am being led as if I were a tradesman, unseen, up from the road in the only crevice that breaks the stubborn row of hills lining the shore between Minehead and the Valley of the Rocks, travelling through tunnels to the back entrance of a considerably larger house. Those who lived there clearly liked their privacy.

Here, in some of the most natural woodland left in England on the edge of Exmoor, rest the remains of Ashley Combe, a once-fabulous fantasy mansion twinkling with minarets and cloisters and alien architectural features; a dreamland hewn out of the escarpment by yodelling Swiss mountaineers laying carriageways and walkways through which its owners could move as secrets. Yearnor Wood has now reclaimed the land as its own, but it has been generous, it has left space for absences, absences equal in size to what it left behind, absences that are tangible and need to be sought out.

In that way you just know there is a presence. I feel it now.

It is the mid-nineteenth century. A sumptuous shifting of long skirts as Ada Lovelace, the daughter of Lord Byron, passes above us, no doubt on one of the wooded walks laid one above the other, backed by a row of alcoves and joined by spiral stairs. Maybe she is heading down towards the beach, where a bathhouse has been built into the rock by her adoring husband, William King, Earl of Lovelace, to enable her to bathe privately. Not a gleam of light in these woods, but I can see her now, the brim of her wide hat casting shadows on those dark and devilish poet’s features.

She loves it here: the denseness of the wood, the rustling of the trees, the noises of hidden brooks, the echoes of literary ghosts, the absolute wildness of this place. It is somewhere where her deepest expressions can be liberated. Like the landscape that surrounds her, she is untameable, a creature cooked up by the rogue genetics of her poet father struggling with the formality of her mother Annabella, who passed on to Ada her gift for numbers and science.

When Ada roamed ‘over hills, valleys, moors, downs and every variety of wild beautiful country’, she was following in the footsteps of the Romantics, a movement that had reshaped the world in which she lived: artists and writers and scientists like herself who felt they were no longer beholden to God, King or Country, who needed to remove themselves from the trappings of modern civilisation. Ada would adopt their unruliness, come to believe that intuition and the freedom of the imagination to run wild were critical to the effective application of mathematical and scientific concepts. She would challenge the primacy of the edges they offered but she didn’t dismiss them; she used them to connect and carry forward concepts rather than be confined by them. She would also cross over the boundaries of her sex in a time when fixed ideas of behaviour were imposed upon women. And she would learn to value metaphysics as much as mathematics, viewing both as tools for exploring the ‘unseen worlds around us’. It would be the key motivation to her success as a scientist.

*

Ada, William Wordsworth, Samuel Taylor Coleridge: all trod the path I now walk in that ancient recognition of the close relationship between thinking and walking: solvitur ambulando, ‘to be solved by walking’. Wordsworth and Coleridge, inspired by all that surrounded them, produced Lyrical Ballads in 1798, a pure and noble expression of Romantic ideals that found dignity in the commonplace. It was revolutionary, political even, and broke the boundaries of literary convention and heralded a new understanding of the world, of nature and our place in it. Coming to the wild edge, the Romantics enter an ever-new yet old place-world, where the wildness purifies them; it is as if they are entering the choric space of Plato’s Timaeus, a place of dynamic changes which will lead to new social solutions. In many ways the Romantics entered one topography and in doing so came into another, that of their own reflective thinking. This coastline, this edge, became a crack from which light appeared and from which a new dawn could be created. In that way edges are not only the terminus of something, they are also where that something begins.

The trees eventually give way to a pool of light and Culbone church appears out of nowhere like a mirage, which is how religious apparitions should be; out of the dark, out of the sorrows of this world: small, tidy, to the point. If they want us to believe, they should set more things down in the wild like this, among the deer and the fern and the cranesbill, with nothing but a ceiling of birdsong above. They should make us journey to them like they do here.

Long before Christianity came to these shores, the hamlet of Culbone, whose other name is Kitnor, ‘cave by the sea’, was a centre for pagan worship. Then in the fifth century, following rumours that Joseph of Arimathea passed by on his way from Looe to Glastonbury with the infant Jesus in tow, a community of monks set up home here. The first church was built two centuries later, dedicated to the Welsh saint Beuno, a wandering preacher who is said to have led a solitary ascetic life here for a time. There is certainly evidence of an anchorite’s cell on the north side of the building. An elective activity, granted, which could be terminated anytime, but still one where the body has nowhere to move or go. For me, an oppression of walls; for a Celtic saint, the most perfect of settings.

I walk on through these woods, through what would have once been the King estate, over brooks via which Exmoor expels its waters into the sea. It really is Xanadu: a lush utopia of streams cascading down paths, with ferns and yellow reindeer mosses and liverworts scenting the air, and sounds of wild deer, foxes, badgers, martens, squirrels and those seasonal waterfalls falling as ground lightning. Coleridge writes: ‘But oh! that deep romantic chasm which slanted / Down the green hill athwart a cedarn cover!’ This is ground that remembers him well. It might not be covered in cedar trees and the rivers not as violent and uncontrollable as in ‘Kubla Khan’, but all the lush and sensuous signals are present, the ones that transport you into the poet’s vision of a great ruler’s kingdom.

It is a well-worn tale, but I will repeat it for those who have not heard it before. Coleridge had come here to clear his writer’s block, but he was also suffering from dysentery; he thought walks in these parts might prove a laxative for his clotted mind and ease his exhausted body. And he was right; lines for his verse drama Osorio started to flow fast like the brooks that surrounded him. After one of his walks through the tiny vale that embraces Culbone church, he returned to Ash Farm, where he was staying, took off his boots and resumed the book he was reading, a volume published in 1613 which went by the name of Purchas his Pilgrimage. Then, still feeling a little queasy, he took a few drops of opium to settle his stomach. Just as he reached a passage about Xanadu, where ‘the Khan Kubla commanded a palace to be built, and a stately garden thereunto’, he crossed over into a deep, drug-induced sleep that lifted him up to a different level of consciousness. Out of that dream would come one of the most beautiful poems in English, because in his reverie Coleridge travelled on a voyage of discovery to the limits of his imagination.

On waking, Coleridge immediately jotted down what he could remember of his Mongol emperor, the grandson of Genghis Khan, but he was interrupted by ‘a person on business from Porlock, and detained by him above an hour’. On returning to his poem, Coleridge found ‘to his no small surprise and mortification, that though he still retained some vague and dim recollection of the general purport of the vision, yet, with the exception of some eight or ten scattered lines and images, all the rest had passed away like the images on the surface of a stream into which a stone had been cast’. What was left was a work that deeply evokes the landscape from which its images are drawn, including the shoreline of the Bristol Channel, where cliffs and steep slopes and caves are cut into the rock face:


In Xanadu did Kubla Khan

A stately pleasure-dome decree:

Where Alph, the sacred river, ran

Through caverns measureless to man

Down to a sunless sea.



It goes on, the fantastical faraway lands really a description of the place I am passing through:


A savage place! as holy and enchanted

As e’er beneath a waning moon was haunted

By woman wailing for her demon-lover!

And from this chasm, with ceaseless turmoil seething,

As if this earth in fast thick pants were breathing,

A mighty fountain momently was forced:

Amid whose swift half-intermitted burst

Huge fragments vaulted like rebounding hail,

Or chaffy grain beneath the thresher’s flail:

And mid these dancing rocks at once and ever



Somehow it does not matter that Coleridge was interrupted or that the poem was not longer, for in ‘Kubla Khan’ are all the dreams we have lost to waking. But the poem also contrasts a man-made, earthly paradise, which proves unable to resist demonic forces and is doomed to be annihilated, with a true form of paradise. This was Coleridge’s whole world; he had grown up in an era of industrialisation which he thought cut humanity off from the wellsprings of creativity, from nature, so he and others tried to pull it back. It was here, walking vast distances, sometimes absorbed by the moonlight, that he would try to make sense of the world he found himself in.

On I walk, between the trees, and they are all there, the Romantic revolutionaries and those still to come, silent presences like clouds passing, without the rain falling, all telling me to follow ideals rather than rules.

I now enter this broad belt of ancient woodland, the most extensive coastal forest in the country; woods that are thick with bramble and whortleberry, and trees of rare mountain ash and sweet chestnut and downy birch and hazel and, most significantly, ancient sessile oak.

I become rather fascinated by the sessile oak springing from the mossy and ferny nether regions of these damp combes. I think it is because it has none of Quercus robur’s nationalistic bombastic dominance; it is so much smaller, it does not wave its acorns on the end of stalks like precious orbs but carries them more discreetly, on outer twigs. Its heart is not our ships or our men. It goes about its business all quiet and in the shade, clinging precariously to the steep hillside here; it has no hunger for lands outside its boundaries. The colour of its leaves is not the green of England, but milkier; undersides downy with a silvery sheen which catches the light. It cannot be bothered with culture, so it has none. And its almost-empty larder does not court popularity. The sessile oaks here are weedy and thin, stunted, contorted into unusual and twisted forms by coppicing; they could never shelter kings, but unlike their pedunculate brothers they know how to cling on these edges, to dance with the wind – to transcend with their entire bodies as if in drug-induced delirium like Coleridge himself. What tree leaves behind life and enters a more spiritual realm than this one? How many trees, other than these ones, tell us where they have been in their dreams? How many poets?

Dor beetles cross my path as well. You think this is the centre of total blackness, then one upturns to reveal a bluey-green sheen and suddenly it’s disco lights. I crouch down to look at it, but I’m distracted by a dark spot on my arm. I think it might be an embedded tick. Is everything and everyone out for a stroll in these woods? And how did it penetrate my own fleshy barriers? Did it feel my vibrations? My heat? Or was it the clouds of carbon dioxide from my breath? Certainly, a woodland ambush: it buried its hook-like limbs into my clothes and then went walk-about for moister, yielding ground. It’s probably feeding now, its little body swelling like risen bread from gorging on all that sweet blood. I wonder whether it will leave behind Lyme’s disease; its own scorched-earth policy in this interaction of bodily edges and surfaces. Note to self: go to the local hospital and have it removed. If a bull’s eye forms around it, insist on going on a course of antibiotics.

Then a huge landslip yawns self-importantly, unpleasantly, in the open, interrupting the weave of this high and sheltered path through Culbone’s hanging woods. Everything has been serene until now, untroubled in mind, lines and boundaries marked. The landslip comes upon me like the line in Jen Hadfield’s poem about a dog: ‘His tongue spools out his head like magma.’ This is a fresh slippage; the torn, raw flesh of pink boulders, the uprooting of trees, a sieving of rocks, all tumbling over the edge of this steep place in a vertical stream to the sea. I tread warily over it, as if I am stepping through a door into the unknown. Parts of this ground are made up of some of the oldest rocks in the world, older than whole continents, and they are forever moving: having started life in the bottom half of the earth, they are due to arrive north of the Arctic Circle about a hundred million years from now. Progress, of the best kind, is usually slow. Step by step. For me as well, on my slow walk west.

It is high up here, and remote, this stretch between Glenthorne and Countisbury. Because of the steepness of the cliffs there is nothing below, no landward access, nowhere to moor a boat, no houses. They say that if you were to wait for tides low enough to walk between access points it would take five years to cover the thirty-four-mile length of shore. Even then some serious rock climbing would be involved. It feels rare, these days, to be excluded from any location. To be somewhere where God intended only nature to be.

But nature is not all good. Some of it is bad. Really bad. I am marching now with an invasive plant rather like the army in Macbeth; except the moving forest this time is made up of Rhododendron ponticum, which was first cultivated at Kew in the mid-eighteenth century and was later introduced by the Victorians to their coastal hunting estates to provide shelter for game. On the Glenthorne Estate some are even smiling; they are in flower – such is its confidence in its ability to conquer whole territories. Ponticum can, in suitable conditions, outcompete most native plants, and grow so tall it can completely block out the light. No one likes to live in the darkness for long, not even neighbourly animals.

We are so often fooled by flowers, are we not? Their delicate colouring, their innocence and vulnerability, when really they are like weeds, sheltering thousands of seeds, seeds that will eventually obstruct all our carefully laid plans for harmony and boundaries. Walking on, I can’t help thinking of all the dynasties whose familial lines have ended, the veteran oaks and ash, the larches, so that one’s eye becomes mournful and feels the need to seek out survivors: the sulphur-yellow growths of chicken-in-the-woods, hirsute branches of lichen, the hornet nesting in the hollow of an old oak … and then in this dense shading I see a single whitebeam, down in mood from all this change, heroic at the edge and making a stand but knowing that as a tree, this hermaphrodite, with its male and female parts, will soon be vanquished as well. Your homeland, after all, never leaves your body until the very end, until the moment you die.

Now it feels as if everywhere something is calling to me from the hidden, from under the leaves, in dead and dying wood – Look at me, I’m here, try to see me, know me, I belong to you, I’m of you, rescue me – oak, ash, bat, bee, beetle, dormouse. It’s the tensions that come with porous boundaries again. With this in mind, one can’t help but see woods like these as soundless battlegrounds, full of clashes between groups of species for light and nutrients. The battle’s character – its duration, number of participants, weapons and tactics employed, its fronts and strategies – markedly variable. Even the language assists: natives, aliens, colonisers, invaders. And just like all battles, this one is bound up with the social, economic and political features of its age.

This is usually how it starts. First comes the surprise attack, then the call for back-up. That will be for us, with our bipedalism and large, complex brains. Species: H. Sapiens. Class: Mammalia. Order: Primates. Genus: Homo. In we charge with our chainsaws, feeding the cuttings into the mulcher, treating the stumps and foliage with herbicide, burning piles of leftovers. Until the landscapes looks so scarred with fallen limbs and razed ground it brings on another melancholy all of its own, to do with messing around with the natural order of things. You can see this here, the
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