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I



THE GUNPOWDER ARCHIPELAGO



Overture

It begins at night, when the machines are idle and the weak sun has sunk into an estuarine horizon.

At first there is little or nothing to see or hear, no clues regarding energies soon to be unleashed on the landscape, on its low buildings and the bodies moving among them. There is a new moon tonight, almost invisible, but the darkness below is not complete, nor the silence. There are lamps behind the windows of some of the buildings, though heavy curtains have been pulled to conceal them, and flashlights regularly probe the more thoroughly blacked-out districts of the marsh. Within certain structures, fires must be kept burning till dawn. There is the sound of heavy boots on wooden boards, scraping on concrete, plashing into wet mud and grass. There are voices low and weary, others cheerful as they drift away towards the deeper darkness at the edge of the site. We may imagine that the voices keep up despite fatigue, if only to ward off other sounds in the night air, with their intimations of wildness and death close at hand – the strangely human cry of a she-fox, the barn owl’s screech that is more like a hiss. In darkness, and without the clamour of work, the place substitutes other sights and other noises, as much of watchfulness and readiness as of the day’s end.

It is a Saturday night in the second spring of the Great War. Here on the marshes, among the huts and houses that the new workers have learned to call ‘danger buildings’, each day is much like any other. Only nightfall brings rest from the tasks at hand: unloading liquids and powders and pulp from boats and trucks, mixing or purifying the noxious mass, draining and sifting and drying. Or, out at the western edge of the factory, pouring and pressing, shaping this poison till it will squeeze into its metal bed and sleep for a while among serried ranks of shells or bombs before being hefted back onto lorries and trams, or down to the jetty. The stuff, so the older workers say – and some of them have been here since before the war – will strip your hands raw, or turn your whole skin yellow in a matter of weeks; for this reason, the young women who have come to work at the factory in the past year, and at others like it, have become known as ‘canary girls’. There is nothing to be done but pull the belts tighter on thick new uniforms and think of the danger money and the men at the front, for whom this redoubled effort, this acceleration of production, was begun last summer. And not think too hard about the fires and worse that locals remember, about rumours and reports from other factories.

When it starts, we may surmise, it is with the merest pop or crackle. Unheard, unseen – or, even if noticed, of no very pressing import to those workers who know the place well. Later, at least one witness will report hearing a fizzing sound as he passed by building number 833 in the morning, but by then the process would have been well under way. Tomorrow the small sounds now quickening infinitesimally in this corner of the landscape will grow louder, until at last they gather around them other sounds of voices and machinery and movement, shouts and fast-moving rumours, telephone bells and revving engines. A rush of air and flame and earth, of shredded metal and split timbers. And at length a noise – or several, subsumed into one – that not all of those present will have time to hear. A sound that is also a force: a solid wave rushing across a flat expanse, a sound that swells among the surrounding buildings, the nearby fields, the boats and jetties of the shoreline, stretches out towards towns and cities, military camps on distant coasts. A sound grown from the seed of this small agitation of the air, here in the dark.

Excursus

New Year’s Day, and once again I am walking the marshes of north Kent, hoping to summon a few ghosts. It has become a tradition: for the past decade and a half my partner F and I have spent New Year’s Eve with friends who live out here on the edge of the old gunpowder works – the site is now a nature reserve – and most years we have all four struck out late in the morning into this lattice of ditches and paths, among stock-still sheep, expensively equipped birdwatchers and certain low scattered ruins that long ago I promised our hosts I would research properly. Today, though, we are happily distracted from our occasional conjectures regarding the events that occurred, some way off to the north-west of our starting point, in April 1916. Our friends’ three young children are with us, and there are scooters to be steadied on the unevenly gravelled footpath, splashing steps to be counted across the largest puddles and an unseasonable number of flowers to be collected where the path slopes grassily away to drainage ditches on either side. I’m amazed, midwinter, to find myself bending down so that the eldest, our goddaughter, aged six in a matter of days, can gleefully blow a dandelion clock in my face.

Our friends live in Uplees House, one of a pair of large detached houses built at the start of the second decade of the twentieth century. This part of the county was for centuries the site of a sizeable military-industrial complex, and for some years the houses were occupied by managers from two of the explosives companies whose buildings and infrastructure had by that time ramified from the nearby village of Oare towards the Swale – the body of water that separates the Kent coast from the Isle of Sheppey – then along the shore in the direction of the estuary of the Medway River. There was another, much older, works adjacent to Oare, and still another, in fact the oldest, in the local market town of Faversham. Before this landscape and its coastline become visible we have to walk along the narrow tree-lined road that separates the two big houses, past a couple of bungalows on the left and a decayed orchard on the right where in the spring, when the weather turns, a few dwarf sheep (curious, friendly creatures you might from a distance take for lambs) will graze among grey branches fallen from the tall, old-fashioned apple trees. The road narrows to an unfinished path and brings us to a small house surrounded by unruly hedges and several elaborate and rundown birdhouses: an odd agglomeration of mock-Tudor replicas, raised on wooden poles, of the cottage to which they belong. There is an old wrought-iron gate – it is always open, stuck in a wet tussock – and then a sturdy aluminium one that gives out onto the marsh. At this time of year you have to open it wide to skirt around the sucking mud by the gatepost.

Here, away from the trees, flat land extends in most directions. A hawk passes overhead, too small to be a buzzard, its wings too wide for a sparrowhawk. Peregrine? Hobby? It has gone before we decide. To the right, that is to the east, lurk a few dilapidated buildings that are reputed to have belonged to a pottery or tile works; in the grass between there and the ditch lies the rusted ribcage of an obscure item of farm machinery. Before us, the marsh. There are the usual sheep – these full size and filthy: a surprise to find them out here at the start of the year – and the small concrete-and-brick huts in which we suppose they must sometimes huddle. On my early visits here, I excitedly took these modest structures for remains of the gunpowder works, but the actual ruins are much harder to see against the grass and reeds, the shining lengths and irregular expanses of inland water.
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To the west, on the other side of the footpath, the land is firmer. Only a sparse tracery of ditches interrupts the hummocky ground, the sheep, their droppings, and the few ragged concrete stelae visible from here. I have sometimes wandered off the path and along a track that crosses the ditch, to poke around at these anonymous grey platforms and occasional clumps of rufous steel.

Today’s is a slow progress towards the shore; the fat tyres of the buggy I am pushing bump constantly on the deeply pitted path and threaten to wake its cargo of well-wrapped one-year-old. There may soon be tears from the other two as the thrill of visitors at breakfast time turns to cold and fatigue on the marshes. We aim to make it at least as far as the next gate, at the end of this straight path perpendicular to the coast. Just beyond the gate there is a curious reservoir or sump whose black surface has been in retreat for several months, seeming to thicken with every inch of oily water lost so that now it looks even more sinister than usual, the sloping sides of the old pebbled concrete threatening to reveal God-knows-what. We have often joked that one Sunday afternoon in summer – because ordinarily only high summer would see the water at such a low level – we might pass through the gate, ascend the grass slope to a surrounding fence and discover a human skull or skeletal limb poking from the iridescent slime, or the rusted curves of an ancient automobile with a collection of bones still clutching the wheel. It seems more plausible than ever as we reach the edge and pause before allowing the children forward to gasp and ‘Ewww!’ at the slick rectangular map of algae and dark water below us.
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The children’s good humour is holding up, so we press on to the grass ridge that serves as sea wall and well-trodden route west for the numerous walkers and birdwatchers that the Oare marshes attract every weekend. It is hard to find oneself alone out here at any time; such is the flatness of the territory and the richness of avian life that there are almost always figures moving on the horizon, paused statue-still with binoculars by the water’s edge or passing in and out of the several wooden hides built in recent decades. Some of the ‘twitchers’ are dressed like hunters in ex-military gear, and so heavily laden with high-powered optical equipment, cameras, tripods and monopods that you would think they have been stationed here as guards, or have launched an ill-concealed but vigilantly crewed commando raid on the coast. Today, however, as we turn left along the shore we meet only anoraked loners with modest paraphernalia, and cheerful New Year family outings like our own. The wind hits us so strongly up on the sea wall that we can hardly hear their greetings.

As we quicken our pace, aiming to turn when we reach the remains of a wooden jetty a couple of hundred yards ahead, we try to identify certain landmarks to the west: the road bridge to Sheppey gleaming white; the crosshatching of twin power stations in the distance, Kingsnorth and Grain. It is just a couple of years since the environmentalist protests at Kingsnorth against plans for a further coal-fired station, and a notorious police operation to contain them. In a bizarrely heavy-handed response to the protest, officers were bussed in from around the country, 1,500 of them, and many housed at the University of Kent, in Canterbury, not far from the house I share with F. As they set out on a Saturday morning for their rendezvous with the protestors, police vans tore past our house with speakers blaring ‘I Predict a Riot’, a song by the Kaiser Chiefs that I already hated. When the inevitable clash was over, it was revealed that police had confiscated toilet rolls, board games and clown costumes. Twelve officers had reported, and been treated for, injuries sustained at Kingsnorth. Of these, three had succumbed to heat exhaustion, one had cut himself climbing a fence, another while fixing his car, and six were bitten or stung by insects including a ‘possible wasp’.

Perhaps the Isle of Grain is wilder, more hostile than it looks from here. (It is not, in any case, an island, but the tip of a low tongue of land around which the Thames, to the north, and the Medway, to the south, flow into the sea.) I have been inside the Grain station: a part-time facility now put into service only when a deficit threatens the National Grid; at such times, my guide told me, the station can run effectively with one member of staff to oversee the whole plant, as if piloting a ghost ship along the Medway shore. As we walk in its direction I wonder if this person is on duty today, and I recall for our friends the remarkably decrepit look of the place inside: pipework conspicuously taped up, steam escaping rusted corners in the ductwork, a small oil slick on the floor of the turbine hall.

Beyond the Isle of Grain, with its massive container port and gas storage facility, lies the mouth of the Thames. The Kent landscape of certain Dickens novels gives way here to Joseph Conrad country, an ancient estuarine expanse recalling Roman invasion, medieval industry, prison hulks and malaria – an ‘immensity of grey tones’, says the author of The Mirror of the Sea. The flattened or foreshortened objects before us are getting mixed up with my knowledge of what is out there beyond them, and I turn instead, so far as the distraction of small hands in mine will allow, towards the earthworks, ruins and other artefacts nearby. There is the jetty, almost sunk in the shoreline mud even at low tide, where I suspect (but will need to confirm) that finished shells and bombs and other products of the munitions factories were for many decades loaded onto boats and sent into the Swale for transport to military magazines and thence to war. There are the ditches to our left, with now and then a pathway through them onto the flatness of the marsh and the firmer, higher ground beyond. And for a few minutes there is a distant but thrilling view across one such ditch to some proper ruins: behind a stand of low, wind-hobbled trees a patch of clean concrete, and scattered about it thick lozenges and chunks of cruder concrete, with here and there a squiggled lance of rusted reinforcement tethering it to the base or foundations.

We turn as planned at the jetty. On our way back to Uplees a heron rises clumsily from the ditch and gathers itself on the path ahead of us, astonishingly close. Astonishing for us, that is, and not for the heron, which totters calmly in our direction for a while on its cartoon-bird legs before thinking better of it and labouring up into the air in the opposite direction, till it vanishes among the remains of the old pottery. Not for the first time I wonder at how little of the industrial history of this place remains on the marsh, how much of it has vanished and how swiftly what was left has been engulfed by wildlife. Of course, the land has never within historical memory been left to its own devices, or anything near: it was agricultural first, industrial second, then farmland again with aspirations, realized in the late twentieth century, to an accommodation between nature and culture. It has long, that is, been a reserve of one kind or another, parcelled up and apportioned, charted and chartered.

The writing of the disaster

Our sense of the strangeness of a place may increase rather than diminish with time and intimacy. The way a landscape opens up to myth or invention as well as to historical curiosity, the portals it offers to other stories and other timescales, legendary as well as verifiable, our capacity to get lost in real or fantastical territory: all of this has seemed in the case of Kent, or at least the eastern, especially coastal, portions of the county that I know best, only to have become more involuted the longer I have lived here.

I have been in Canterbury almost twenty years now, and at first – when I was in my mid twenties – I was almost wholly ignorant of and indifferent to the political, maritime, military and industrial heritage of the place, not to mention its geology, plants and wildlife. At that time I was stuck fast in an unacknowledged, untreated depression that was bound up with the early deaths of my parents and my eager, then laboured, then receding efforts at an academic career. The period is fogged in my memory, but I am pretty sure that I actively despised the sort of attentiveness to my surroundings that might bring with it an appreciation of nature or even the texture, history, day-to-day changes or passing impressions of the world around me. Maybe the names for that are simply immaturity, anxiety, naivety and inexperience, but the tendency seems extreme at this remove and a symptom of my malaise. In one of my lowest periods I had done the worst thing possible: I had left home in Dublin and moved to a small university town – a city, as I thought, and as it calls itself on account of its cathedral – that I had not even mustered the energy or interest to explore before relocating. I felt on arrival in Canterbury, in the autumn of 1995, as though I might as easily have moved to some unexceptional town in Ireland: Drogheda, for example, or Longford. For a few years, with other things on my feebled mind, I was mostly oblivious to the place in which I lived, beyond its potential to fulfil or frustrate my hopes of academic success, friendship, love and, later on, simple survival.

I had been living in Kent for about eight months before I even thought to go for a walk beyond the circuit of campus and town centre. One Sunday morning early in the summer of 1996 I left my room at the university and set out on foot with a friend into the countryside, mapless and with no idea where we were going. We wandered roughly north-west for hours along footpaths and bridleways, via tracts of managed woodland, through fields of wheat and rape, across bridges and under flyovers, till we admitted we were totally lost, and had to be directed towards Whitstable by some teenagers we met on the path. The coastal town seemed dismal and sleepy to me then, with its flinty beach and black fishermen’s sheds, its quaint pubs and cafés. (This was a few years before Whitstable’s reimagining as middle-class enclave and weekend destination for certain notable ‘creative’ and media folk.) I recall a sign in the window of a twee tea shop informing us that the horror-movie actor Peter Cushing had visited every day towards the end of his life.

Whitstable was not quite so grim as Hastings, to the south-west and just over the county border in Sussex, where we ended up on another grey Sunday some weeks later. With time to kill while moving off-campus to a rented house in Canterbury, a few of us drove with our belongings out to the coast and looked in wonderment at the decayed remains of the famously garish, boisterous English seaside. Here was a dilapidated seafront on which elderly townsfolk, or maybe day trippers, were lined up, many in wheelchairs, drinking tea out of polystyrene cups and staring at the blank Channel – they were waiting, I sneered, waiting for death. Posters on the boarded-up amusement arcades announced that the wrestler Giant Haystacks, whose television appearances we remembered from childhood in the 1970s, would soon appear at the local theatre. None of this endeared me to the idea, fast becoming a reality as my research and writing faltered and I realized there was little or nothing to go home to in Ireland, that I would have to spend more time, a year at least I thought, in this part of England.

As that year turned into several years, my attitude to my new home did not improve. It was not somewhere I had chosen to make my life but a place, I liked to say when the depression properly took hold, in which I had ended up. When my girlfriend, whose outlook was more practical and more optimistic, drove me out to the country in hope of elevating my mood, I reacted with sullen indifference to the pleasures of rural Kent, and loudly announced that there was simply nothing there. We can joke about it now: our first romantic moments by the river Stour, when a rat scrabbled into moonlit view on the opposite bank; an afternoon’s escape from the office we shared with others on campus to lie on the stones in the rain at Seasalter, just along the coast from Whitstable. From walks with friends in the country or the woods about Canterbury I seemed always to return muddier than everyone else, drenched and furious, cursing this unplanned life in the sticks. I remember weekend drives to places like Rye, where even Henry James’s house did not interest me; I could not connect the great novels with what I thought was the crushing whimsy of the place. I didn’t know then that James had written so lucidly about the English landscape, and about the country’s already nostalgic or decayed towns, Kent’s among them. In the pages of Lippincott’s Magazine in 1877, he described a visit to Canterbury: ‘While I stood there a violent thunderstorm broke over the cathedral; great rumbling gusts and rain-drifts came sweeping through the open sides of the crypt and, mingling with the potent mouldy smell, made me feel as if I had descended into the very bowels of history.’

Something started to change in me around the time, aged thirty, that I finally accommodated myself to the mundane miseries of my past and gave up my academic ambitions, resolving instead on another sort of life. If I was to be a writer of some kind, however small my first progress in that direction, then theoretically I might live anywhere, which suddenly meant to my surprise and relief that I might as well live here, where I already found myself. And with this abstract discovery I began actually to notice where I was, what the landscape looked and felt like, to discover how it had been in the distant and the recent past, what it might be turning into. I do not doubt it is a cliché of the intermittent or former depressive’s account of things – the sense that one undergoes on recovery a literal awakening from somnolence, reclusion and detachment as much as a liberation from agony. But I felt and still feel as though for the first time in my life I had become the sort of person who notices the world around him.

It did not matter that what I noticed was as much composed of bland modern infrastructure and retail or leisure precincts as mature countryside and historic settlements. Even the motorways and housing estates began to seem interesting, and also interestingly antique. What I felt most keenly was that I had woken in a field of ruins, brightly lit, and with endlessly surprising associations. At a sanatorium in Ashford – the fact still amazes me – the ascetic French philosopher and political radical Simone Weil died from tuberculosis and malnutrition in 1943. The Grosvenor Sanatorium is long closed, the building turned into a police training facility and later an educational activity centre; but a Simone Weil Avenue was named nearby in 1983, and her hat is on permanent display at the town’s civic centre. It was the very dialectic between the run-down and regenerating textures of the region that began to engage me. All of its aspects seemed connected.

Of course, some of what I discovered was part of the official history that the county, and the south-east of England in general, tells and retells itself constantly. In Rochester, on the Medway, which for years had been for me just a glum stop on the train journey into London, huddled around the town’s modest castle and cathedral, I found myself one afternoon in the midst of a Dickens Weekend. Half the population, it seemed, had got themselves up as characters from the novels – shoeless orphans, portly beadles, matrons in picturesque hats – and the other half were selling mock-Victorian curios by the side of the street: I recall in particular a display of dried teasels crafted to look like hedgehogs and dressed in tiny Dickensian costumes. At the furthest extreme, or so it seemed, from such eccentricities were the county’s monuments to its political and military history: the medieval castles and later manor houses; the Martello towers that punctuate the southern stretch of Channel coast; the vast stone defences at ports such as Dover, with their concrete annexes added during the First and Second World Wars; traces of the Cold War now opened to the public and signposted from motorways – ‘This way to the secret nuclear bunker’.

Living for a time in the early 2000s on the outskirts of Herne Bay – another seaside town, this one largely resistant to the gentrification of the coast then under way – I found that any number of twentieth-century ruins were within easy reach, or tantalizingly close even if inaccessible. From the front at Herne Bay one faced a horizon dotted with sea forts from the Second World War, and closer to the shore the skeletal remains of a pavilion that once stood at the end of the town’s late-nineteenth-century pier, which at 3,787 feet was for a time the longest in the country after Southend’s. The pavilion dated from 1910; when it opened there was music, dancing and skating to divert promenaders, among whom were many language students from across the Channel. As the century went on, Herne Bay, once the most genteel of Kent’s resorts, slowly declined along with all the rest. The crumbling pier itself had closed down decades ago and the pavilion finally been orphaned by a storm on the 11th of January 1978.

From a friend – the artist Jeremy Millar, who was making a film on the subject – I learned that the pier had been an unlikely object of attention for Marcel Duchamp, who holidayed at Herne Bay in the summer of 1913. Accompanying his sister, who was studying English at the nearby Lynton College, a few minutes’ walk from the front, the artist spent two weeks playing tennis and scribbling notes for his Large Glass, the vastly complex composition of mysteriously sexualized motifs, executed on glass, that he would make over the next few years – though in the end it remained ‘definitively unfinished’. ‘I am not dead; I am in Herne Bay,’ Duchamp wrote to the painter Max Bergmann early in August. On the 8th of the month he wrote to a friend, Raymond Dumouchel: ‘The traveller is enchanted. Superb weather. As much tennis as possible. A few Frenchmen for me to avoid learning English, a sister who is enjoying herself a lot.’ We know the siblings spent four days sightseeing in London, but whether they availed themselves of a road trip from Herne Bay to visit Canterbury Cathedral, or struck out along the shore to see the ruined church and fragments of Roman fort at Reculver, there are no clues. All that remains of Duchamp’s time in Kent are the drawings he made for The Large Glass, a small photograph depicting the illuminated pier, which he tore from a local newspaper, and an enigmatic inscription: ‘An electric fête recalling the decorative lighting of Magic city or Luna Park, or the Pier Pavilion at Herne Bay.’ For his film, Jeremy had amassed this scant evidence and added a few speculations of his own. He turned his camera on fragments of the town that seemed to rhyme with images in Duchamp’s work: air vents above a modern pavilion on the shore; the nested red buckets of a builder’s chute on Downs Park, near the old Lynton College. And he framed the college building itself, now a private house, and remarked upon its sash windows, an architectural detail he suspected Duchamp had never seen till he came to England. The link may be fanciful; but having seen the lights of Herne Bay and lingered in its decorous streets Duchamp had written about his unfinished work: ‘The picture will be executed on two large sheets of glass about 1m 20 × 1,40 / one above the other (demountable).’

The idea that this coast, let alone such a tatty place as Herne Bay, should have had any connection at all with the energy of modernist art either side of the First World War came as a shock. (I should have known better, and known it earlier, because of course there was the example of T. S. Eliot working on The Waste Land in 1921 at Margate – in those early years in Kent, I taught the poem to undergraduates and never once thought of the real town close by. It was Jeremy Millar who later pointed out to me that there is no plaque to Eliot attached to the seafront shelter where he sat and wrote, only a sign nearby for some near-anagrammatic toilets.) But it seemed that the whole territory was opening up in the way that Herne Bay had done. I had known, as everybody did, about Derek Jarman’s house at Dungeness: a shingled point at the extreme south-east of the county where, in the decade before his death in 1994, Jarman increasingly retreated and made one of his greatest films, The Garden. Around 1996 I had gone there with F, but I now remembered little of the trip apart from the suspicious way locals in the nearest shop had eyed us when we stopped to buy a disposable camera. At that time I was still deep in the phase of my hostility towards Kent, and if I thought at all about Jarman’s relationship with the landscape and its inhabitants I most likely imagined his presence and his garden as creative affronts if not to the bleakness of the landscape – the garden was made of detritus from that landscape, after all – then certainly towards what I considered the glum provincial history of the place. In fact, Jarman’s house and garden were a homage of sorts to a Romantic ideal of rural and eccentric England with which the artist and film-maker was ambivalently in love.

Jarman’s was – and is: his partner still owns it – one of a line of fishermen’s cottages that runs along the stones towards a pub, three lighthouses (one working, another decommissioned, a third the stump of the eighteenth-century lighthouse) and in the distance the louring grey hulk of a nuclear power station. I went back to Dungeness ten years ago and found that I tuned in quickly to the obvious and obscure currents of energy traversing the landscape: the maritime history that produced several generations of lookout posts and visible warnings for ships rounding the ness; old railway lines still to be seen among the stones; the location of PLUTO, the pipeline under the ocean that supplied Allied ships on the other side of the Channel in 1944; the panic hiss of power lines overhead and the unthinkable forces at work inside the twin reactors, Dungeness A and B. I seem to have a habit of visiting run-down power stations, because I have been inside this one too. When it closed, the local television news, having got wind a few years ago of my interest in Kent’s decaying industrial heritage, invited me to tour the station and be interviewed by their weather presenter. I stood with her in the turbine hall in big white boots and hard hat, declaiming uncertainly about the heyday of British engineering and the decline of British optimism. On a recent visit with students from London we found the turbine hall open on one side, with excised lumps of its rusting machinery lying just inside the fence on the seaward side, like beached cetaceans.

In a county where, wars aside, the most frequently invoked histories were medieval and Victorian, this triangular segment of the Kent coast was a kind of nexus or relay by which the technological ghosts of the past century might become live again, at least in the imagination. When I was there, Dungeness seemed to stand for the way the whole county was haunted by its military past and its wartime ruins. Among these spectres the most thrilling were the sound mirrors at Greatstone, a short walk back up the eastern coast from Dungeness. Here, a few hundred yards inland and surrounded by gravel pits, stand three curious relics of the fretful 1930s. (There are others dotted around the south-east coast, but none so sculptural or massive as these.) Acoustic methods for locating enemy aircraft had been devised during the First World War, and involved soldiers listening from inside deep trenches, where sounds from the surrounding landscape were suppressed. Later, devices were constructed that would do the same job in a more concentrated fashion and were also mobile: bowl-shaped metal noise collectors with simple sound-conducting tubes and earpieces attached, like giant stethoscopes. The sound mirrors are versions of these on a vastly expanded scale, executed in reinforced concrete and facing out to sea. The largest is 200 feet wide, an arcing wall of stained and spalling concrete with the remains of a small hut tucked behind its midpoint. This hut was the listening station inside which a soldier wearing headphones would sit. It was soon discovered that it was impossible for a technician to concentrate on the task for more than three-quarters of an hour, and so the shifts were shortened. Local legend has it that as single-storey houses and small holiday chalets began to appear between the mirrors and the shore, these listeners were ruinously distracted by passing cars, the voices of holidaymakers, even whistling kettles and the clanking of teacups. While such stories may be fanciful, there is no doubt the new buildings, by their simple presence in front of the mirrors, interfered with the job of listening keenly for the approach of German aircraft across the Channel.
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Two smaller structures attend the 200-foot mirror still: an upright, flattish concave object like a big Pop sculpture of a plastic spoon, and another that looks like a rendering in crumbling aggregate of a satellite dish or radar receiver from a later generation of military technology. The whole installation, already doubtful in its wartime application, was made obsolete as soon as the Second World War began and such experiments in acoustic early-warning systems were abandoned in favour of the more precise and practicable machinery of radar. When I looked at these monuments for the first time, they seemed to speak of the whole territory’s entrapment in visions of future destruction – also of the visual and aural alertness that the county’s vulnerable location had long required. And once I had seen them I began to spot less dramatic fragments everywhere I went. Cycling the country roads inland and to the east of Herne Bay I would stop to admire and explore simple squarish concrete pillboxes in the summer fields. When we moved to the outskirts of Canterbury at the end of 2004, I discovered the flattened points of a concrete tank trap outside a private school just around the corner. In Blean Woods, across the road from our house, there was a solitary brick wall that a neighbour said was all that remained of an army firing range from the Second World War. It is still standing, a few hundred yards from where I am writing now. A few years ago somebody knocked a roughly person-shaped hole in the wall, and soon after the words ‘I MISS YOU’ appeared in large painted white letters flanking the gap.
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Blast wall

It must have been around the turn of the millennium, when my unexpected interest in the Kent landscape was just beginning, that I first became aware of the archipelago of gunpowder works outside Faversham. We were already in the habit of visiting our friends who lived in Oare village, not yet having moved to Uplees House. An attic bedroom in their house gave a view of the nature reserve, Faversham Creek, the Swale and Sheppey in the distance, and Faversham off to the east. We would always end up standing here at the stroke of New Year, when in the dark the view was illuminated as fireworks went up along the horizon – suddenly you could identify clearly all points as far as Whitstable and Herne Bay in one direction, and Grain in the other. Our walks then would take us along the left bank of the creek, where it always seemed to be low tide, past boats that looked to the inexpert eye as if they were fixed in the mud and would never stir again. There were numerous actual wrecks too: mere sketches of boats, wet black timbers jutting from the slime like animal bones. The arrowhead tracks of waders ran all around the wrecks. Occasionally the birds took to the air en masse as an adventurous dog slithered about on the surface before being called ashore by its worried owner. I always wondered for how long, if at all, the mud might support a human body; I imagined myself trying to run across it, growing comically shorter as I went.

On one such walk, our friends stopped on reaching the creek and urged us in a different direction from usual, inland towards the woods. They had hinted there was something worth seeing there. We descended a short hill to the end of Church Road, cleared a stile on the right and made for the line of trees at the other end of a partially flooded field. To get into the woods we had to pass by a row of old cottages that looked as though they were sinking into the hillside to escape the inclement weather. At the end of the row was a bigger, darker house at the edge of a large pond or small lake – I thought of Edgar Allan Poe’s uncanny House of Usher, with its crumbling facade and attendant mass of dark water interrupting his narrator’s approach. A narrow metal bridge extended a little way over the pond, then was lost for a time among the brown, dying reeds that were spreading from the opposite bank. The bridge was gated and locked at our end.

We skirted a cheerless playground that belonged to a small housing estate at the edge of the village, and then found ourselves in the woods, where the wind died, the
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