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    The Coast Road - A 3,000-Mile Journey Round the Edge of England is Paul Gogarty’s second English travelogue. The first, The Water Road – A Narrowboat Odyssey Through England is also available from Portico Books


    Praise for The Water Road:


    ‘Gogarty has a sharp eye for character and his warm-hearted book proves a triumph of the romantic spirit, a labour of love among the slow-moving, quick-witted narrow-boaters of England. This world is evoked with wit and a wealth of lively anecdotage by a writer who is always good company.’


    Roger Deakin, Daily Telegraph


    ‘Paul Gogarty manages brilliantly to convey a boatman’s total euphoria in his delightful account of a four-month narrowboat idyll spent pootling along the 900 miles of central England’s inland waterways known as the Cut … his enthusiasm bounces off every page and I was completely mesmerised.’


    Val Hennessy, Critic’s Choice in the Daily Mail


    ‘… entertaining, informative and thought-provoking … The book is a classic.’


    Margaret Cornish, Waterways World


    ‘His tale is a compelling contrast of light and shade populated by a peculiar cast of characters of almost Dickensian eccentricity.’


    Morgan Falconer, Ham & High Express


    ‘Since Rolt, it would be reasonably true to say that there has been no one who has written a successful account of a voyage round canals which has captured their essence, recorded the lives of those on the Cut and Bank and seized the popular imagination. But all this could change with the publication of Paul Gogarty’s The Water Road … It is Gogarty’s ability to write intimately – with no holds barred – about all he sees and meets that makes the book a fascinating read.’


    Tim Coghlan, Canal & Riverboat
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    ‘The Gods do not subtract from the allotted span of men’s lives the hours spent in fishing.’

    Sign in Lyme Regis harbour


    ‘The strangest country I ever visited was England: but I visited it at a very early age and so became a little queer myself.’

    GK Chesterton, Autobiography (1936)


    ‘England is the paradise of individuality, eccentricity, heresy, anomalies, hobbies and humours.’

    George Santayana, Soliloquies in England (1922)


    ‘The only real voyage of discovery consists not in seeking new landscapes, but in having new eyes.’

    Marcel Proust

  


  
    A low rumble of thunder

    a leviathan stirring fathoms deep.


    6 a.m. dawn trips on a storm

    blowing in from the Atlantic and scurries

    back in its cave

    leaving night to pick over the day.


    Above the hieroglyphs of fishermen

    the neat mnemonic of a skylark

    following its songline, singing

    its laus perennis to the English coast.

  


  Introduction


  The highest temperature ever experienced in Britain was recorded the summer I drove 2,800 miles round the edge of England. Things were changing and everyone knew it. Sure, locals continued to be concerned about coastal erosion, the demise of fishing and their villages becoming London’s un-gated retirement home. But there was something else in the air. We had arrived at the beginning of the end. Within our children’s lifetime, if not our own, the British coastline, and our way of life, would change for ever.


  After two thousand years of land reclamation, we have finally accepted the inevitable and embarked on a programme of managed retreats, allowing the sea to take back swathes of coast. Rising water levels and bigger storm surges are just two of the sentences wreaked upon us by the gods for ripping open the ozone layer and treating our home planet like bad house guests. In the galaxy of global-warming doomsday scenarios currently occupying our scientists, the one gathering ever more support sees the gods upping the stakes further and switching off the conveyor belt of the Gulf Stream. As a result, in ten, twenty or a hundred years, Britain may well plunge into the kind of Arctic conditions our latitude deserves – three months of snow annually, ice floes off the coast and no Punch and Judy on Weymouth Beach.


  The coast has always felt the wind of change first: Christianity, slaves, Romans, Normans and asylum seekers in the Southeast; American-imported 45s and albums in the Liverpool docks. We live between America and the Continent, not quite possessing either the easy mobility of the former nor the rootedness of the latter. The demographics of our restless island have changed in the past thirty years as never before and now we are about to see unprecedented physical change.


  My summer journey round the English littoral in that quintessential 21st-century charabanc, the motorhome, was to be both a celebration of Englishness and an inventory before irrevocable change. Its Dickensian cast includes a druid high priest with Stonehenge in his garden, Somalian asylum seekers, a family-planning pioneer with a predilection for nude sunbathing, a centenarian white-knuckle rider, the Wild Man of Bowls (isn’t that an oxymoron?), Dracula, a man who spends three months a year holidaying at Butlin’s Skegness, a professor of Punch and Judy, a Jewish bookie who once knocked out Oswald Mosley, and fifty George Formbys who gallop through more innuendo in two minutes than Benny Hill managed in a lifetime.


  Paint a picture of your own seaside … a kissing-gate, perhaps leading from a field edged with red poppies? High cliffs, crowned with mustard gorse or delicate pink thrift, making a swallow dive to the sea. No? A thatched village beside a stream leading to a harbour perfumed with kelp and brine? Five miles of empty sands flanked by mosaic marshland?


  As an island race, we are all suckled by the sea, and whatever the particulars of the image seared on our memory, inside each of us there is a seaside all of our own. We carry it with us like the buckets of sand we once used to build doomed castles. Caught in the massive acceleration of lifestyles and increasingly itinerant lives, we relocate ever more frequently. But still that seaside marks us. The childhood day trip or week-long holiday captured in a photograph becomes an Avalon in adulthood. For the English, the Balearics and the Caribbean are distractions. The real beach is the one on our home shore.


  My own snapshot is of a man, circa late 1950s, weaving a lobster pot on the beach at Mevagissey. Dressed in a ribbed crew-neck sweater, lips pursed with concentration beneath a woollen pom-pom, he is using his thumb to spring the cane. Two kids watch intently, drinking in learning. One boy, hands in pockets, secretly mimics the man’s every move. The other, younger, boy sits open-mouthed on a finished pot that bears testimony to the resilience and strength of the man’s handiwork. Short-back-and-sides children, scuffed-knee children, out-and-about adventuring children. My brother and I on holiday on a beach somewhere in England.


  The sea shapes us, separates us, defines us. An island race. A race of islanders against the rest.


  
    ‘This fortress built by Nature for herself

    Against infection and the hand of war,

    This happy breed of men, this little world,

    This precious stone set in the silver sea,

    Which serves it in the office of a wall

    Or as a moat defensive to a house,

    Against the envy of less happier lands …’


    William Shakespeare, Richard II


    ‘Brighton … is still very gay and full of balls.’

    Samuel Rogers letter to Thomas Moore (29 January 1829)


    ‘Dover and Calais. What mean, amorphous entrance portals to great kingdoms! Mere grimy untended back-doors!’

    Arnold Bennett, Journal (23 October 1897)
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  Chapter One: The Southeast
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  Coastal Defences
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  The Eastern Docks at Dover doesn’t offer the most promising benediction to an English journey. Cold tarmac, concrete hulks, tailgating cars, dead skies. There are no mellifluous notes of Vera Lynn cascading over the car park and the ‘Welcome to Dover’ sign is more an introduction to English humour than an actual greeting.


  I park beside the ferry terminal and cross a busy road to the East Cliff area, where I’ve been told most of the port’s asylum seekers are temporarily housed. I’m in luck. Ali Jamac and Hassan Abdullah Ali are returning to the slatternly Gordon House Hotel, after a walk. I thrust out my hand and smile, a greeting that has worked pretty well for me around the globe. Ali looks suspicious but takes the hand and half returns the smile. We then move on to exchanging names, like gifts. Then I’m stumped. The easy bit’s over. As I thrash around for a way to take things forward, I grin inanely and mouth something overly familiar and ridiculous – ‘Where have you been?’.


  ‘I don’t know. We just walked,’ Hassan replies vaguely, seemingly not having taken umbrage at my adopting the inappropriate register of an old friend. Ali, on the other hand, has already drawn back and is scanning the horizon for an escape route. He pulls at Hassan’s sleeve and speaks in Somali. His companion, however, is a more trusting soul and starts firing off questions of his own. He wants to know why I’m talking to him and what I’m doing here. I tell him about my journey around the English coast and the book I’m writing. Hassan translates for Ali, who has virtually no English. A briefer pause ensues while Hassan then translates Ali’s response, an eminently sensible but incredulous, ‘Why?’


  I begin to enumerate reasons: ‘The changing face of England … the coast is where things are felt most keenly and where communities and geography adapts first …’ My voice trails off as I catch the incomprehension in Hassan’s eyes.


  ‘Are you married?’ he asks.


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘Do you have children?’


  ‘Yes.’


  I notice Ali is again tugging at Hassan’s T-shirt suggesting with some urgency that they be on their way. To leave your family for two months when you don’t need to must indeed sound like the act of a madman. Fortunately Hassan is a trusting, friendly soul and keen to meet English people. He tells me his friend wants to be an author too and to write the story of their journey once they get settled. Ali mimes studying books. ‘He wants to go to school and learn and work, work, work.’ Ali nods his head enthusiastically.


  Ali’s mime reminds me of the children I used to teach in a London comprehensive – how recent arrivals would mostly have to resort to Ali’s communication technique while the easy slang of second-generation kids was totally indistinguishable from that of the rest of the class. The English language did not seep into the land with melting icecaps. It arrived 1,500 years ago, a guttural Germanic dialect brought by tribes who arrived on the east coast after the Romans packed for home. Today two billion people understand and speak our language and it has even been spoken on the moon. Hassan is clearly already on his way to mastery. He asks if he can contact me when they are safe and I give him my phone number.


  In return, I ask for their full names but Hassan is cagey. So far they have been in the country fifteen days and they don’t want to do anything that will prejudice their chance of being granted asylum. Ali rubs his stomach, feigning hunger, and suggesting they really should be on their way. I push my luck further by asking if I can take a photograph. Ali refuses. Hassan kindly poses by the ‘Welcome to Dover’ sign. As I snap away, I ask him how he reached England.


  ‘I came by aeroplane.’


  ‘Do you still have family back home?’


  ‘Yes, brothers, sisters and my mother. But my father was killed by the army. They tried to kill me too.’ Hassan points to the skeleton of a knife wound running about three inches down his neck. ‘The soldiers did it with a bayonet in 2002. They thought I was dead but I survived.’


  Suddenly Ali joins in animatedly. ‘Very dangerous, very dangerous, Somali.’ Hassan expands on his theme, ‘It is very dangerous. We would be killed if we went back. Even staying here is better.’ He indicates the ugly barracks of Gordon House that is his temporary home. After his father’s death, his uncle gave his home to an agent as payment for smuggling his nephew out of the country. The agent brought him to England and then vanished.


  The dream of a new start that has brought Ali and Hassan to England is the same one my great-grandmother had when swapping Dublin for London and my wife’s Jewish great-grandparents had when they quit Poland for the Welsh Valleys.


  Ali finally gets his way and persuades Hassan to head off for lunch. I watch them walking down the street, two new waves washing up on the beach of England beneath the white unscalable cliffs.


  Five weeks before my encounter with Ali and Hassan, I’d stood on Market Road in Holloway, eyeing second- or fifteenth-hand vans, trying to sniff out whether vehicles were reliable or on their last legs. It had been a fantastic spring – long unbroken sunshine, T-shirts, bird calls and wolf whistles – but now summer was just round the corner and I still hadn’t the wheels for my journey.


  Across the busy street, kids hollered and showed off feints and keepy-uppies on an Astroturf pitch. Three hooded teenagers overtook me, bragging about a wallet one had squeezed out of someone’s back pocket while riding a lift the night before.


  ‘Mornin’.’ A large bear of a man in baseball cap, blue T-shirt and generous jeans greeted me from the open door of a camper van. Clearly he’d noticed me scanning the handwritten CV of his white Bedford van plastered to the rear window. He opened his sales pitch: ‘Very good runner. Had £2,400 spent on her last year and she’s still got eleven months’ MOT. Fridge, cooker, shower, double bed – it’s like a bloody country hotel inside!’ I peered inside. Not bad. But it did have 120,000 miles on the clock and its owner, Phil, wanted £4,750, which was considerably more than I intended spending. My plan was to travel several thousand miles, have absolutely no mechanical problems and then flog the beast in the autumn for the same amount I paid for it, preferably here on Market Road.


  On my last English pilgrimage, a four-month, 900-mile (620-lock) journey through England’s inland waterways, the choice of vehicle had been straightforward: a narrowboat or a narrowboat. This time, though, at various stages in the planning, I’d considered a bicycle, a sixties Lambretta like the one I rode in my teens, a large motorbike like the one I’d owned between Mod-dom and middle age, and a reliable VW camper van – unlike the unreliable clapped-out one I used when teaching in an Algerian mountain village in the mid-1970s. A caravan was definitely out of the question. But I had started considering the possibility of a small motorhome. The anorak world of narrowboats had been a challenge; making the pebbledash world of motorhoming fashionable, however, could well be beyond me.


  I’d been told that the place to look for vans was Market Road in the wastelands between Holloway and King’s Cross. It was here, apparently, that impecunious itinerant Aussies tried to resell vans after European tours before heading home. A little further down the street, a pop-up-top Bedford camper had its doors thrown wide like a Tuscan villa letting in the sun. Stan was particularly proud of the 75p lock he’d fitted to the inside doors so no one could get in at night. ‘And even if they do, I’ve got a second line of defence.’ Stan nodded his head in the direction of an axe lying on top of a cupboard.


  Ultimately, buying an old banger comes down to good fortune. I could take Stan’s ugly clapped-out van and it might last me the whole 3,000-mile trip. On the other hand, the engine could – and most likely would – expire on me before I reached the coast.


  As I was about to give up and leave, a motorhome pulled up. Two men, one decidedly the worse for wear, sat silently inside munching sausage butties. Reluctantly, the elder one wound down the window and in an Irish brogue undiminished by twenty years in Bethnal Green admitted, ‘Bit of a night last night. You won’t mind if I don’t get out for a minute?’


  I duly inspected the outside while Tom continued his rehab. A little rust, but nothing that was likely to collapse under me. It was, however, a motorhome and there was no ducking the issue. A box on wheels. The ugliest denominator in motorised transport, without a single concession to aesthetics. Tom claimed a new engine had recently been fitted that had just 3,300 miles on the clock and the van also had a new shower and electrics. He claimed the only reason his uncle (he looked too old to have an uncle) was selling was that he’d just been banned. ‘Drink driving. I have all the MOTs and history. He wants £3,000 and won’t go below £2,500.’


  ‘How many miles to the gallon?’ I asked, but Tom worked on a different system.


  ‘A tenner usually gets me 100 miles.’


  I took the van for a short spin along Caledonian Road and Brewery Road. It was like driving a tank, but I said I’d think about it and give him a ring. Early the next morning I duly rang to tell him I’d take it.


  ‘Sorry pal, someone paid cash for it as soon as you left.’


  I took it as an omen and switched to Plan B, firing off emails in all directions trying to blag a van. Most drew blanks. Autosleeper offered a reduced rental that was still more than I’d consider paying to actually own one. Eventually, however, I got a reply from Swift, which was willing to loan me a motorhome in exchange for publicity. ‘Unfortunately we only have a six-berth, which might be a bit big. Does it matter?’ It did. I wanted a compact two-berth. But it mattered even more that it was free and would almost certainly be reliable. I took it. The only other snag, apart from size, was that it would not be available until three weeks after my planned departure.


  Impatient to be off, I decided to pick up the motorhome en route and stashed everything I’d need in the boot of my old Nissan Primera.


  ‘Kent’ – the oldest recorded place name in Britain – is the major spiritual and commercial gateway between London and the Continent. Predictably, therefore, it has seen more military action than the rest of the 5,496km of English coastline put together. There are more castles in Kent than in any other county, as well as 74 Martello towers and a 28-mile royal canal dug in the early 19th century to act as a deterrent to Napoleon. Hitler, like Bonaparte, intended using the Southeast as his baulkhead. Julius Caesar landed here in 55 BC, followed by St Augustin, the Jutes, Saxons, Vikings and Normans. It therefore seemed altogether appropriate to be starting my coastal journey where the English story began and continued to be played out.


  So a month after my visit to the Holloway Road, on a dull Monday in early summer, I slipped on to the capital’s M25 shirt tail, sailing over the Queen Elizabeth II Bridge, surprisingly whimsical and airy in its prosaic endless load-bearing drudgery. Beneath me, industrial doll’s houses, aluminium carcasses and smoking towers hunkered, the confused detritus of new millennium commerce. On the southern bank a parked truck named Albion (Albion Chemical Distribution) had been abandoned as if its driver had suddenly become bored of the life, parked obliquely and walked off across the tarmac Nasca Lines.


  London’s A-Z spaghetti gave way to the obese Bluewater Shopping Centre, London-in-miniature, gagging on its 330 shops and restaurants. The largest shopping mall in Europe had queued at the exchange counter and traded community for superslick shopping efficiency. A few miles further east, I took a slip road (the wrong one) that followed a trail of retail parks and light industrial complexes through Gravesend’s hinterland. It was a hot day but not as hot as it would get a couple of months later, on 10 August, when the temperature in Gravesend hit 37.6 degrees, the highest ever recorded in Britain. On a factory wall, in large hurried letters, ‘Dave’s sorry’ had been scrawled. A piece of paper was clearly not big enough for Dave’s sense of guilt.


  Recently the Government announced that the unseemly brown tea spill left by expired heavy industry in Gravesend is to be carpeted with thousands of new homes as part of a plan to transform 40 miles of the Essex and Kent coast (and a swathe of Bedfordshire) into a seamless London dormitory. One day, perhaps before the century’s out, someone will repeat my journey and be able to travel clockwise right round the English coast from Gravesend to Southend without ever leaving a suburb.


  Equally recently, in August 2003 a survey by the Royal Institute of Chartered Surveyors discovered that 42 per cent of Britain’s population now live in suburbs but only a quarter of them actually want to. The dream of the manufactured middle-class suburb, born on the wheels of the motorcar, is over: surburbanites have discovered their vehicles are as much a prison as their Barratt-land closes and their dreams have now turned to coastal cottages in the Southwest and carless walks with their liberated pooches along the cliffs.


  In Gravesend I briefly pop in to pay my respects to Pocohontas, an Indian maid I’ve carried a torch for since childhood. I find her – in life-sized bronze form anyway – in the garden of St George’s church, dressed in the clothes of her native Algonquin tribe, her hands open, just as they were to the first white men she encountered in her native Virginia. At the age of 21, she was brought to England to be paraded like a circus act to raise money for the Virginia Company’s settlement. A year later, finally granted leave to return home, she became gravely ill (possibly from the plague), died and was buried in St George’s graveyard.


  As I move down the pedestrianised cobbled high street from the church, the estuary beyond the pier is suddenly eclipsed by a vast Maersk container ship sliding silently past, a giant ghostly funeral barge heading for the vanished island of Thanet. According to Derek Williams in Romans and Barbarians, it was traditionally believed on the Continent that England ‘was the abode of the dead and that souls were rowed in unmanned boats, which left the coast of Gaul at nightfall and returned before dawn’. Williams suggests the legend was spawned by an earlier Roman belief that the dead were transported to the island of Thanet (which historically wasn’t then part of the mainland). I’d like to throw in my own twopennyworth here by noting that although ‘Thanet’ may be geographically a long way from southern Europe, it’s actually only a few letters removed from the Greek ‘thanatos’, meaning ‘death’.


  I continue down the high street towards the ghost ship, but by the time I reach the bottom of the hill it has vanished and light has returned like the resurrected dawn. The ship’s place in my curiosity is replaced by a newly installed ceremonial gate that prevents anyone parking next to the pier and shopping at the handful of businesses still managing to operate. The gate is the latest folly of the English heritage industry, which is in danger of mothballing the entire country.


  A small dapper barber, dressed in a thin blue cotton jacket that’s flecked with customers’ hair, is standing outside Continental Gents Hairdressing kicking his heels, looking for clients. Tom McGuire has hardly missed a day in the 39 years he has worked here. He tells me that when he opened the shop in the 1960s, ‘You could walk the river from Tilbury to Gravesend across the barges, it were that busy. Five thousand people a day passed my shop. There were fourteen ferries an hour and eight thousand dockers and lightermen working the port and across at Tilbury it was the same.’ Now no ferries call in and his regular customers have trouble parking because of the new gates. Tom, on his little island, has literally been left behind.


  Across the grazing pastures flanking the Isle of Grain peninsula (its name deriving from the Old English greon, meaning ‘sand’ or ‘gravel’), a pea-souper is rolling in as in the old days, stealing the cattle like rustlers. Spidery lanes lead me through a landscape as remote as the Trough of Bowland and yet I’m still only 30 miles from the capital. Opposite the 13th-century flint-and-ragstone St James’s church on the shoulder of the village of Cooling, workers are picking tomatoes inside a clear-plastic tent. In the graveyard, as the fog lifts, I find thirteen lozenge-shaped miniature tombs, each no more than 3ft in length, that are the graves of children from two families who all died of marsh fever (malaria) in the 19th century. Their inscriptions have been erased by time but their occupants are immortalised in the opening of Dickens’ Great Expectations when Pip is assailed by the convict Magwitch in the graveyard with ‘the dark flat wilderness beyond the churchyard, intersected with dykes and mounds and gates, with scattered cattle feeding on it’. Pip had strayed on to the marshland and quickly realised that ‘the low leaden line beyond, was the river; and that the distant savage lair from which the wind was rushing, was the sea’.


  Looking out today from the raised cemetery across the meadows, it’s easy to imagine manacled convicts like Magwitch fleeing the prison at Egypt Bay, running humpbacked through the rushes. Today, instead of guards on prison sentry duty, however, a heron perches on the church wall surveying its estate, looking for frogs on the move rather than escaping prisoners.


  The next island-that-is-not-an-island eastwards has far greater personal resonance for me, for it was on the Isle of Sheppey that my own story began before I was even born. It was at a dancehall in Sheerness in 1941 that my father first met my mother when he was stationed with the Coastal Gunnery Royal Artillery, manning the anti-aircraft guns that provided London’s defence against the Luftwaffe. Mum was a Sheerness girl and was sitting, like the rest of the local girls, on hard wooden chairs that lined the walls of the dancehall. Dad, reading the female semaphore, asked her to dance and they’ve been dancing round their living room ever since – legs, bones and general decrepitude permitting.


  During the war there was a large naval dockyard on the island (Samuel Pepys supervised its construction in 1665 while employed as Secretary to the Admiralty during Charles II’s reign) and, according to Dad, ‘More pubs than Soft Mick’. Sailors frequented one pub, the ‘Brylcreem Boys’ (air force recruits) another, and the army had the rest. Occasionally, at closing time, they all met out on the street for a ruck.


  As I walk the streets of the two-storey town just a whisper from the sea, lives flicker behind marbled curtains. It’s clear there are still more pubs than Soft Mick. The dancehall, however, is proving less easy to locate. At Stead and Simpson I crane my neck for any clues on the floor above but the place is locked and has a ‘To Let’ sign up. I cross off a carpet warehouse, department store, the 99p Store and Delboy’s Tasty Food café. It is a Delboy town, as far removed from young romance as it’s possible to get. The high brick wall of the Sheerness Dockyard may originally have been built to protect locals from seeing the ugliness of the port but now those travelling on the car ferry or container ships must be equally grateful to it for shielding them from the awfulness of the town.


  The dancehall is nowhere to be found in this hunchbacked, arthritic, sausage-and-chips town. In an estate agent’s window, a terraced flat is for sale at £45,000. My suggestion is that the Government make the Isle of Sheppey the new building epicentre instead of Gravesend and that they keep erecting homes on the island until it sinks.


  Beyond the open paddling pool and leisure centre, a sea wall buffers the muddied estuary as it snakes its way past a pebbled beach from which kids are skipping stones across the water towards the longest pier in the world projecting from the Essex coastline at Southend. A cell of black-headed gulls in their priests’ cowls meditates on the sea wall. A teenager with a pierced belly button and dressed in bra and shorts scares them off by noisily jimmying off the top of a Beck’s bottle on a yellow ‘No Parking’ sign.


  At the Heritage Centre I explain my mission to the woman behind the desk and tell her my father thought the dance hall was above a department store – possibly Burton’s. Initially I think she’s ignoring me but she’s simply cogitating, dusting off her own history, gathering thoughts. ‘Well, it can’t be Burton’s because I used to work there.’ Gaynor ponders a little more. ‘My bet is it’s the old Wheatsheaf Hall above the Co-Op. Unfortunately it’s been knocked down and an Iceland has replaced it.’


  At the supermarket, instead of a plaque commemorating my parents’ first dance, there’s a special offer on fish fingers. The only dancehall equivalent I come across is the gaudy Top Club, where a special-offer Double Vodka and Red Bull offers instant foreplay instead of romance at £5 a hit.


  As I continue on the A299 along the Thanet coast, the mouth of the Thames estuary gapes ever wider. Come autumn it will be filled with the crackling call of brent geese, dressed in Siberian coats, settling on the mud flats. The estuary is earmarked (like other shallow sea zones such as the Wash) for vast windfarms. Aeolus, the god of wind, has been generous in providing our land with five times greater potential for turbines than that of any other European country. In a green vision of the future, it’s hoped one day windfarms will replace nuclear power plants and provide all the clean, renewable energy the country needs.


  Today, however, it is not wind but lashing rain that I’m having to deal with. A radio forecast has warned that last night’s storms were a mere curtain raiser to today’s ‘severe weather in Kent’. The rain hammers and the windscreen wiper develops an irritating tic. Large tracts of Kent appear to have been cling-filmed by Christo, keeping the new breed of farm workers perfectly dry in their bubbling plasticulture world. The tic grows more pronounced. The world is opaque, the chalk weald’s gentle glides, broad valleys, sweeps and swells made even softer by the dreadful weather. The sound of the wipers are all I hear as the storm rages outside. The landscape slides past as if it were a 35mm home movie with the celluloid clicking through spool gates providing the soundtrack.


  Up on the high lawns of Herne Bay – which isn’t a bay at all – men in carcoats and women in their own hairdo-protective wraps are walking waggy-tailed dogs. The rain has almost stopped and by the time I’m parked, the heavens have closed. Beneath the 80ft clock tower, built the year Victoria came to the throne, a beach cleaner dressed in municipal yellow is collecting rubbish from the beach. Marooned offshore is the end of a pier that was orphaned when the rest was swept away in a storm.


  ‘Nineteen sixty-four, I believe,’ the municipal bag man informs me. ‘At least, I’m reasonably confident it was 1964.’ He pauses, seemingly concerned his date may be less than accurate (in fact the 3,920ft pier vanished in 1978). ‘And they replaced it with the ugliest building I’ve had the misfortune to behold.’ He indicates a grey boxed building on the seafront. The man speaks as if he’s 70 but looks about 25; his register is that of either someone who started life at a more elevated station or someone with elevated aspirations. The beach-cleaning aesthete has a tic of the eye like my Nissan. The day before, he’d cleared five bin-bags’ worth of rubbish from the beach and another seven from the car park. ‘And I have those to clean those too …’ – aesthete bin man points to a Himalayan dog dump – ‘even though they’re prohibited.’ He shakes his head despairingly. ‘That must have been left by a Great Dane … minimum.’


  Sedate and sedentary, Herne slumbers through the dank morning. In Macari’s Ice Cream Parlour, locals peer over newspapers through the wrap-round plate-glass window. I shun the seductive invitations of knickerbocker glories, butterscotch sundaes and peach melbas, and order instead a sausage sandwich in white bread with brown sauce. Encased on the walls is the black-and-white record of Herne Bay – its fires and storms, the arrival of gas lamps and the penny-farthing, and the eclipse of the old-fashioned windmill. There are also ice-cream diplomas and two identical plaques commemorating Herne Bay being the western terminus of a 3km course that HJ Wilson sped down at 606mph in a ‘Gloster Meteor Aeroplane Britannia’ on 7 November 1945, breaking the world air-speed record. Glory days that Herne is thankfully at the back of, enjoying its long retirement.


  Which is where I find nearby Margate too, the first of a triumvirate of resorts on the Thanet headland. Dismissed as ‘the catflap at the end of the A28’ in a recent newspaper feature, the town has certainly known better days but today is singing a new psalm from the battered hymn book of regeneration.


  At the lifeboat station up on the hill, more hairy adventures in the HJ Wilson mould have been enjoyed or endured by the 12m Mersey Class (1991) lifeboat, Leonard Kent. Outside the station, a volunteer is leaning up against one of the doors dressed in cut-off Levi’s and a black vest brought back from a holiday in Mauritius, beneath the left sleeve of which is the tattoo of a luscious wriggling lady. The man kicks at a stone, misses, turns on his heels and walks inside. I follow him, remembering to pop a coin into the donations box.


  Trevor Lamb is second coxswain and, like every member of the crew apart from the coxswain, an unpaid volunteer. He is, however, the only one who actually earns a living at sea. The rest are a ragbag of bus drivers, engineers and removal people. Yesterday Trevor had been out rescuing a yacht 10 miles offshore. Today, so far, it’s been quiet.


  Each day Trevor takes his small trawler (virtually the only one still working daily from Margate) out to the territorial limit, seeking cod in winter and Dover sole in summer. And each year he gets squeezed a little more by quota restrictions. ‘If they left us alone, we’d make a living, but we’re down from working three-handed to two and although there’s more cod out there this year than I can ever remember, they still impose cod quotas on us.’


  Changes in global weather have brought about further complications. ‘Summer fish hang on longer and the cod season gets shorter. In the West Country they’ve got all kinds of exotic tropical fish turning up.’ Whatever Trevor catches, he sells at his wet-fish stall in the harbour and the shop he has in Market Place. Both are called Mannings and they’re run by his wife and mother-in-law.


  I am transported down to the harbour on the heady aroma of kelp. Below me, in the sand, a 40-ft heart has been drawn and inside it, the words ‘I LOVE YOU’. I believe it to be a message to someone specific, otherwise surely the author would have used the current texting generic ‘I LUV U’. The sea kisses its cheeks and then scurries back flatly to a sky now cleared of rain clouds. At the harbour I call in for cockles at Trevor’s stall, where his mother-in-law manages to transcend even her familial stereotype for frostiness.


  Adjacent is the handsome Georgian old customs house, Droit House, inside which the barometer has swung to ‘fine’ and the welcome is altogether warmer. Until the ambitious £11.5 million Turner Centre opens in 2007 on the stone jetty, Droit House is temporary home to both an exhibition on Turner’s life (1775–1851) and contemporary shows. The very young Ashley Penrose, who’s manning the desk today, claims preposterously that Margate was the biggest influence on Turner’s career. ‘He painted more works with the town as a backdrop than any other place. One hundred of his paintings, including thirty big canvasses, were executed in or around the town.’ I’m not sure if my jaw was hanging or whether I had a disbelieving smirk lurking but Ashley was unabashed, going on further to claim outrageously that Margate’s fiery skies and seascapes were probably what nudged Turner, and the world, towards Impressionism. I smile indulgently and move on, concluding that young Ashley is simply barking. Much later I read in John Ruskin’s Praeterita (1885–9), ‘I have only known too late … the absolutely literal truth of Turner’s saying, that the most beautiful skies in the world known to him were those of the Isle of Thanet.’


  In a second room I discover there are others touched by Ashley’s dementia. A video by contemporary artists, led by local girl Tracey Emin, similarly extols Turner’s pioneering work with light and points to the artist as embodying the crucial turning point when intensity and mood replaced literal representation as art’s holy grail. Emin is equally evangelical about Margate and its sunsets. Her own history is pretty much that of the resorts: she grew up here, was raped here and even tried to commit suicide from the harbour wall (very close to where the new Turner Centre will stand). Sandwiched historically between Turner and Emin, Sickert lived and lectured in Margate for four years and Van Gogh taught at the William Stokes school in nearby Ramsgate.


  Turner himself attended Thomas Coleman’s school in Love Lane and returned to the resort frequently as an adult, attracted as much by his widowed landlady, Sophia Booth, as he was by the memorable sunsets seen from her lodgings on Cold Harbour. Unlike Constable, who moth-balled the feudal landscape, Turner attempted to capture the elemental forces at work on land and at sea. In 1841, at the age of 66 (and still in love with Mrs Booth), he even had himself lashed to a mast on the steamship Ariel to enable him to experience a snowstorm at sea.


  Everyone prays that the new Turner Centre will be groundbreaking and staggering, the catalyst for regeneration that Margate urgently needs, the Big Idea that does for Kent what Tate St Ives has done for Cornwall. To withstand the sea its three floors, shaped like a sail, will be made of dam-construction concrete and clad in timber.


  The view of the bay through the window of Droit House today is very different from how Turner would remember it. In the 18th century, 80,000 arrived annually on paddle steamers from London; today the sweeping bay that once teemed with boats has just a handful of fishing boats canted in the mud. There is a cigarette burn from a recent fire in the cream Regency terracing; the sixties tower block Arlington Tower is hideous (however much Emin loves it); and the 1930s Dreamland amusement park now dreams only of the relief that death will bring.


  As I sit at a table and stare out of the window, I listen to interviews with locals recorded by contemporary artist Jo Roberts (‘A mass exploration of the Isle of Thanet’). Like ghosts, voices drift in and out of consciousness through the headphones. A town shopkeeper complains of a big shopping centre at Westwood stealing all her business; a disabled resident bemoans the lack of discipline in the able bodied; others seek a daily market or the resurrection of dilapidated buildings. All speak, like Tracey Emin, with a passion for the place, anger at the years of neglect and hope for a better future. One elderly voice, cracking with emotion, underscores her sense of belonging. ‘My home is a wonderful place. My house is safe and sound.’


  The tightly arched bay may be relatively quiet today but the dankness has gone and the sun is breaking through, drawing everyone out of their warrens to feed off Turner’s light. The fact that Margate is surrounded by water on three sides means that despite sitting on the east coast, residents can enjoy a west-facing sunset from the pier as they watch men prospecting for lugworms on the beach beneath their golden shower.


  Emin’s belief is that Margate, pre the Turner Centre, already has plenty of gems right under the nose. This is definitely the case of the Shell Grotto, which hides down a precipitous side street from KFC (above which Emin’s mum used to have a flat). The grotto was discovered by chance in 1835 by Mr James Newlove when he lowered his young son Joshua into a hole that had suddenly appeared while he was digging a duckpond in his garden. What the boy discovered, as I do today, is an underground maze lined with 2,000 sq ft of mosaic decorated with 4.6 million shells. Crawling on his belly, in the darkness, he must have taken some time to realise the extent and miracle of the discovery. Walking upright today with the panels bathed in natural and artificial light, I make out mosaics evoking Indian fertility symbols and Cretan corn goddesses.


  The grotto is a great enigma. The vaulted ceiling and altar suggest devotional practice rather than a mere secular folly, and a similar temple discovered in Sardinia has been dated back two millennia. Unfortunately English Heritage, when attempting carbon dating, concluded that the site ‘defied analysis’ (the carbon from Victorian gas lamps used when Newlove opened it as an attraction confused the dating process). Was the Shell Grotto built by Cretans or Romans? Was it, as some believe, merely a prototype Victorian folly or one of Dashwood’s Hell Fire Club orgy hangouts? The jury’s still out but one thing’s for sure: 2,000 sq ft of shell mosaic would need several decades and a formidable army of slaves to complete (and how come there’s no written record or local hand-me-down tales about the enormous chalk spill and the arrival of 4.6 million shells?).


  Back inside the grotto shop at ground level, I find the owner, Sarah Vickery, arranging shell jewellery and other gifts. Dressed in a black lacy top, black skirt and black shoes, with raven-black shoulder-length hair, Sarah has the stylish hallmarks of the transplanted London fashion journalist. Her family regularly holidayed in Margate when she was a young girl and the Shell Grotto was where she always liked to hang out. When she returned to the resort a couple of years ago, she found the grotto was for sale and made a spur-of-the-moment decision. She gave up her job, sold her one-bedroom flat in Blackheath for £140,000 and with the proceeds bought the grotto, two houses and the shop.


  Sarah, naturally, has inveigled her way into the local art scene (‘It’s very vibrant here’) and sits on various committees. Her current preoccupation, however, is neither with art nor with her own shell dreamland, but with the Dreamland down the road.


  ‘Jimmy Godden, who owns amusement parks up and down the coast, has been trying to get planning permission so he can close the park and sell it for development. We’ve managed to get the Scenic Railway – did you know it’s the oldest roller coaster in the country? – given a Grade II listing by English Heritage so at least that has to stay now whatever else happens.’


  A French amusement park group is currently interested in creating a new park, based around the Scenic Railway. ‘Their plan is to recreate the fantasy park that you thought existed in your childhood. We’re all for it. We don’t need more apartment blocks or car parks. What we do need is another Dreamland.’


  Down on the prom, alongside the ‘Dreamland’ sign, are the screaming words ‘Cash’ and ‘Bingo’ and that’s what owner Jimmy Godden is clearly more interested in than in fantasy. The site is probably worth around £5 million but if he gets planning permission he could get closer to £20 million by selling it off to a residential and business developer.


  The park has been at the heart of Margate tourism for 83 years but seems to have suffered a stroke. Half its rides aren’t operating. Even the oldest roller coaster in the country (the plans were brought over from Coney Island in 1920) is idle and its carved lions sleeping. I’m hugely disappointed. I’d been dying to ride it ever since seeing Lindsay Anderson’s 1953 short cult classic O Dreamland. If Anderson were to re-shoot the documentary today it would be simply depressing rather than powerfully bleak. The park, I’m told, only ever comes alive on summer weekends when the topless, down-heeled Cockney resort sparkles with lights that race each other along the seafront, through the screaming arcades and on to the rides.


  I move on to my base for the night, the Walpole Bay Hotel, where Tracey Emin stays when she’s in town. Inside the suitably battered and eccentric lobby there’s a trellis-gated lift installed in 1927, guest ledgers dating back to the same year and comfy sofas for browsing them on. The corridors are littered with Singer sewing machines, tasselled lamps, golliwogs, skittles and a Bakelite radio. Eventually I find my bedroom, which instead of central heating has an electric fire and a heated towel rail.


  I stare out of the window to the bowling green across the street where two old timers are slapping high-fives after one successfully knocks the other’s ball into the gutter. Rapt gulls applaud. The luminous gold of the shoreline drains to a sunless sea whose greyness is broken only by the early lights of a passing tanker. On the horizon clouds gather in pale mauve ruffles topped by a scarlet peacock feather that would not be out of place gracing the downstairs lobby. A sliver of new moon is rising. For some, the Thanet coast is all about donkey rides and amusement arcades; for others, it is art and shell grottos; but the real dreamland is down by the sea with the sun rising and setting, the ocean breathing, the gulls calling, and an ineffable light washing over the resort.


  The following morning I set off early to meet Margate’s more sophisticated sisters, Broadstairs and Ramsgate. In the backstreets of the latter, a senior citizens’ 50th anniversary Coronation party (part of the Jubilee celebrations) is in full swing and an MC in a Union Jack suit leads a chorus of ‘Ain’t She Sweet’ while swinging bunting expansively as if he were Morrissey. When the song ends, and false teeth return to the sandwich triangles and fairy cakes, the MC asks if anyone has any Coronation memories from half a century earlier. ‘The Queen of Tonga and the pouring rain,’ one large woman shouts. MC Union Jack smiles and announces ‘Jelly’s on its way.’


  Ramsgate has been slowly chugging upmarket in recent years, pedestrianising a street here, adding an alfresco café there. It has adopted a continental swagger and converted the generously endowed man-made harbour from a simple safe haven for fishing boats to a whacking great marina where yachts and cruisers gently buck, their jockeys all ensconced in seafront bars.


  Broadstairs, on the other hand, has always had an elevated sense of its station, preferring to market itself as Dickensville (he spent his summers here and called it ‘one of the freshest, freest watering places in the world’) rather than Mr Nouveau Gin-Palaceville. Down at the Pavilion an organist is playing a foxtrot while couples dance their way through the late afternoon, as they always have on holiday. Outside, on the terrace, those taking a break sit over halves of lager, staring out to a fishing boat returning to port with an ensign of gulls trailing behind.


  High above the crescent bay, I stop for a sundae in a Deco heaven with a 6ft ice-cream cone at its door and red lettering above it, spelling out ‘Morelli’s Cappuccino Bar and Ice Cream Parlour’. Sinking into one of the Lloyd Loom chairs, I study the row of illuminated sundaes. Just as you can become a connoisseur of wine, so too you can become a connoisseur of ice cream and, immodestly, I would like to declare myself to be one. The major constituent of a sundae, of course, is the vanilla ice cream, and the stuff here, made with double cream, sugar, eggs, milk and natural flavouring, is second to none. Mind you, it should be good – Morelli’s has been practising for seventy years.


  Marino Morelli tells me that the family concern has expanded to 25 parlours, a sandwich factory and a bakery in recent years. He is a typically dapper Italian but, bizarrely, speaks with a slight Scottish burr despite never having visited the country. ‘It’s the influence of my mother, who was born there,’ he explains.


  Three generations back, in 1907, Marino’s great-grandfather fled the grinding poverty of his Italian home near Monte Cassino and with five hundred others walked across Europe seeking a better life. En route they shared what they had, got what work they could, and eventually made their way to Dover before dispersing.


  ‘All the resorts at the time had ice-cream parlours and simple catering restaurants – usually fish and chips – run by Italians. Like all immigrants, the first generation cannot communicate well and try to protect their culture. As their children become less noticeable, differences vanish even more and there is less resentment on all sides.’


  Recently, according to Marino, illegal immigrants and asylum seekers (the two tend to merge in the newspapers) in Dover had apparently featured luridly in the local press. ‘The trouble is there are hundreds of immigrants wandering the streets waiting to be granted permission to stay or be sent home. It’s not a good system. Of course there’s resentment. They’re forced to wait months or years before they’re allowed to work and therefore have to be supported financially. That’s when you get the stories of them being given cars and flats.’ Flats become palaces, old bangers Aston Martins.


  Marino’s grandfather was interned on the Isle of Wight during World War II. He knows things can get whipped up quickly. He wipes a corner of the ice cream from the bowl and pushes the sundae across to me. ‘Our Italian community here is totally integrated, like the Greek Cypriots. There was also a large Jewish community here too but they’ve moved on.’


  Marino has an Albanian working behind the counter who’s embarking on his own English story. Rightly we give Great-Grandfather Morelli’s epic journey from Italy the respect it deserves and applaud his desire to provide a better life for his family. Curiously, however, it seems that epic journeys such as the one Hassan and Ali have made lead only to accusations that they are out to milk the system. Is the Morelli migration palatable to people today because it happened so long ago, or is it simply that some people find the Somalis more threatening because of their colour?


  At Dover I have my encounter with Hassan and Ali down on East Cliff and then stroll back to the ferry terminal, deep in thought. In the car park bikes are being taken off roof racks and car boots are being rearranged. Soon their owners will slip across the Channel as freely as they drove into Dover. Inside the ferry terminal building, people buy tickets and exchange money with the easy confidence that comes with belonging. I ask a policeman hovering at the door what happens to those who present themselves at port as asylum seekers. Apparently they’re given a provisional screening by immigration officers and are then either sent packing or passed on to Migrant Helpline. The policeman points me in the direction of the outfit’s HQ, a hundred yards away across the car park.


  Inside the swish new offices, a smartly dressed man of Middle Eastern appearance is sitting in a chair being questioned by a female immigration officer standing over him. The asylum seeker had appeared in the office, unaccompanied, an hour earlier, claiming he had come straight from the ferry. The officer clearly doesn’t buy it and asks why he isn’t in a more dishevelled state if he was a stowaway less than an hour ago. She then asks where he slept the night before and then tries to catch him out by asking how long he’s been in the country. I cannot understand for the life of me why it should matter whether he arrived an hour, a day or a week ago.


  I have inadvertently stumbled into the Kafkaesque web spun by Section 55 of the Immigration and Asylum Act introduced on 8 January 2003. In the past, those found wandering the M20 or M6, or those who declared themselves as asylum seekers at a seaport or airport, were all treated the same way and granted emergency support while their request for asylum was processed. Now, however, those seeking temporary accommodation and financial support who didn’t request asylum immediately at the point of arrival must convince authorities at a special National Asylum Support Service (NASS) interview that they applied ‘as soon as was reasonably practicable’.


  Until that interview, for which they may have to wait six months, Migrant Helpline can assist with temporary accommodation and financial support. If, however, they are unsuccessful at their hearing (and it’s estimated that 75 per cent are), they are made destitute despite still having a legal right to remain in the country while awaiting their full asylum interview. Their only option in such cases is stealing or begging as a means of support while they wait.


  Rather than fast-tracking the asylum procedure, the introduction of Section 55 has resulted in two queues instead of one. The number of homeless living on the streets in Dover has escalated, exacerbating local grievances. In Croydon, where all the cases are heard, charity soup kitchens such as Nightwatch have also seen a big increase in those seeking free meals.


  While Migrant Helpline was seeing forty people a day two years ago, today the number is down to fifteen and yet its hostels are still full to bursting, as around 66 per cent of those housed are awaiting NASS decisions (as are 97 per cent of those currently housed in Croydon). The net effect is that fewer new arrivals are likely to apply for asylum through legal channels. This might, of course, be exactly what the Government intends in its quest to massage figures and assuage racist voters. The UK receives around one per cent of the world refugee population and comes seventh in the European league of refugee placements and yet the anti-asylum hysteria in the British media would be laughable if it wasn’t so shameful.


  The Media Officer for Migrant Helpline, Julie Larner, tells me that four asylum seekers whose NASS applications for support have been successful are about to have their ‘Dispersal Briefing’ over the road before they are rehoused in Southampton to await their full asylum interviews. I ask if I might sit in on the session and am surprised to have my request granted.


  Julie sends me across to the Cliffe Court Hotel where the briefing is to take place in a small room overlooking the busy main road into the port. Gerry Bearman, who used to run a care home and has been delivering induction briefings for Migrant Helpline for two years now, leads me into the anonymous room. The four asylum seekers are already seated round a long melamine table, staring mutely into their futures. Four blue folders, bulging with forms and bureaucracy, lie in front of them. Borhan, the Arabic translator, who had fled from Iraq two years earlier, arrives and sits next to me. Abdul Raziq Adam Suliman from Chad, Youcef Marouf from Algeria, Abdelaziz Aliadam Ghandima and Ibrahim Adam, both from the Sudan, are praying they too will be granted permanent asylum soon.


  The briefing swings into action, Gerry providing information about tickets and emergency payments, appointment times and schedules, before pausing for Borhan’s translation. I find the information and instructions totally bewildering despite my low anxiety level and familiarity with the language. What I do keep catching every few sentences from Gerry, however, is warnings about racial harassment. At the end of the briefing, I bring the subject up. Gerry explains that harassment is almost certain. ‘Local feeling runs high. Often the hostels are in estate areas with high unemployment and poverty.’


  Through Borhan I ask the four men on the other side of the table whether Britain is considered a tolerant and welcoming society in their own country or one that is heavily racist. All four claim it has a good image. I then ask, in view of Gerry’s warnings, whether they are concerned about the kind of reception they might get in their new home. Youcef smiles. Borhan translates for him, providing a wonderfully idiomatic reply: ‘Small potatoes.’ I guess after enduring the persecution that goes with running a cinema showing western films in Algeria, anything we can throw at him will indeed be a breeze. His companions – a shepherd, a miner and a farmer – are similarly escaping terrorism, persecution, civil war and/or political harassment. I ask what their priorities are. All four say to get permission to stay and then to learn the language. I shake their hands, wish them well and emerge back into daylight.
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