




pioneer human settlements, pinpricks
on this mostly empty shoreline.

Heading north through the sedate
seaside town of Felixstowe, we reach
the start of a 30-mile stretch of coast
in which the only townships of any
substance are Aldeburgh and
Southwold. Remote as it is, this coast
has long been eyed up by those who
were interested in things other than
beauty: Philip of Spain, Napoleon and
Hitler all prepared invasion schemes.
North of Felixstowe, coastal explorers
are joined by the first of a line of
defensive Martello towers, which
puncture the flatness of the beaches 
at regular intervals.

The first and last conquerors, and
the true settlers of Suffolk, were the
Saxon invaders. It was they who gave
their name to the county (‘the land 
of the south folk’).To these seaborne
warriors, the river estuaries were like

open doorways.They came, they
settled, and they turned this
inhospitable rim into a prosperous
kingdom of the sea.The Deben is the
first of the estuaries reached on the
journey northwards, and on its banks
the South Saxons left a stunning
reminder that this landscape is not as
unyielding as it might appear.The
original treasure of the Sutton Hoo
ship burial is now in the British
museum but a replica horde is on
display at the National Trust museum
at Sutton Hoo, marking the exact spot
of the ship’s burial.

Now stretches of this coast may well
be reverting to a pre-Saxon condition,
especially in winter.The new Suffolk
treasure trove is a living one.The bird-
life attracts enthusiasts from all over
Europe.As the fishing industry
declines, this stretch of coastline is
given over to birds.The great nature

reserves at Minsmere and Walberswick
have been joined by a more recent
addition, the once-secretive Orford
Ness.This shingle island was a top-
secret weapons testing and
experimental establishment during the
Second World War and the Cold War
but has now been given back to its
original inhabitants. Rare birds have
returned the compliment and become
plentiful, and it is the humans who
have become rare.This stretch of the
Suffolk coast has an almost post-
Apocalyptic feel. If present at all, the
human species tends to be lying low,
in birdwatching hides.The loneliness 
is only intensified by the huge bulk of
the Sizewell power station, a futuristic
pile that seems to operate of its own
accord. Human activity at the plant,
such as it is, remains invisible.

But nothing remains the same for
long hereabouts, and the lonely
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ABOVE The ‘scrapes’
at the RSPB’s flagship
reserve at Minsmere
were created to
attract rare birds.

R IGHT Southwold’s
lighthouse sits
virtually in the centre
of the seaside town.

ABOVE FAR R IGHT

The fishermen’s huts
on the beach by
Westwood Marshes
in Walberswick.
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the southern Cornish creeks.This
remains a place where exploration is
best done on foot or deck, a landscape
for walkers and sailors, not cars – a
four-miles-per-hour landscape.Those
on foot benefit from the ferries at
Bawdsey and Orford, while motorists
have to make the tedious detours
round the estuaries to reach the sea.

The mood is set from the start at 
the county’s southern tip, Landguard
Point.The Victorian fortress, rebuilt
from the Tudor original, has the
distinction of being the only one of
Britain’s numerous sea-forts to repel 
a full-blown invasion attempt, by the
Dutch in 1667. It looks south over the
Stour estuary on to one of Europe’s
business seaways. Ships servicing both
the passenger trade from Harwich and
the Felixstowe container terminal pass
through the mouth of the Stour
estuary.Yet both ports seem almost like



stretches are set off by small towns 
that are also part of the Suffolk 
treasure horde.

Aldeburgh has bookshops,
restaurants, festivals and smart hotels,
and a long association with the music
of Sir Benjamin Britten. His most
frequently performed opera, Peter
Grimes, brings alive the bustling
human society of Victorian Aldeburgh,
as well as the age-old and gruelling
battle against the sea waged by those
who earned their living from it.

The town of Southwold, with its
village greens and elegant 18th- and
19th-century townhouses, is a model
of Georgian neatness and elegance.
Yet it also smacks of something else
that flourishes on the Suffolk coast,
a vein of human eccentricity.Where
else in England, for instance, will you
find a fully-functioning lighthouse
planted right in the middle of a
residential street?

Perhaps this eccentricity has
something to do with the feat of

holding the sea back for so many
centuries, so that men have felt they
can do ten absurd things before
breakfast.The most famous case-in-
point is the celebrated ‘House in the
Clouds’, at Thorpeness, just north of
Aldeburgh.The name says it all. It is
an ordinary-enough-looking house,
with the singular oddity of being
perched 70 ft in the air.

The tradition of eccentricity remains
in good working order.The latest
addition is Southwold Pier, Britain’s
newest seaside pleasure pier, and the
only one to be built in the past half-
century. It was constructed by one
man, Chris Iredale, with a second-
hand crane and some help from his
family and friends. ‘Why did I do it?’
mused Mr Iredale, asked about his
almost superhuman exploit. ‘I suppose
it shows that you can co-exist with
the sea.’ Spoken like a true man of the
Suffolk coast. BB

LEFT The ‘House in the Clouds’, now a luxury
holiday home, towers over the countryside
surrounding Thorpeness.

BELOW Originally built as a landing stage for
steamships in 1900, Southwold Pier fell into
disuse and decay but was completely rebuilt
between 1999 and 2001.




