Absence

Where be they? Which way be they gone?
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Mythos and Logos
In many cultures, there are two ways of arriving at understanding. The Greeks called them mythos and logos. Both are
essential and neither is better than the other. They may contradict one another but we can learn to tolerate, even relish,
contradiction.
Logos (reason) was the scientific way of thinking that let us function effectively in the world and had to correspond
accurately to external reality. But it could not assuage grief or help us to find meaning in our lives.
For consolation and meaning, people turned to mythos: stories that didn’t pretend to historical accuracy. But these stories
could reveal deeper truths about a community of people and the place they lived in.
Any history of Stanton St Gabriel must make room for mythos and logos and this performance makes no distinction between
the two.

Incident
31st July 2009
“The Coastguard’s Initial Response Team was tasked to investigate ‘fierce’
cattle that had harassed a group of walkers using the coast path between
Westhay Farm and St Gabriel’s. No problems were found.”

Mythos
“The old coach road from Dorchester to Exeter used to run through the
village [of Stanton St Gabriel] but by 1824 traffic was using the new
turnpike road to the north through Chideock and Morcombelake.”
Linda Viner, Lost Villages, 2002

“The old coaching road used to run along the coast through Stanton St.
Gabriel and on towards Charmouth, and the village drew most of its
wealth from the passing traffic. When a new road was built, due to the old
route falling into the sea, it was one and a half miles further inland. The
population of Stanton St. Gabriel declined and the village died.”
Nigel Clarke, West Dorset and East Devon Walks, 2006

What do you notice first? Is it the rattle of coach wheels high on the hillside? Or a cloud of dust as the coach
rounds the corner at the near end of Langdon Wood?
Or is it the children? They have a sixth sense - and better hearing! See them stop, scan the skyline and then they’re
running in a scuffle of elbows, heels and shouts. Who can be first to get to the coach? Waving, racing alongside,
trying to glimpse… a judge or a glittering officer, a visiting bishop or the excise man, a powdered merchant or a
local gent? A rare lady in lace? Might they stop, wanting a new shoe for a horse? Perhaps a penny to be made?
Then the whole mad scramble, coach and dogs and children would hurtle round the last bend, down past the
chapel, scattering hens and ducks and straw and draw to a halt by the village green. Can you hear them? The
shouts still ring round the wooded valley and the womenfolk still come to their doors, lace in hand, to survey the
commotion. I can see them; hear them. Almost.

Logos
We make a mark. It’s what we do. Kilroy was here. Etching our names on a
tree. Registering a moment, a true love, a life, a whole existence, on the
landscape; on the land.
At other times, the marks we leave are the legacy of some more practical
intention: the course of a Roman road or aqueduct, the long or round barrow
of a burial mound, the ditch left by a hundred or a thousand ploughings.
At yet other times, the marks are ones we weave in the tapestry of our
imaginings. The landscape is etched with a mythical past.
The parish of Stanton St Gabriel (stretching from the edge of Charmouth in
the west to Golden Cap and from the sea almost to Morcombelake in the
north) is a fair sized one – though it shrinks a little each year as the sea
reclaims the land it once covered utterly. This thousand-acre parish is home
to several scattered farmsteads and through it once ran the Roman road to Exeter and the coach road from London.
In the whole parish there once lived some 27 families, spread between the farms and cottages.
Yet our idea of Old England is based on villages. A cluster of houses around a village green with a village pond
and a village pub, a village idiot and a village priest. For Stanton St Gabriel there is no evidence of any of this. The
hamlet at the foot of Golden Cap was probably never much more than it is now: the big manor house, the chapel
and little St Gabriel’s cottage. There may have been a tiny mill and a couple of wooden labourers’ cottages. We
know there was a magnificent barn and there must have been sheds and farm buildings.
But, in essence, this is it.

Still, the idea of village prevails. “In 1650 twenty-three families were living around the green”, says one local history
book which labels a picture of a cow pasture as “the green”.
The village is also close to the coast. Fishing happens on the coast. So this must have been a fishing village. The
AA’s guide to walks in the area tells us that the manor farm is, in fact a “row of thatched cottages… all that remains of the
fishing village of Stanton.”
This is how the myth grows. There is nowhere safe to pull up a boat and no record of fishing boats working here,
yet it has become a “fishing village”. And if there was a village, where has it gone? It must surely have been
abandoned. For the Dorset Coast Historic Environment Research Framework, it has become “the deserted village of
Stanton St Gabriel” and tourist websites list it as “a lost village”. It even features in a book called Lost Villages. So
what can have led to this “village” being “abandoned”? Perhaps it’s because that old coach road was re-routed…
The London-Exeter turnpike was indeed re-routed. It once followed the course of the old Roman Road over
Stonebarrow and was diverted a little to the north in the early 19th century. But neither road, old or new, ever ran
anywhere near the hamlet of Stanton St Gabriel. The book of West Dorset and East Devon Walks tells us of the
old road “falling into the sea” – even though the sea is half a mile to the south and no road has run that way in the
last thousand years.
So it is that a fishing village that never existed was abandoned by people who never lived there on account of the
diversion of a road that never ran through it. So we imagine our history. This is mythos.

All the same, there is much that was once here and now is not…

Gabriel’s Has Lost its Way
The sheepwash is dry; gabriel’s manor has lost its barn; gabriel’s farm is long gone;
No fishing boat sails from gabriel’s mouth; no brandy is carried up gabriel’s steps.
The gibbet is gone from gabriel’s gate; no-one lives at gabriel’s cottage
And no-one coppices gabriel’s wood;
Gabriel’s lane is now a stream and gabriel’s chapel is ruined.
A mile of land has been lost to the sea since burial mounds were dug on Golden Cap.
Old field maps suggest a tiny mill that is no longer here.

The sheds that once stored flax and hemp are gone.
The stone mason, the blacksmith and their lacemaking women are gone.
The chapel’s roof, rood beam and carved stone corbels are gone.
The packhorse lane, which shows on the map of 1809, is gone from the map of 1898.
With the passing of years, gabriel’s has lost its way.

“Of the tiny sanctuary four grey, ivycovered walls survive, together with a
porch, two arched doorways, and
certain windows. Within is a waste of
brambles and thistles. The oppressive
silence of the roofless aisle is broken by
the cawing of crows… just in front of
the altar is a wild rose bush in blossom.
It would seem as if the spirit of the last
bride who knelt upon the chancel steps
still lived in the blushing petals which
the sea wind scatters over the stones.”

Legend has it that Bertram
and his new bride were
caught in a storm at sea.
The ship’s captain let them
take the one small boat.
Bertram prayed to St.
Gabriel, promising to build
a shrine to him wherever
they landed. After two days
they were swept ashore at
Stanton. Bertram carried
his wife up the cliff, but she
died in his arms. He built
the chapel.

Frederick Treves, Highways &
Byways in Dorset, 1906

The Chapel
The history of this site revolves around the disintegration of a community: the ruined chapel marking its broken heart.

The chapel at one time had three altars, a piscina (a shallow basin for washing communion vessels) and an aumbry
(an alcove for storing chalices). It also had two corbels (stone brackets) carved into the rather serious-looking and
wide-eyed faces of a man and a woman (see back page). The walls were quite brightly painted.
“I paid a visit to the ruin of Stanton St Gabriel which stands on a broken knoll over the cart track to the farm about 20 yards
from the gate into the yard. The north and south walls and east gable were standing, also the south porch, but the west gable
had fallen. A few rafters still upheld red tiles mingled with ivy… The floor was covered with stone tiling – as it fell I
suppose… On the walls are many coats of coloured washes.” Rev. C.V. Goddard, 1891

Saint Gabriel
is the patron saint of
broadcasters, diplomats,
postal workers and
messengers.
Gabriel is one of the
three angels mentioned
by name in the Bible
and, in Christian
tradition, is the angel of
mercy.
It was Gabriel who
appeared to Mary to tell
her that she had been
chosen to give birth to
Jesus.
St. Gabriel of the Abundance

St. Gabriel by Simone Martini

In the Biblical verses which specifically refer to him, the Archangel Gabriel is likened to a mortal male. Gabriel is
usually portrayed as male, but sometimes also as androgynous or as a female. In many school nativity plays,
Gabriel is played by a girl.

The High Road and The Hollow Way
The packhorse track called Pettycrate
Lane once ran from Chideock to
Stanton St. Gabriel. It passed behind
the ruined chapel and continued on to
join Smugglers’ Path over the valley
at Westhay Farm.
It is cut so deep into the land,
between such high hedges, that the
Excise men would have had no
chance of seeing the smugglers who
used it.
Where the Romans took their roads
up high, along ridges and the brows
of hills, to avoid ambush, the
smugglers took the low path to avoid
detection.
And with their horses’ hooves
wrapped in canvas, the smugglers
could also go unheard.

WHERE DORSET MEETS DEVON
There is a path all the way along the cliffs from West Bay to Seatown. It is a fine bracing tramp, but if you
are game for more the real climb is yet to come. Giant Golden Cap looms ahead, six hundred feet high, and
you will lose the path before you get to the top. For the path is not so brave as you. Half way up the slope it
slinks inland and joins a lane which goes behind the Titan's back, between him and his neighbour Langdon
Hill…
But it is with the great fact of Golden Cap that I am concerned. Well, as I was saying, I lost the path. So I
scrambled straight upwards till I reached the top. There I rested and looked round. On either side the edge of
the land rose and fell, first the grey face of a cliff, then a green dip with a town in it, as is the fashion all
along this coast. Portland Island bounded my view on the east, Beer Head (I think) on the west. Inland I
seemed to be looking over half a county, where all the greens of the world were gathered for review. Just at
my feet lay St. Gabriel's farm, and near by, forlorn in the corner of a field, the shards of the old church.
It is a lonely parish, Stanton St. Gabriel. Its thousand acres hold but fifty souls. On its seaward edge, one
might be in a deserted land, alone with rabbits and crows. That is to say, as far as the sight of humanity goes.
Between Seatown and Charmouth I do not think that I saw a man. But there must be few places in England
where one is for long out of hearing of civilisation. Sometimes, when one is alone in a wide country, one
hears far off the voices of men, sometimes bells ringing, and always the distant barking of dogs. But these
sounds only intensify the sense of loneliness.
Francis Bickley, Where Dorset Meets Devon, 1911

