
wild swimming walks  
leads you on 28 adventures into the 
beautiful countryside of southern 
England. discover swimming meadows 
along the Thames, secret coves of the 
sussex seashore and hidden islands of 
the Essex coast.

all the walking routes are accessible 
by train and each comes with ideas for 
places to visit and refreshments along 
the route. includes suggestions for 
longer weekends away as well.

ThE famous  
swimming ladiEs  
of london’s hampstead 
ponds share their favourite 
walks with a dip. leave the 
car at home this summer 
with 28 days out across 
southern and eastern England. 

featuring secret lakes, river 
meadows and sandy seaside 
beaches, Wild Swimming 
Walks is rich with stories, 
photos and natural history. 
Complete with detailed 
directions, maps and 
practical inspiration, this 
book is perfect for families, 
walkers and swimmers alike.

includes downloadable 
route information to print 
out, or take with you on 
your phone or tablet.

 
 

£14.999 781910 636015

The kenwood ladies’ Pond 
on hampstead heath has 
been a women’s swimming 
pond since 1926.  world 
famous for its history and 
idyllic setting, it has become 
a  magnet for london 
residents and visitors alike. 
margaret dickinson (editor) 
is a year-round wild swimmer, 
documentary film-maker and 
writer who campaigned to 
save swimming on the heath. 

if you like Wild Swimming 
Walks you might also like 
these other titles from 
WildThingsPublishing.com:
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INFORMATION

Distance: 9 miles.
time: 4.5 hours.
map: OS Landranger 179 
(Canterbury & E Kent); OS Explorer 
138 (Dover, Folkestone & Hythe). 
start point: Folkestone Central.
enD point: Dover Priory Station. 
public transport: Fast, 
expensive trains from St Pancras or 
slow and only slightly less expensive 
ones from Charing Cross and 
Victoria. The Dover trains go 
through Folkestone so a day return 
to Dover will cover your travel. 
swimming: In the English Channel 
around Folkestone and the Warren.
places of interest: Folkestone 
Leas gardens, harbour and warren; 
Battle of Britain Memorial at Capel 
le Ferne (10am to 4pm); acoustic 
mirror; Western Heights fort. 
refreshments: Pubs and cafes in 
Folkestone including The Mariner 
(tel 01303 254546) and The Ship 
Inn (tel 01303 251114) on the 
harbour. On route: Clifftop Café 
(CT18 7HP, tel 01303 255588), 
Capel-le-Ferne; The Lighthouse Inn 
(CT18 7HT, tel 01303 254080), on 
Old Dover Road, Capel-le-Ferne. 
weeKenD suggestion: 
Combine this walk with Walk 22, 
Dover to Deal, starting in Folkestone 
and staying in Dover. Alternatively, just 
spend a day either in Folkestone or 
Dover. Folkestone Warren camping 
(CT19 6NQ, tel 01303 255093).

T here are so many good swimming opportunities 
around Folkestone that walkers may be tempted to 
change their plans and linger all day. This would be a 
mistake because, after an exhilarating climb, the walk 

offers spectacular views along a stretch of coast that has a special 
place in the history and mythology of Britain. 

The nearby ports, including Folkestone and Dover, have always 
been the gateway to continental Europe and also the first line of 
defence in times of war. In good weather the coast of France, 21 
miles away, is clearly visible and at night it is possible to pick out the 
lights of cars on the coast road. The chalk cliffs provide a dramatic 
greeting or poignant farewell to those travelling by boat, while the 
whiteness of the cliffs gave England its poetic name of Albion. 

All along the route are reminders of this coast’s role in defence: 
near the beginning and end are fortifications from the Napoleonic 
Wars, the Martello Towers near Folkestone 3  and the Western 
Heights of Dover 7 , and in between are relics from the Second 
Word War and a Battle of Britain Memorial 4b . A distant past is 
represented by views of the 12th century Dover Castle just before 
the descent into Dover. 

Although the closeness to continental Europe could be 
dangerous in wartime, it brought wealth from trade and travel-
lers. With railways came regular ferry services and Dover and 
Folkestone between them cornered most of the trade. They used 
to compete, with boats from Dover heading for Calais and those 
from Folkestone for Boulogne. Trains ran onto the quays and from 
Dover a special service, the Night Ferry, took first-class passengers 
onto the boat actually in their carriages, avoiding the struggle from 

The day star ts with swims from shingle 
coves or a sandy beach and continues with 
an airy walk over towering cliff tops and 
past mysterious relics of war. 
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train to boat and boat to train. The journey used to 
take about eight hours, which makes the Eurostar 
feel like a magic carpet! 

The Channel Tunnel, opened in 1994, passes 
under the coast between Dover and Folkestone to 
reach its Folkestone terminal. Ferry services from 
Dover survived, but Folkestone’s gradually declined. 
The harbour railway closed in 1991 and a new 
hovercraft service, which replaced the ferry, finally 
closed in 2000, reputedly hit more by the end of 
duty-free shopping than by the tunnel. At the time 
of writing, the piers that carried the harbour railway 
remain a striking feature of Folkestone Harbour, but 
are scheduled for demolition − part of a redevelop-
ment plan which has been intensely controversial. 

The loss of the ferry followed the long decline 
of tourism and the town suffers from high unem-
ployment and associated deprivation. There are, 
however, few signs of this on our walk, which 
starts in an area of large villas and hotels to reach 
the beautifully restored Leas Gardens that spread 
down the side of sloping cliffs. The way to the 
Lower Gardens is through the storybook caves and 
grottos of the Zig-Zag Path, built by the council 
in the 1920s to create jobs for the unemployed of 
that era. The other way down is by the Leas Lift, 
a Victorian grade II listed funicular railway at the 
eastern end of the gardens. 

The first swimming opportunity is from 
Mermaid beach near Mill Point – it’s a long shingly 
strand where little artificial bays have recently been 
created. The second swim is on the other side of 
Folkestone Harbour at Sunny Sands, a lovely sandy 
beach where swimming is nearly always possible, 
an exception being during a very high tide if waves 
are hitting the promenade. There are convenient 
alcoves under the promenade which provide some 
privacy for changing. 

After Sunny Sands there are two options, both 
so good it may be hard to choose. One is to climb 
up to the cliff tops to join the North Downs Way, 
enjoy magnificent sea views and pass the Battle 
of Britain Memorial 4b . The other is to enter 
the Warren, a Site of Special Scientific Interest 
created by repeated landslides. The railway line 
to Dover runs through it and is protected from 
storm damage by massive concrete sea defences. 
All along the shore, a mixture of sand, shingle 
and rocks, there are possible places to swim 
in calm weather, but underwater boulders and 
metal objects are a hazard. The route rejoins 
the cliff top one by taking a very steep, long, 
winding path up through woods to emerge at 
the Clifftop Café some way after the Battle of 
Britain Memorial. 

The converged route continues along the cliffs 
past a strange structure, a great concave disc of 
concrete facing the ocean 5 . This is an acoustic 
mirror, a device used before radar to detect 
approaching aircraft, one of several built along 
the south coast before the Second World War. 

A little further on our route turns inland, but 
walkers reluctant to leave the sea could ignore our 
directions and continue on the well-signposted 
North Downs Way into Dover. We offer the 
inland route partly because it leads very directly 
from green hilltops down to Dover Priory station 
and partly because it provides good, close views 
of the Western Heights fortifications 7 , as well 
as interesting, if disturbing, glimpses of Dover 
Immigration Detention Centre situated in the 
Citadel. From the point where our route bears 
inland, the coastal path loses some of its charm 
because of the proximity of the A20, although 
from the point of view of traffic noise there may 
be little to choose between the two.
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4b  the cliff path anD 
battle of britain memorial 
Instead of turning right at the sports 
centre continue up Wear Bay Road 
towards a second Martello tower. 
Where the road bends slightly left, 
take a right turning straight on. At 
the tower the track turns right, but 
take a path straight on. Just before a 
bridge over a road the path divides 
and there are some waymarks. Keep 
straight on over the bridge and uphill. 
Near the top of a long climb there is 
T-junction where the path meets the 
North Downs Way (NDW). Turn 
right (unless you want to visit a pub, 
in which case turn left to The Valiant 
Sailor on the nearby B2011). The 
right branch of the NDW emerges 
on the cliff tops and after about half 
a mile passes the Battle of Britain 
Memorial. Shortly afterwards it drops 
steeply down and then up again to 
join a drive. Turn left on the drive 
and almost immediately the NDW 
continues on the right. Follow it to 
the Clifftop Café, where the cliff top 
and Warren routes join.
4.5 miles

5  the north Downs way 
Continue on the NDW parallel to 
the Old Dover Road. Pass The Light 
House Inn and follow the path as it 
turns away from the road and dips 
down a little to pass a chalet park 
on the left. (Nearby, on the road, 
there is another pub, The Royal 
Oak.) After the chalet park, pass a 
right turning signed to the Warren, 
but stay up on the NDW. Before a 
large white house the path forks 
and the NDW heads left, inland 
from the house, while a FP on the 
right follows the coast between the 
white house and cliff. Take either as 

and rejoin the Marine Parade route. 
Walk round the harbour under the 
old harbour railway (if it has not 
been demolished) and on past fish 
stalls, pubs and cafés to the end of 
the harbour, to arrive at Sunny 
Sands beach. This is the second 
opportunity to swim and, if  you 
choose to take the cliff top route 
afterwards, it will be the last. 
2 miles

3  from sunny sanDs  
On leaving the beach walk to the end 
of the promenade and up some 
steps. Veer right towards Harbour 
Church and take Wear Bay Road up 
the hill, passing a golf course and a 
white Martello tower on the right. Go 
on past a sports centre where there is 
a choice of route, down through the 
Warren or up to the cliffs. 
2.5 miles

4a  the warren 
Just after the sports centre take a 
path on the right along a hedge 
towards the sea. At the end of the 
hedge, turn right and almost at once 
take a signed FP left down through 
bushes into the Warren, along a 
beach and onto concrete sea 
defences, which provide a rough 
promenade parallel to the 
Folkestone-Dover railway line. After 
about a mile, the chalk rock face 
briefly rises to tower above the 
promenade and then drops down to 
an area of bushy undercliff. Soon a 
track turns off left, inland, and just 
afterwards a path heads inland to a 
high pedestrian bridge over the 
railway. Take this path over the 
bridge and follow it as it climbs 
steeply, with many flights of steps, to 
pop out by the Clifftop Café.

1  folKestone anD the leas 
Leave the station and turn right and 
right again onto Castle Hill Avenue. 
At a roundabout go anti-clockwise 
and take the second right to stay on 
Castle Hill Avenue. Look for signs for 
the Hedgehog Route, a walk around 
Folkestone, which coincides with our 
route to the sea front. Keep going 
past side turnings and across two 
major junctions and along the last bit 
of road, called Langhorne Gardens 
on the left and Clifton Gardens on 
the right. Emerge onto the green 
space of the Leas by a statue of 
William Harvey. Cross to Leas Cliff 
Hall and the promenade along the 
cliff edge. Turn right to walk down 
(or left if  you want to take the Leas 
Lift at a cost of £1 or 80p 
concession). Near the bandstand 
turn off onto the Zig-Zag Path to the 
Lower Leas Gardens and Mermaid 
beach, the first opportunity to swim. 
0.75 miles

2  lower leas anD  
the harbour 
Turn left and walk through the 
Lower Leas Gardens or along the 
front, passing the back of Leas Cliff 
Hall. Go on to where the path joins 
Lower Sandgate Road at the foot of 
the Leas Lift. Walk along Lower 
Sandgate Road towards an isolated 
terrace, Marine Crescent. Either 
pass in front of the terrace on 
Marine Parade, to go past the old 
ferry terminal and round by the 
harbour, or branch left behind 
Marine Crescent and continue to 
join the Road of Remembrance 
where it sweeps downhill from the 
left and Marine Terrace turns off 
right. Go straight on past the 
Harbour Fish Bar to the harbour 

they meet up after the house, 
where the NDW shares a route 
with a surfaced cycle track. Go 
down an incline to pass the acoustic 
mirror. Keep on the NDW when it 
diverges right from the cycle track. 
Soon afterwards it passes the 
remains of WWII defences and 
some large earthworks where 
young motorbikers sometimes 
noisily practise scrambling. After the 
mounds, pass a signed FP on the left 
and continue to a second FP on the 
left signed through a little gate, but 
hardly visible on the ground. This is 
where our route leaves the NDW 
but, if  you prefer, you could 
continue on the well-signed NDW 
into Dover. 
6 miles

6  the western heights 
Go through the little gate and aim for 
a similar gate on the far side of the 
field. The gate leads back onto the 

cycle track, now close to the A20 
dual carriageway. Turn right and 
follow the cycle track for about a 
quarter of a mile to take a turning left 
through a tunnel under the A20. 
After the tunnel, the road forks; take 
the right fork. Pass a dead-end 
turning on the right and keep 
following the concrete road as it 
curves left, then turns right to go 
along the edge of a valley, dwindling 
to a narrow track overhung with 
bushes. The track dips down a little 
to a three-way junction where one 
path turns left, one heads straight on 
and one goes slightly to the right, 
uphill. Take the last one slightly uphill, 
a path with few vestiges of hard 
surfacing. It soon joins a surfaced 
track where you could turn right but 
instead keep straight on. You are 
approaching the Western Heights, a 
huge fort from the time of Napoleon. 
Pass some ruined military installations. 
When the path forks, keep to the 

right-hand upper branch. Soon you 
can see the citadel of the fort, which 
now houses Dover Immigration 
Detention Centre. The first houses of 
Dover are visible below on the left. 
8 miles

7  into DoVer 
Continue on the path with the fort 
on the right. Keep up along the 
edge of the dramatic fortifications 
and deep dry ditches until you reach 
a road, the North Military Road. 
Just down to the left, take a signed 
FP to the left and follow it downhill. 
Near houses, take a turning to the 
right that leads past houses onto 
Clarendon Place, where you turn 
right and follow it down to the 
Folkestone Road (B2011). Turn 
right and the station is on the left 
down a flight of steps. 
9 miles

Margaret Dickinson, Ros Bayley.
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