Margate’s been known
for many things over
the years; Tracey Emin,
amusement arcades,
Turner, fish & chips.
But thanks to one man’s
imagination and
innovation, it’s gained
newfound fame —
as the home of Britain’s
most exciting new
skincare brand.
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‘When the Tide is ebbed, many Persons go on the Sands, to collect
Pebbles, Shells, Sea-Weeds, &c. which, altho’ of no great Value,
are esteemed as Matters of Curiosity by those to whom such
Objects have not been familiar.’
— L. Davis and C. Reymers, The Beauties of England, 1764
‘Man is not above nature, but in nature.’
— Ernst Haeckel, The Evolution of Man, 1897

The first thing you notice when you step off the train from
London to Margate is the smell of seaweed. Not the clean
lines of the town’s Grade II-listed railway station, or the faint
screech of seagulls circling overhead — but the pungent,
nostril-flaring pong of sea vegetables. It’s a scent that,
depending on your inclination, strikes you as either noxiously
foul or saltily fresh; one that prompts nausea and nose-holding
in some, and an acute sense of nostalgia in others.
For Dom Bridges, founder of natural fragrance and
skincare brand Haeckels, it’s a scent worth bottling. He’s been
a Margate resident since 2011, when he moved there from
Willesden Green in London with his wife Jo. Bridges spent his
first year on the Kent coast volunteering as a beach warden,
making it his business to help keep the sands that are so
integral to the natural beauty of his new home clean.
But the next year, he — quite literally — made it his
business, turning some of the seaweed he’d collected on
the beach into a uniquely scented, skin-nourishing soap bar.
Once he’d collected feedback from the friends he’d gifted the
first batch to for Christmas, it soon grew from a DIY kitchen
experiment into a cornucopia of natural cosmetics, all free
from chemicals and packed full of seaweed’s skin-enhancing
properties. (The name is a tribute to 19th century German
botanist Ernst Haeckel, whose lovingly-detailed drawings of
seaweed formed part of Bridges’ inspiration). Today, Haeckels
of Margate is sold around the world — stocked by the likes of
Liberty and Selfridges in London, as well as shops in China,
Japan and the United States.
“The most effective natural remedy for a whole range of skin
conditions – from eczema to psoriasis – is seaweed, but not many
people know that,” Bridges says when we meet in the back room
of his Margate shop — a space that formerly served as the
brand’s first laboratory, but has recently been converted into
what looks like a luxury midcentury furniture showroom.
“As a child, I remember my mum would tell us that nasty
creatures lived among the seaweed, and that in order to get to
‘clean’ water, you’d have to make sure to swim past it. Sometimes
she’d justify going on holiday somewhere just to avoid it!”
It’s a memory that’s likely to resonate with many. Smelly,
slimy and murky green, there’s something about seaweed’s
primordial ugliness that makes it look more like sea monster
excrement than skin-saving salve. But, according to Bridges,
the cosmetic benefits of marine algae are myriad. “What people
don’t know when they’re on the beach, and exposing themselves to
the sun, is that there is a natural sunburn remedy right there in
front of them,” he says.
“Similar to aloe vera, seaweed is naturally antiinflammatory and helps supply your skin with all the essential
vitamins it needs to repair itself from sun damage.”
But soothing freshly-fried skin isn’t seaweed’s only party trick.
It’s also rich in fucoidan, a compound that helps hydrate skin

and prevent the formation of wrinkles. And it can even help
ease the appearance of blemishes and hyperpigmentation by
inhibiting tyrosinase, an enzyme responsible for producing
melanin in the skin.
If all of this sounds technical, that’s because it is. And it’s
also, incidentally, a world apart from Dom Bridges’ previous
career. As a director of TV commercials for big-name brands,
Bridges was accustomed to the ins and outs of an industry
known more for smoke and mirrors than rigorous science.
“I used to work for the devil!” he laughs, twiddling his
salt-and-pepper moustache. “An advertising agency would write
the script and then I would be hired to turn it into pictures. I was
literally the man with the megaphone saying, ‘Hold that drinks
can higher!’ or ‘Smile into the lights! Yes, more!’”
The tipping point came during a stint in Shanghai, when
he was hired to direct an advertisement promoting the launch
of a shower gel range from a bestselling men’s grooming brand.
“We got to the packshot, and all of a sudden one of the
Chinese crew walked onto set and started to siphon the product
out of the bottle,” Bridges explains. “I asked him what the hell
was he doing. He said, ‘We’re just going to put something else in
so that it foams better for the camera.’ And I just stood there
thinking ‘What?! So we’re not even filming the fucking product?!’”
“I left to get some air. And the first thing I saw was a two-storey
McDonald’s, filled with people eating burgers – and that visual,
for some reason, just stayed with me. That was the last straw.”
Jolted by the sight of the relentless consumerism he was
helping to prop up, Bridges went back to his hotel room, and
called his wife for consolation. “She thought I was having a
breakdown,” he says. “So she flew out to meet me in Beijing for
a few days to calm me down. Then she went back home, and soon
after I followed her. I haven’t shot a commercial since.”
I ask, one eyebrow ever so slightly raised, whether
Bridges hadn’t already been exposed to some of the
advertising industry’s shadier workings. But he assures me
that, while he’d seen his fair share of chicanery over the years,
the incident with the aggressively foaming ‘shower gel’ was
the straw that broke the camel’s back. He was no stranger
to brands taking artistic licence to present their product in
the best light. But this? It proved too grievous an abandonment
of standards for him to stomach.
Little surprise, then, that Bridges has made honest-to-goodness
grooming Haeckels’ raison d’être. Along with seaweed (which
he and his team continue to harvest themselves, from along
the southeastern coastline of England), all of the other
ingredients used in the range are sourced from within Kent’s
county boundaries — and most within a 20-mile radius of the
brand’s Margate laboratory. The rainwater used in Haeckels’
Cliftonville Rain candle, for example, was actually collected
there, and its bog myrtle incense (a hit, Bridges tells me, with
a well-known sheikh who discovered it at the brand’s Selfridges
counter by mistaking it for oud) is scented with leaves plucked
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just six miles down the road, at an abandoned hoverport near
Pegwell Bay.
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In the interest of full disclosure; not all Haeckels products
are 100 percent natural in the strictest sense. Poring over
ingredient labels while waiting for our meeting, I noticed
the odd product containing small amounts of sulphates and
preservatives. But, whatever your definition of ‘natural’
skincare, the range is still a world away from the synthetic
chemicals and unsubstantiated claims that cosmetics giants
use to peddle their wares.
“It’s complicated, keeping Haeckels as natural as possible.
But it’s the only way to give it real personality,” says Bridges
— who, since starting the company, has uncovered some
unpleasant truths behind how brands he’d previously admired
actually manufacture their products. “So many other supposedly
‘natural’ brands all use the same synthetic ingredients, and the
only thing that really separates them is their packaging.”
Haeckels’ packaging, however, isn’t a facade used to gloss
over a generic ingredients list, but a beautifully designed
invitation to discover its locally sourced components. Literally.
Check the packaging of a Haeckels fragrance or candle, for
example, and you’ll notice a set of GPS coordinates that —
should you choose to follow them — will take you directly
to the spot where that product’s key ingredient was picked.
“Sure, you want people to smell the scents,” says Bridges.
“But it’s even better if they can go and visit them.”
Whilst this goes for most of the brand’s products,
there’s one (a candle, produced exclusively for Selfridges)
whose fragrant element Bridges advises against tracking
down. Named after the street on which the entrance to the
department store’s food hall is located, the source of its scent
proved elusive — even for him.
“They wanted us to create a bespoke candle,” he says.
“But the only scent I could find near Selfridges — other than,
you know, car fumes — was from a solitary sycamore tree standing
on Orchard Street. So at about 4am one morning, I climbed
halfway up a ladder and carefully removed enough foliage. Then,
with the help of my mate Jamie, I was able to make a quick escape
before the rozzers arrived!”
It is, by any standards, a great story; the kind of story
cosmetics heavyweights like Estée Lauder or Unilever couldn’t
make up even if they wanted to. It’s also not the only hairraising story Bridges has to tell about making his products —
all of which he tests not on animals, but on himself. “It sounds
comical, but I really do test my products on myself,” he explains,
rooting through a nearby cupboard, presumably still searching
for a sample of that infamous Selfridges candle. “We use a lab
in Oxford, which runs the full safety assessments and stability
tests. But prior to that I’ll just use a product myself. Then I’ll give
it to some of the team to try out, and finally I’ll give it to my wife
to see what she thinks.”

But has this self-testing approach led to any sticky
situations, I wonder? “Oh, yeah. I was convinced I’d lost the sight
in my left eye once,” he laughs. “And then there was the time I
was sat here with Alex [Verier, Bridges’ right-hand man]. We had
a load of applewood that we’d soaked in a distillation of apple-leaf
oil, and we were desperately trying to get it to dry faster so that we
could replenish product.
“We were working away on our laptops, just a few feet away,
and at one point we realised we hadn’t said anything to each other
for a couple of hours. And that we were starting to feel faint. And,
well, if we’d sat there for another couple of hours…” He shrugs.
Such close calls aren’t enough to put Bridges off his DIY
approach to product development, though. In fact, he’s been
spending a lot of time in the lab lately, painstakingly perfecting
the formulations for a range of 28 skin and bodycare products
that will, he says, broaden the Haeckels offering to better
target specific skin concerns such as acne, UV protection and
pigment correction. There’s also a toothpaste, mouthwash, and
an all-natural deodorant — something Bridges has been trying
to crack for years.
He’s also working on new packaging for the range,
prompted in part by customer feedback which suggested that
some of the brand’s current bottles — crafted from recycled
glass, and entirely plastic-free — are too unwieldy to use.
(So much for conscious consumerism.)
True to his ethos, however, Bridges’ solution will be to
give the customer what they want, but in its most sustainable
form; that is, a more user-friendly dispenser made from
biodegradable plastic.
Maintaining his commitment to sustainability, whilst at
the same time growing his business, isn’t something Bridges
takes lightly. This is a man who, in his own way, lives off the
land. Unlike some of his competitors, who are all greenwashing
and virtue signalling, his dedication to minimising his impact
on the planet isn’t tokenistic; it’s integral to the success of his
business. Haeckels is, after all, not just made in Margate, but
made ‘of’ it.
Speaking of success; Haeckels is growing, and fast.
What started as one man’s at-home experiment has grown into
a company of over 10 employees, operating across several sites.
As well as staff to help harvest and distill ingredients, Bridges
has recently welcomed a photographer and a developer to the
ranks. While I take one last leisurely browse around the shop
— a masterfully curated mix of amber bottles, plants, curios
and photographs of Margate — Bridges excitedly tells me about
his latest hire; a social media expert who formerly served as
a high-ranking employee at Primark, but is keen to return
home, to — where else? — Margate.
“That’s what Haeckels was always supposed to do.” Bridges
says. “It was supposed to make you want to get on a train to
Margate. Because there’s something here that you can’t find
anywhere else.”

