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O
N an August morning in
!1992, Winfried Georg
Sebald — !known as W. G.
to the literary world and
Max to his friends — !set

out from his home in Norwich, England,
to travel more than 80 miles on foot to
the once-important towns and villages
around Suffolk County, in East Anglia, a
region of expansive wheat fields, green
wetlands and medieval ruins. Sebald —
who died in a car accident in 2001 !—
had lived in this pocket of England with
his wife, Ute, since 1970, after leaving
his homeland, Germany, as a young
man. 

Most of his tour would be along the
coast, and his ruminations about the
area would find their way into his hy-
brid novel, travelogue and memoir,
“The Rings of Saturn,” which was pub-
lished in English in 1998. In lyrical lan-
guage, Sebald, through an erudite, pen-
sive narrator — whom the reader can’t
help but identify with the author — re-
lates episodes from the lives of writer-
intellectuals like Joseph Conrad, Ed-
ward FitzGerald and Algernon Swin-
burne, and then connects them to the
global forces — a 1672 Anglo-Dutch sea
battle off the coast of Southwold, for in-
stance — that helped shape the history
of the remote locales that he visited.

Traveling there with “The Rings of
Saturn” !as a guide allows a visitor to
see this scenic, ancient region for what
it once was. Former bastions of com-
merce like Somerleyton Village and the
seaside resort of Southwold — which,
although pretty, might seem one-dimen-
sional upon first glance — !are sharp-
ened and made intriguing by Sebald’s
poetic descriptions of their ascensions
and declines. 

Today, visitors to East Anglia will find
beautiful, stark coastlines and cozy
pubs like the Lord Nelson in Southwold,
where, over battered line-caught cod,
you might be invited !— as I was — to
share a pint of the Adnams pale ale with
a local retiree out drinking with his
sons-in-law. Around the corner from the
pub is a favorite Sebald haunt, the Sail-
ors’ Reading Room, which faces the
ocean. Established in 1864 as a venue
for local sailors to receive religious in-
struction and gather away from the

pubs, it is now a maritime museum with
long tables and reading chairs. “It is
better than anywhere else for reading,
writing letters, following one’s thoughts,
or in the long winter months simply
looking out at the stormy sea as it
crashes on the promenade,” Sebald
wrote.

The Reading Room’s high-ceilinged
space is filled with nautical bric-a-brac:
photographs of bearded men smoking
pipes, with nicknames like Slooper,
Brushy and Jimbo; a notice from 1732
declaring the amount sea widows could
receive in pension; figureheads of fair
maidens; ship logbooks and models;
drawings and poems. Although they no
longer moor their vessels first, grizzled
old salts still drop by to chat or read.

You’ll also find a landscape best ex-
plored on foot — as Sebald did — or by
bike, which was my chosen transporta-
tion on an overcast afternoon last Au-
gust when I pedaled over the Bailey
Bridge in Southwold and continued on,
past forests, farms, fields and villages.
Their distance from urban civilization
could be tracked in the paved road,
which turned to dirt, and then!to pud-
dles, some as big as 10 feet in diameter. 

I was headed to the tiny coastal vil-
lage of Dunwich, which is now famous
for the dramatic nature of its decline:
the entire town, once a prosperous me-
dieval port, was destroyed by dreadful
storms in 1286 and in 1328. The
churches, “one after the other, toppled
down the steadily receding cliff-face
and sank into the depths along with the
earth and stone of which the town had
been built,” wrote Sebald of the calami-
tous meeting of coastal erosion and ex-
treme elements. Residents fought to

save the harbor during the first storm,
but lost it in the second. The sea has
since advanced at a rate of more than
three feet per year. A 78-year-old local
historian claims to have made some 650
scuba-diving trips in search of!the sub-
merged remains of the medieval
churches.

Today the village, population 70, is
made up of a small road that leads to a
pebble beach, the ruins of a Franciscan
monastery and the remains of a 12th-
century lepers’ hospital, behind the
still-standing St James’ Church. The
two-story Dunwich Museum catalogs
the town’s downfall, and Dunwich
Heath, a wild, purple-flowered conser-
vation area, is a fitting place to mull nat-
ural destruction while gazing at the
North Sea. “If you look out from the
cliff-top across the sea towards where
the town must once have been, you can
sense the immense power of empti-
ness,” Sebald wrote.

History, too, permeates Somerleyton
Hall, Sebald’s first stop on his trip, and a
much-sought-after party invitation for
members of the 19th-century leisure
classes, including Charles Dickens.
Back then, this Tudor-Jacobean man-
sion was the home of Sir Samuel Morton
Peto, a railway magnate. Now it is a pri-
vate residence, open to the public from
April through September. 

Morton Peto refurbished the old man-
or — which dates to the 13th century —
!with lavish new interiors and a grand
ballroom in 1843, after which Somerley-
ton Hall became a mainstay in the soci-
ety periodicals. He also built a laby-
rinthine hedge maze where the narrator
of “The Rings of Saturn” got so lost that
he had to draw lines in the sand to mark

which passageways were dead ends.
But it was the Hall’s archaic oddities

and waning splendor, its stuffed polar
bears and old croquet mallets that
charmed him immensely. It must have
been uninviting, Sebald wrote, “when
everything, from the cellar to the attic,
from the cutlery to the waterclosets,
was brand new, matching in every de-
tail, and in unremittingly good taste.
How fine the house seemed to me now
that it was imperceptibly nearing the
brink of dissolution and silent oblivion.”
Sebald was drawn to East Anglia by
these very anachronisms, by physical
evidence of the passage of time and the
steady drift toward irrelevance that be-
lied its past importance. 

It is challenging to write about rural
England without mentioning its many
castles. There is just one in “The Rings
of Saturn,” and it was chosen wisely.
Orford Castle, built in 1165, was Henry
II’s stronghold in East Anglia. It has
only been a tourist site since 1930, and
still feels like a dark and ominous Nor-
man castle, full of no-frills nooks that
were once tapestry-festooned rooms. A
theatrical audio guide tells of the then-
exorbitant castle construction costs,
1,413 pounds, and stokes the legend of a
hirsute merman caught in a local fisher-
man’s net and imprisoned in the castle
dungeon in the 12th century. 

Although the fenland around Orford
Castle seems harmless now, it was once
home to top-secret military experi-
ments. Starting around 1915, guns,
bombs, parachutes and radar were test-
ed on the barren environs of the 10-mile-
long promontory, Orford Ness. To
Sebald, the area resembled a “penal col-
ony in the Far East” with its strange pa-
goda-shaped laboratories and dilapidat-
ed huts. During the Cold War era, “in-
habitants of Orford could only speculate
about what went on at the Orford Ness
site, which, though perfectly visible
from the town, was effectively no easier
to reach than the Nevada desert or an
atoll in the South Seas.” 

The secrecy decreased after Eng-
land’s National Trust acquired the site
in 1993, a year after Sebald visited. Visi-
tors are allowed on certain days and
hours, though not in the former re-
search laboratories. Development of the
British atomic bomb took place here,
but it was still a shock to see an obsolete
nuclear bomb on the floor of the in-
formation center. 

On his walk through the East Anglian
countryside, Sebald found inspiration
for “The Rings of Saturn,” though parts
of the journey must have been difficult
for the German writer, who was trou-
bled by the brutality of history. In “The
Rings of Saturn,” the narrator describes
his discomfort at finding “traces of de-
struction, reaching far back into the
past, that were evident even in that re-
mote place.” 

But he !— and Sebald, too, one inev-
itably imagines !— could also recall mo-
ments when “the rays of the sun would
reach down to the earth, lighting up
patches here and there and making a
fan-shaped pattern as they descended,
the sort that used to appear in religious
pictures symbolizing the presence
above us of grace and providence.” Æ
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Rambling With W. G. Sebald in East Anglia

TOP Blythburgh, near Southwold, England. Like other coastal towns, it lost ground to surrounding waters. ABOVE,
CLOCKWISE FROM TOP LEFT Somerleyton Hall, a Southwold street, Orford Castle and Dunwich monastery ruins.
BELOW FROM LEFT Somerleyton Hall’s entry and work horses, and the Sailors’ Reading Room in Southwold.
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WHERE TO GO AND STAY
Somerleyton Hall & Gar-

dens (somerleyton.co.uk
/hallgardens) is open from
April through September.

Southwold Sailors’ Reading
Room (maritimeheritageeast
.org.uk/museums
/southwold-sailors-reading-
room) is open year-round. 

Orford Ness National Na-
ture Reserve (nationaltrust
.org.uk/orfordness) is open
from April through October.

The Crown (High Street,
Southwold; 44-15027-22275;
adnams.co.uk/stay-with-us
/the-crown), where Sebald
stayed, is a 14-room hotel with
an excellent restaurant.
Rooms start at 100 pounds, or
about $160 at $1.67 to the
pound.
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W. G. Sebald in 2001.
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