WHITE WONDER

There can be no doubting that the White Cliffs of Dover are one this country’s most spectacular natural features. They have been a sign of hope and freedom for centuries and millions of people wonder at them every year as they cross the Channel. Thousands more now enjoy their special appeal through the seasons by taking the clifftop paths and savouring the rare flora and fauna that can only be found across this chalk grassland. How many people give though to their origin however?

Between 65 and 80 million years ago the bottom of what is now the English Channel was a tropical ocean. The sediments of all the small lime shells from dead creatures fell to the bottom of the sea and were compressed by the weight of the water and further sediment above, turning them into rock. It is believed that 1cm of rock took 100,000 years to form and although the cliffs tower over 300 feet above the sea in places, they can actually extend a further 450 feet below the surface.
The cliffs that we know today were once part of a ridge that connected England with mainland Europe. The high ridge of chalk hills that we know as the North Downs continued into France where they are called the Boulonnais and formed the backbone of the link. During the last Ice Age about 26,000 years ago, sea levels dropped and a huge ocean became trapped to the north of these hills in an area that was to become the North Sea. As the ice melted and the waters rose again, they flowed over the hills and began to erode the soft chalk. Over thousands of years the erosion caused by the action of the waves and the ebbing and flowing of the tides caused the English Channel to form and then widen. At its narrowest point it is only about 20 miles wide and getting wider by about one inch (2.25 cm) per year.
The action of the sea is not the only cause of erosion. Chalk rock is porous and easily dissolved by rainwater. Rain falling on the tops of the cliffs soon finds natural fissures and gradually enlarges them. These fissures can be seen along the cliff tops and some are several metres wide and tens of metres deep.

Rainwater has however created an interesting feature along the cliffs. As the rainwater permeated down through the chalk over millions of years it dissolved silica minerals from within the chalk which was later deposited into pockets forming distinctive hard black flint. Flint naturally occurs in ‘horizons’ (horizontal lines) throughout the chalk and can clearly be seen in the cliff face.
A much more subtle form of erosion is going on continuously and once again water plays its part. Carbon Dioxide, which naturally occurs within the air we breathe, becomes dissolved within the rain forming a very mild Carbonic Acid. This very slightly but naturally occurring acid rain dissolves and erodes the face of the cliffs.
It is all this natural erosion which keeps the chalk cliffs white.
Visitors can enjoy the cliffs and find our more about them at the National Trust White Cliffs Visitor Centre, Upper Road, Dover.  For opening times and further details contact 01304 202756 or www.nationaltrust.org.uk
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