

[image: Images]




Atlas Obscura

An Explorer’s Guide To The World’s Hidden Wonders

[image: Images]

Joshua Foer, Dylan Thuras & Ella Morton

WORKMAN PUBLISHING 	• NEW YORK




An Important Note to Readers

Though the publisher and authors have taken reasonable steps to ensure the accuracy and timeliness of the information contained in the book, readers are strongly encouraged to confirm details before making any travel plans. Location and direction information may change; GPS coordinates are approximations and should be treated as such. If you discover any out-of-date or incorrect information in the book, please let us know via book@atlasobscura.com.

Atlas Obscura was written in the spirit of adventure, and readers are cautioned to travel at their own risk and to obey all local laws. Some of the places described in this book are not open to the public and are not meant to be visited without appropriate permissions. Neither the authors nor the publisher shall be liable or responsible for any loss, injury, or damage allegedly arising from any information or suggestions contained in this book.




The beginning of our happiness lies in the understanding that life without wonder is not worth living.

—Abraham Joshua Heschel
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More than 350 feet below the surface, rowboats bob on a lake inside Romania’s Turda Salt Mine. Now an underground amusement park, the mine produced table salt continuously from the 11th century until the 1930s. Page 88.




introduction

When we launched Atlas Obscura in 2009, our goal was to create a catalog of all the places, people, and things that inspire our sense of wonder. One of us had recently spent two months driving all over the United States searching out tiny museums and eccentric outsider art projects. The other was about to set off for a year of travels in Eastern Europe. We wanted a way of finding the curious, out-of-the-way places that don’t often make it into traditional guidebooks—the kinds of destinations that expand our sense of what is possible, but which we would never be able to find without a tip from someone in the know. Over the years, thousands of people from all over the world have joined us in this collaborative project by contributing entries to the Atlas. This book represents just a tiny fraction of what our community has unearthed. Every one of you out there who added a place to the Atlas, made an edit, or sent in a photo: You are all our co­authors. Thank you.

This revised second edition has been updated to include over 100 incredible new places that members of our community have shared with us since the first edition of this book was published in 2016. We’ve also added a foldout map depicting our idea of the world’s most amazing (and longest) road trip. Though Atlas Obscura may have the trappings of a travel guide, it is in truth something else. The site, and this book, are a kind of wunderkammer of places, a cabinet of curiosities that is meant to inspire wonderlust as much as wanderlust. In fact, many of the places in this book are in no way “tourist sites” and should not be treated as such. Others are so out of the way, so treacherously situated, or (in at least one case) so deep beneath the surface, that few readers will ever be able to visit them. But here they are, sharing this marvelously strange planet with us.

This book would never exist without the incomparable and indefatigable Ella Morton, or our ace project manager, Marc Haeringer, who guided this book from beginning to end. Though we have tried to check the accuracy of every fact in these pages, please don’t book any plane tickets without first doing your own independent research. Or do! Just be ready for an adventure.

We often ask ourselves just how large a truly comprehensive compendium of the world’s wonders and curiosities could ultimately be. The economics of printing and the dimensions of the page set limits on what could be included in this book. But even our website, which faces no such constraints, can never be complete. There is an Atlas Obscura yet to be written that is as comprehensive as the world itself, for wonder can be found wherever we are open to searching for it.

Joshua Foer and Dylan Thuras
cofounders of Atlas Obscura
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England

The Silver Swan

Newgate, Durham
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This uncannily lifelike musical automaton mimics a full-size swan floating on a pond of spun-glass rods. Created in the 1770s, it uses three clockwork mechanisms to perform a 40-second routine set to calming bell-like music. When wound, the swan moves its neck from side to side to preen its feathers before dipping its beak into the pond and snatching up a tiny fish.

First displayed in British jeweler James Cox’s Mechanical Museum, the swan was purchased by collector John Bowes in 1872 and is now housed in the Bowes Museum—a French chateau in the north of England.

Bowes Museum, Newgate. A museum curator demonstrates the swan at 2 p.m. daily. The Bowes Museum is 17 miles (27.4 km) from Darlington railway station, which is a 2.5-hour train trip from London. Buses run from the station to the museum. N 54.542142 W 1.915462   [image: Images]

[image: Images]  Walking, Eating, Moving Machines

Automatons—mechanical figures that move in an eerily lifelike manner—have existed for centuries, but their heyday was during the 18th and 19th centuries.
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The Turk had a human microcontroller.



The Turk, built in 1770, was one of the most impressive: It consisted of a mechanical man in a turban who played chess against anyone willing to take him on. The machine toured the world, battling opponents like Napoleon Bonaparte and Benjamin Franklin. During the early 19th century, the Turk’s apparent intelligence and skill dazzled audiences and frustrated skeptics, who suspected a trick.

In the end, eagle-eyed observers, including Edgar Allan Poe, who encountered the Turk in Virginia in 1835, discovered the secret: a hidden human. The cabinet beneath the chess board held a squashed chess master who made every move by candlelight, pulling levers to operate the Turk’s arm and keeping track of the moves on his or her own board. The Turk was nothing but an elaborate hoax.

While the Turk was frustrating its opponents, genuine automatons delighted onlookers with their realistic movements. The Digesting Duck, the 1739 creation of Jacques de Vaucanson, flapped its wings, moved its head, ate grains, and shortly afterward defecated. The digestion process was not authentic—the duck’s backside housed a reservoir of droppings that would fall in response to the amount of grains being “eaten”—but it was the first step toward what de Vaucanson hoped would eventually be a genuine eating machine.

Pierre Jaquet-Droz and his two sons spent six years starting in 1768 crafting The Musician, The Draftsman, and The Writer, a trio of dolls now housed in Switzerland’s Museum of Art and History. The female musician plays an organ, her chest rising and falling to mimic breathing and her body moving in the manner of an impassioned pianist. The draftsman and writer are dressed identically in lacy shirts, gold satin breeches, and red velvet robes, and each sits at a desk. While the draftsman draws one of four programmed images, including portraits of Louis XV and a dog, the writer dips a goose feather in ink and can write custom text of up to 40 characters.

Steam Men were all the rage in the late 1800s, beginning with 22-year-old New Jersey resident Zadoc Dederick’s 1868 model: a 7-foot-9-inch (236 cm) man in a top hat who pulled a carriage. His bulky torso housed a boiler that generated enough power to propel him forward, one footstep at a time.

Canadian George Moore’s 1893 version, unattached to a carriage, measured 6 feet (2 m) tall and resembled a medieval knight. An exhaust pipe emerged from his nostril, making him appear to have steamy breath whenever he walked. His movement was limited by one crucial factor: Since he was attached to a horizontal stabilizing arm, he could only walk in circles.

Tipu’s Tiger, a tidy representation of the enmity between the residents of India and their 18th-century British colonizers, is an Indian-made, crank-operated toy located in the Victoria & Albert Museum. It depicts a tiger mauling a helpless British officer. Turning the handle makes the man’s left hand rise weakly in an attempt to shield his face from the attack. As the hand moves up and down, air rushes through two pairs of bellows. The resulting sounds—beastly growls and the cries of a man in his death throes—leave no ambiguity as to who wins the tussle.
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Tipu’s Tiger, immortalized mid-meal.



The Poison Garden

Alnwick, Northumberland

To enter the poison garden of Alnwick, you must first fetch a guide to unlock the black iron gates, which are decorated with a white skull and crossbones and a worrying message: “These plants can kill.”

Inspired by the poison gardens in 16th-century Padua where the Medicis plotted the frothing ends of their royal enemies, the Duchess of Northumberland created this garden in 2005, dedicating it entirely to poisonous or narcotic flora.

The duchess, Jane Percy, is an unlikely patron. In 1995, her husband unexpectedly became the twelfth Duke of Northumberland following his brother’s death, and Alnwick Castle fell into their family’s care. Roaming the elaborate gardens, the newly minted duchess decided to transform an overgrown, neglected section into something that was at once both traditional and dangerous. The poison garden now sits nestled among 14 acres of greenery dotted with water sculptures, a cherry orchard, a bamboo labyrinth, and an enormous tree house.

This carefully curated garden contains about 100 plants that have the power to stimulate, intoxicate, sicken, or kill. Guides detail their dangerous properties while enforcing the strict “No touching; no smelling” rules. Poppies, cannabis, hallucinogenic mushrooms, and deadly strychnine are among the innocent-looking greenery. Because of the danger posed by the flora (some can kill or sicken just through touch), some plants are caged, and the garden is secured under a 24-hour security watch.

Denwick Lane, Alnwick. The garden is open from March to October. N 55.414098 W 1.700515
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Strychnos nux-vomica contains strychnine, which can cause severe nausea, frothing at the mouth, body spasms, and death.
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Connie macalatum, better known as hemlock, was the poisonous plant used to bring down Socrates.
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If ingested, lily of the valley may cause abdominal pain, vomiting, slowing of the heart, and blurred vision.
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Psilocybin mushrooms can induce euphoria, an altered sense of time, and trippy visuals.



The Chained Books of Hereford Cathedral

Hereford, Herefordshire

[image: Images]

This cathedral contains two medieval marvels: a chained library of rare books and one of the earliest maps of the world.

In the Middle Ages, before the availability of the printing press, volumes on law and religion were quite rare and valuable. To protect against theft, the books at Hereford Cathedral were chained to desks, pulpits, and study tables.

The chained library was created in 1611 when a collection of hand-transcribed, hand-bound books was moved into the Lady Chapel. Most of the volumes in the collection are acquisitions dating back to the 1100s, although the oldest book in the collection, the Hereford Gospels, dates to about the year 800.

The medieval world map stored at Hereford Cathedral depicts three continents: Europe, Asia, and Africa. On the as-yet-unexplored periphery of these lands roam fire-breathing dragons, dog-faced men, people who survive on only the scent of apples, and the Monocoli, a race of mythical beings who take shade under their giant feet when the sun becomes too bright.

The 5 × 4.5-foot map (1.5 × 1.4 m), created around 1300, is part geography, part history, and part religious teaching aid. A lack of confirmed information on Asian and African geography presented no obstacle for the mapmaker, who used hearsay, mythology, and imagination to fill in the gaps—which explains the four-eyed Ethiopians.

5 College Cloisters, Cathedral Close, Hereford. The cathedral is a 3.5-hour train trip from London and a 15-minute walk from Hereford railway station. N 52.053613 W 2.714945

Also in Northern England

Steetley Magnesite

Hartlepool · This derelict chemical plant on the North Sea is a photogenic industrial ruin.

Beverley Sanctuary Stones

Beverley · A haven for criminals of all stripes, these stones mark a sacred area where the medieval church provided asylum to thieves and brigands.

Mechanical Clock at Salisbury Cathedral

Salisbury, Wiltshire

The mechanical clock at Salisbury Cathedral is old, but just how old is the subject of ongoing debate. The exact date is a matter of importance, for if it was built in 1386, as many horologists believe, it is the oldest working clock in the world.

The faceless clock introduced Salisbury to the new concept of standardized hours, which would replace the season-based increments of the sundial era. It chimed hourly, reminding townspeople to attend church services, and provided a reliable structure for each day.

In 1928, following its rediscovery in the cathedral tower, the clock was disassembled and restored. Although it no longer chimes, today the clock functions in much the same way as it did more than 600 years ago, striking away the hours in the north aisle of the nave.

Salisbury Cathedral, 33 The Close, Salisbury. Trains from London (Waterloo) take 90 minutes. The cathedral is a 10-minute walk from Salisbury station. N 51.064933 W 1.797677
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Salisbury’s 600-year-old timepiece may be the oldest working clock in the world.
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George Merryweather’s carousel of weather-predicting leeches was more charming than accurate.



The Tempest Prognosticator

Okehampton, Devon

Surgeon George Merryweather had a passion for leeches. According to Merryweather, the creepy worms possessed humanlike instincts, experienced the hollow ache of loneliness, and were capable of forecasting weather. All this gave him an idea for a machine that he believed could transform meteorology.

In 1851, Merryweather unveiled his “tempest prognosticator” at the Great Exhibition in London. Having witnessed the agitation of freshwater leeches during the lead-up to a heavy storm, the doctor concluded he could build a leech-powered weather forecasting device. The contraption resembled a miniature merry-go-round, but in place of the usual ponies were a dozen glass bottles, each containing a single leech. Should a storm approach, the creatures would make their way to the top of the glass, triggering a wire connected to a central bell.

Though certainly novel, Merryweather’s invention did not catch on. His vision of the British government deploying tempest prognosticators nationwide remained mere fantasy, but his invention lives on in the form of a reconstructed version prominently displayed in the Barometer World Exhibition museum in Devon. (Another can be found in the Whitby Museum in North Yorkshire.)

Quicksilver Barn, Merton, Okehampton. The museum is open by appointment. N 50.891854 W 4.095316

Also in Southwest England

The World’s Largest Greenhouse

St Austell · Huge inflated domes at the Eden Project contain artificial biomes with over one million types of plants.

Lost Gardens of Heligan

St Austell · A 400-year-old garden with fantastical sculptures that has been restored to beauty after years of neglect.

The Museum of Witchcraft and Magic

Boscastle · The world’s largest collection of occult- and witchcraft-related artifacts includes dried cats.

The House That Moved

Exeter · A 21-ton Tudor home built in the 1500s and moved 230 feet (70 m) down the street on thick iron rails in 1961 to make way for a new road.

The Cheddar Man and Cannibals Museum

Cheddar · A museum about life, death, and cannibalism in prehistoric Britain.

Witley Underwater Ballroom

Godalming
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The 9,000-acre Victorian estate of James Whitaker Wright was extravagant in every way. With the fortune he made from years of financial fraud, Wright built a 32-room mansion set on lavishly landscaped grounds that included three artificial lakes. Hidden underneath one of the lakes is his most spectacular creation of all: the underwater ballroom.

Built just below the surface of the water, this glorious submerged room has a domed, glass-paneled aquarium roof crowned with an epic statue that rises above the lake as if it’s floating on the water. Called a “ballroom” due to its round shape and overall grandeur, the room was actually a smoking room where Wright would entertain his lucky guests. It was splendid, and like everything else on Wright’s estate, it was ultimately doomed.

Wright built his palatial home with the money he made from swindling investors out of millions of dollars. In 1904, he was caught, convicted of fraud, and sentenced to seven years in prison. But Wright would never serve time. In a court anteroom, he took his own life by swallowing a cyanide pill immediately after the sentencing. After his death, the estate was purchased by Irish shipbuilder William Pirrie (of SS Titanic fame). The mansion was destroyed in a fire in 1952, but the now ancient-looking ballroom is still there, algae-covered and rusting away beneath the lake.

Witley Park is a private property, and while permission is occasionally granted to view the ballroom, it isn’t open to the public. N 51.147834 W 0.683197
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A statue of Neptune floats atop this subterranean smoking room.



No Man’s Land Luxury Sea Fort

Gosport, Hampshire

On maps, it registers as a tiny, nameless speck in the Solent strait between mainland England and the Isle of Wight, but No Man’s Land Fort has a dramatic history that belies its cartographic insignificance.

Built in the late 1800s to protect the English coast against a French invasion that never happened, No Man’s Land could accommodate 80 soldiers and 49 cannons.

The 200-foot-wide (61 m) fort sat idle for decades, and the Ministry of Defense decommissioned No Man’s Land in the 1950s. When the government tried to sell it in 1963, no buyers came forward. In the 1990s, the abandoned fort was transformed into a luxury hotel, complete with two helipads, 21 bedrooms, a roof garden, and restaurants. The submerged center was glassed in as an atrium for the heated pool. Despite its creature comforts and promise of privacy, the hotel never took off.
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Now available for laser-themed birthdays.



In 2004, developer Harmesh Pooni bought No Man’s Land for £6 million (about $9 million at the time) with the intention of renting it out for special occasions. Unfortunately, contaminated water in the hotel pool caused an outbreak of Legionnaires’ disease. Faced with financial ruin and the possibility of losing the island, Pooni took an extreme approach: He covered the helipads with upturned tables, grabbed his keys, and barricaded himself inside the fortress. After a protracted standoff, he was finally evicted in early 2009.

No Man’s Land sold for the bargain price of £910,000 (around $1.36 million) in March 2009 to Gibraltar-based Swanmore Estates Ltd. The fort has since been transformed into a venue for weddings and corporate retreats. Standout features include a sauna, a cabaret club, and a laser tag arena located in the former gunpowder storage area.

The Solent is 1.4 miles (2.3 km) north of the Isle of Wight. N 50.739546 W 1.094995
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Before radar, huge concrete “ears” were built to listen for incoming enemy aircraft.



Greatstone Sound Mirrors

Greatstone, Kent

As part of its national defense strategy after World War I, Britain built three massive concrete acoustic mirrors on the southeast coast of England to detect the sound of distant airplane engines in the sky. Working much like giant ears, the trio of reflectors could provide a 15-minute warning of an air invasion by magnifying the sound waves over the English Channel and directing them at microphones. An operator sitting in a nearby booth listened to the transmitted signal through headphones that resembled a stethoscope.

The Greatstone site features three different reflectors, including a 200-foot-long (61 m) curved wall, a 30-foot-tall (9 m) parabolic dish, and a 20-foot-tall (6 m) shallow dish.

Dungeness National Nature Reserve, off Dungeness Road, Romney Marsh. N 50.956111 E 0.953889

Also in Southeast England

The Little Chapel

Guernsey · One of the smallest chapels in the world, intricately decorated with stones, pebbles, broken china, and glass.

The Margate Shell Grotto

Margate · Discovered in 1835, this mysterious subterranean passageway of unknown age is covered with mystical designs made entirely from seashells.

Maunsell Army Sea Forts

Thames Estuary, off the east coast of England

Rising from the water like robotic sentinels on stilts, the Maunsell Army Sea Forts in the Thames Estuary east of London are rusting reminders of World War II’s darkest days. Part of the Thames Estuary defense network, the anti-aircraft tower-forts were constructed in 1942 to deter German air raids. Each of the three original forts consisted of a cluster of seven buildings on stilts surrounding a central command tower. Two remain: the Red Sands Fort and the Shivering Sands Fort.

After their wartime career the forts were decommissioned. In the 1960s, pirate-radio broadcasters moved in and established unauthorized stations in the remaining forts. In 1966, Reginald Calvert, manager of the Radio City pirate station, died in a fight with rival Radio Caroline station owner Oliver Smedley. The next year, the British government passed legislation making offshore broadcasting illegal, driving out the pirates and leaving the forts abandoned.

Attempting to enter the decaying forts is not advised. They can be seen by boat or, on a clear day, from Shoeburyness East Beach. N 51.361047 E 1.024256
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An overhead plan of the forts, which were once connected by bridges.

Attention, H. G. Wells: Your rusty invaders have arrived.
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A millennium-long piece of music composed for Tibetan singing bowls will be playing at Trinity Buoy Wharf through 2999.



Longplayer

London

If you miss hearing Longplayer on your next trip to London, you’ll get the chance to catch it again—the musical composition will be playing in the old lighthouse at Trinity Buoy Wharf for the next 1,000 years. Longplayer consists of six short recorded pieces written for Tibetan singing bowls that are transposed and combined in such a way that the variations will never repeat during the song’s millennium-long run. It began playing on December 31, 1999, and is scheduled to end in the dying seconds of 2999.

Custodians of the project have established the Longplayer Trust to devise ways of keeping the music alive in the face of the inevitable technological and social changes that will occur over the next ten centuries.

64 Orchard Place, London. Open on weekends. The nearest Tube stop is Canning Town. You can also listen to a livestream of the composition on longplayer.org. N 51.508514 E 0.008079

Also in London

Clapham North Deep-Level Air Raid Shelter

London · An abandoned World War II bomb shelter, it is the only one of eight deep-level air raid shelters that sits unused.

The Lost River Fleet

London · The largest of London’s subterranean rivers now flows through its sewers. The Fleet can be heard flowing through a grate in front of the Coach and Horse pub on Ray Street, Clerkenwell.

The Churchill War Rooms

Westminster · These perfectly preserved underground rooms are where Winston Churchill and his cabinet toiled as they waged war against Hitler’s Germany.

Lilliputian Police Station

Trafalgar Square · Now a glorified broom closet, in its heyday London’s smallest police station was staffed with eagle-eyed bobbies to keep rowdy Trafalgar Square protesters under control.

The Old Operating Theatre Museum and Herb Garret

Southwark · Sharing the attic of St. Thomas Church with some dusty cobwebs and specimens that seem to be molting, Europe’s oldest operating theater looks a lot like it probably did in 1822, minus the screaming, bloody patients.


City Guide: More to Explore in London

The Hardy Tree

Camden Town • Inside the walls of Saint Pancras Churchyard is an ash tree with scores of gravestones encircling the trunk. The scalloped rows were formed by novelist Thomas Hardy when he was just a moody young architecture student enlisted to care for the churchyard.

Masonic Lodge of the Andaz Hotel

East London • Forgotten behind a wall for decades, this sumptuous Masonic lodge was rediscovered during renovations, and looks like something out of an Agatha Christie novel.

The Last Tuesday Society’s Viktor Wynd Museum of Curiosities, Fine Art & Natural History

Dalston • This reinterpretation of a 17th-century Wunderkabinett is a museum, cafe, and art gallery—one part retro-Victorian curiosity shop, two parts dusty horror show, with a jigger or two waiting for you at the bar upstairs.

Wellcome Collection & Library

Bloomsbury • The medical curios of an American pharmacist, collector, and philanthropist run the gamut from Napoleon’s toothbrush to a re-creation of a 16th-century barber-surgeon workshop.

Grant Museum of Zoology and Comparative Anatomy

Bloomsbury • With more than 60,000 creatures, including a few that are long extinct and a micrarium of teeny-tiny ones, this is the last of London’s zoological museums still open to the public.

Lullaby Factory

Bloomsbury • Wedged between two buildings at the Great Ormond Street Hospital is a secret lullaby-music machine, a network of instruments made of pipes, horns, and pieces of an old hospital boiler.

Novelty Automation

Holborn • These arcade games and satiric automata cover a range of experiences such as “How to practice money laundering,” “Buy a house before you get too old,” and “Operate a nuclear reactor.”

Sir John Soane’s Museum

Holborn • A treasure trove of a museum, Soane’s is topped with a glass dome and well stacked with tens of thousands of sculptures, paintings, antiquities, and artifacts.

Hunterian Museum

Holborn • John Hunter may have been a bit of a mad scientist, but this anatomical museum befits the unconventional doctor, scientist, and collector of all bodily things, including half of mathematician Charles Babbage’s brain and the seven-and-a-half-foot skeleton of Charles Byrne, the 18th-century “Irish Giant” (Hunter may have bribed the undertaker to get that one).

Polly at Ye Olde Cheshire Cheese

Holborn • The taxidermied remains of this beloved parrot still swing in a cage at this 17th-century pub, a former hangout for literary types like Dickens, Tennyson, Twain, and Sir Arthur Conan Doyle.

The First Public Drinking Fountain

Holborn • We can thank the Metropolitan Drinking Fountain and Cattle Trough Association for this 1859 public water fountain, London’s very first and an instant hit.

Memorial to Self-Sacrifice

City of London • Slipped into a quiet jewel of a park is a poignant wall of tiled memorials to the bravery of policemen, firemen, and ordinary Londoners who gave their lives to save others.
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Headstones arranged by Thomas Hardy.



Whispering Gallery at St. Paul’s Cathedral

City of London • The acoustics of St. Paul’s Cathedral Dome, designed by the great Christopher Wren, have a hushed and hidden secret: Speak across the span, all 137 feet (42 m) of glorious light and air, and every word is crystal clear, like a secret whispered in your ear.

Temple of Mithras

City of London • Just blocks from the financial heart of the City of London is a reminder of the city of Londinium: the reassembled remnants of a temple to the Roman god Mithras, whose mystery cult has fueled conspiracy theories for centuries.

London’s Original and All-Inspiring Coffee House

City of London • The site of London’s first coffee house is still serving drinks of one kind or another, as it has for more than 360 years.

Tomb of the Unknown London Girl

City of London • The 1,600-year-old remains of a Roman girl are reinterred and memorialized at the base of the “Gherkin,” a modern architectural landmark.

Shackleton’s Crow’s Nest

City of London • The lookout from Sir Ernest Shackleton’s last ship is inside the crypt of All Hallows-by-the-Tower, one of London’s oldest churches.

Houseboats of Regent’s Canal

Limehouse • A group of artists and entrepreneurs has built a bohemian community of colorful houseboats along the 8 miles from Little Venice to Limehouse.

Hyde Park Pet Cemetery

Hyde Park • Here lie Dolly, Rex, and Pupsey, in a cemetery devoted to more than 300 Victorian-era furry companions, inside one of the city’s largest parks.

Seven Noses of Soho

Soho • Originally numbering 35, it’s a challenge to find all the surviving schnoz sculptures (no one really has an exact count) scattered around Soho by artist Rick Buckley—his protest against the proliferation of too many nosy “Big Brother” CCTV cameras. On Bateman Street, Meard Street, D’Arblay Street, Great Windmill Street, Shaftesbury Avenue, Endell Street, and Floral Street.



Jeremy Bentham’s Auto Icon

London

Jeremy Bentham has been sitting in a corridor at University College London since 1850.

The moral philosopher, whose advocacy of animal welfare, prison reform, universal suffrage, and gay rights was far ahead of his time, left a will with specific instructions on the treatment of his corpse. He decreed that his mummified head and skeleton be clad in a black suit, seated upright on a chair in a wooden cabinet, under a placard reading “Auto Icon.” He also suggested that his corpse could preside over regular meetings of followers of his utilitarian philosophy.

Bentham’s plans for his remains became something of an obsession. For 10 years prior to his death, he reportedly carried a pair of glass eyes in his pocket so that embalmers could easily implant them after his death. Unfortunately, when the time came, something went wrong in the preservation process. Bentham’s head took on a mottled, hollow-cheeked look, its leathery skin sagging under a pair of intensely blue glass eyes. In order to create a less grotesque display, preservers created a wax bust of Bentham and screwed it onto the skeleton. They placed the real head between Bentham’s feet.

There it sat, undisturbed, until 1975, when a group of mischievous students kidnapped it and demanded a £100 ransom be donated to charity. The university made a counteroffer of £10, and the students caved, returning Bentham’s head to its rightful place between his legs. After a few more pranks, including one in which the skull was apparently used as a football, university administrators decided to remove the head from public display. It now sits in the Conservation Safe in the Institute of Archaeology and is removed only for special occasions.

On Gower Street, between Grafton Way and University Street, enter the university grounds at Porter’s Lodge. Find the ramp entrance to the South Cloisters, Wilkins Building. Jeremy Bentham is just inside. N 51.524686 W 0.134025
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Seated in a hallway at University College London, the long-dead utilitarian philosopher guards his own head from those who might souvenir it.



Archie the Giant Squid

London

The giant squid is often depicted as a sea monster. In Jules Verne’s 20,000 Leagues Under the Sea, a giant squid attacks a boat and devours one of its crew. The kraken of Norse mythology—an enormous creature whose tentacles could supposedly wrap around the tallest of ship masts and rip whole vessels asunder—likely arose from a combination of giant squid sightings, imagination, and exaggeration.

The deep-sea-dwelling giant squid’s notorious elusiveness only fueled tall tales. Though records show they have been sighted sporadically since the 16th century, it wasn’t until 2002 that photographers were able to capture an image of a live giant squid in its natural habitat—which makes the Natural History Museum’s 28-foot (8.5 m) specimen a rare delight. Caught off the coast of the Falkland Islands in 2004 and named Archie in recognition of its species name, Architeuthis dux, the giant squid is preserved in a custom-made acrylic tank.

Natural History Museum, Cromwell Road, London. Archie is in the Darwin Spirit Collection of the museum, accessible on special guided tours. N 51.495983 W 0.176372
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Caught in 2004 and now kept at the Natural History Museum, Archie the Giant Squid is as long as a school bus.



Highgate Cemetery

London

Opened in 1839, Highgate is one of London’s most famous cemeteries. Its residents include Karl Marx (his memorial recognizable by the glowering bearded bust), sci-fi author Douglas Adams, and Adam Worth, the possible inspiration for Sherlock Holmes’s nemesis, Professor Moriarty. In the Victorian era, anyone who was anyone wanted to be buried in London’s fashionable Highgate Cemetery.

But fashion is fickle. By the 1940s, the Victorian cemetery was in a state of neglect, its once-coveted burial plots covered in vines. In 1970, members of a group interested in the occult claimed to have seen supernatural creatures lurking in the graveyard. Initial reports of ghosts gave way to talk that a vampire—a Transylvanian prince brought to the cemetery in the 1800s—was hiding out in Highgate.

Seán Manchester and David Farrant, self-described magicians and rival monster hunters, vowed to track down and kill the beast. Each proclaimed the other to be a charlatan incapable of finding the vampire. They took their feud to the media—capitalizing on an interest in the occult fueled by the recent release of The Exorcist—and announced an official vampire hunt would take place on Friday the 13th of March, 1970. That night, a mob overpowered police and broke into Highgate wielding stakes, garlic, crosses, and holy water. Chaos ensued. No vampires were sighted.
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Could there be a vampire lurking behind the trees?



Manchester and Farrant continued to visit the cemetery over the next few years, determined to drive a stake into the heart of the Highgate Vampire. Though neither magician ever found the supposed vampire, real graves were ransacked and real corpses staked and beheaded during the search. In 1974, Farrant received a jail sentence for vandalizing memorials and interfering with human remains in the cemetery.

Debate between Farrant and Manchester continues to this day, while the cemetery remains a popular location for occult, paranormal, and vampire enthusiasts.

Swain’s Lane. The cemetery is a 20-minute walk up Highgate Hill and through Waterlow Park. N 51.566927 W 0.147071


Difference Engine #2

London

There was almost a Victorian computer. Charles Babbage came achingly close with his 1822 “Difference Engine,” a design for a hulking gadget with cranks and gears capable of generating mathematical tables.

The machine offered a well-thought-out solution to the problem of human error in complex calculations, but it proved too large, complicated, and expensive to construct. Government grants allowed Babbage to hire a machinist, Joseph Clement, but after 10 years and much quarreling over prices, Clement had built just a small portion of the prototype.

Undeterred by practical constraints and workplace unpleasantness, Babbage moved on to plans for Difference Engine #2. This would be a more streamlined version: 5 tons, 5,000 parts, and 11 feet long (3.4 m). It, too, never progressed to a working model. Babbage died in 1871, leaving reams of notes and sketches for machines that were beyond the era’s construction capabilities.
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Now functional: Charles Babbage’s Victorian computer.



In 1985, more than a century after Babbage’s death, London’s Science Museum announced plans to investigate the feasibility of his designs by building a difference engine based on the blueprints—and 19th-century materials—devised for Engine #2. The construction team finished the calculating section in 1991, just in time to commemorate the 200th anniversary of Babbage’s birth. It functioned flawlessly, confirming Babbage’s rightful place in the annals of computing history.

The engine, which features a printing apparatus added in 2002, is now on display at the museum, along with half of Babbage’s brain. (The other half is housed at the Hunterian Museum, also in London.)

Science Museum, Exhibition Road, London. N 51.498190 W 0.173972

Ireland

Victor’s Way Indian Sculpture Park

Roundwood, Wicklow

Covering 22 acres, this park includes sculptures of an emaciated Buddha, an enormous disembodied finger, and The Split Man, a figure ripping itself in two, representing “the mental state of the dysfunctional human.” Victor Langheld established the park in 1989 after traveling to India in search of spiritual enlightenment. The series of sculptures, carved in stone by craftsmen in the south Indian state of Tamil Nadu, represent spiritual progression, from Awakening (a child emerging from a decaying fist) to The Ferryman’s End (a cadaverous old man in a sinking boat, half-submerged in a lake).

Roundwood. The park is a 45-minute drive from Dublin. It’s open from May through September. Dress for the damp. N 53.085765 W 6.219654
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The emaciated ferryman invites visitors to contemplate mortality at Victor’s Way Sculpture Park.



Ruins of the MV Plassey

Inisheer, Galway

More rust than metal at this point, the creaky shell of the steam trawler MV Plassey has been sitting on a bed of rocks on the shore of Inisheer Island for over half a century.

Early in the morning of March 8, 1960, the cargo ship was transporting yarn, stained glass, and whiskey across the Atlantic when it got caught in a terrible storm. Fierce winds blew the vessel toward Inisheer, tearing a hole in the bottom and causing water to rush into the engine room.

Using a breeches buoy—a rocket-fired rescue device similar to a zip line—islanders managed to save all 11 members of the crew from the icy sea. No sooner had they warmed up and calmed down with a few shots of local whiskey than another storm hit, delivering the MV Plassey to the rocky coast of Inisheer. Locals salvaged wool, lumber, and doors for construction, and made off with a stash of Black & White scotch hidden in the hold.

Today, the bronze-colored wreck, riddled with holes and stripped of all its assets, looks oddly beautiful against the gray rocks, green grass, and blue sky.

The wreck is on the east coast of Inisheer, just south of Killagoola. Ferries from the mainland leave from Doolin. N 53.055816 W 9.503730
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With its flaking hull full of holes, the MV Plassey is slightly less than seaworthy.



Leviathan of Parsonstown

Birr, Offaly

William Parsons, the third earl of Rosse, built this 58-foot (17.7 m) telescope in the 1840s to investigate the space phenomena he knew as “nebulae.” At the time, telescopes were not powerful enough to show that these so-called nebulae were actually an assortment of different objects ranging from star clusters and galaxies to clouds of gas and dust. Parsons’s 6-foot-wide (2 m) telescope lens exposed the solar system in greater detail than ever before—though it was not until the 1920s that Edwin Hubble discovered that some of the fuzzy objects were in fact galaxies.

Dubbed “the Leviathan of Parsonstown,” Parsons’s reflecting telescope remained the largest in the world for over 75 years. However, following the death of the earl of Rosse—and that of his son, who tended to the instrument in his absence—the telescope fell into disuse in 1878 and was dismantled in 1908. Thanks to the seventh and current earl, the telescope was reconstructed in the late 1990s with a new mirror and motors. You can now see the restored Leviathan and learn about its workings in the attached science center.

Birr Castle, Birr. Two hours from Dublin by car and about one hour from Shannon Airport and Galway city. N 53.097123 W 7.913780


[image: Images]

The Leviathan may look like a cannon, but it was made for stargazing.



Irish Sky Garden

SKIBBEREEN, IRELAND

Designed by American James Turrell in 1992, this magical knoll is an unparalleled piece of public art. The enormous grassy crater features a central stone plinth reminiscent of ancient Celtic and Egyptian altars. The plinth rises up at an angle, and a stone footrest on each end allows the viewer to lie down and see up and out toward the edge of the crater above. All that is visible from this vantage point is the green grass and sky, creating a uniquely serene experience that invokes past rituals and ancient rites.

The Sky Garden is set in the natural landscape of the Liss Ard (“High Fort” in Gaelic) estate, which is situated on an ancient Celtic ring fort. So even though the sky garden is a contemporary piece of art with a strikingly postmodern shape and aesthetic, it is the perfect complement to a place that is already a bridge between two worlds.

Liss Ard Estate, Castletownshend Road Skibbereen, County Cork. The garden is open on certain days during May and June. You’ll need to get a key from reception and pay a small entrance fee. N 51.528405 W 9.254247

Skellig Michael

The Skelligs, Kerry

The dozen monks who sequestered themselves on this rocky island in the 7th century were a hardy lot.

Skellig Michael—skellig is derived from the Irish word sceillic, meaning “steep rock”—lies 8 miles (13 km) from the coast of County Kerry. It is beset by wind and rain, which make the ascent to its 714-foot-high (217.6 m) peak extra treacherous.

Despite these harsh conditions, a group of determined Irish Christians established a monastic outpost on the island that remains largely intact 1,400 years later. Using stones, the monks built hundreds of stairs leading up to Skellig Michael’s summit, where they erected six beehive-shaped stone huts and a small chapel. They survived on a diet of fish, seabirds, and vegetables grown in the monastery garden. Withstanding multiple Viking raids during the 9th century, the monks occupied Skellig Michael until the late 12th century, when frequent storms sent them back to the mainland.

Climbing the 670 uneven, steep steps to the top presents both a physical and mental challenge, but at the summit, you’ll be able to enter the monastic huts and imagine the grueling life of a 7th-century ascetic.

Boats leave from Portmagee (a 90-minute trip) from April to September, weather permitting. N 51.772080 W 10.538858
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Beehive-shaped monastic cells, built by medieval monks, top the rocky island of Skellig Michael.




The Crypts at Christ Church Cathedral

Dublin

[image: Images]

In 1030, the Viking rulers of Dublin built the original Christ Church Cathedral out of wood. When the Normans invaded in 1171, they tore the cathedral down and built one of stone, adding an enormous crypt.

Laurence O’Toole, the archbishop of Dublin, oversaw the rebuilding process. After O’Toole was canonized as the patron saint of Dublin in 1225, his heart was preserved in a heart-shaped reliquary and kept in the cathedral inside an iron cage.

The saintly heart remained in an alcove until March 2012, when two men pried open the cage and stole the icon. Six years later the heart was recovered by police and restored to its proper place.

Other fascinating relics worth seeing are a set of stocks made in 1670 that were once used outdoors to punish criminals publicly and a marble monument depicting Nathaniel Sneyd, an Irish politician who died in 1833. Text beside the sculpture states that he “perished by the indiscriminating violence of an unhappy maniac”—in other words, he was shot.

The most unusual objects in the crypt are the mummified cat and rat, whose poses suggest they died mid-chase. According to church lore, the cat pursued the rat into a pipe of the church organ during the 1850s, and both became stuck. James Joyce used both cat and rat as a simile in Finnegan’s Wake when he described someone as being “as stuck as that cat to that mouse in that tube of that christchurch organ.”

Christchurch Place, Dublin. N 53.343517 W 6.271057
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The largest crypt in Ireland is known for its mummified cat and rat, known locally as “Tom & Jerry.”



Also in Ireland

The Calendar Sundial

Galway · A modern sundial uses ancient methods to tell time and date perfectly.

St. Michan’s Mummies

Dublin · Down a set of dimly lit narrow stone steps, a vault underneath the church holds dozens of mummified remains, including an 800-year-old “Crusader” whose finger you are allowed to touch.

Wallabies of Lambay

Lambay Island · Despite being 10,000 miles (16,000 km) from their native Australia, a group of wallabies has made Lambay Island home for the last 25 years after being relocated by the Dublin Zoo.

Northern Ireland

The Vanishing Lake

Ballycastle, Antrim

East of the seaside town of Ballycastle, on the side of the coastal road, is a lake—sometimes. When you get there, it may be gone. But it will come back.

Loughareema, also known as “the vanishing lake,” sits on a bed of porous limestone with a “plug hole” that attracts peat. When enough peat accumulates in the hole, it prevents drainage, causing the water level to rise. When the peat dislodges, the lake empties—sometimes disappearing in a matter of hours.

Loughareema Road (by Ballypatrick Forest), Ballycastle. The lake is a 2-hour bus ride from Belfast. Be prepared for a dry chalk bed, an expansive lake, or anything in between. N 55.157084 W 6.108058
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The vanishing lake of Ballycastle in its unvanished state.



The Giant’s Causeway

Bushmills, Antrim

With its thousands of interlocking hexagonal columns that rise vertically like steps, the Giant’s Causeway is a geological oddity that looks distinctly man-made.

Volcanic activity created the unusual formation near the start of the Paleogene period (23–65 million years ago) when molten basalt came into contact with chalk beds and formed a lava plateau. When the lava cooled quickly, the plateau contracted and cracked, forming 40,000 columns of varying heights that look like giant stepping stones. The largest stand almost 36 feet tall (11 m).

According to legend, an Irish giant by the name of Fionn mac Cumhaill constructed the causeway so he could skip over to Scotland to defeat his Scottish counterpart, Benandonner. While in transit to Scotland, Fionn fell asleep, and Benandonner decided to cross the causeway to look for his competitor. To protect her slumbering husband, Fionn’s wife gathered him up and wrapped him up in cloth to disguise him as a baby. When Benandonner made it to Northern Ireland, he saw the large infant and could only imagine how big Fionn must be. Frightened, Benandonner fled back to Scotland—but the causeway remained.

44 Causeway Road, Bushmills. The causeway is an hour by car from Belfast or 3 hours by bus, which runs along a scenic route. N 55.240807 W 6.511555

Also in Northern Ireland

Skate 56 at the Belfry

Newcastle · A church turned indoor skate park.

Peace Maze

Castlewellan · One of the world’s largest hedge mazes celebrates peace in Northern Ireland.
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The hexagonal basalt columns of the Giant’s Causeway are the stuff of Celtic legend.



scotland

Fingal’s Cave

Oban, Argyll and Bute

Like something out of an epic fantasy novel, Scotland’s Fingal’s Cave is a 270-foot-deep, 72-foot-tall (82 × 22 m) sea cave with walls of perfectly hexagonal columns. Celtic legends held that the cave was once part of a bridge across the sea, built by giants to fight one another. Science says it was formed by enormous masses of lava that cooled so slowly that they broke into long hexagonal pillars, like mud cracking under the hot sun.

When naturalist Sir Joseph Banks rediscovered the cave in 1772, it quickly captured people’s imagination and inspired the work of artists, writers, and musicians. Composer Felix Mendelssohn wrote an overture about the cave in 1830, the same year painter J. M. W. Turner depicted it on canvas. Thus was born a Romantic-era tourist site that is just as entrancing today.

Get a train from Glasgow to Oban, where you can take a ferry to Craignure, located on the Isle of Mull. A bus will take you to Fionnphort for a boat tour to Staffa. N 56.433889 W 6.336111
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The cave’s contours have provided artistic inspiration for everyone from Jules Verne to Pink Floyd.



Also in Scotland

The Ruins of St. Peter’s

Cardross · This hulking skeleton of a modernist seminary was completed in 1966 and abandoned in the 1980s.

Yester Castle

Gifford, East Lothian · A castle that opens into a subterranean vaulted “goblin hall” from the 13th century.

The Dunmore Pineapple

Dunmore Park · This house with a top shaped like a giant pineapple, a symbol of hospitality and affluence, was built in the late 1700s and is now available as a vacation rental.

Dog Cemetery at Edinburgh Castle

Edinburgh · The final resting place of mascots and Scottish guards’ loyal canine companions.

Greyfriars Cemetery Mortsafes

Edinburgh · Cages built over 19th-century burial sites to protect the dead from being disinterred by opportunistic body snatchers.

Holyrood Abbey Ruins

Edinburgh · A ruined 11th-century abbey built by King David I.

Britannia Panopticon Music Hall

Glasgow · The world’s oldest surviving music hall.

Cultybraggan Camp

Perth · Built to hold the worst of the worst of Nazi war criminals.

Scotland’s Secret Bunker

St. Andrews · A bunker that was built to shelter the politicians and “essential” people of Scotland in the event of nuclear attack.


Garden of Cosmic Speculation

Holywood, Dumfries and Galloway

Among the daffodils and daisies of the Garden of Cosmic Speculation are black holes, Fibonacci sequences, fractals, and DNA double helixes.

Architectural theorist Charles Jencks and his late wife, Maggie Keswick, designed the 30-acre garden for their own property. Its aesthetic is guided by the fundamentals of modern physics, reflecting the shapes and patterns of the unfolding universe. Begun in 1988, the garden took almost 20 years to build, during which time Keswick succumbed to cancer. Jencks continued the project in her memory, occasionally altering designs in response to shifts and breakthroughs in scientific knowledge. (The Human Genome Project inspired the DNA Garden section, with its plant-threaded double helix.)

Holywood, 5 miles (8 km) north of Dumfries. The garden is open to the public one day a year, during the first week of May. Managed by the Scotland’s Gardens Scheme, the yearly event helps raise money for Maggie’s Centers, a cancer foundation named after Jencks’s late wife. N 55.129780 W 3.665830
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Within these gardens are the keys to life and the universe.
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Greece and Cyprus
Portugal and Spain


Austria

Republic of Kugelmugel

Vienna

The Republic of Kugelmugel is one of many “micronations.” These independent states, often established as art projects, social experiments, or simply for personal amusement, are not recognized by international governments.

When creative urges compelled artist Edwin Lipburger and his son to build a spherical studio on their farm in 1970, they didn’t realize that local laws prohibited the building of spherical structures. In an attempt to protect their creation from demolition, the Lipburgers created their own Kugelmugel township, complete with self-made street signs around the building. Later, as the legal dispute escalated, Edwin Lipburger attempted to declare the structure its own federal state—the Republic of Kugelmugel—even going as far as to issue his own stamps and currency and refusing to pay taxes. The elder Lipburger was eventually sent to jail for 10 weeks in 1979 (he was later pardoned by the Austrian president).

In the early 1980s, Austria’s culture minister suggested Kugelmugel be moved to the Vienna Prater amusement park. The Lipburgers went along with the idea, having been promised access to tap water, electricity, and sewers. But these facilities were never provided, which resulted in an ongoing dispute with the city of Vienna.
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The micronation of Kugelmugel was founded to protect an artist’s space from demolition.



Edwin Lipburger died in 2015 and his son took over the presidency. The building now serves as an art gallery and is open for special exhibitions and performances. A proud “micronation,” it counts about 600 people as citizens, though not all citizens can fit in the space at once.

2 Antifaschismusplatz, Vienna. Get a bus to Venediger Au. Kugelmugel is located in Vienna’s famous Prater park, depicted in Carol Reed’s classic film The Third Man, and is found at the western edge of the park in the shadow of a roller coaster. N 48.216234 E 16.396221   [image: Images]
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The interior of this spherical state houses a museum on the history of the micronation.




[image: Images]  Other Micronations
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1 Nimis, Ladonia

Nimis, a mountainous, multi-towered sculpture made of 70 tons of driftwood planks, is the main attraction of the micronation of Ladonia. It is also the only reason Ladonia exists at all. The ersatz country—two-thirds of a square mile (1.7 square km) in size, located on a Swedish peninsula protruding into the Kattegat—was established in 1996 following a long court battle between artist Lars Vilks and the Swedish government. Vilks began building Nimis in secret in 1980. Far from civilization and only fully visible from the water, it went unnoticed by Swedish authorities for two years until they discovered it and declared it would have to be destroyed. (The land is part of a nature reserve, where it is forbidden to build structures.) Goaded, Vilks ignored the announcement, sold Nimis to the artist Cristo, built a similarly sized stone-and-concrete sculpture called Arx, and decided to take control of the area and secede from Sweden. The nation of Ladonia was born.


[image: Images]

Today, Ladonia claims over 15,000 citizens, all of whom reside outside its borders in accordance with the nation’s nomadic lifestyle policy. Citizenship is free and requires an online application, but if you would like to become part of Ladonia’s nobility, you will need to pay $12 and send an email informing the administrators of your preferred title.



The Ladonian flag is green, with a faint white outline of the Nordic cross—a design chosen because it is what the blue-and-yellow Swedish flag would look like if it was boiled. Taxes are payable, but money is not accepted. Instead, citizens must contribute some of their creativity. The citizenship application process caused confusion among 3,000 Pakistanis who applied for immigrant status with the intent to live in Ladonia, only to be told it was not possible to move there.

Though residing in Ladonia is prohibited, visiting is not.
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The micronation of Ladonia is known for its artisanal wooden towers.



2 The Principality of Sealand

Sealand came into being in 1967, when Roy Bates commandeered a former military sea fort off the east coast of England with plans to broadcast a pirate radio station. When members of the British Royal Marines approached the fort, Roy’s 14-year-old son Michael fired warning shots at their boat. The Bates duo appeared in court on firearms charges, where the judge ruled the case invalid due to the army fort being outside British jurisdiction. The father and son returned to Sealand, where Roy dubbed himself prince of the fledgling micronation.

In 1978, Bates the elder and his wife were in England when Alexander Achenbach, self-described prime minister of Sealand, assembled a team to storm the fort by air and sea to attempt a coup. He captured the prince Michael Bates and held him hostage, only for Roy to return later—with armed assistants, in a helicopter piloted by a former James Bond–franchise stuntman—and capture Achenbach and his crew. Roy charged Achenbach with treason, keeping him captive for several weeks until Germany sent a diplomat to Sealand to negotiate Achenbach’s release. Achenbach has since established a remote rebel government in exile: a micro-micronation.

[image: Images]

3 Principality of Hutt River

When the Australian government imposed a restrictive wheat crop production quota in late 1969, wheat farmer Leonard Casley was infuriated. With fields full of wheat waiting to be harvested and nowhere to send the sizable yield, he fought to change the government’s new agricultural policy. The government was unmoved. Casley then took the next logical step: secession.

The Principality of Hutt River was founded in April 1970, when Casley informed authorities that he and his family would no longer be under Australia’s jurisdiction. His one-page letter name-checked the Magna Carta, English common law, the Atlantic Treaty, and the Charter of the United Nations.

During the 1970s, relations between Hutt River and Western Australia were strained. The national postal service refused to deliver to the area, and the Australian Tax Office repeatedly demanded the Casleys pay taxes, prompting the self-proclaimed Prince Leonard I to declare war on Australia in 1977. A few days later, the prince sent official notification that the war was over. There were no deaths, no injuries, and no acknowledgment from Australia that the conflict ever existed.

[image: Images]

4 The Conch Republic

“We seceded where others failed” is the motto of this micronation in Key West, Florida, formed in 1982 in response to a new border patrol checkpoint that inconvenienced residents and slowed tourism. Soon after seceding, the Conch Republic engaged in a one-minute war with the United States, during which newly proclaimed Prime Minister Dennis Wardlow thwacked a man in a naval uniform on the head with a stale loaf of bread. The PM then surrendered and immediately sought a billion dollars in foreign aid from the US. He has yet to receive it.

Although Conch Republic passports are not valid for international travel, the micronation’s website claims a Conch citizen traveling in Guatemala avoided certain death by showing his Conch passport to armed revolutionaries instead of his American one. Supposedly, the rebels dropped their weapons and treated the visitor to several rounds of tequila.
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Conch Republic passports are not valid for international travel.
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5 Republic of Minerva

Las Vegas real estate mogul Michael Oliver dreamed of an island utopia: a tax-free, welfare-free, government-intervention-free haven for 30,000 people, supported by fishing, tourism, and other “unspecified activities.”

Oliver targeted two unclaimed submerged atolls south of Fiji and Tonga as the location for the new state. International law states that islands can only be claimed if they are a foot (.3 m) above the high tide point. The atolls became submerged at high tide, therefore no one owned them. In 1971, Oliver shipped in barges of sand, dumped them on the reefs, and staked his claim, naming it the Republic of Minerva.

This bold colonization soon caught the attention of Tongan king Taufa’ahau Tupou IV, who set sail for Minerva accompanied by nobles, cabinet ministers, soldiers, police, and a brass band. Upon arrival, the motley crew tore down the Minervan flag and claimed the land in the name of Tonga.

[image: Images]

Esperanto Museum

Vienna

When Ludwig Lazarus Zamenhof invented the Esperanto language in the 1870s, his goal was to ease communication between people of different nationalities. Esperanto, a hybrid of Romance, Germanic, and Slavic languages, is documented and studied at this museum, along with around 500 other constructed languages, or “conlangs.”

On display is an impressive array of Esperanto objects: sodas and toothpaste containers with Esperanto labels; novels written in Esperanto; language manuals; and 19th-century photographs of “planned-language” pioneers. At its peak, Esperanto had as many as two million speakers. Esperanto ranks among the top 200 most-spoken languages out of over 6,000 left on the planet. There are estimated to be a thousand native Esperanto speakers, who learned the language as children; among them is the American financier George Soros.


If the museum piques your interest in learning Esperanto, take note that becoming conversant in the language entitles you to join the Esperantist passport service, a worldwide directory of people willing to host Esperanto speakers in their homes free of charge.

Herrengasse 9, Vienna. Take the U-Bahn to Herrengasse. N 48.209474 E 16.365771   [image: Images]
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On the eve of WWI, Esperantists still dreamed of uniting the world behind a common language.



[image: Images]  How to Say “Crazy” in Toki Pona

More than 900 constructed languages have been invented since the 13th century. Some, like Esperanto and Volapük, were created with the ambitious goal of becoming a universal lingua franca. Others are meant to test the contentious Sapir-Whorf hypothesis, which holds that a person’s worldview is shaped by the vocabulary and syntax available in his or her language.
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Kala
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Kasi



Toki Pona, created by Canadian linguist Sonja Elen Kisa in 2001, is a language for minimalists. Consisting of just 123 words, the language is meant to reflect a Zen outlook on life. Toki Pona combines simple words to create complex ones—such as joining the words for “crazy” and “water” to create the word for “alcohol.” The language’s two main features—a restricted vocabulary and the linking of root words—also occur in Newspeak, the fictional language used in George Orwell’s dystopian novel 1984.

Láadan is American science-fiction writer Suzette Haden Elgin’s experimental answer to the feminist hypothesis that existing languages are inadequate for conveying the breadth of female experience. The language, created in 1982, includes words like radiidin, defined as “a time [that is] allegedly a holiday but actually so much a burden because of work and preparations that it is a dreaded occasion; especially when there are too many guests and none of them help.”

French author and musician François Sudre began working on Solresol in the 1820s. The language is based on the seven syllables that correspond to sounds on a musical scale: do, re, mi, fa, sol, la, and si. Every word is composed of one or more of those sounds—for example, si means “yes” while dofalado means “sincerity.” There are 2,668 words in all.

[image: Images]

Sentences in Solresol can be performed on a violin, spoken as a series of numbers, or communicated using the colors of the rainbow.

Since the base sounds correspond to musical notes, Solresol messages can be communicated through musical instruments. Each of the seven base sounds also corresponds to a color of the rainbow. In his 1902 book on Solresol grammar, Boleslas Gajewski suggested messages be relayed “at night, by shooting rockets of each of the seven colors . . . always separating every syllable as needed, then pausing briefly between every word.”


Trick Fountains of Hellbrunn Palace

Salzburg

The Prince-Archbishop Markus Sittikus von Hohenems was quite the prankster. When building Hellbrunn Palace, his summer home, the 17th-century Salzburg monarch booby-trapped its gardens with trick fountains that would spray unsuspecting guests as they toured the grounds. At each spot was a patch that remained dry—that is where the prince would stand while his visitors got soaked.

Nearly 400 years later, the palace remains almost completely unchanged, except for the 1750 addition of the mechanical theater, a water-powered diorama of a Baroque town with 200 miniature townspeople moving to organ music.

Fürstenweg 37, Salzburg. Hellbrunn is open from April to early November. Dress appropriately—you will get wet. N 47.763132 E 13.061121
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Listen for the archbishop ghost’s cackling on the wind as water bursts from his old prank fountains.



Also in Austria

Eggenburg Charnel

Eggenburg · Artfully arranged skeletons sit at the bottom of this 14th-century pit.

Fucking, Austria

Fucking · American soldiers discovered Europe’s best one-liner at the end of World War II. Since then, the Fuckingers, as residents of the town are called, have had to deal with hordes of visitors posing in front of their street signs.

House of Artists

Gugging · In this home for the mentally ill, the walls are open canvases for patients to paint their frustrations, fears, and hopes.

Franz Gsellmann’s Weltmaschine

Kam · This behemoth of whirring, spinning, turning parts includes toy gondolas, a xylophone, miniature windmills, a spaceship, and an oxygen tank—created by an untrained farmer.

Minimundus

Klagenfurt · A park filled with famous buildings from around the world built on a 1:25 scale.

Kremsmunster Observatory

Kremsmunster · Founded as a monastery in the 8th century and upgraded to a five-story “mathematical tower” in the 1750s, this weather observatory has been operational for over 250 years.

Dom Museum’s Kunst und Wunderkammer

Salzburg · This lovingly re-created and restored collection of curiosities once belonged to the Archbishop Wolf Dietrich.

Starkenberger Beer Resort

Starkenberg · Lager lovers can literally immerse themselves in one of seven 13-foot (4 m) pools of warm beer, each containing some 42,000 pints. Cold beer is provided for drinking.

World of the Ice Giants

Werfen, Salzburg

At 26 miles (42 km) long, Eisriesenwelt, or “World of the Ice Giants,” is the largest ice cave in the world. It is filled with naturally formed sheets of dripping, curving ice, the result of melting snow from the surface flowing into the cave through cracks and crevices and solidifying when it meets the freezing temperatures. Bright magnesium lights illuminate the ice formations, making the scene even more dramatic.

Getreidegasse 21, Werfen. Eisriesenwelt is 25 miles (40.3 km) south of Salzburg. The cave is open to visitors from May to October. Bring warm clothing; the caves are below freezing, even in summer. N 47.50778 E 13.189722
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Handheld lamps illuminate the dripping formations in the world’s largest ice cave.



Belgium

Tower of Eben-Ezer

Bassenge, Liège

This seven-story stone tower—topped with a bull, a lion, an eagle, and a sphinx—looks medieval, but harks from a more recent time. Beginning in 1951, Robert Garcet spent over a decade building the Tower of Eben-Ezer by hand, as a totem to peace and the pursuit of knowledge.

A devotee of the Bible, numerology, and ancient civilizations, Garcet used symbolic dimensions when designing the building. The tower is 33 meters tall (to represent Jesus’s age when he died) and topped with a quartet of statues (matching the four horsemen of the apocalypse). Each floor measures 12 by 12 meters—12 being the number of Jesus’s disciples.

The interior walls are filled with Garcet’s artwork, which depicts scenes from the apocalypse, biblical quotes, and Cretaceous dinosaurs. Climb the spiral staircase to the rooftop and you’ll emerge from under a winged lion to see panoramic views of the Belgian countryside.

4690 Eben-Emael, Bassenge. A train from Brussels takes about 2 hours. N 50.793317 E 5.665638
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The hand-built turreted Eben-Ezer Tower was inspired by the Bible and ancient civilizations.



The Mundaneum

Mons, Hainaut

The Mundaneum was, to put it mildly, an ambitious undertaking. Belgian lawyer Paul Otlet and Nobel Peace Prize winner Henri LaFontaine established the project in 1910 with the aim of compiling the entirety of human knowledge on 3 × 5-inch index cards. The collection was to be the centerpiece of a “world city” designed by architect Le Corbusier, forming a nucleus of knowledge that would inspire the world with its libraries, museums, and universities.

To address the daunting task of arranging bits of paper into a coherent compendium of world history, Otlet developed a system called Universal Decimal Classification. Over the next few decades, a growing staff created and catalogued over 12 million cards summarizing the contents of books and periodicals. Having assembled this wealth of knowledge, Otlet began offering a fee-based research service. Queries came in by mail and telegraph from around the globe at the rate of 1,500 per year.

With the paper-based system becoming cumbersome by 1934, Otlet hoped to move on to another system: a mechanical data cache accessible via a global network of what he termed “electric telescopes.” To his dismay, the Belgian government had little enthusiasm for the idea. With World War II looming and priorities elsewhere, the Mundaneum moved to a smaller site, eventually ceasing operations after years of financial instability. The final blow came during the Nazi invasion of Belgium, when soldiers destroyed thousands
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Greece
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