

[image: ]



[image: image]


[image: image]


[image: image]


[image: image]

Contents

Introduction

Europe

The Americas & the Caribbean

The Middle East & the Caucasus

Asia

Oceania

Africa



Picture Credits

Author’s Acknowledgements & About the Author


How to Use This Ebook
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Introduction

To step into an abandoned place is to cross a kind of threshold into the past – to time travel from the present day to the instant that people departed.

That journey we embark on might be as short as a few years or it might be as long as some centuries. In Pyramiden, in the Norwegian archipelago of Svalbard, it was 1998 when the inhabitants left the cold frontier, and the Arctic draught gusted along the corridors. In Kolmanskop, Namibia, it was 1956 when the last families departed, long after the diamond mines had shut and the first grains of sand began to slip through cracks in the walls. We emerge from our temporal journey with questions: who lived here, worked here? What were their dreams? And, selfishly, what would our own world look like decades from now, if it too suddenly became frozen in this instant? What would survive of us? What would wither and decay?

Throughout this book you will find stories of palaces, mines, trains, planes, hotels, theme parks, theatres, stations and military installations. Some are half-built, some half-destroyed, some only half-abandoned, but they all are in some way enclaves of a past, readied for futures that never came. They are scattered across the corners of the globe, from the polar regions and immense deserts to the centre of world cities such as New York, London and Paris.

Some are fallen monuments to impossible dreams. Others are ordinary houses and apartments in which we might easily imagine ourselves, such as the Fukushima Red Zone or the Chernobyl Exclusion Zone. More intimately than any photograph or video, personal possessions record the habits and hopes of these past lives: broken beds or little crucifixes, coffee cups or children’s toys. Some only glanced through a window pane, going decades without a human touch.

In the 21st century, these abandoned places seem to have a growing relevance. They strike us as anachronisms in a crowded planet of almost eight billion people. Today, every speck of Earth has been mapped: there are no great mountains to conquer or wildernesses left to cross. But there is a sense that the terra incognita is now in our midst, in places that have been left behind, that have lapsed as we have progressed.

Recent decades have seen the growth of ‘urban’ exploration – an anonymous online community as enthusiastic about entering off-limits sites as the history of the places they explore – but their accounts are often extraordinary. Some urbexers (urban explorers) have sailed to the Second World War sea forts in the Thames Estuary. Others have travelled to the remote mountains of Bulgaria to stand among the frayed mosaics of Buzludzha. For those who trespass beyond barbed wire and CCTV surveillance, the past can be a frontier awaiting discovery.

Abandoned places are full of lessons about our present, too. In the absence of humans, nature has shown itself capable of rapid resurgence. Lynx, boar, wolves, bear and bison are among the species now stomping the landscapes around Chernobyl. Mangroves have sprouted from shipwrecks in Sydney Harbour. Around the world, grey ruins have turned to green ecosystems. The healing powers of our planet seen during Covid-19 lockdowns have proved themselves over and again in these forgotten corners.

Though perhaps they are not wholly forgotten. We may like to think that the clock hands have stopped and people have gone, but onion layers of graffiti, campfires, looting and litter attest to the passage of people and seasons in most abandoned places. Nor are any abandoned places immune from present-day politics and economics. Spreepark in Berlin – a much-photographed abandoned theme park – is currently in the process of being restored and gentrified, while Canfranc Station – a Beaux-Arts marvel lost in the Spanish Pyrenees – is soon to be trodden again by awestruck passengers.

Abandoned places have also found unconventional uses in the present day. Beginning life as a series of quarries, the Paris Catacombs have evolved into a subterranean free zone – a venue for raves and artists’ installations. The abandoned hotels at Tskaltubo, Georgia, have become a home to refugees from Abkhazia. Aldwych underground station in London is often a film set.

Abandonment is an elusive, shapeshifting term. It might be a shy, invisible dust we imagine settling for a while after people depart, which disperses when disturbed by too many incomers. Most places in this book have become abandoned in modern times. ‘Abandoned’ is a word we use less often of the ruins of Pompeii or the Pyramids. It is not a word we associate with Stonehenge or caves inhabited in the Palaeolithic – or, indeed, any place whose dwellers we strain to imagine. Abandonment might be part of the lifecycle of a place on a journey into disintegration. Abandonment seems to have its own point of expiry.

For all their stories of the past and surprises of the present, it is the prophecies of the future we unconsciously solicit from these places. In a future of climate refugees, we might learn from the Aral Sea, where ships rust on a dry seabed as a consequence of a Soviet plan to divert rivers. On a planet of finite resources, we might find forewarnings in the rusted saltpetre mining towns of the Atacama Desert. Where countries like Italy and Japan are depopulating rapidly, we might dwell on Craco, or Hashima. There are positive learnings too. When evil tyrants seem omnipotent, we might turn to the ruined legacies of Saddam, Mobutu and Hitler for assurance that their time too shall pass.

The places profiled in this book have been abandoned for a wide variety of reasons: some are hard and illegal to access, while for others all you need to do is buy a ticket. But in a time of anxiety about climate change, pandemics and nuclear war they collectively offer a glimpse of what a greater, global ruin might look like. They serve as a postscript to cemeteries: a vision of our deaths not as individuals, but as communities, as a species. As tectonic plates push together, the bricks and mortar we once built are pulled apart. As timbers rot, young trees soar. For places that seem lifeless, their lesson is that – in some form or other – life goes on.
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Maunsell Forts

51° 28’ 31.836’ ’N, 1° 0’ 6.408’ ’E

THAMES ESTUARY, ENGLAND

Second World War fortifications, guarding the skies over the Thames Estuary
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British history has ebbed and flowed with the tides of the Thames. Invading Saxons and Vikings followed the river upstream; the ships of Empire sailed downstream to plunder the world. In the Second World War, German bombers used the estuary to navigate, flying from where its mouth yawns open to the North Sea to where the river winds darkly among the lights of the capital.

To intercept these aircraft, the British began the construction of seven ‘Maunsell Forts’ out in the estuary: distinctive platforms mounted with anti-aircraft guns. They count among the last major fortifications built to defend London and the Thames, a closing chapter in a tradition that began with the city’s Roman Walls and includes the Tower of London. But, being marooned up to nine nautical miles out at sea, they receive relatively little attention today. On a clear day, you can squint and see them from the promenades of the Kent and Essex coasts. More often they are cloaked in mists, rusting into obscurity on the edge of UK waters.

Built between 1942 and 1943 to designs by Guy Maunsell, the forts divide into two categories, Army and Navy, with three Army forts off the Kent coast and four Navy forts further out in the North Sea, collectively forming a rusty archipelago. Of the Navy forts, by far the most famous is HM Fort Roughs. After being abandoned in 1956, Fort Roughs was occupied a decade later by former British Army Major Paddy Roy Bates. Realizing it lay just beyond British territorial waters at the time, Bates declared the fort the Principality of Sealand, an independent nation with its own flag, constitution and passports. No country on Earth officially recognizes Sealand, but Roy’s son Michael reigns as Prince of Sealand today (he and others are sometimes resident on the platform). For £99 ($129) you can buy a knighthood from the website.
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Shivering Sands – an Army fortress about eight nautical miles from the coast of the Isle of Sheppey in Kent.
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To the south lies HM Fort Knock John: this, too, was occupied by Bates senior but, unlike Sealand, has been left to the elements. Only a few explorers have gained access to Knock John in recent times – a swashbuckling feat that involves navigating the busy shipping lanes of the Thames and winching up onto the platform. Reports describe a place where the Second World War feels remarkably raw: within the hollow towers are timber bunks where sailors slept under the surface of the sea. Yellowing pictures of 1940s pin-up girls look out for their departed crews. Two further Navy forts have been lost: HM Fort Sunk Head was blown up by the Royal Engineers in 1967, while HM Fort Tongue Sands sank in a storm in 1996.

The Army forts look stranger than their Navy compatriots, with towers mounted on stilts, once connected by a series of walkways that have long since been lost to the swells. They rise monolithically, almost like a mirage in the sea. Two survive: Shivering Sands and Red Sands. Both served as radio stations during the pirate radio boom of the 1960s, a time when a colourful cast of rogue broadcasters exploited a loophole in the law by transmitting rock and roll from just beyond UK waters. More recent times have seen proposals to turn the abandoned forts into luxury hotels. A heritage group aims to restore Red Sands so that it can one day be open to the public (project-redsand.com).

For the time being, though, the Army forts are largely derelict and barnacled, with only visiting seabirds and passing container ships for company. They nonetheless have a proud past. During the war, Maunsell Forts were a successful defence, effectively targeting aircraft by laying magnetic mines in the estuary. They are also credited with shooting down 30 flying bombs, likely saving hundreds or thousands of lives in the capital. Flying into Heathrow and Gatwick today, you can sometimes see them in the estuary as you begin your final descent through the clouds – still standing like sentries at the gates of the capital.
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After the Second World War the Royal Navy removed ladders and walkways between the seven towers that make up Red Sands to deter visitors.






Aldwych Station

51 ° 30’ 43.812’’ N, 0° 6’ 55.98’’ W

LONDON, ENGLAND

An abandoned underground station that once stored ancient artefacts
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Look at a London Underground map from 1993 and there, right at the centre of the city, is what looks like a cartographer’s error: a little spur fraying off from the Piccadilly Line to a terminus that no longer exists. Passengers on the line might glance out of the window and spot a phantom tunnel branching into the gloom, just as passers-by on the Strand notice a pair of little red doors, bolted shut and sometimes covered in flyposters. Aldwych Station broke the neat symmetry of the tube map. It also broke the finances of London Transport: having served only a trickle of passengers, it closed for good in 1994.

Aldwych nonetheless counts as one of the most storied stations on the London Underground network and one that successfully turned its abandonment into a career. The story begins in 1907, when it opened as Strand Station, part of the Great Northern, Piccadilly and Brompton Railway. Evening trains shuttled glamorous crowds into London’s theatreland. But not long after it opened, it became a spare part. Plans to extend the line south from Aldwych under the Thames came to nothing. The station was always on the road to nowhere: some of its tunnels and platforms were mothballed as early as 1917.
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A discarded roundel for Aldwych Station on the floor of an underground access tunnel.
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Aldwych instead served other purposes. In the Second World War, the station became an air-raid shelter: Londoners slept beside the rails, George Formby sang on the platform with his ukulele, and the riches of the British Museum were stashed in the tunnels.

On top of the abandoned station today is the Classics Department of King’s College London – one wonders if they teach that the Elgin Marbles were once kept in the murk beneath the seminar rooms, that the centaurs of the Acropolis once inhabited the Stygian gloom of the Piccadilly line. Also stored down here was the Sutton Hoo hoard, the greatest archaeological find in British soil. Only excavated in 1939, the famous Anglo-Saxon treasure barely saw daylight before disappearing back into the underworld.

Aldwych’s ultimate closure came when daily passenger numbers dwindled to 450 a day, and the lifts became too expensive to replace. Today, it is sometimes used for police and fire brigade drills, and is open for tours through the London Transport Museum.

To step inside Aldwych is to see a nook of the London Underground that sidestepped modernization: it retains its timber lifts, telephone booths and glazed tiles. At platform level, posters line the walls – advertising Madame Tussauds, cigarette filters and one that reads – with exquisite comic timing – ‘Do you know how much British farmers will benefit if we join the Common Market?’ These posters can be deceptive.

Aldwych’s main vocation has been as a film set – a working 1972 tube train is parked on one platform for filming. It is hard to tell what is original and what is a relic of a recent production. Christopher Reeve stopped an underground train here with his bare hands in Superman IV; Keira Knightley’s character sheltered here in Atonement; Churchill mingled with the masses in Darkest Hour; humans mingled with zombies in 28 Weeks Later. Paradoxically, for a station once doomed to obscurity, it has become perhaps the most familiar face of the London Underground for cinema-goers.

Aldwych is just one of around 40 stations now closed across the network, many struggling to find a new purpose after the last trains departed. Quite uniquely, it served as an archive for some of the greatest artefacts of human civilization. Today it is itself an artefact of London’s proud transport history.
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The 1907-built wooden lifts, deemed too expensive to replace.
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The eastern platform at Aldwych Station, which is often used as a film set.
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The London Underground roundel has been a fixture of all stations since the 1920s.
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Derelict steps descend to the platform.






Paris Catacombs

48° 50’ 2.4’’ N, 2° 19’ 56.712’’ E

PARIS, FRANCE

A mirror-world beneath the French capital
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As far as most guidebooks and casual tourists are concerned, the Catacombs of Paris are a 1.6-km (1-mile) long stretch of underground tunnels, filled with the bones of six million people after the city’s cemeteries began overflowing in the 18th century. They have had a macabre appeal for tourists ever since. For a few euros, you can wander dimly lit avenues lined with skulls and femurs, visit an exhibition and re-emerge into daylight perhaps via the gift shop. To visit this attraction and say you have seen the Catacombs is analogous to stepping off a Eurostar at Gare du Nord and then saying that you have seen all of Paris.

This section, open to tourists, is but a minuscule fraction of a vast subterranean network that tunnels beneath the French capital – a shadow city with its own thoroughfares, junctions, meeting points and part-time inhabitants. Centred south of the Seine, this network is believed to measure 320km (200 miles), though no one is entirely sure as it has not been exhaustively mapped. Like its sister city above ground, it continues to evolve: new underground routes are discovered just as old tunnels become flooded or collapse. Entry to the Paris Catacombs – in this second, much broader sense – is strictly illegal, and the law is enforced by a dedicated police force. In practice, it is far too vast to police effectively. The Catacombs have spawned their own district subculture – les cataphiles – torch-wielding Parisians who spend time exploring, creating art and partying in this mirror-world beneath the city.
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Many ladders in the Catacombs lead to manhole covers on the streets above.
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The Paris Catacombs is a term used interchangeably with the Paris Mines or Les Carrières de Paris (the Quarries of Paris), for it was as quarries that the network began. Paris lies on a bed of Lutetian limestone, valued by the Romans for its luminous creamy colour. In later centuries, the stone that makes up the Louvre, Notre Dame and Les Invalides was hollowed from these gloomy corridors. From 1786 – as the capital’s cemeteries began to fill up – parts of the network were repurposed as ossuaries: the exhumed bones were wheeled through the city at night, blessed by a
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La Petite Ceinture
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Craco
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Teufelsberg
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Beelitz-Heilstätten
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Red Star Train Graveyard
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Pyramiden
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Salpa Line
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Buzludzha Monument
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Pripyat
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Wolf’s Lair
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Project Riese
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Sarajevo Bobsleigh Track
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Albanian Bunkers
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Rummu Quarry
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