

[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

Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.

Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.

You can double tap images and tables to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.


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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