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“Like the liminal spaces inhabited by its denizens, this book brilliantly occupies its own in-between place, spanning the realms of anthropology, mythology, and natural history. I have nothing like its particular combination of imagination and research on my bookshelves to date. Buy it for the gorgeous illustrations and fascinating anecdotes, but prepare to chuckle your way through the wise and funny hints on road trips, fae-watching, and how to unsubscribe if a faerie gets your email address.”

—Premee Mohammed, author of Beneath of the Ring

“There’s a certain space between the most rigid of folklore researches and the highest of the fantastical that is so barely populated that sightings are as rare as will-o’-the-wisps; the hidden vale of the fanciful bestiary. And it is here we gratefully discover Alexandra Rowland’s Finding Faeries. Beautifully illustrated by Miles Äijälä, Rowland presents a coherent vista of the half-seen from all around the world. Nor are they all quite what you might expect, from the mutant faeries of Chernobyl via ‘Spirits of Inebriation’ (including absinthe, of course) to an interpretation of Redcaps that is quite a divergence from the usual ‘murder gnomes.’ If you loved Lady Cottington’s Pressed Fairy Book, you need this on your shelf.”

—Jonathan L. Howard, author of Johannes Cabal the Necromancer

“This book resurrected my sense of wonder by providing a lively, luminous look at the possible denizens of Faerie, and it also turned that illumination unflinchingly onto the murkier aspects—such as climate change, and colonization—of our mundane world.”

—Freya Markse, fantasy author

“Finding Faeries presents a delightful, thoughtful journey through a world far more wondrous than our own. Alexandra Rowland’s gently academic prose welcomes us into fantastical whimsy—their post-industrial creations nestle gleefully alongside more traditional cryptids. This haunting and liminal guide, rife with telling details, shows that our era of concrete and climate change can still be home to eldritch wonders—if you know where to look.”

—Jennifer Mace, speculative fiction author and cohost of the Be the Serpent podcast

“Finding Faeries is a refreshing delight! The fantastic melds with the ordinary on every page, and joyful whimsy is underpinned by insight into those most complicated of creatures—humans themselves.”

—Rowenna Miller, author of Torn, Fray, and Rule
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Introduction

From 1901 to 1957, a crossroads demon occupied Ellis Island, the conjunction of thousands of roads for hundreds of thousands of tired, desperate people. The demon’s presence is significant for a number of reasons.

First, of course, because this crossroads demon was one of the earliest documented supernatural beings in the urban American environment. Second, because it encapsulates the way fae and other beings of the liminal world have been forced to adapt to the modern era, just as coyotes, raccoons, pigeons, and other urban creatures have. With the advent of the truly metropolitan age at the beginning of the eighteenth century, important crossroads have proliferated in very condensed spaces, leading to smaller territories for their guardian spirits and an overall weakening of their strength and power.

The changes in the rhythm and arrangement of human life have not been the only factor impacting the supernatural ecology—beings that were once extraordinarily rare have found niches in which to thrive in abundance, while formerly commonplace native species have been driven out by urban sprawl, technological advancements, climate change, and especially by their invasive counterparts. (This is not only a concerning issue for environmentally minded fae-spotters, but also a grim parallel of the historical patterns of human history.)

This encyclopedia covers merely a brief survey of some of the ways the activity of human civilization has influenced these creatures. Rather than discussing the supernatural creatures of the untouched wilderness or rural areas (which have already been exhaustively documented by others), we will instead focus on these urban and suburban environments and the creatures that have adapted to them. With all creatures of the liminal world, especially those associated with the darker and more terrifying aspects of life (such as the redcaps of Europe, which thrive in places where great and monstrous violence has been done), it is worth asking ourselves these questions: Are they causing these horrors? Are they a side effect of them? Do they make us do harm, or are they created in the moment when we give in to those impulses of our own will?

Or are the darker aspects of the fae merely a gruesome mirror of the darkest parts of ourselves, external evidence of the internal capability—which all of us carry—to be truly monstrous?

In the modern day, a crossroads demon is far more likely to appear as a tired, tattered vagrant rather than the elegant-suited gentlemen of folktales. However, regardless of their relative power, the old rules for dealing with fae endure: Treat them kindly, speak to them with care and respect, promise them nothing you are not willing to give freely and wholeheartedly, and be careful what you wish for.




On Faerie [image: ]


When the rigorous and academic study of the liminal world was first being established in the early 1700s, European scholars (most of them white, male, well-to-do, and of a literary persuasion) referred to their field as “the study of Faerie,” meaning the study of the land where faeries come from. The term “liminal world” did not emerge until the early 1900s, when newer generations of scholars, feeling their work to be less literary and more scientific, began to aspire toward receiving the same sort of respect and adulation from the general public as did their counterparts in physics, engineering, and chemistry. “The liminal world” was therefore adopted as the prevailing term because it sounded more scholarly and less whimsical: “liminal,” from the Latin root for “threshold,” refers to the in-betweenness of many supernatural creatures and beings. It is not quite of our world, and neither quite outside it: the threshold world; the world of twilight, neither day nor night; the world of the moment between sleeping and waking; the world of no particular color.

More prosaically, and as a fortunate side effect, the change in terminology also opened up the field to contributions from cultures whose local supernatural ecologies were definitively not within the Northwestern European model, no matter how many similarities and parallels there are across the world. These contributions have enriched the field immeasurably and have proven priceless in deepening our understanding and knowledge of something that, by its very nature, may never be fully understood or known.

The term “faerie” is complicated for another reason. Though the term for the field of study has changed, “faerie” or “fae” is often still used as a catchall sort of term for beings of the liminal world. With many species, it seems natural to categorize them under the umbrella of “faerie.” With others, it seems unsettling or outright wrong. Is a cave troll a faerie? What about a mer-creature?

In a field of study that itself, by its very nature, exists in a liminal space and is supported primarily by amateurs and hobbyists, one must only expect these sorts of disputes over terminology to be commonplace. There is no established foundation of knowledge, no canonized system of nomenclature. Scholars have not even agreed on whether it is appropriate to continue using Latin when structuring a taxonomy of species, due to the possibility of reinforcing Western (and specifically European) bias on a vibrant, worldwide field that we have only just begun to study in any kind of meaningful, formalized way. And yet, at least when speaking English, we nevertheless say “faeries,” though we mean a thousand different things.

In this book, when using the word “faeries,” I will generally use it to mean liminal creatures that are tied in some way to people or civilization—the humanoid sprites, pixies, and brownies with recognizable human-like faces, two arms, two legs, fingers, and toes, for example. These are creatures that exist as a distortion and reflection of aspects of human nature, as opposed to those connected to the elements (trolls, tommyknockers, kelpies, merrows, etc.). However, across the categories, there are certain commonalities—no matter what kind of liminal creature one is facing, there are good rules of thumb to use or be mindful of, and some of the parallels of similarity between species approach being universal law.






The Movements of the Fae

In the study of the liminal world, it is particularly useful to talk about faeries, specifically—those beings tied in some way to human civilization—because of their patterns of proliferation across the globe: We carry them with us. We have documented hundreds of native species of faeries in North America, and there are hundreds more that have been attested in Native and indigenous folklore. Just as European colonists brought with them invasive species of plants and animals, so, too, did they bring invasive species of faeries, which had just as much of an impact on the local supernatural ecology as their mundane counterparts. The American biologist Anne Lennet, in a letter to her cousin Bartholomew in 1801, wrote:


[image: ]

In years past there were a great many little pixies flying about the lower field near the creek. Clouds and swarms of them! I used to think they were as common as gnats or mosquitoes, but prettier, as bright as bluebottle flies. I have always meant to make a study of them, but you know how these things go, always one important thing after another taking up my attention, and leaving little time for those pleasant small diversions of personal interest. […] This summer, being particularly hot, and following such a difficult winter, I’ve noticed that there are many fewer of them, and I have had no luck at all in catching any for sketching.
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If Lennet ever had an opportunity to sketch her fae sightings in the first place, then none of those sketches have survived. Scholars estimate that these “bluebottle pixies” must have gone extinct sometime in the decade following Lennet’s letter, either due to a more aggressive predatory species or to the human colonists’ destruction of their habitats.

When moving on their own initiative, faeries tend to travel along ley lines and congregate near places of power. These may be wells or springs, veins of ore, old forests, grain silos, particularly popular nightclubs, mass graves, or electric and nuclear plants (see “The Faeries of Chernobyl” on page 161). While many faeries consume mundane food, all of them rely on access to sources of power for their life energy. A captive faerie taken into a dead zone will quickly show signs of exhaustion and malaise, followed within a few days by death, where their physical form, if any, will dissolve into dust, sand, or dry leaves.





LEY LINES

In the same way that birds can sense the Earth’s magnetic field and use it to orient themselves during their seasonal migration, liminal beings can sense the subtle flows of energy that connect places of power like a worldwide railroad network. Some ley lines are stronger than others, even if they are not connecting two strong power wells. Experienced practitioners can sense ley lines by dowsing (see “Dowsing for Dunces” on page 8), but there are now several popular smartphone apps that make dowsing accessible even to beginners, though most of them are inaccurate and unreliable for finding the smaller, weaker lines. Unless you only require the location of a medium- or high-strength line for a handful or fewer occasions, experts still recommend practicing dowsing by hand with a Y-branch or pendulum. Basic proficiency takes longer to achieve, but it will be far more useful in the long run (and doesn’t rely on a fully charged phone battery).



DEAD ZONES

There are, scattered across the world, pockets of stagnation where little or no ley energy flows. Without exception, these areas are fatal to creatures of the liminal world. In some dead zones, a lesser fae (such as a pixie or an air sprite) may die within minutes, whereas more powerful beings can survive perhaps a day or two. Death Valley is one of the largest natural dead zones in North America, but it is far exceeded in lethality by the Uyuni Salt Flats of Bolivia, where even higher-order creatures die within hours.

There are man-made zones, too—most commonly, they are found in the monocrop fields of enormous corporate megafarms, where toxic pesticides, a lack of biodiversity, genetically sterilized crops, and overtired soil all contribute to a withering of liminal energies. Fortunately, these dead zones can be reclaimed with relative ease over the course of several years by seeding the soil with native trees and plants, especially wildflowers and other pollinator species that support the local insect populations. If this is unfeasible, standard methods of crop rotation can help mitigate the effects of the dead zone somewhat.



DOWSING FOR DUNCES

Dowsing is a method of finding underground water and ley lines that has been practiced since ancient times. The practitioner takes a Y-shaped branch (birch and ash are quite good for this) and holds the forked end, extending the point before them and walking back and forth across an area until the branch points at the ground or tugs in an odd direction. A pendulum on a long string can also be used. Either way, it requires a great deal of patience, care, and sensitivity, but an experienced dowser can make their tools out of odds and ends and never be caught without. Be mindful of dowsing in areas where there may be underground pipes, sewer lines, or electrical cables, as these can give strong disruptive signals.
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The Land of Faerie

The liminal world is a place between places. It appears in folklore as a castle that a lost traveler stumbles upon in the middle of the woods, or as a system of glittering caves, or as a forest hall, or as a magical world under the hill. In Faerie, we are told, everyone is beautiful and well dressed and merry, and there is constant music and dancing, feasting and drinking, and it is very easy to become bewitched and forget that time is passing. Humans are warned not to step inside a ring of mushrooms, or to look too closely at the moon reflected on still water, or to wander too deep into the forest. Faerie does not exist at a specific physical location in our world; rather it lies alongside our world, offset by a few inches and turned slightly askew. That said, there are certain factors that can bring us a little closer to the hidden world. Much of historical scholarship on this subject has been devoted to determining how to access Faerie (more on this later), but the most successful ventures have usually been accidental. Scholars have wasted an enormous amount of time determining how they could calculate liminality, as if it were something that could be scientifically defined, despite their knowledge that the very heart of liminality is that it cannot be defined; it’s as if they tried to be clothed and unclothed at the same time, or fed and unfed, or wealthy and poor, or upside down and right-side up, or wet and dry, or cold and warm—all of these through a series of ordeals and mental acrobatics that seems outright ridiculous to the modern eye. It is not nearly so much about the seeker as it is about the place that is sought. In the modern world, one of the most liminal of spaces is the truck stop. It is, as above, a place between places, rather than a place in and of itself. Travelers stop there briefly, move on, and usually forget about it, or at the very least their memories blur to indistinctness. Subway cars, too, are strongly liminal spaces, as are bridges, tunnels, hallways, doctors’ waiting rooms, and service queues. (Particularly, for some reason, at the post office and bank teller. No one knows why, but also everyone knows exactly why.)

I hesitate to tell you any of this, of course—only the reckless and the very stupid or the very experienced attempt to go to Faerie, and I fear that by telling you how, I might encourage you to try before you are ready. Part of the journey of becoming an expert is, after all, the quest for information.

Abbot Edwin of Locksley wrote the earliest account of Faerie that seems to show evidence of being more than just the drunken ramblings of a very bored creative mind. In 1127, he wrote a letter to his local duke:


[image: ]

Your Grace, Tuesday last I was on the road to visit you, and as it was good weather I was walking by foot and decided to cut through the wood, as my eager heart was too impatient to see you. […] I think you may have a band of merry poachers in your wood, my dear, wearing bright colors and playing such music as I have never heard so that my feet itched to join them. Indeed, they called out to me and seemed very pleasant and friendly, but I only replied, “I cannot stop, I am expected at the Duke’s table!” It was only the thought of my destination that hurried me onwards, otherwise I expect I would have tarried an hour or so. Yet when I emerged from the wood, I found myself practically on the abbey’s doorstep, just at twilight, though it had been early morning when I set out. I weep to think that you may have waited for me so long without hearing word from me. Be at ease, beloved, I will come to you again on Monday, and I shan’t cut through the woods.

[image: ]



Another notable text includes the diary of obscure American essayist L. C. Parsons (who died sometime in the late 1870s), who had apparently visited Faerie several times until the construction of a railroad cut through the copse they commonly used to access it, permanently destroying whatever doorway had been there.

I could not in good conscience give you exact directions for entering Faerie, even if it were possible to do so. Every doorway is a little different. However, the following doorways are all defunct, so they are safe to list, and you may glean from them what clues you can manage to deduce:


	1. Los Angeles: Griffith Park, near the abandoned zoo.
FIRST DOCUMENTED: 1922

WENT DEFUNCT: 1975

NOTES: Accessible four days after the full moon, starting ninety minutes before the moon reaches its zenith and lasting ninety minutes afterward. Signs included the sound of distant laughter and wind instruments. Bring a loaf of very good bread.



	
2. New York City: Central Park, the stand of trees by the pond behind the Delacorte Theater.
First documented: 1985

Went defunct: 1994
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