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… a wild dedication of yourselves


To unpath’d waters, undream’d shores; most certain


To miseries enough…


WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE


The Winter’s Tale




Sad




adjective \ ‘sad \


Feeling or showing sorrow or unhappiness.


Synonyms: blue, brokenhearted,


cast down, crestfallen, dejected,


depressed, despondent,


disconsolate, doleful, down,


downcast, downhearted, down in


the mouth, droopy, forlorn,


gloomy, glum, heartbroken,


heartsick, heavyhearted,


inconsolable, joyless, low,


melancholic, miserable,


mournful, saddened, sorrowful,


sorry, unhappy, woebegone,


woeful, wretched
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‘I hate travelling and explorers.’ This is the sentence Claude Lévi-Strauss chose to open his anthropological memoir and travelogue, Tristes Tropiques – first published in France in 1955 and translated into English in 1961. Lévi-Strauss dryly declares his disdain for travel books in the opening pages. ‘I have often planned to undertake the present work,’ he writes, ‘but on each occasion a sort of shame and repugnance prevented me making a start.’ The book’s original French title remains untranslated, as the proposed English translations of ‘Sad Tropics’ or ‘Tropics of Sadness’ lacked the subtle poignancy Lévi-Strauss intended.


It was in mid-2015 that I happened upon Mount Hopeless. Not the geological landform, but its name on a map of southern Australia; two microscopic words nestled among a tapestry of topographic contour lines. I was struck by the wonderful absurdity of this small discovery – why, I thought to myself, would there be a mountain called Hopeless in the middle of nowhere? I began typing into Google Maps other depressing synonyms, and from behind the omniscient glow of my computer screen, I unearthed a bygone history of my country: Melancholy Waterhole, Disappointment Bay, Misery Island, Starvation Creek, Suicide Point. All this time I had been residing, in Lévi-Strauss’s words, among the ‘…vestiges of a vanished reality’. After several months I had the beginnings of a collection, a kind of cabinet of depressing cartographical curiosities.


It is on maps that we discover the union of landscape and language. They are not objective representations of the world, but products of a mind; a reflection of the mapmaker’s culture and experiences, the time and place in which they were made. Maps are documents, artifacts, guides, authorities and stories.


In 1606, Willem Janszoon and his Dutch crew of the Duyfken were on an exploratory mission to map the coast of New Guinea when, completely by accident, they stumbled across the unknown continent of Australia. Thinking it was still New Guinea, they inadvertently became the first Europeans to set foot on this undiscovered land. Janszoon found a place, ‘. . .inhabited by savage, cruel, black barbarians who slew some of our sailors,’ adding that, ‘no information was obtained touching the exact situation of the country and regarding the commodities obtainable and in demand there’. Dismayed by these inscrutable people and their impartiality to trade, Janszoon and his crew abandoned their mission, leaving in their wake a scene of bloody violence that left several sailors and natives dead. On his map, Janszoon gave the place the inauspicious name Cape Keerweer – Dutch for ‘turn around’.


Janszoon’s encounter is emblematic of the journeys undertaken by European explorers during the so-called Age of Exploration, a period spanning from the 15th to the 17th century. If we are to believe from the name that the intention of such explorers was one of virtuous curiosity, a simple yearning to chart unexplored lands in the name of benevolent empires, then history presents another tale.


Australia was, to the chagrin of early European explorers, not Terra nullius, the blank, uninhabited space that filled their maps. The Aboriginal place names, which had been preserved through oral tradition for some 50,000 years, were not only topographic identifiers, but also stories of creation and mythology intertwined with the landscape. It was not with maps that Aboriginals once navigated, but songs. By reciting the songs of ancient creation myths in the correct sequence, one was able to travel vast distances across the land. After European invasion, songs and names were lost. Places were renamed, now reflecting a new kind of story; one of territorial conquest and colonial expeditions, a landscape recalling not mythical deities and spirits, but explorers, geologists, royalty and celebrities.


I came to learn that the study of place names is called toponymy, itself an obscure branch of onomastics – the study of names in general. Toponyms function as both identifiers and monuments, and this was especially true in the days of colonial exploration. Many of the sad toponyms in this book originate from the Age of Exploration; not the kind of exploration we associate with stories of adventure and romance, but a desire to conquer the world, to extract natural resources, expand kingdoms and empires, to exploit and Christianize uncultured and savage peoples. It is not by coincidence that the majority of sad places are to be found in post-colonial countries: North and South America, Canada, Australia, New Zealand. The sadness that Lévi-Strauss discovered in the tropics was a vestige of the slow-burning destruction from the Age of Exploration. What he witnessed was the sadness of disappearing civilizations, a dying world, heavy with the post-colonial melancholy that his subjects were forced to bear.


The first toponymists were storytellers, those who attempted to explain the forgotten origin of place names through a weaving of history, myth and imagination. Landscape often functions as a metaphor for language, and it is said that one can read the landscape as they do a book. In that sense, these place names function as a kind of index; each name the title of a story written across the pages of the landscape. ‘From the names might be known how here one man hoped and struggled,’ writes George R. Stewart in Names on the Land, ‘how there another dreamed, or died, or sought fortune, and another joked, twisting an old name to make a new one… they were closely bound with the land itself and the adventures of the people.’


Behind each place name there exists a story, and in the case of these sad places, behind the story a tragic event. And while that is often true, more often the memory of that event fades, and like a weathered signpost that points to a disused path, only the name remains, echoing a time immemorial. In this book, I have attempted to follow those paths. Frequently they wind and fork, splitting into smaller paths, leading to wildly disorienting forests where it becomes impossible to separate history from mythology, fiction from fact and memory from imagination. And so this book is also a journey of unlikely digressions, paths that lead to strange and obscure histories: Soviet science fiction and religious hermits, atomic test sites and death in hotels, the uncanniness of gas stations and the melancholy of the Anthropocene.


I have not been to, nor is it likely I will visit, any of the places in this book. While it can be read as a kind of toponymic collection, it can also be read as a travel guide, or perhaps more accurately, an anti-travel guide; a directory for the crestfallen among us, those inflicted with the black bile of melancholia. In the way that landscape can function as a metaphor for language, the opposite is also true. Stories are also a form of imaginary travel, a way of traversing the landscape of the mind. In Lévi-Strauss’s travel book, he attempts to convince the reader not to travel, instead reminiscing about, ‘…the days of real journeys, when it was still possible to see the full splendour of a spectacle that had not yet been blighted, polluted and spoilt…’ He writes with misanthropic despair that, ‘The first thing we see as we travel round the world is our own filth, thrown into the face of mankind…’ And with that he asks the reader to consider, ‘…what else can the so-called escapism of travelling do than confront us with the more unfortunate aspects of our history?’


In 1790, the French writer Xavier de Maistre was imprisoned for forty-two days in his bedroom as punishment for duelling. In his room, a mere thirty-six paces, de Maistre relieves his boredom by writing a travel book titled A Journey Around My Room. He spends his days traversing the miniscule space as if it were a vast continent, exploring the room’s nooks and corners as if they were a boundless wilderness, studying his furniture as if he were an anthropologist, gazing from his window as if he were on an endless train journey crossing strange lands. This form of travel and exploration he recommends to everyone, especially to the poor, the infirm and the lazy, as it is both highly affordable and universally accessible. His imagination transports him far beyond the walls of his room, a journey which he embarks upon with the greatest of exploratory fervour.


De Maistre demonstrates that through stories we can explore and traverse the topographies of the world, without even needing to leave the comfort of our room. ‘When I travel through my room,’ he writes, ‘I rarely follow a straight line: I go from the table towards a picture hanging in a corner; from there, I set out obliquely towards the door; but even though, when I begin, it really is my intention to go there, if I happen to meet my armchair en route, I don’t think twice about it, and settle down in it without further ado.’


So I invite you to stay at home, make a cup of tea and settle into your armchair. You’re about to explore the saddest places on earth.
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DECEPTION IS NO ordinary island. On 22 December 1908, after six days of surging Antarctic storms and crippling seasickness, the crew of the Pourquoi-Pas finally lurched into the steaming caldera of the volcano that is Deception Island. The 12-kilometre-wide amphitheatre of black mountains encircling the port set the stage for a hellish spectacle. Whaling ships – run not on coal but on dead penguins – crowded the bay like a gruesome flotilla carnival. ‘Pieces of whale float about on all sides,’ Jean-Baptiste Charcot later wrote in his diary from the Pourquoi-Pas, ‘…bodies in the process of being cut up or waiting for their turn alongside the various boats. The smell was unbearable.’ Along the blood-soaked beaches of Whalers Bay, among the putrid carcasses and dismembered skeletons, stood enormous iron tanks in which flesh and bone were boiled under roaring furnaces that illuminated the island day and night. Beneath the hulls of the floating slaughterhouses, the blood-tainted caldera bubbled and gurgled, rising into a thick mist that shrouded the scene with a stench of death that hovered over everything. On the beach, alchemists transformed flesh and blubber into oil, and oil into commodity.


It was a 21-year-old Connecticutian by the name of Nathaniel Palmer who, in a sloop barely longer than a rowboat, chanced upon a narrow gap on the island’s mountainous side in 1821. At that moment, he had simultaneously discovered both a dozing volcano and, ironically, Antarctica’s safest harbour – a rare haven from the furious South Atlantic winds and crushing ice floes.


It wasn’t whales he was searching for, but seals. In the Antarctic, fur seals were the first animals to be hunted – and in the most unsustainable fashion imaginable. After being either clubbed or lanced to death, their skins were washed and packed into barrels before being shipped to Europe, North America and China. As more hunters arrived each summer, competition for new hunting grounds became fierce. After only five summers, fur seal populations were decimated and the species was balancing on the verge of extinction. ‘After the seals failed,’ remarked one commentator (blaming not the hunters but the seals for presumably failing to repopulate fast enough), ‘…our ships rapidly secured the lead in the whale fishery.’ Antarctica offered an abundance of whales and whalers found a global market hungry for their precious oil.
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Product label for Seattle Soap Company’s Whale Oil Soap.








It is difficult today to appreciate the extent to which Western society depended on whale oil during recent centuries. An ingredient in cosmetics, engine oil and detergents, it also found a role in the production of textiles, jute, leather, linoleum, rope, varnish, paint, soap and margarine. It lubricated the delicate mechanisms of clocks and chronometers, was consumed as a vitamin and became essential in the manufacturing of nitroglycerin for explosives in both world wars. It was, however, in lighting that it found its greatest function. Known as spermaceti – superior to both beeswax and animal tallow for its capacity to produce a brighter, cleaner, smokeless flame – it was bailed out in buckets from the severed heads of sperm whales. Spermaceti lit millions of homes, street lamps, lighthouses and buildings across Europe and North America. Whale oil had become the essential ingredient in the lifeblood of modernity, running through the veins of the new industrial world in order to keep clocks ticking, lights glowing and bombs exploding.


Almost overnight Deception Island was transformed into a bustling whaling factory. The invention of kerosene in the mid-1850s eventually began to replace whale oil as the preferred type of fuel. During the 1920s, whaling ships arrived in Antarctica featuring built-in slipways that allowed whales to be hauled onto the decks for processing, rendering sheltered harbours like Deception unnecessary. Faster processing equalled more oil, in turn generating greater profits, eventually leading to an oversaturated whale oil market. The result was a dramatic fall in oil prices and, as a result, the practice of less-profitable, land-based whale processing abruptly ended. The 19th and 20th centuries’ reliance on whale oil draws an uncanny parallel with the 21st century’s dependence on mineral oil in more ways than one. ‘The whaler was a kind of pirate miner – an excavator of oceanic oil,’ writes Philip Hoare in Leviathan or, The Whale, ‘…stoking the furnace of the Industrial Revolution as much as any man digging coal out of the earth. Whale oil and whalebone were commodities for the Machine Age…’ By 1931 the last whaling company on Deception finally ceased operation, ending commercial whaling on the island entirely.


Deception remained abandoned until 1941 when the British Navy decided to make the island less attractive to the German Navy by destroying the remaining oil tanks and other supplies. The Germans failed to show. Argentina, however, visited the following year, leaving a couple of national signs and flags around in a half-hearted attempt to declare sovereignty. Shortly after, the British returned and replaced the flags with their own. In 1944, a group of British scientists established a permanent research station. In 1955, Chile decided that it also wanted a piece of Deception, building its own research station next to the British. While numerous countries simultaneously declared sovereignty over Deception, there was surprisingly little conflict, even reports of tea parties. However, by the end of the 1960s, Deception decided to evict its undesirable occupants with a series of eruptions that destroyed the research stations and buried everything under several feet of mud and ash.
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Capturing a Sperm Whale, John William Hill (1835).








Today the island is administered under the Antarctic Treaty System and during the short summers, tourists armed with cameras can be seen wandering through the ruined structures that lean – partially sunken – in the black volcanic sand. William Hazlitt, the English literary critic and philosopher, once wrote, ‘Life is the art of being well deceived; and in order that the deception may succeed it must be habitual and uninterrupted.’ In 2007, a luxury cruise ship struck rocks as it entered the flooded caldera of Deception Island, spilling 200 gallons of oil and fuel into the bay, and once again the bubbling waters changed colour, this time not red, but black with the new blood of modernity.
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THE END OF the World is remarkably hard to find. It isn’t in the Arctic, or the Antarctic, nor in an ancient Mayan temple or in the Southern Ocean where lost sailors tumble into a mysterious abyss. It can, however, be found tucked away in the recesses of the remote wilderness of eastern California. There, strewn unceremoniously across the vast, unforgiving landscape of the Sierra Nevada mountains, lies the scattered debris of once hopeful gold prospectors.


On 24 January 1848, a mill worker happened upon several glittering yellow flakes in the sand of the American River, a meandering waterway that snakes out from the base of the Sierra Nevada mountains. Little did he know that his chance encounter with those few lustrous specks would alter the course of world history. The New York Herald soon caught wind of the finding and, almost overnight, thousands desperate to ensure their fortune were flocking to the California mountains, coming from across North and South America, Europe and even as far away as Australia, New Zealand and China. The word ‘California’ became indelibly synonymous with gold. The California Dream ensnared itself in the collective imagination, a promised land of wealth and new beginnings. But the dream was only to be realized by those who could first get there. In 1848, there was no easy way to get to California, not even for those already on the continent. America was, for the most part, a vastly unexplored landscape lacking in roads and railway networks. Getting from the east to the west coast by land was a difficult and perilous journey, one that took many months, if the traveller was to even arrive there at all. Paradoxically, most who travelled from the east coast to the west coast did so by sea, sailing all the way around the tip of South America – an arduous voyage that involved eight months of toil. Some sailed south to Panama where, with the aid of canoes and mules, they trekked west through dense tropical jungle, only to board another ship destined for San Francisco once they arrived on the Pacific side. Each route came with its own deadly hazards; from the cataclysmic – shipwrecks, typhoid or cholera, surprise attacks from Natives, robbery by armed gangs – to the more mundane misfortunes, like getting lost en route.
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A sailing card for the clipper ship California, depicting scenes from the California Gold Rush.








The gold laboured from the earth began to transform the landscape it had emerged from. Towns, and roads connecting them, materialized overnight. To support the many thousands of new arrivals stricken with gold fever, entire industries emerged. The tiny port town of San Francisco, which in 1846 had a mere 200 residents, by 1852 had exploded into a thriving metropolis of 36,000 inhabitants. Gold, and the potent allure of the dreams it fostered, became the alchemical ingredient that transformed wilderness into towns and towns into cities.


In search of the elusive mineral, prospectors roamed out into uncharted lands, prowling further and further into the depths of the Californian wilderness. They scoured riverbeds, cut deep into the mountainsides and overturned stone and earth. They had no maps because they didn’t need any – this part of the world was terra incognita. The prospectors became explorers. As they colonized the landscape, they christened it with names that reflected their experiences. Places with names such as Last Chance, Devil’s Peak, Hell Hole Reservoir, Devil’s Gate, Lost Canyon, Deadwood and End of the World go some way to summarizing the grim existence of Californian prospectors. Gold prospecting proved a dangerous gamble that captured the imaginations of many, but rarely paid off. While it occasionally made poor men rich, the vast majority of miners became only poorer. Yet, poverty was the least of their worries, as for the many thousands who had managed to survive their arduous journeys from across the world, death remained their constant companion. The possibility of death from falling rocks, bears, disease, arrows or drowning haunted them like a malicious shadow.


It was not only unfortunate prospectors who suffered from the allure of gold. Both mining and the miners brought devastation to the Native Americans; a race of people who had already endured immeasurable suffering from disease and slaughter at the hands of the Spanish. In California, gold-hungry prospectors drove the Natives from their hunting, fishing and food-gathering lands. Some, in a desperate attempt to protect their homes and families, attacked the miners, only giving the miners justification to massacre entire villages. California’s first governor, Peter Burnett, declared that the Natives had two options – extermination or removal. Some 4,000 Native children were sold to settlers as slaves. In 1845, three years before the beginning of the Gold Rush, there were an estimated 150,000 Natives in California. By 1870, only 30,000 remained.


In their indefatigable lust for riches, gold-hungry miners tore open the land, hollowed it out and left it scorched and defiled. Enormous water cannons ripped open mountainsides, rivers were diverted and dammed, entire forests – including thousand-year-old giant sequoia – were logged and poisonous by-products, namely mercury, flowed down rivers and streams, killing fish and rendering the water toxic for centuries to come. The California grizzly bear perhaps fared worst of all animals. To amuse the entertainment-deprived miners, bears were captured and released into gladiatorial rings to battle against bulls and other unsuspecting creatures. When bulls versus bears had grown uninteresting, wealthy miners imported African lions to rejuvenate the excitement. Less than seventy-five years after the first prospectors headed into the California mountains, almost every California grizzly had been killed. The species was declared extinct in 1922.


Then, one day, the California Gold Rush ended, almost as quickly as it had begun. Thousands, unaware of this news, continued to pour into the already plundered gold fields, only to find there was nothing left. ‘Happy days are past,’ went one Gold Rush melody. ‘The mines have failed at last… There’s nothing left for me / I’ll never, never see / My happy, happy home so far away.’


During the long Californian summers, tourists wander among the scattered ruins of the Gold Rush era, through a landscape still pockmarked by the trauma of the past. Hollow mines, collapsed buildings, overgrown roads and entire ghost towns now exist only as decaying memories, topographic scars yet to heal. While thousands were murdered, landscapes annihilated, rivers poisoned and species driven to extinction, many look back at the fanatic hunt for that lustrous yellow mineral through rose-coloured glasses. Those who journeyed to the End of the World were part of the largest mass migration in North American history, but for those who were native to the land, the migrants brought little more than misery and destruction.
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LONDON, 1854. The city was in the throes of yet another plague outbreak, a succession of deadly waves that, since 1831, had devastated the city’s impoverished population. In just the previous year, the enigmatic illness had killed more than 10,000 people in London and Newcastle alone. In late summer of 1854, the illness again swept through London, this time striking Soho the hardest. In the first three days of September, it killed 127 people. As with the bubonic plague of 1666, people fled to the country, leaving an empty and destitute city in their wake.


For as long as living memory, a perpetual dry haze had hung over London, a persistent grey fog of noxious vapour that poured from coal fires, beer breweries, soap boilers and lime burners. ‘It looks partly as if it were made of poisonous smoke,’ wrote John Ruskin in his diary, ‘very possibly it may be. . . But mere smoke would not blow to and fro in that wild way. It looks more to me as if it were made of dead men’s souls.’


A crusty layer of black soot and filth clung to every surface of the city like barnacles to the bottom of a ship. Under the sweltering summer sun, the Thames had become a simmering cesspool of human and animal faeces, producing an odour so unbearable that the government was forced to dump a concoction of chloride, chalk lime and carbolic acid into it in an attempt to ease the stench. But even the malodorous river failed to compare to the inescapable odour of death that seemed to inhabit the very pores of the city. Blame for the mystery illness inevitably fell on the air itself, which in the collective imagination had become so heavily putrefied, that it had seemingly metamorphosed into a shape-shifting and malicious entity. What made this entity so terrifying was the way it came for some but, inexplicably, spared others. It was a waking nightmare that consumed the imagination of the city, a force so elusive that it could not be hunted or stopped. Robert Seymour, an artist living in London at the time, published in a London newspaper an illustration of an enormous skeleton cloaked in a white sheet hovering over London. Its long, bony arms are outstretched as it glides across the skyline, shrouded in an ominous dark fog. Unable to fight it, all they could do was give it a name. They called it ‘miasma’. It was when darkness had rolled over the city that the miasma was believed to emerge, winding its way through the city streets. Those who dared venture outside or neglected to adequately seal their houses had little chance of escaping its clutches. It was in this city that Daniel Pender, a surveyor with the Royal British Navy, lived with his wife and two young daughters. Little is known of Pender, except that while on duty aboard the Renard docked in Falmouth, he received word of the ill health of his family back in London. He immediately returned to the city, but by the time he reached it only a day later, he found himself a husband and father no more.
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