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“More often than not, modern humans have stumbled obliviously and 
deleteriously across the landscape they inhabit. Accordingly, their perception 
of reality has become ever more shallow, superficial, and desacralized—or, worst of all, may now be abandoned entirely in favor of virtual simulacra. Swimming against this tide for over half a century, Nigel Pennick is a tireless explorer and surveyor of the ensouled and eldritch world that still persists around us, despite our blind and clumsy attempts to constantly ‘develop’ and smother it for short-term gains. At its root, Magic in the Landscape is a treatise about the authenticity that results from meaningful human interaction with the earth and its myriad energies. In this modest ‘spiritual gazetteer,’ Pennick reveals some of the countless crossroads where local traditions and topography intersect, always with the aim of shedding light upon the deeper soulscape that these practices reflect.”

MICHAEL MOYNIHAN, PH.D.,
COEDITOR OF TYR: MYTH—CULTURE—TRADITION

“In this book, Nigel expertly weaves together a narrative exploring the power of place and humankind’s changing relationship with it. It is a thought-provoking and well-written exploration of the physical and spiritual aspects of the landscape, revealing the world about us to be more than an impersonal backdrop against which we live out our lives. Within these pages, Nigel reminds us of the importance of how we choose to orient ourselves within this ensouled world and of the necessity for discernment in any mundane and magical interactions we might make with the land beneath our heels.”

MARTIN DUFFY, AUTHOR OF 
THE SPIRIT OF THE DOWNS: 
WITCHCRAFT AND MAGIC IN SUSSEX

“In this book, Pennick does what he does so well—wears his deep learning lightly and makes more profound and highly readable connections between magic and the visible world than you could shake a geomantic staff at. He reminds us of the necessity of sacred space and the disenchantment of the world, demolishing the prettification of rural Britain and our loss of magical tradition. He also shows that what we now call feng shui existed in Britain long before it got fashionable and that just a few centuries ago major buildings were founded at times and places indicated by astrology. Should we need such a reminder, a postscript on magic makes it clear that Pennick is not some tenured academic toeing the scientism party line but a practicing magician who is writing from real personal experience.”

DAVID LEE, AUTHOR OF
LIFE FORCE: SENSED 
ENERGY IN BREATHWORK, PSYCHEDELIA 
AND CHAOS MAGIC



INTRODUCTION

A VANISHING WORLD IN NEED OF RESCUE

Many writings about historical subjects attempt to reconstruct 
the past by creating a depiction of an ideal time when the writer perceives that 
the system under study was perfect or intact. All history is a kind of editing; 
we are presented with records, stories, and opinions from the past from which we 
must try to construct some coherent narrative. The nature of events and how they 
are remembered, recorded, and transmitted is an uncertain territory. Time is a continuum, and we are present in it at a certain place. There is no generic moment: every incident that occurred was a real one, and every action happened at a particular time at a particular place. What has come before is only present as physical fragments, written and recorded documentation, legendary readings of events, stories handed down, and attempted reconstructions that seek to create an ambience of a historical period. Museums, reconstructions, and reenactments exist in the present: they are inevitably selective and creative works of the present that seek to present us with the illusion of being in the past—which we are not. Their many failings and falsifications are apparent wherever they take place.

The academic discipline of folklore and studies into earth mysteries, paganism, witchcraft, and magic are equally subject to this selection. Recorded evidence of much of the subject matter is extremely fragmentary and subject to widely varying interpretations. These interpretations frequently present themselves as composing a self-contained system that ignores variations of individuals and of time. A simplified, homogenized, and idealized principle is presented as if it were the complex and irreducible reality. An indeterminate and imaginary period—“the past”—is often presented as a mythologized existence comparable to the dreamtime of the native Australian mythos. This is not a historical time and date like that of a recorded event, such as, for example, the laying of the foundation stone of Sir Christopher Wren’s Saint Paul’s Cathedral in London at 6:30 a.m. local apparent time, June 26 (Old Style), 1675, but rather is an idealized otherworldly time that remains forever in the eternal present in people’s culture.
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Fig. I.1. Spiral stone, Newgrange, Ireland

Religions based on supposed actual events treat them in this idealized way. 
In Christian iconography Jesus is always on the cross, and the actual and 
precise location, time, date, and duration of the crucifixion is unknown and has no importance to the mythos. But if it 
occurred, it was on a particular date, at a particular time, with a particular duration, after which the event was over. This event has been transferred into an eternal imaginary time. Those who take visitors around historic sites often say something like, “They would have sat here,” a false way of viewing the past. There is no “would have”: either someone did something at a specific time or they did not. “Would have” is the language of imaginary time, the fabrication of a story that masquerades as past reality.

Every person lumped under the various categories was, like you and me, an individual who lived for a particular time after his or her birth, which took place at a particular moment, as did his or her death. They were individuals born into particular families at particular places. They were taught by other individuals, each with their own histories and their own life stories. Most of these people are unknown; their life stories are lost, and we are lucky to have a few names and the occasional anecdote of one of their actions. Although writers, statisticians, and politicians talk as if there are real entities like “the British people,” “witches,” “ploughmen,”*1 “drivers,” “criminals,” “police officers,” “foreigners,” or “magicians,” in actuality these categories tell us nothing about the character and lives of the individuals so categorized. 
Equally, the modes of study and their development and changes have their own 
history. Opinions commonly held as true in 1862 may have been discredited by 
1912, revised in 1962, and overthrown by 2012, and they may be reinstated by 
2062. During the periods when they held sway, these opinions were the norm, the 
orthodoxy, and one risked criticism or the loss of one’s credibility or even 
one’s career or life to claim another opinion. In folklore and wider historical 
reconstruction attempts, their history as subjects embeds within them the processes of their development. Many of the early investigators were driven by a wish to find customs and traditions that were unique to particular places—or at least what they then perceived to be unique—and that they saw as in danger of being lost. When an art has seemed threatened, then collecting has intensified so that people can record what was viewed as a vanishing world in need of rescue.

A nationalist agenda was present in many folklorists, and their success in identifying what they saw as national differences remains today. Hence the largely artificial divisions identifying folk art and traditional music played in the British Isles and the different versions of the styles in Canada and the United States. There are contemporary folk musicians who will only play what they consider to be Irish, English, or Scottish music, even though the standard repertoires of these three divisions contain a not-inconsiderable number of the same tunes. It is known that “Flowers of Edinburgh” has been played by traditional musicians in Cambridge since at least the middle of the nineteenth century; “The Glasgow Hornpipe” and “The Sheffield Apprentice” appear in the standard Irish repertoire, and there are many more examples of this.

Much heated sectarian and nationalist anger has been expended on arguments over the origins and ownership of traditional tunes. It is not easy to define a tune as belonging to a particular nation once we look at its origins and history, even if we know them. For example, is the ska song about an underground railway line in London, “All Change on the Bakerloo Line,” Jamaican or English? Both. A modern instance of the nationalization of a song is “The Leaving of Liverpool,” which was collected from an American singer in New York and which is about a port in England, yet because it was part of the repertoire of the Dubliners, an Irish group, it is now an “Irish” song.

The attempts to identify cultural artifacts that demonstrate national 
differences actually have gone a long way to creating differences that may not 
have existed before in such clearly defined ways. The very act of defining 
something as national—nationalizing what was once common property—is an act of political power-making intended to serve a political agenda. Making and publishing collections of music and other traditional performances defined national culture through the terms of what the collectors selected from what they found; items they deemed foreign or inappropriate were edited out, even though they were present among the musicians who played that music. The principle of selective amnesia is often an integral part of writing histories.

A similar process can be detected in certain areas of esoteric study, where 
practices that the collectors considered to be foreign or alien did not enter 
the record or were later forgotten. For example, the concept of feng shui was embedded within English landscape gardening in the eighteenth century to the point that its elements were taken for granted a century later and were all but unrecognized by the time that practitioners of new age ideas made feng shui fashionable again in the late twentieth century. When they brought it back, it was full on Chinese in appearance, so nobody noticed the feng shui in the design of their local town park, what the Germans call “the English garden.” Similarly, the influences of magic from various parts of the world in recorded traditional British witchcraft are scarcely noticed. Even in Wicca, the Malayan elements incorporated into the system by Gerald Brosseau Gardner*2 are assumed by many to originate in ancient Britain.

Every kind of human culture is syncretic in this way. The illusion of primal 
purity is a projection back on a mythic past, and often it is merely a device 
used by individuals and groups to gain power and control. As with everything in this transient world, human culture is ever changing, and its only manifestation is in the performance of its traditions. All living cultural traditions, wherever they are, are in a state of continuous evolution, adapting themselves to the particular conditions prevailing at the moment. The present moment is the result of what has preceded it, that intangible phenomenon that we call the past. What 
humans have decided to call the “natural laws” of physics, the given nature of 
the materials with which we must work, and the culturally transmitted techniques 
of working with them, along with the social expectations of the moment, are 
engaged with by the performer, who must manage them with skill to produce the 
desired result. We cannot remove ourselves from the logic of the situation. It 
is an immutable condition from which we must work.



1

THE BRITISH RURAL LANDSCAPE

A Brief History

Your portion, make the best of it.

The landlords have the rest of it.

CYNICUS (MARTIN ANDERSON)

The countryside is often portrayed in the imagination as a rural idyll of pastoral peace and tranquillity. But this, even if desirable, is not a real understanding of true conditions, either historical or contemporary. The rural landscape we experience now is the current—and changing—result of a history of significant transformative influences that resulted in progressive urbanization, which continues today. The condition of the landscape as we experience it embeds events that altered it from a land where people worked it and much was held in common to one where private ownership became the norm. That had come about as the result of a pastoral culture that cultivated the land, transforming it from forest and wilderness into fields and gardens, much of which was in common ownership—common land.

The most significant element in the transformation, which has led to the 
present situation, was the enclosure of the common land. The ruling class 
decided that it had the power to take the land that was held in common by the 
lower class and use it to profit the few. Because Parliament was the preserve of 
the rich (and I write this when old-school-tie millionaires compose the higher 
echelons of the government), members who were used to voting through laws for 
their own profit decided to have an Act of Parliament that took away most of the 
common land from the peasantry. The king gladly signed it into law, for he too was to profit from this one-sided act of privatization. The land taken in this way was “improved” by the new owners with new agricultural techniques. Ancient footpaths and trackways were barred and ploughed up. Standing stones, upright monuments that may have been erected as far back as the Neolithic period, were uprooted, carted away, and broken up for road stone. Sacred trees that stood in the way of the plough were felled. In Scotland this “improvement” took the form of the Highland Clearances, under which the peasant class was forcibly evicted from the land by the Scots lairds and forced to flee as refugees to other parts of Britain and, most notably, to Canada. In Scotland humans were replaced by more profitable sheep.
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Fig. 1.1. Shropshire Fields, England

The suffering of those evicted from their own land was considered a price well worth paying by those who made a handsome profit from the deportation of their countrymen and countrywomen from their own villages. The supposed mutual bond between the lords and their vassals had been broken because many of the vassals had become redundant to the needs of their rulers. The capital-driven financial world that took over had (and has) no humanitarian conscience; profit was (and is) the only consideration. One of the results of this new profit motive was the slave trade, set up to transport African slaves to work on the plantations throughout the British Empire. When the British commons were fenced in the owners had no care whether those who formerly had made their livings from that land were cast down into poverty and starvation. They saw the world in terms of the free market and saw those who were cast out as people who had not enough ability to succeed, who were therefore unworthy of anything better than to live in squalor and hunger. The system had no humanitarian conscience.

There was no such thing as human rights in those days. The establishment approved of and profited from slavery, and the indigenous poor of Britain and Ireland were considered to have no more rights than any other slaves of the empire. Those who could emigrated to industrial towns and cities, where they worked long and dangerous hours in mills and factories with no health and safety regulations to protect them from industrial accidents and illnesses, with no medical care if they were sick or injured, and with the prospect of being imprisoned in the workhouse once they were no longer able to work.

Not everyone was expelled, as some were still needed to work the land. The harsh living conditions, which many country people suffered 
in Britain before World War I, are something only occasionally touched on in 
popular fiction: romance novels or television and movie costume dramas. The 
historical reality of grinding poverty and oppression, which the majority of 
British peasantry suffered under their lords and masters—both temporal and 
spiritual—is prettified, with an idealized rural Arcadia presented to the 
consumer. Nothing could be further from the truth. Fatigue, cold, and hunger were the everyday life of farmworkers. 
The meager basics of life were scarcely available in the good times, while in 
the bad times famine was the norm. The suffering was unremitting and lifelong. My ancestress, Elizabeth Hazelwood, living in Ely, Cambridgeshire, in the first half of the nineteenth century, bore thirteen children. Nine died in infancy. It was no rural idyll there for her and her family. The everyday reality of life in that part of England then can be understood from the documented experience of one farm laborer, John Irons of Eynesbury, 
Huntingdonshire, who lived and worked in the 1860s in an eminently arable and 
ostensibly prosperous part of rural England.

Breakfast, which was eaten on the farm upon the worker’s arrival at six in the morning, consisted of bread brought from home, to which was added milk supplied by the farmer. Lunch was nothing but bread, eaten during a short interval at nine o’clock. Dinner was taken at the farm at two in the afternoon, when the horses had finished their day’s work. This consisted of a flour, lard, and onion dumpling and a small piece of fat pork, boiled in a bag and brought from home already cooked. If the farmer’s wife was kindly, she might warm up this fare and also give the workers soup. All this consisted of was the water in which meat or vegetables had been boiled. In bad times the piece of pork would be taken home uneaten to give a bit of flavor to the next day’s dumpling. Supper was eaten with the family at home, being bread and lard with vegetables. No butter was ever eaten, and bread was made once a week at home and taken to the baker for baking. It was made of grain gleaned from the ground after the harvest.

No wonder a local rural rhyme of the time went:

God made bees.

Bees make honey.

Laborers do the work,

And the farmers get the money.

Medical treatment, if one was taken ill, was fraught with trouble. Doctors charged fees that were far beyond the means of the poor, so people took recourse with the local wisewoman, who was also the midwife who brought babies into the world and sometimes performed abortions and euthanasia (Pennick 2011a, 106–7). There were no paved roads, no piped chlorinated water, no sanitary washing facilities, no electric or gas lighting, no mass communications media, and no machines of any kind except the local wind or water mill and the parish pump.

Enclosure of the land assisted the construction of railways, the private companies that were, of course, financed and owned by the members of the same class who sat in Parliament. Common land that had not yet been enclosed was sought out as a place for the construction of railway workshops, stations, and goods yards; and many roads and trackways 
were cut by the railway lines, whose companies were given ownership by Act of 
Parliament. Many routes used by drovers who brought their cattle and sheep into 
England from Wales and Scotland were blocked by new railway lines. The drovers 
who remained for the few years before the railway companies took over transport 
of livestock were compelled to drive their herds along public roads, which 
they had hitherto avoided when they could. When the railway lines were built, 
generous areas of additional land were taken by the railway companies and sold 
to entrepreneurs who built mills and factories that used the railways for 
transporting in raw materials and transporting out finished goods.

The cycles of the seasons and their associated agricultural festivals all had spiritual and magical elements. Industry, being conducted according to linear rather than cyclic time, abolished the festivals of the year so far as it was possible. Magical techniques, commonplace in rural crafts and trades, were much fewer in the new industries, though until the abolition of horse power, the mysteries of horsemanry were present in industrial environments.
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Fig. 1.2. Country railway, Welshpool and Llanfair

Urbanization increased as towns expanded around railway locomotive, carriage, and wagon works. Established towns like Derby, Doncaster, Swindon, 
and Crewe became railway towns where locomotives and rolling stock were built and serviced, expanding with new housing and facilities far out into the fields that once surrounded the towns.

Where the new lines were driven through towns and cities, swathes of buildings were demolished, secular and sacred alike. The Midland Railway into London was driven straight through Saint Pancras’s burial ground, and the dead were unceremoniously dug up from the consecrated earth and shipped off for mass reburial elsewhere. At the very end of the nineteenth century, also in London, the dead were removed from the crypt of the church of Saint Mary Woolnoth by the City and South London Railway for the construction of an underground station (Horne 1987, 10–11). But new churches also were built on plots of railway land in the expanded industrial towns for the workers to attend. In the main these churches were not located according to geomantic principles, and orientation was often ignored. Some, clearly located according to Masonic principles, remain today as notable exceptions to the norm.

By 1900 country remote from towns was crisscrossed by railways. Railways even crisscrossed nonindustrialized islands like the Isle of Wight and the Isle of Man. Rural light railways like those at Welshpool and Wissington and roadside tramways like those at Wantage and Wisbech carried farm produce to railheads, where it was transshipped to the main line. Whether this improved the plight of the rural workers is questionable. The rural way of life, after the enclosures, was altered into an urbanized commercial service economy, serving a national market rather than fulfilling local needs. By the middle of the twentieth century the success of motor vehicles after World War I had not only superseded horse traction and abolished the trades of horseman and carter but also had caused the closure of most country railways. The tracks were torn up and in most cases left as abandoned strips of land running across the country. In some places farmers bought the track bed and ploughed it up, reintegrating it into the fields.
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Fig. 1.3. Saint Mary Woolnoth, August 3, 2008 (drawing by Nigel Pennick)

But as the railways were being ripped up new transportation 
and communication links were being made throughout the country. The process of 
urbanization had been accelerated when the General Post Office extended 
telephone wires into most parts of the country, and wireless broadcasting 
brought the London government propaganda of the BBC into every household that 
had a radio receiver. Before World War II, motoring enthusiasts had admired the 
motorways constructed in fascist Italy for both their utilitarian aesthetic and the way the authoritarian government could order them to be built wherever they were deemed necessary. National efficiency, it was argued, overruled local interests, and the same thing could be done in Britain. Even in 1928, however, voices were raised against new roads, and Clough Williams-Ellis’s book England and the Octopus 
was a major statement against them, arguing for the causes later identified as 
ecology and conservation against the new arterial roads that, like the tentacles of an octopus, had Britain in their grip.

Although the politics of the corporate state failed to gain much support, the Second World War led to a command economy in which everything was subordinated to the war effort, and afterward it was believed that continuing this way of doing things would “make Britain great again.” Airfields and military bases had been built during the war wherever the authorities deemed that they were needed, without regard to the wishes and needs of the locals, who were often expelled from their own villages, never to return. So the same brutal principles were deemed to hold good for peacetime. The countryside was electrified with poles and pylons carrying the cables, and old forms of power went out of use. There was no place for the rural or traditional in this worldview. As special places in the landscape were altered irrevocably or destroyed utterly, their magical, eldritch qualities were obliterated, and the traditional rites and ceremonies performed at them were lost. Even when they remained, in a totally altered context, local knowledge about them was lost as people moved around to find work or fight in wars, and people’s attachment to place was broken.
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Fig. 1.4. The all-metal landscape at Cambridge

The time of atomic bombs, televisions, airliners, and rockets had arrived, and the years after the war’s end in 1945 were dominated by mostly failed government attempts with the British military-industrial complex to pursue costly aerospace projects like the Bristol Brabazon, the Comet airliner, the V-bombers that carried nuclear weapons, and the rocket called Blue Streak, part of a heroic British space project that was subsequently canceled. The cartoon character Dan Dare was not to be the first man on the moon. Government preoccupation with a forthcoming nuclear war led to the construction in secret of numerous underground bunkers for government, not civilian, use, that were linked by deep-level tunnels (Pennick 
1988). These were built under major cities and in unobtrusive country sites where they were intended for government officials and civil servants to flee the cities so they could run the remnants of Britain after the devastation of a Soviet nuclear attack (Laurie 1972). Linking them from 1955 onward, a series of microwave telecommunications towers codenamed Backbone appeared on strategic high points in the landscape (223; 1979, 227–44). They were linked to the government bunkers, the BBC broadcasting facilities, and the nuclear early-warning stations that also visibly altered the landscape of eastern England. Backbone was intended to keep the politicians, civil servants, and military personnel, who would be hidden deep underground in bunkers across the country, in touch with one another after Britain’s cities and most of the civilian population had been incinerated by hydrogen bombs.

Part of this military-industrial complex drive was a project for a national motorway system, most of which was actually built. Apart from the need for better roads to cope with increasing traffic, there was, of course, also a strategic post-nuclear-holocaust dimension to some of the earlier motorways’ routes. The dispersal of some populations into the new towns that were built at this time also came from this covert preparation for nuclear war. The acquisition of the land on which these 
new motorways were built carried on the legal structures set up for the 
railways. They were compulsorily purchased from the landowners at the market 
price of the land. The growth of car ownership led to the construction of petrol stations everywhere, in villages as much as in towns and cities, with deliveries of fuel from the refineries. These brought the brash urban corporate design of the oil companies into the most traditional and picturesque places.
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Fig. 1.5. Aboveground section of underground bunker, Clapham, London

Country roads and tracks were progressively covered with tarmac and widened for motor vehicles until only a few old green lanes remained, themselves rutted with the deep tire tracks of monster tractors. On the major roads, to allow the easier passage of motor vehicles, crossroads were reconstructed as staggered junctions, roundabouts, or overpasses. At these places the old magic of the crossroads was obliterated. 
By the 1960s the old ancestral countryside had been all but destroyed. What 
still survives exists only as glimpses of a shattered past. During the same 
period that the motorways were being driven across the land, mechanization of 
farming was completed, and in lowland Britain large swathes of the 
characteristic hedgerows, many of which dated from medieval times, were rooted 
up to make fields larger and easier to work with agricultural machinery, which, 
in turn, became progressively larger. The process continues.

Invisibly, the environment has been irrevocably altered since the eighteenth 
century. The noxious emissions of smoke from foundries and factories were noted 
by writers and singers and seen as a sign of impending doom by the Romantics in 
the latter part of the nineteenth century. As well as pollution from myriad sources, the world in which we live is filled with artificial radiation. It began with the electric fields from electric telegraphs and power transmission. To this radiation was added radio waves from transmitters and later aviation radar. World War II brought microwave telecommunications and radiation from the fallout of atomic bombs. Subsequently, further atmospheric detonations of atomic and nuclear weapons have added to the radiation pollution. Nuclear power stations have leaked, and there have been disastrous fires and meltdowns at the Calder Hall/Windscale nuclear power plant (now called Sellafield). They changed the name there to accelerate collective amnesia about the nuclear accidents. Leaks at Three Mile Island, Chernobyl, and Fukushima subsequently added to the ecological burden of artificial radiation. Mobile phones add to the electro-smog that surrounds us, unseen, but, we can be sure, not without affecting us adversely. Of course, we are frequently reassured that it is all utterly harmless.
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Fig. 1.6. Motorway junction in north London

Glimpses of a destroyed past have survived into the present day, partly because they exist at places where people want to go. The ubiquity of cars and good roads means that almost anyone can go anywhere. Tourism as a mass pastime dates from the heyday of the railways, when special trains were laid on to carry people to see special events like prizefights, horse races, exhibitions, and royal jubilees, and later to visit picturesque places for a day out. Since the early days of tourism certain places have become famous and much visited. As well as mountains and waterfalls, ruined abbeys and megalithic structures in picturesque landscapes were and are popular. In certain places railways or tramways were built to take tourists to a place of natural beauty, such as the Vale of Rheidol Railway to Devil’s Bridge in western Wales, the Snowdon Mountain Railway to the summit of the highest mountain in Wales, and the Giant’s Causeway Tramway in the north of Ireland. While steam trains up a mountainside appear quaint and picturesque today, it is arguable that a new line up a mountain would not be tolerated today. The intrusion today is less overt; the modern equivalent is the car and bus parking lot, road signs, lighting, barbed wire, kiosks, and subway at Stonehenge.
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Fig. 1.7. Cable car on the Great Orme, Wales

As with the railway up Snowdon, once revered as a holy mountain, the existence of at least some of these facilities actually destroyed the ambience of the place that the tourists wished to experience. Authentic or not, a nice day out, an attraction to visit, is what most people are looking for. Authentic remains of the former way of life before the urbanization of the countryside are popular because of their comparative rarity and because in some of them we can occasionally experience some continuity of the eldritch. The experience of such places may indeed be authentic, such as punting on the River Cam in Cambridge, where the leisure and tourist industry took over seamlessly from the utilitarian use of the narrow poled boats known as punts for river transport. Thus, Cambridge remains one of the few places where traditional wooden boats are made for everyday use. A traditional craft survives because of the leisure and tourism industry. This is an authentic continuation in the place of its origin. But not all places are like Cambridge, for the leisure and tourism industry has also altered places by the sheer number of visitors and the concomitant services such as parking lots, tourist offices, cafés, souvenir shops, public toilets, and video surveillance. By catering to visitors the people of the place may gain a source of employment and even enjoy a level of prosperity that people in similar but non-picturesque places would not. But in the process the place itself may have lost the very qualities that the visitors seek.

The next stage in this process is the creation of totally new places that mimic authentic places. The most extreme version of this mimicry is in theme parks. The first theme parks were in the United States, derived from permanent funfairs (amusement parks in the United States) like Coney Island, the equivalent of the Pleasure Beach at Blackpool. Tours of the back lots of film studios in Hollywood were a lucrative adjunct to moviemaking, and in the 1950s Walt Disney melded this 
tourist experience with the funfair when he created Disneyland. The days when 
the circus would cakewalk into town were over, but employees in imaginary circus costumes could march down the ersatz Main Street several times a day to reenact the appearance of the circus coming to town in former times. A surrogate experience in a simulacrum of a real town became part of the nice day out.
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Fig. 1.8. Punting in Cambridge at Silver Street Bridge

But the theme park town is not a real town. It has no history other than its original construction as a permanent film set, which is deliberately effaced lest it dispel the illusion. The fake town has no autonomous life. There are no residents, no individual property in this town. Everything is owned by the theme park company. The buildings are not real buildings constructed for use but instead are there to create an appearance, just like in the movies. The events enacted with them as a backdrop are finely choreographed performances put on several times a day as a spectacle for the paying customers. The same event is repeated day by day; there is no awareness or recognition of the passage of time. The concept of “keeping up the day” is anathema to such a place of three-dimensional showbiz, for the passage of the year is not conducive to giving every visitor the same experience. Only festivals that have a commercial potential—Valentine’s Day, Halloween, Christmas, and New Year’s Day—impinge on the theme park. They are good for business. But the days of the other expected events continue on in the same way as the other days of the year. Only the weather is there to distinguish one day from another. The magic of such places of escapism is one of illusion, a theatrical suspension of disbelief engineered by the application of psychology and marketing.

The theme park is the extreme example of a visitor attraction. Built from scratch on formerly productive farmland, it is a totally urban experience completely divorced from the place where it is located. Its frame of reference is toward the theme, whether it is the cartoons and movies of a corporate entertainment conglomerate or a more generic one like the Wild West or outer space. As with the movies, television, or the internet, the place where the media are consumed is not important. It is an inward-looking experience, attention being channeled exclusively into the spectacle with no awareness of the outer surroundings that lie beyond the plasterboard walls. It is essentially an urban-industrial aesthetic that has nothing to do with the natural world, other than it has to conform to the physical laws of nature.
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