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A travel agency that
doesn't sell holidays.

KEELEY TRAVEL is a travel agency that doesn’t sell holidays run by architectural historian Tom Keeley. This travelling

agency acts as both guide and tourist, visiting one destination at a time. KEELEY TRAVEL is interested in the echo

between people and their surroundings, and what the gaze of the tourist can show us about the everyday through
architectures, landscapes, histories and geographies. Design by Simone C. Niquille.
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I’ve long been absolutely obsessed with guidebooks.
Not sure how the habit started, but it’s fair to say it has
spiralled out of control.

Thinking back, it probably began one stage
earlier with holiday brochures. I would pour over them
imagining which hotel in which resort I would go to, what
the buffet would be like, what my preferences were over
the kind of swimming pool I desired (freeform, swim-
up pool bar, preferably through a waterfall). The holiday
destinations of the Med were my patch, occasionally
travelling further afield to the Maldives or Caribbean if
I was feeling particularly flash. These brochures enabled
me to go on holiday at home, to experience places that
I may never go to and trips that I could never afford,
especially aged 11 in suburban Birmingham.

‘Central England’, The Rough Guide to Britain (1998)

CENTRAL ENGLAND

image in recent years with some bold artistic and redevelopment pr
the construction of the complex that houses one of the country’s
Although it may still be few people’ idea of a good-looking town, it's
in the entire region, wi

tions to all-night raves,

and a great spread of restaurants and pubs.

The conurbation

entral England is the most diffuse region of the country, bracketed to 'Lhe west |
by the Welsh border and to the north by the lower reaches of the Pennines, byt
otherwise difficult to define geographically. At least there can Y.)e no doubtaboyt §
the location of its economic and demographic focus !lirlmngham, Britain's
second city and once the world’s greatest industrial me_tropohs, Long saddled witha |
repulation as a culture-hating, car-loving backwater, Birmingham has redefined its
i most notably

h nightlife encompassing everything from Royal Ballet produc

inging to the western side of Birmingham, known as the Black
Country, more amply fulfils the negative stereotypes, although even he}'e you'll finda
few pleasant surprises, in the shape of some excellent museums and gal!enes, The region
to the south of this West Midlands industrial zone, crossed by the wide and fertile vales
of the rivers Severn and Avon, holds central England’s biggest tourist draws — Stratford-
upon-Avon, a place now almost throttled to death by Shakespeare-related paraphernalia,
and the castle of nearby Warwick. The crowds and commercialism of1 these (w? towns.

are uncharacteristic of the rest of the southern Midl
typified by lush orchards and quaint villages and by t >
Hereford and Worcester, two of England’s more attractive county towns.

uplands of the Long Mynd and Wenlock Edge.
Most tourists bypass the counties of the East

Leicestershire, North hire and [

| ‘Throughout this guide, hotel and B&B accommodation is price
| o to ®, the number indicating the lowest price you could expectto pay
[ establishment for a double room in high season. The prices in

| as follows:

! D under £20 D £40-50
| D £20-30 9 £50-60
1 ® £60-70

3 £30-40

Is,ap pastoral
he low-key old cathedral cities

To the north of Birmingham and the Black Country, Staffordshire and Sh:opsl!!xe
bear substantial patches of industry and plentiful reminders of the Industri?l ReyvoAIu‘
_ principally at Ironbridge. Both counties have their share of more seductively hist
towns — such as Lichfield and Ludlow - but perhaps their gTealcst‘appeal
varied landscapes to be found between the fringes of the Peak District and the
border. Parts of Staffordshire and virtually all of Shropshire are remarlgably l;ea
their hills rising ever higher towards the mountains of Wales, peaking at th

Midlands — Nottingh:
hire — on their way to mm'
ous destinations. It's true they miss little of overriding interest, though Nottin;
and Leicester are quite boisterous cities and the rural beauty of mi
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Cosmos, Thomas Cook, and Lunn Poly were my
gateway, but I soon graduated on to actual guidebooks.
These not only covered far flung destinations, travelling
across the world in bed each night, but also those closer
to home. The 1998 edition of the Rough Guide to Britain
became my bible, and [ would read about how the world
might understand my hometown, and other places I
know, when read from afar.

At this point my world was relatively small.
But the guidebooks permitted an understanding of other
places and what they mean, and how different cities have
different founding myths and trajectories. Above all it
garnered a thoughtfulness in terms of a point of view:
what does over there look like from over here? And how
does that get recorded and why? I wanted to understand
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which bus would get me from A to imaginary B, how
living in the city would feel, where the train station was,
what the cityscape looked like from above.

These guidebooks fascinated me - and continue
to - not only for the way they describe a place and what
they include in their descriptions, but also for the way
they document a particular space at a particular moment
in time. They are immediately documents of history, out
of date as soon as they are written. They act as a record of
place and space without necessarily having been written
as such.

Picture the scene, it’s the late 90s, New Labour
have recently won a landslide, and British cities outside
of London are experiencing a renaissance. The Rough
Guide to Britain charted the rise of the café bar, boutique
hotels, mini-breaks, the proliferation of coffee shops,
and the burgeoning club scene that had its roots in rave
culture some years earlier. But more than that it spoke
of an optimism and a very different Britain to the one
we have today. The maps trace a record of building and
demolition, of civic ballsy-ness and corporate monopoly.
The internet as we know it didn’t really exist, and Ryanair
et al had yet to explode into the collective consciousness.

It was curiously analogue, clubs produced flyers rather
than Facebook pages. Word of mouth over social
networks.

The sum of this is that I’ve decided to write a
guidebook, at least a guidebook of sorts; one that follows
the walk I completed in March 2019 of the border between
Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland. This may
not be a Rough Guide, but it will begin to investigate and
disseminate the border in a way that relates to both the
mode of travel, and the specifics of the sites it visits.

What would happen if the format was extended
or broken? Is the guidebook still a guidebook if it travels
to places that no longer exist? What if it went back in
time or blurred historical periods? What is valuable to
the casual tourist and how might that become a critical
act? How does the guidebook shape our view of places,
and in turn, our experience of these places when we visit
them?

I’'m not sure, but there’s something in the
digestable nature of the guidebook, the way they perform
place through text and print; democratising travel for
those that actually venture away, as well as those that
travel while reading from home.

‘Birmingham’
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o > as thi the brink of extinction, forcing Henry VIII to embark on
ers, the forest was ihinned {108 is was intensified by Charles II, who also ordered

massive replanting programme. Thi: g : e yalso.0
;t]he wholeaal[e’ destruction of the region’s iron mines in order to reduce the massive con-

i -coal essential for the smelting process. Yet it was not until the early
:ﬂgggﬁf iecul:tury‘ when some thirty million acorns were _planteld by) tl‘xe gr?l\l/'er?l‘?em‘
(hat the forest’s decline was finally reversed. Today, an estun'zlvlel( lwtix} )" mi é‘:] ‘_3?5‘
predominantly silver birch, huge oaks and cloak the area’s :]ealu [ul _vnr(.l coglme‘;
valleys, while greenery and wild flowers have largely r.eclam\e ‘he ruine al ang
iron mines, slag heaps and foundries that formerly flourished };en’. .

With so many large towns and cities less than an hour awa; roa ,tl ; 3‘(; sl;rprfg,
ing that tens of thousands of visitors pour lhl.ro_ugh here each : mos‘ of _x:;l 0 pic
nic at sites set aside by the Forestry Commission. H9wever, the central ;(y‘reb ¢ e part
of the forest between Coleford and Cinderford —is sullvlurgc enough to absorb even r_hF
heavy bank holiday crowds. A networlk of marked trails enables you to penetrate this
area, both on foot and by bicycle, while reasunab_ly frequent bys servmels connect tlhe
major population centres; for timetal;le information, check with the Gloucestershire

ic trans line (=01452/527516). ;
pu‘;\";;;}"sgﬂr if y(()u’ve just arrived in the region is the Dean Hemzlilg? geqne, at
Soudley near Cinderford, in the northeast corner of the forest (d_ax y: p_nl—sep't
10am-6pm; Feb, March & Oct 10am-5pm; £4.80), which covers local history erh exhi-
bitions on mining, forestry and local crafts. From i}ere._by'pas;: soulless CINDER-
FORD, a incongruously grey town surrounded by light industrial estates, and head
straight through the heart of the forest on ll}c B4226, which runs towards Coleford. No
5es  C is route, but it passes wil ; )
‘I)E‘:c;:}sﬁ:ra t;}J‘iCnic site and park information centre that's a good starting point for

is li with contemporary artwork and sculptures including a giant chax}' on the
lcsrehst:eorfe ;l hill. This pur?of t}ye forest is also a great area for cycling; Pedalabikeaway,
500 yards west of Beechenhurst (April-June & Sept Tues;Suni Jl_lly~Aug daily,
Oct-March Sat & Sun; 10am-5pm; ©(01594/860065) rents hybl:\fl trail bikes, Victoria
trikes, wheelchair tandems and in bikes at very r rates, and hands out
showing the best routes.
mal?ifzes:ﬁles %urther west, the main road emerges from the woods at COLEFORQ
bereft of trees but the most attractive of the larger forest towns anq hnm‘e of the main
tourist office, just off the market place on quucgster Road (Mon—:Sal 10dm—5p$,
10am-1.30pm; =01594/812388). This is the principal m_:commodanogbase for :
est, with the excellent Forest House Hotel on Cinder Hill (=01594/832424; ) an¢ !
Hailes at Rookery Farm, Newland, just over a mile outside Lmivn (1!01594/83243“
Head south for a couple of miles along the B4228 towards Chepstow, and you'
Coleford’s main tourist attraction, the Clearwell Caves (March-Oct 10am-5pm;

= :

neath the keep of St Briavels ¢ extends a networlk of (qnnels originally
in the lhirteenthpcenlury by local miners. As a reward fnr'lhns work, men gevgr
of twenty one and born within one hundred miles of St Briavels were grant
to mine for coal and iron ore anywhere in the For
had worked a particular cla
and within living memory a si
. ng a royalty e:
ple of comme ‘ree Ming
ancient right to extract coal for hou:
known as “scowle holes™.
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thin a stone’s throw of Beechenhurst
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natural cave system enjar; i
3 S arged by miners gver tw,
:lr:‘l)s(glrixg gg}(i{:;; il;e;uw the 3uhrface can be cxp%a:;csiﬁaggt] (;L!Si'md }’H?‘;‘S- -
o don a : , amp and hard o P nd un-guided; you can
Zﬂ‘{:il(:)‘wk;gnwt 1153?:1)3}, mglmel;ls to the cosmerigs :Jfldd ijt:.i)nlte :’netlipdlns U%h e
. .  the mines also host an underground e o= each vear
syz‘t:::l;t?)? gujlsefgfiotlj o mﬂhe area at this time, a‘;":{rgrcl‘lzgge V{I&;;O“Cn L
g i » the only settlement of pote ; o
RIAVELS, o ) $ of note is the pre il
gddi‘m Nomgs:;cl]}dﬂﬁﬂccn 1_ml€s south of Ross on a ridglt;et?v};:lzs‘;?wn; ‘”H,?{’Te oot
A astle (April-Sept daily 1-4pm) crowns bl e i D
surrnuv ! ed Y & dry moat; formerly used by King Joh e }he Y cebe,
region a'admmlslratzve centre since i i e g o fhe
England’s most impressive Youth ho:
George, a friendly old pub in the centr i
afr ) e of the village
They also serve good food (most of it tasty lur:]l“t::fl:
rear terrace overlooking the castle moat 4

(=01594/530228; ®), does B&B.
meat and game) inside or on the

Birmingham -

Ifanywhere can be described as the firs
~ Whereas many northern and Midland
“Brum” turned its hand to ever

urely industrial c}ly lﬂis ;;IR;VHNG
A HAM.
grew on a ha{ldlul of staple industries,
cturing, dining the epithet “the city of
strial Revolution ~ James Watt,

nature walks and the famous Forest of Dean Sculpture Trail. An easy walk, the trail

i 3 ‘edgwood, Joseph Priest] s
& ;,ff&s{;ga:gz:{hc?mes) ~formed the Lunar SUCiL‘lY?a melrin;};;?(ilg :cal:ml:fs
of oxygen, the (inv at'smwnﬂ{ the world's first purpose-built factory, the disilla-
2 A M.idlands m::klcolnlof gas lighting and the mass production of the s.team
dynamo - in the fifty years own swiftly mushroomed into the nation's economic

R }}l’ to 1830 the population more than trebled to 130,000,
o itgrown th 5 squzlltz’r"a‘lz"'l‘nﬂi':e,r‘;lg} ';il :)t;’}())t‘x)l::ion of onedn]illion, Bim;inglllam
iefly to be seen in a crop of excelle ita) years, and its industrial legacy
cial PODL{[alion f}fgf::aizgﬂdge museums, an extensive network of

e here, and building
phony Orchestra

val, informgﬁqn and accommodation
ham’s airpe aht most

ort, served by flights from most re on:

DOT, Served ! st regions of thy
';J;lna; ggimf:,ugps, is ellght miles east of the city centre
-onnecte irmingham Int iong i
e gham International trai

ority of local

e country as well as
e [rat Elmdon; the main ter-
. 5 ; N station, from where there are reg-
]esgle:nfw. N(.vy S}ree; train station, to which all InterCity and ﬂﬁa
e Wzlrccces: 1[;;0, is r;gl\}/}t ;n thelheart of the city; trains on the Stratford-
) ster and Malvern lines usually us i
L I ilve ly use Snow Hill a;
2 I:‘m?:l}:x:l:-gtdﬁi ;:lnyte; signposted walk from New Streehnl\(}an?gl]”
ellers 1  in the grim surroundings of Dj d 4
mezr};e:;z :1[ xf a ten»mx.nme uphill walk to the centre.g S hiowdvie
ation booking, maps and transport information are provided by all

lourist offices, T} i
- 1he main office is loc: i +
>duare at 130 Colmore Ro erlrtﬂkka{e d gpposite the Council House on
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S ion in the other direction, Town House, 435 Hagley Rd (20121/439 2482). Gaod BB for single rooms, @,
tes' walk from New Street smt'lonAl;lﬂ de, off New Street Travelodge, 230 Broad St (=0121/644 526¢), Ultra-anonyimous central chain hotel (in the thick of
‘:]:seful city ticket shop at 2 (,:‘(lyomc‘es open Monday ty bars and clubs)., but worth trying for good-vaiue doubles, all en suite. ,
are also < 4
/645 2514}' ?,].:»i Li‘rrxe(he International Conven[:on ci
0‘; tC:ﬂ ier:the National Exhibiuolz:cetf:‘uie]_(ghc)x Thei ity e BEL 1 2
nd two 1n t i entral rary, & . 2 S 2 9
1 run their own "fﬁ“{;{‘/;};‘; 4511 for infor:aryzp The focus of Birmingham'’s city centre i where the main shopping thoroughfares of
Sat am-5pm; =0 New Street and Corporation Street meet af right angles, just outside the shopping com-
plex that houses New Street station, These streets contain an array of samey chain-
stores and tarted-up precincts; more Interesting are the multifarious markets in and
2 i i i at the intersection of New
ilver buses), although velicles of every e can be feen ,in the belief that i the ani.
operator (the blue a“df’l V;;r'% streets. The offpeak day “:6; azd can be boughton |yl died angry, the meat was better. The Bull Ring indoor shopping centre is scarcely
jostling for custom on the ffrs) is good value for money (E.éi(cs sense to buy a Centro more edifying spectacle, fulfilling every miserable cliché about 1960s town planning
valid on most other opt > using local trains as well, it m .spdl'tv call the Centro thankfully, it is due to be demolished in the next few vears. On the far side of the com-
the first bus used. If you'r aformation on all local public tran ex, on the edge of the market stalls, stands S Martin’s, the city’s grime-blackened
Daytripper (mﬁ%ol;‘;{m') a miles west along the A456 Hagley sh church, dating back to the fourteenth century, but completely rebuilt in the late
Hotline (012 o ncentrated two miles in Acocks eteenth. i . :
B&Bs and cheaper l;‘z)(‘)L l;];gﬁ ;]0214‘ #126, #136-8, #192, #IQ%fogzlﬁ‘siow Hill, or The finest church in the city is St Philip’s, a bijou example of English Baroquf:.
Road (buses #9, #19, #mei;s‘ of the centre (trains rromuMOl;;re d up to. the expanse cupying a grassy knoll on Colmore Row, west of Corporauox} Street. Con?e'crilte(si |r:
Green, four miles soul #38). Central hotels are generally g de staying centrally more as an overspill m; the packed St Martin's, it became the City’s cathedral in 1905 a
BSES LKL #13;}7, i h a few new cheaper ones:have rl:‘:nd short stays (=0121/78) > expense of the parish church, largely due to its super;lor position (Lln ;'lestsh :o¥§8e§;-
account’ tradev‘a t (L;‘g;t office co-ordinates cut-price weel ataround £18 pér jed o e upmarket‘camer of thg city centre. The cl‘mr_c vg,sﬁ’ exterln el lél % Lea0s,
viable. The Ijrfcmg city-centre hotels, with prices S‘;ﬂguz(g]ay nights all year round and en four new stamed-glassrmnr}?wsn were commissione Tl:);n local o:r ; ty:ical
1 . - Ul H B 1;
A?gzﬁ)n ]"I“h";: :re available for ‘F r[;:i?}):ﬁ;tl":tlria}o,firolwn there are also ; CDll.Pleh‘;ful:,l’fz eJon = u}::g]l;%cl[‘gz::e% ik
e PRI st. “[pshi d Gay Birmingham”
night in July and August. In th s —see the “Leshian an an
Z‘flggng%&B for gay and lesbian ws‘:ﬁsc'“;‘s summer-only youth hostel was inopers

ime of writing, i will have details.
gy p:gogﬁl:}etlyt};i ‘éx:ga?ck in action by 1999 - the tourist offices =
tive, but it's

(121/693 6300). Five min
there’s a smaller branch an i3
(Mon-Sat 94303m—5.30;:;111.1 :ﬁng o
i 9 to 5pm an -
I':nd? )4,: i?g:.) in Centenary Squart an
L?“t rto the airport. The nty'(immfé 2l
‘(];h):“nbeﬂm(isgéu?reti(ch:&;h S located out of the city centre, you are like-
ion, or 236 5¢ or s). odation located o oft e
mWilh ml{Ch (l)( u:j ﬁ:ii‘f:f gfy?x?::oinl: West Midlands Travel (WMT)
ly to be using loc:

art, including

d Art Gallery

two hundred

t ranks of pieces by Rossetti, Holman Hunt,

and Madox-Brown are more than most eyes can take, though so:
big allegorical and religious paintin,

Hotels and B&Hs 16 Elmdon Rd, Acocks Green (*01(2»1/ 707 4417). Comfortable oid the fussiness of the
Adholl Lodge Gnestelr-lno:us:l."h ‘handy for the airport and NEC. W ILsituated B&B, serving
Hope o soum; Broad Rd, Acocks Green (=0121/706 3598). Wel

Ashdale House, 4

) st 9). Good-value small hotel
i byl Edgbaston (=0121/454 4079). el
sk 0121/420 2301) on 2 nightly
Brentwood Hotel, 1 d e e
ffering self-catering
Hagley Road, also of
.

and a small showing
s is amply demonstrated throughout the museum,
housed in the original Victorian building complete

e el r (=0121/622 4925 htly downbeat but handily pl
). Sligl
55 Irving St (=0121/622 4925). Slightly downbs ‘handily
Campanile Hotel,

> i lights, contains beautiful stained glass and local
i i i e . Splendid conversion of: - dwardian tearoom, one of the most pleasant places
tol Street, in the city centre. ®. 606 9000). Splendid conversion bwardian tearoom, on a
ﬁ::::berlﬂi“ Hotel, Alcester St, nghia&?‘,ggilsﬂx/\ce of the city centre, offering exc foramidday break. Elsewhere in the building you'll ﬁg}d galfgrflesh qevog
ictori ithin easy w jewellery. Upstairs is a large and ra er old-fashione
t Victorian workhouse wil . base metalwork and jewelle, y. Up: n 1
fii:blelsv B d (20121/429 1916). One of the better-value small hote 5 L listory collection, linked to a couple of rooms looking at ancient WO{]d:j
o ; - harles Street are fwo interesting loc:
k House, 425 Hagley R b by the back entrance off Great C| L eet :
ﬁ:‘élw Road. @, dian Centre (m0121/622 6010). Chi"‘zg a',‘dh";']}‘:fs €s, which focus mainly on the industrial beginnings and development of
£ lk, Arcadian Cenl jor theatres and nig] :
Hotel Ibis, Ladywell Wal near the major

: in the Chinese Quarter, functional B&B,
e o o, 5 Yok R (o0171/454 1260, Lowky and
Kenne ue! T

riendly hotel, just
O o Hote, 108 Linden R, Bournvlle (=0121/4583146) Fiendly
01d Farm Hotel, g

d museum. ®. o
Cadhu;ylivzll ;;uoﬂord Rd, Moseley (=0121/442 4212). Decent,
Oxford Hotel, fortab)

southern suburb. ®.

adjoining Gas Hall is one of the country’s most mpressive venues for tour-
bitions.

Square s also bounded by the huge municipal monolith of the domed
use, and the classical Town Hall (1832-46), based on the Roman lemp[e
€ rather stark Central Library, which would seem to be based on a multi-

brings the tone down a little and its entrance attracts a variety of soap-
diring their views o religion and politics. The central focus is 2 fornf s

“The City’

‘Central Birmingham’

BIﬁMINEHAM/“JE
e e

comn:;ml});aﬁl! Jo'seph Chafnlberlain (1836~1914), whose political career took him
gﬁ;gmstes a:,r:;lirgli!;:;n n}ny[olrhs ofﬁ(_:e tato national Prominence as Jeadey of the Liberal
and ©ad of the resistance to Irish home it ies a stat-

e ((;f t{lle city’ >‘ ]:irs} [MP, Thomas Attwood, his Coat-tajls tu:rflhﬁ}xgltlig‘:;stfg ir,;s;ilsemt
0 ils south sjde i S i ishe
Victori in gf]uarc ope, the b ly refurbished

t

. M, A38 Lichiisld.

um - entered

e , laid out as 3 complement to

n Centre (ICC) apg the Birmingham

Repertory Theatr(} C ents ge on the wide paving s a butter-coloured sculpture

called Forward, a simplistically Tousing image of the city’s history by Birmingham-born
Raymond Mason.

~ On the canals at the back of the 1¢: C, turn left for the bright, boat-filled Gas Street
Basin (regular public boats operate from here and the ICC quayside), or turn right for
| acanalside wander up to the huge dome of the Nationa] Indoor Arena, where the canal
area has been the focus of Birmingham's recent redevelnpment, prin-
rside bars, shops and clubs of Brindley Place, named after the cigh-
enth century Birmingham town engineer who Was responsible for many of Britain’s
ly canals. On the side of the main canal junction, the shellJike design of the
ational Sea Life Centre (daily 10am—5pm; £6.50) rises up. Although it interest-
enough, with Opportunity to view and even touch many unusual varieties of fish and
sealife (even, at one point, from within a360° glass tunnel), it can make for a very cost-
Iy outing. A couple of blocks back, in the heart of the Brindley Place complex, an impos-
old Victorian schoo] has now become the home of the city’s celebrated Ikon
ery (Tues—Sat 10am-6pm; free), one of the most imaginative British galleries for
ring exhibitions of contemporary art,
Where the canals fork at the Sea Life Centre, tal
igham and Fazeley Canal anq you'll pass by (and even tinder) everything from
an warehouses to the 500f; Telecom Tower. After about half 3 mile, you'll reach
had’s Circus and the twin steeples of the Pugin-designed St Chad’s Catholic
edral (1839-41), the first Catholic cathedral to he built in England since the
ati i i ham’s two-hundred-year—old
centre, and well signposted.
in the 1750s, opening the way for
heir industry hag
companies in the quarter,
argain-hunters thronging the
gian St Paul’s quare and
annual stipend by some of the
stern corner of the Square is
—Sat 11am-6pm, Sup 1lam-5pm; Dprices
nd installations. A few blocks north is the
77-79 Vyse St (Mon-Fri
as abandoned in 1980 but
brilliantly evokes the
wedged into tiny, hot
factory comprises the
T centre detailing the
ery Quarter station 4

. M5, A1 Wolverhampion

ke the right turn along the

s Birming|

e e
o
e ) |

1018y spaces to chyrn out earrings,
Part of the museurn v;
d decline of the trade ir

, braoches and rings. The
t ~ the first section js a visito,
0 Birmingham, The new Jewel]

vel.
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