
 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 I 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 

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.

Subscribe at www.keeleytravel.com Follow at www.instagram.com/keeleytravel

Keeley
Travel05 May 2019

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)
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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. 
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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. 
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‘Central Birmingham’

‘The City’
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