“Who are you?” Tomas van den Heuvel

A simple question, to which a simple answer is almost impossible. Giving your name is one thing,
but saying who you really are? Chances are you would not even know that yourself. People’s
identities are built on a vast collection of different memories, stories and emotions, like the pieces
of an immensely confusing jigsaw puzzle. Find the pieces, and you may be able to put some
together, but beware: for every piece you find, two others go missing.

One of the pieces consists of the landscape around you. More than some may realise, the
geographical area we live in leaves a great impression on us and how we see ourselves. No
matter where | go or how long | stay in England, my personality and memory will always be
strongly connected with the flat and vast Dutch polders | grew up in. In a similar fashion, you
will never be able to completely cut your ties with the soft hills of Somerset, the urban jungle of
London, or the ragged coast of Cornwall. In the nineteenth century there were even historians
and sociologists, such as Henry T. Buckle, who believed that the landscape and climate we grew
up in determined every aspect of our culture.

Without having to stretch our observations that far, it is clear that there is a certain connection
between landscape and identity. This gets really interesting once we look at those monuments
or spaces that particularly stand out: they tower above the rest, sink deep into the ground or
just have this peculiar familiarity that makes us recognize them every time we visit a particular
place. They are landmarks. Landmarks can be man-made or shaped by nature, but wherever
they are, visitors connect themselves and their memories to them.

The Landmark Travels project wants to collect these memories and connect them to the identity
of Cornwall. This county has a personality especially connected to landmarks, as argued by
Patrick Laviolette and Kingsley Baird. They state that people want monuments and places to
have meaning: once they are void of any productive or economic meaning (like the closed mines
of Cornwall) they are given a cultural and historical significance. Cornwall, whose economy
depends for a large part on tourism, is especially close to its landmarks and monuments.

However, landmarks are many, be it in Cornwall or anywhere else. Everyone has their own
buildings, places or monuments that take up a special place in the mind. That is why the
Landmark Travels project has chosen to mainly focus its attention to a set of predetermined
landmarks, one of them being Treffry Viaduct in the valley of Luxulyan. This monument stands
out as a miracle of industrial engineering, and has sparked pride in the hearts of many Cornish
people who came to visit it. Several articles in the nineteenth-century editions of the Cornwall
Royal Gazette mention its height, impressive appearance and ‘noble structure’. It became a
popular tourist attraction and has taken a central place in many people’s memories.

This, of course, is just one example of how people connect with the landmarks around them:
Treffry viaduct was evidence of Cornwall’s industrious nature and so it gained a second meaning
of identity and community, next to its obvious function as a tramway and aquaduct. If we only
look around or dig into our own stories, we can find places that might not have an obvious



industrial or economic meaning (or might as well), but instead become meaningful places
through what we think of them.

“Who are you” as a question is deceivingly straightforward, and we might never be able to
come up with a full and adequate answer. But that the place around us and the landmarks in it
are a significant part of that answer, is almost undeniable.



