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ABSTRACT 
Plotting	   the	   evolution	   of	   the	   dark	   amusement	   park	   ride	   is	  
important	   in	   understanding	   the	   hybrid	   nature	   of	   the	  
entertainment	   industry	   we	   see	   today.	   	   This	   paper	   looks	  
specifically	  at	  two	  amusement	  park	  rides	  and	  shows	  how	  they	  
form	   an	   important	   landmark	   in	   the	   evolution	   of	   immersive	  
technology.	  	  The	  investigation	  focuses	  on	  Pittsburgh’s	  Old	  Mill	  
Ride	  (1905)	  in	  the	  USA	  and	  Blackpool’s	  River	  Caves	  (1907)	  in	  
the	   UK.	   	   Two	   rides	   which	   were	   the	   first	   of	   their	   kind	   and	  
represent	   the	   solidification	   of	   technical	   and	   conceptual	  
approaches	   being	   developed	   on	   both	   sides	   of	   the	   pacific.	  	  
Whilst	   these	   rides	   are	   mentioned	   in	   isolation	   in	   a	   small	  
number	  of	  academic	  texts,	  their	  connection	  and	  importance	  in	  
the	   timeline	   of	   popular	   media	   has	   been	   overlooked.	   	   A	  
combination	   of	   field	   and	   historical	   research	   examines	   how	  
these	   rides	   were	   unique	   and	   influenced	   other	   media	   that	  
preceded	  them.	  	  	  	  
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1. INTRODUCTION: THE DAWN OF THE 
DARK RIDE 
 
In the history of amusement parks the term ‘Dark Ride’ has come 
to define a broad range of experiences.   In writing this paper it is 
my intention to define specifically the Dark Ride at the 
amusement park (which defines only a segment of the history of 
this type of ride).   
Amusement parks began to spring up in late 19th century 
and Dark Rides would become one of the re-occurring ride types 
to feature at these establishments.  Before the amusement park the 
most extravagant entertainment zones were the World’s Fairs.  
Expensive and impressive undertakings; World’s fairs often 
operated only for one season.  Amusement parks were an attempt 
to blend the magic of simple local fairgrounds with the 
infrastructure of the World’s Fair and house attractions 
permanently.  Often rides that featured at world’s fairs would 
later appear at commercial amusement parks where they could 
enjoy longer periods of success.  This was true particularly of 
Dark Rides.  Fair experiences such as Frederick Thompson’s 
Journey to the Moon (1901) began life at the Buffalo Exposition 
but later joined the stable of rides at Coney Island’s Luna Park.   

With the growth of defined Amusement parks it was possible to 
see the evolution of different styles of ride.  This helped to see the 
ways that different parks used the format of the Dark Ride to 
build new experiences.  Based on my research both academically 
and in the field I would give this simple definition of the Dark 
Ride format:  A ride involving a vehicle or path to travel on, full 
control over light and sound, all of which are infinitely repeatable.  
Whilst this definition may seem very broad, much of this study 
centers on the turn of the century when media immersion of this 
kind was only in its infancy.  Supporting this definition for the 
meaning of the term Dark Ride is not easy.  There are no 
academic books dealing specifically with the history of Dark 
Rides and only a small number of scholarly papers.  Rides that 
would fall under this category are mentioned (but not defined) 
throughout many texts regarding amusement parks, theme parks 
and other popular entertainments.  William Mangels was an 
important ride designer of the 1920’s; in his book The Outdoor 
Amusement Industry he makes the following statement:   

‘Greatly popular at some resorts are the attractions known as Dark 
Rides. In these, passenger carrying vehicles, which may be boats, 
cars, or small trains, pass through dark tunnels or closed-in 
passages at a very slow speed.’ [1]  

Mangels is referenced in the paper “The Dark Ride” [2] and my 
own paper of the same name ‘The Dark Ride” [3].  In both cases 
it has been cited to give some credence to the idea that the Dark 
Ride can be defined as a format of popular entertainment. 
Kwaitek looks at the Dark Ride from a strictly cultural and 
sociological point of view he (like most other researchers) is 
concerned with the medium at its most prolific (the 1940’s and 
50’s).  This is important in examining the role of the Dark Ride in 
popular culture but not in examining its technical role in the 
history of entertainment.  Despite this Kwaitek makes two very 
important points in relationship to this study of the Dark Ride:  
Firstly, he cites the converging worlds of the steam powered 
Scenic Railways and the water based Old Mill rides as key 
influences on the origins of the Dark ride.  Secondly, Kwaitek 
points out the importance of electricity in the development of the 
Dark Ride as it allowed for a private and mediated experience, he 
notes: 

‘While steam power required an engine to pull a train of 
carriages, liberating electricity enabled individual, motorized cars 
to progress one at a time through the tunnel.  This relative 
isolation from other riders gives the dark ride its power: solitude 
is more scary and, for couples, privacy more attractive.’ [2] 

These observations are important because they begin to define the 
uniqueness of the Dark Ride as a format of contemporary media 
delivery.  Kwaitek explains the importance of the ride to the 
individual but there is also a new experience created here for the 
first time:  A constructed experience of space and the evolution of 
a spatial narrative.  If electricity can be seen as a key element of 
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the dark ride then the focus of the timeline can be refined 
substantially.  The evolution of the dark ride as a private and 
discrete experience led to its main point of difference from other 
rides.  This kind of personal immersion is now commonplace in 
the development of video game and 3D cinema technologies.  In 
contrast; the far more public fairground rides such as the roller 
coaster and Ferris wheel used loud and public effects on the 
audience.   

In the 19th century two of the most famous holiday destinations in 
the world were Coney Island in Brooklyn, New York and 
Blackpool in the North of England. Referred to by Deborah 
Phillips as ‘Pleasure Resorts’ she describes them as the 
transformation from seaside spot to major tourist destination [4].  
Both of these sites included pleasure gardens, large indoor halls 
of amusements, some carnival rides and a variety of ad-hock 
entertainments alongside the beach.  By the 1880’s the parks had 
grown in size and stature, due primarily to the expansion of train 
networks and the advent of electricity.  In New York it was the 
construction of the Brooklyn Bridge and the electrification of the 
Manhattan subway allowing it to connect to the Brooklyn Rail.  In 
Blackpool it was the continued expansion of rail links to 
Liverpool and Manchester.  Phillips talks further about this rapid 
growth: 

‘Coney Island in New York had been, like Blackpool, a seaside 
resort that grew because of the railways. Excursion trains brought 
in their wake investors in hotels and attractions, so that what had 
once been a board walk of small independent stalls became 
America’s largest commercial pleasure ground.’  [4] 
Both of the sites quickly built amusement parks, distinct from the 
sideshows or ‘concessions’ as they were know.  These new 
entertainment areas were fenced off to offer a controlled 
entertainment experience to the booming crowds.  On Coney 
Island it was Sea Lion Park that was built first in 1895, later it 
would become Luna Park.  The Luna name would spread 
throughout the world as new parks sought to imitate it’s fame.  In 
Blackpool it was Pleasure Beach that marked the first British 
amusement park a year later in 1896.  

 
2. KENNYWOOD AND THE OLD MILL 
Transport was key to the evolution of the Amusement Park and 
the technology involved in that transportation would also be an 
influence on the development of the Dark Ride.  In the Woods of 
Pennsylvania just outside Pittsburgh a popular site for holiday 
makers sat on the banks of the Monongahela River.  The Mellon 
family owned the Monongahela street railway and bought this 
popular recreational land that sat at the end of their tram line.   
Kennywood Amusement Park is now a National historic site, the 
park opened in 1898 only 2 years after Blackpool.  Nestled 
between the high reaches of Northern Red Oak trees that densely 
populate the forests around it.  There is no bustling promenade or 
arcades, a simple fenced off zone with a small set of roller 
coasters peaking out over the natural wilderness.    

In the early 20th century the Monongahela river transported more 
timber and steel than any other river with the exception of the 
Rhine [16] in Germany. It was this form of transport that was 
appropriated and used to convey passengers through the first 
Amusement Park Dark Ride.  The Old Mill was added to the 
Kennywood site in 1901, it still stands as the oldest functioning 
Dark Ride and probably the oldest ever to be built.  Its façade is 
designed to imitate an old water powered mill, an abstraction of 

what one would have seen in the adjacent land to the park.   
Examples of similar real mills could have been found at Dubois 
and Burnside in Nearby Pennsylvania1.  The Façade consists of 
distressed and broken boards, peeling paint and broken windows.  
Unlike rides of the time what is clear is that a narrative is being 
laid out for the viewer, they are entering an abandoned industrial 
site, one which would have been common place at the turn of the 
century.  Mills at this time floated logs in water before feeding 
them through the mill building for sawing.  This mechanical 
concept is upheld by the ride format as customers enter through a 
platform and are sat inside a wooden log shaped vessel.  This type 
of experience is common place now but at this time rides had 
been simple in their design and the immersive nature of the 
experience had not been seen before [17] .  Using only buoyancy 
and the occasional nudge from passengers behind, the logs are 
moved through a winding series of passageways.  The audience 
are led past a set of vignettes that build to a creepy story of what 
now goes on inside the Old Mill.   Whilst a real mill would have 
no waterways inside the actual building, the ride design uses this 
device to manipulate the point of view of the rider.  Lighting 
changes around the log and with no heavy mechanics involved 
there is an ability to spook and scare the user with sound effects 
and with the eery creaks of the props.  The ride finishes as the 
Saw milling process would in reverse; with the log falling out of 
the mill and into the water.  Little is know about the original 
content within the 1901 ride but one can presume that the content 
was linked directly to mythologies surrounding abandoned mills 
at the time.  In his essay ‘The Archaeology of a Dark Ride’ 
Graeme Baker writes: 

‘The interest in rumours of haunted houses and dilapidated mills 
was subsequently exploited by entrepreneurs in the amusement 
industry. They designed and built replicas of these abandoned 
buildings and created attractions that provided paying guests with 
the rare experience that linked excitement with safety in a 
winning combination.’  [5] 

The Original ride was said to have ‘gorgeous grottos and musical 
caves…lit by state of the art electric lights’ [6].  In 1957 the entire 
ride was fitted with a ‘trip around the world theme’ which 
included Hawaiian dancers, Australian Aborigines and ferocious 
tigers [7] Nowadays the ride format is used to sell the ‘Garfield’s 
Nightmare’ narrative, using the popular kids cartoon character.    
 

As I will discuss through the second example, the Darkness or 
‘spooky’ quality of these rides is not necessarily the most 
important but it has become their legacy.  What is more 
interesting is that a ride can be designed with such specific ways 
of engaging with a viewer and then be re themed effectively.  
This component based way of thinking about a narrative is seen 
for the first time here in the Dark Ride.  Set pieces are moved, 
audiences point of view changed and lighting and sound triggered 
at different spots.  The Old Mill ride represents a shifting point in 
the approach to immersive entertainment.  It is not simply the act 
of committing ones body to a track or a path, it is the much 
deeper concept of travelling through a space in order to immerse 
oneself in some form of narrative. Electric control over light and 
sound meant that for the first time a ride designer could control 
what the viewer could see and what they could hear.  The 
connection between the local area and its myths and legends, 
                                                                    
 
2 According to British records of patents and Paul Braithwaite’s a List of 

British patents relating to amusement rides.  The invention of many 
well known rides occurred between 1820 and 1890 but was surpassed in 



peoples desire to experience and explore something now only 
available in a mediated form. The Old Mill would influence the 
biggest names in amusement park rides, most notably the Pirates 
of the Caribbean franchise.    

 
3. PLEASURE BEACH AND THE RIVER 
CAVES 
In the late 19th century, Blackpool was buzzing.  Like other cities 
transportation played a leading role, not just in its development 
and expansion but in the nature of its entertainment experiences.  
In 1885 it had the first permanent electric trolley line in Britain 
and the first electric streetlights.  Gary Cross describes the types 
of people who flocked there: ‘Blackpool was the holiday 
destination first of the wage earners of England's Lancashire 
cotton towns and eventually of most of the British Isles’ [8] 
Blackpool’s success was generated largely from the industrial 
revolution and its proximity to its epicenter in the North West of 
England.  With this differing demographic to the US came 
different desires for escapism and fantasy.  The British had a long 
history of developing fairground rides2 but in the 1890’s were 
following the US lead on the development of entertainment 
precincts like Kennywood and Coney Island.  In the 1890’s  
Blackpool’s already famous beachside trolley line terminated at 
it’s south shore.  At this south end of the boardwalk, away from 
the iconic tower, amusement piers and swimming beaches sat a 
small carnival and gypsy settlement.  This type of area would 
have typified the types of touring carnival and fairgrounds 
prevalent across the UK in the 19th century.  In 1885 this area was 
bought by an entrepreneur named George Bean and one of the 
small time carnival ride owners John W. Outhwaite.  Bean was 
the most notorious of the two and it is his story that connects the 
emergence of the Amusement park across the pacific.  Bean had 
from his teenage years worked in the USA, first in New York and 
then in Pennsylvania in the amusement industry.  Bean’s 
residence in America and employment in the amusement industry 
at this time determined the direction of his later ventures in 
England [9].   After buying the site and evicting the inhabitants 
they launched their first rides in what would soon become 
Pleasure Beach.    
 
Pleasure Beach opened River Caves Ride in 1905, the second ride 
within the walls of the amusement Park.   The park and the ride 
are still functioning today and whilst River Caves has been 
accompanied by a number of other Dark Rides it is unique in its 
approach to audience engagement.  A Dark Ride by definition, the 
format took the model established with the Old Mill ride and built 
on it substantially.   For the longevity of the rides existence it has 
been built into the side of a mountain, its peak still visible from 
most parts of the grounds.  Once again participants enter onto a 
vehicle floating in water, it is is dragged upwards into the 
mountain by a rudimentary conveyor.  After reaching a 
considerable height the vehicle slowly shuttles back down to exit 
the mountain with a splash.  Inside the mountain is where the 
narrative plays out.  Consistently over the last 110 years the 
themes of the ride have centered on journeys abroad.  An expert 
on the fairgrounds and carnivals of Northern England and 
                                                                    
2 According to British records of patents and Paul Braithwaite’s a List of 

British patents relating to amusement rides.  The invention of many 
well known rides occurred between 1820 and 1890 but was surpassed in 
quantity by the Americans after that. 

publisher of one of the few books about Pleasure beach; Vanessa 
Toulmin described the original experiences of the River Caves 
ride:  

Boats carried up to ten passengers through a course of 
‘underground’ caverns, each painted and styled with a different 
theme. Electric lamps revealed dramatic tableaux recreating, 
amongst other delights, ‘The Cave of Emeralds of Ceylon’, and 
‘The Mysterious Dripping Well of Arizona’ [10] 
In river caves we see an approach to the Dark Ride design that 
creates a format for experiencing new destinations of travel.  With 
the beach side and pleasure sites of the 20th century now available 
to the working class, their most popular continuation of this 
fantasy was to further explore the world.   After renovations in 
1977 the then director talked of the rides desire to show even 
those spaces unavailable through the most ambitious of travel: 

‘On the completion of the construction of a replica of the temples 
of Angkor Wat in Cambodia: 'The temples are no longer on view 
to the Western World since the Khmer Rouge took over 
Cambodia so you could say that we are offering people the only 
chance they will get to see them' [11] 

River Caves and The Old Mill used the Dark Ride water based 
model to explore spaces that responded to the desires of local 
working class people.   American audiences preferred darker 
more fearful adventures whilst UK audiences preferred less 
dramatic destinations3.  Despite this difference in tone the desire 
to travel to real world spaces and to journey immersively through 
them is a common theme.  This desire for immersion was 
consistent with experimentation being undertaken in cinema at the 
time.  Whilst In its infancy in 1905 the technology of film was 
certainly prevalent in the fairgounds and amusement parks of the 
world4.  This period in the first 10 years of film making between 
1895 and 1905 is generally referred to as ‘Early Cinema’5.  In an 
article from 1986 Tom Gunning argues that the films of this era 
should be judged separately to the narrative and feature films of 
the later 20th century.  Describing their form as being part of the 
‘Cinema of Attractions’; he articulates many direct relationships 
between amusement park rides and this type of cinema: ‘the 
earliest years of exhibition the cinema itself was an attraction. 
Early audiences went to exhibitions to see machines 
demonstrated’ [12]. 

Another type of film phenomena that Gunning identified is that of 
‘Actuality Films’.  Here the focus of the spectacle is not the 
narrative but the experience to be had by viewing the content.  
One such actuality film type was called the ‘Phantom Ride’; these 
were films where a camera had been attached to a moving 
vehicle.  Films of this nature could be viewed in travelling 
cinema’s or Bioscopes at many fairs and amusement parks in both 
the US and UK.  Beautifully decorated portable cinemas played 
these rudimentary short films from the 1890’s onwards.  The 
content of the Phantom Ride ranged from the point of view of a 

                                                                    
3 The Pleasure Beach at Blackpool, and even the smaller and less 
regulated rides …. chose not to adopt the themes of disaster, space travel 
and Hell. By contrast, fantasy or virtual travel [14] 
4 In the UK for example; Moving Pictures first appeared on the fairground 
at the King's Lynn Mart on February 15th 1897 [15] 
5 The first film shot with the Cinématographe camera is La Sortie de 
l'usine Lumière a Lyon (Workers leaving the Lumière factory at Lyon). 
Shot in March it is shown in public at a meeting of the Societe 
d'Encouragement a l'industrie Nationale in Paris that same month. 



train to gondola trips6 and even riding a roller coaster itself.  John 
Edmond wrote about this in his Paper ‘Moving landscapes: Film, 
vehicles and the travelling shot’, here he references Gunning’s 
concept of the Cinema of Attractions in relationship to Phantom 
Rides, explaining the new and immerging combination of rail and 
film [13].  There is much written about the connection between 
transportation and early cinema but very little about the Dark 
Ride and its appropriation of modes of transport. 
 

4. CONCLUSION 
It is clear that the arrival of the Dark Ride brought about a richer 
and more engaged relationship between fairgoers and their 
environment.  Technically the Dark Ride used the advances of 
electrical effects and combined them with a new passion for 
narrative and themed adventures.   

A precursor to the film set; the Dark Ride offered  modular 
components for designing linear journeys to fantasy sites.  The 
Dark Ride solidified the ideas of early cinema and built a format 
for the total immersive experience.  Dark Rides were exported, 
traded, updated and advanced according to their location and 
audience.  Many years before feature length movies used moving 
point of view; the Dark Ride had this technique perfected.   The 
influence of the Dark Ride on cinema can be seen as it began to 
adopt the moving camera technology in the late 1920’s.   Most 
notably the adventure movies of directors like DW Griffith and 
Giovanni Pastrone, prevalent in the genre and the first to use 
advanced camera techniques.   

From the influence on narrative sequence in film to the world of 
immersive games and architecture, these early popular 
entertainments have a clear legacy. 
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