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For Graham, Sharon, Elodie, Olivia and Katy


It was the secrets of heaven and earth that I desired to learn.


Mary Shelley, Frankenstein (1818)





INTRODUCTION


This little book tells some of the more surprising and, I hope, less well-known stories from our history, which are all, in their way, secret. But it is not a book of conspiracy theories, or at least the conspiracy theories in it all concern events long past and, as such, there is no real need to panic. Rather than arousing alarm, this volume is designed for the odd moment when a small fragment recovered from the treasure chest of our past might entertain you. You can read some or all of it in any order – it makes no real difference – and take each story as seriously or as lightly as you may. It is the literary equivalent of a box of chocolates, which, I suppose, makes me the Milk Tray man of historians, rather appropriately, given the subject matter.


It is in the nature of such a work that in an effort to include a greater breadth of stories I have had to do so at the expense of detail in each account. If you would have liked to know more on any one then you have my apologies but I hope these little nuggets might equally inspire you to delve further into whatever it is that takes your fancy. Personally I think that any one of the stories gathered here would make a fine book in itself and, if I had time, I’d write them all.


Britain is a country as full of secrets as it is full of history. We have whole hidden cities beneath our feet, mysterious towers on our coastline and even coded messages concealed in the very names given to our fields. And that’s before we even start looking at the people who lived here. They have been, and probably remain, a mischievous bunch, fond of tricks, prone to dallying, eccentric in habit and sometimes inspirational in the face of an enemy. As much room as possible has been found for all of them in this book’s darker corners, where they lurk in lost villages, concealed boatsheds and underground vaults. I very much hope that you enjoy seeking them out. Catch them if you can.





MAY CONTAIN NUTS



These stories have been gathered over nearly two decades from a variety of sources, ranging in accuracy from the contemporary words of those who were actually there to the reminiscences of those who once ‘danced with a man who danced with a girl who danced with the Prince of Wales’, as it were. Even the eyewitness accounts vary as much as modern witness statements, not necessarily from a desire to deceive but through the variability of memory and the changes that inevitably occur in each retelling. Second-hand sources are also prey to the vagaries of fashion as styles of storytelling come and go and historians change their minds as to what the interesting bits in any event actually were.


To get to the bottom of each story I have hence tried to trace it to a source recorded as close to the event as possible, in many cases written by people who were at least there or claimed to be there. Whether you agree with their opinions or not, I hope you will enjoy their stories and forgive their occasional flights of fancy. If there is anything here that you know to be factually wrong, however, I do hope that you will let me know.


Justin Pollard
Wyke, 2009





1
Secret Games



It was beautiful and simple as all truly great swindles are.
O. Henry, Gentle Grafter (1908)



The Berners Street Hoax



It began very early, around five on a November morning (sources differ as to the exact day) in 1809 outside 54 Berners Street, a quiet middle-class part of London just to the north of Oxford Street and the home of one Mrs Tottenham. The doorbell rang and the maid answered. There standing before her was a sweep, wishing her the compliments of the day and saying he had come, as requested, to sweep the chimneys.


Except no request to sweep the chimneys had been sent. Indeed, the maid assured him that the chimneys were in excellent condition. So the disappointed workman went on his way. A misunderstanding, certainly, but hardly an event worth writing home about. However, a few moments later the doorbell rang again, and another sweep presented himself with the same story. Then another. And another. There were twelve in all.


With the final sweep dispatched the maid no doubt rather hoped the worst of the day was behind her, but she was very wrong. No sooner had the tide of sweeps receded than a fleet of coal carts rumbled into view, each with a large delivery of coal for number 54 – an order that the maid, and Mrs Tottenham herself, assured them had not been placed, by them at least. Already traffic was becoming congested around Berners Street as at this date Oxford Street (then Oxford Road) could be approached only from east or west via a labyrinthine series of small lanes. This, however, was just the beginning.


Hot on the heels of the coalmen came the cakemakers – each carrying large 10-guinea wedding cakes, which, they said, had been ordered and were to be delivered on this particular day to the said house. They too were sent away empty-handed to declarations that Mrs Tottenham, a widow, had no intention of remarrying, and certainly not on the day in question. The legion of cakemakers were merely the faintest intimation of the flood of tradesmen to come.


Doctors began calling at the house, presenting the letters that had summoned them. In their wake came apothecaries, surgeons and lawyers, followed by vicars and priests to minister to the resident within who, they had been told, was dying. Outside, a group of rather bemused undertakers, each with a bespoke coffin that had been ordered from them, waited to see just how many corpses might be brought forth from the building.


Mrs Tottenham and her maid, now somewhat rattled, pledged to all concerned that she was quite well and did not need so much as a single coffin, nor the last rites, nor even the ministrations of a physician.


Next to appear were the fishmongers, around forty in all, fulfilling orders for cod heads and lobsters. Behind them came bootmakers, dancing masters, shoemakers, haberdashers, hat-makers and butchers’ boys. Over a dozen pianos had been laboriously brought, not to mention the ‘six stout men bearing an organ’, to add to the large quantity of furniture that was piling up on the doorstep. The roads around Berners Street were now severely congested, as delivery carts, disgruntled tradesmen and onlookers milled around in utter confusion.


The great and the good were also taking an interest. Through the heaving streets a carriage bore the Governor of the Bank of England and another entourage conveyed the chairman of the East India Company. Even royalty was represented in the person of the Duke of Gloucester in his silk-lined carriage. Finally the Lord Mayor of London himself rolled up as if to put the city’s seal of approval on this scene of utter chaos.


It was not until evening that the crush of vehicles and the crowds of tradespeople and sightseers finally began to thin out and normality was restored. So what had really happened?


The secret to the day’s events lay in a house opposite number 54 Berners Street where Samuel Beazley was at that moment shaking hands with Theodore Edward Hook and handing his friend a guinea. The two men had spent many happy hours watching the proceedings in the course of which Hook had undoubtedly won his bet, which was that, within a week, he could transform any house in London into the most talked about in the city. To achieve his aim he had simply sent out around 4,000 orders or requests, to tradesmen, professionals and dignitaries all over town, requiring them to present themselves at Mrs Tottenham’s on that day with whatever fanciful order he had decided to ask them for. In the process he had brought a large part of London to a standstill and made 54 Berners Street famous for far longer than a week.


It was said to be the greatest hoax of the era, and one for which, despite the rumours, Hook would never be brought to book. Nor did he ever reveal why he had chosen the hapless Mrs Tottenham as his victim but it is unlikely she shared his good humour about the joke.


Captain Warner’s Invisible Shell


Few things attract the interest of the military more than a secret weapon, and few people have strung along generals and politicians alike with the empty promise of one more than Samuel Alfred Warner.


Warner was not a military engineer by trade; indeed, his reputation in Faversham where he grew up was as a smuggler. However, he had gained military experience in the service of the Emperor Dom Pedro of Portugal in 1832, after which he called himself ‘captain’, although his right to the rank is somewhat debatable. It was also whilst in Portugal that rumours first began to emerge about Warner’s secret weapon – the invisible shell – which he tried without success to sell to the Emperor.


Back in London, Warner seemed likely to have more luck. Word of the invisible shell, no doubt put around by the man himself, had reached the ears of the War Office and, through them, had come to the attention of King William IV He had been told the shell was some sort of mine for sinking ships and, being a naval man himself, took a great interest, ordering the navy to investigate.


A parliamentary select committee was formed to look into Warner’s claims but found it difficult to make any sense of them. Warner maintained that he had developed the technology whilst on board his father’s ship Nautilus, then on covert operations against the French during the Napoleonic Wars. Yet no one could find any evidence of the Nautilus even existing, let alone reports of the sinking of two French privateers that Warner attributed to his invention. He argued, of course, that because of the secret nature of these operations the lack of records was hardly surprising.


Further committees of investigation followed, each becoming more exasperated than the last, as Warner refused to demonstrate his device to any critical audience unless he received a promise of £200,000 (which, using average earnings for comparison, would be around £150 million today). More annoyingly still, in between appearances at committee, Warner wrote teasing letters to The Times, asking why the government vacillated over this brilliant new technology. Finally in 1841 he was persuaded to make a small demonstration on a lake in Essex. Before an audience of the military and political elite, including Sir Robert Peel, a 23-foot boat packed with timber was floated out on to the water where it promptly exploded. As access to the vessel had been denied beforehand, no one could be quite sure that there hadn’t simply been a bomb on board.


Just as the government were about to definitively disentangle themselves, Warner produced his master stroke. He announced in the newspapers that on 17 July 1844, in full view of the public, he would demonstrate the invisible shell off the Brighton coast. Special trains were laid on to bring admirals, politicians and sightseers to the town and the correspondent for The Illustrated London News reported that the crowds covered three miles of coastline. Before this throng the ship John o’ Gaunt was pulled by an Admiralty tug into open water. At a given signal from the shore, the ship exploded and sank. Once again no access was given to the vessel beforehand, or to the device that had allegedly destroyed it, so the politicians returned to London no wiser than when they had arrived. Newspapers reported that the wreckage that washed ashore showed that the timbers had been cut through to pre-weaken the vessel in what was obviously a sham.


The Admiralty were still unable to make a decision about a device they had never seen, so discussions continued. At this point Warner chose to throw another spanner in the works by announcing a new miracle military device – the ‘long range’. Again he refused to say what this was and demanded £200,000 in advance to hand over the secret. Not wishing to go through the whole ‘invisible shell’ process again, the government reluctantly offered £2,000 towards a demonstration.


Expectations must have varied in August 1846 when the military and politicians once again gathered to witness a Warner spectacular. Some believed in him and expected this to be his vindication. Many thought it just another wasted trip. All, however, were surprised. Although the ‘long range’ was widely reported to be some form of projectile, what actually met their eyes was a balloon. With the great and the good gathered round, it slowly rose into the air and zigzagged off at the mercy of the wind, occasionally dropping shot from its basket on random locations. Entirely out of control this was hardly a weapon of war. The party returned to London thoroughly unimpressed.


Even this setback did not put an end to ‘Captain’ Warner’s fantastical caprice. Seven years later, committees were still sitting in parliament, wrestling with the knotty problem of whether Warner was a cautious genius or a charlatan. Fortunately he saved them the bother of reaching a final decision by dying, suddenly, on 5 December 1853.


Scratching Fanny


The case of Scratching Fanny was one of the most celebrated mysteries of the eighteenth century, drawing into its thrall such luminaries as Horace Walpole and Samuel Johnson.


The strange events in Cock Lane, which lies adjacent to Smithfield Market in London, began in January 1760 with the arrival of two new lodgers, William Kent and Fanny Lynes, at number 33, then the home of Richard Parsons. Although William and Fanny had claimed to be married, they had in fact eloped together after the death of William’s first wife who also happened to be Fanny’s sister. In the relative anonymity of London they hoped to conceal what was, in law, an incestuous relationship and start afresh.


Parsons was not an easy landlord. A drunk and a gambler, he abused his position to persuade Kent to lend him money but proved very unwilling to pay it back. The couple found his young daughter, Elizabeth, more amiable and on the occasions while Kent was away on business the young Fanny would sleep in her bed ‘so as not to feel too alone’. It was on just such a night that she awoke to hear a strange scratching noise coming from behind the wainscoting. Fanny, it seems, believed that this scratching was her dead sister, warning her from beyond the grave of imminent danger. Shortly after, she and Kent left the apparently haunted house for good. Perhaps Fanny’s premonitions were right for within a matter of weeks she had died from smallpox.


William Kent did not forget about the debt Parsons owed him and continued to threaten to take him to court if he wouldn’t pay. Backed into a corner, Parsons came up with an extraordinary story.


In January 1762 he claimed that the ‘scratchings’ had started again, but that this time it was Fanny speaking, adding that he could interpret the noises. What Fanny was telling him was that she had died not of smallpox but from having been poisoned with arsenic by Kent. Whilst this tale may originally have been designed simply to keep Kent at arm’s length, the story spread like wildfire around London and soon Parsons, never one to miss an opportunity to turn a profit, was charging people admission to the house on Cock Lane at night to hear the ghostly scrapings. Food and drink stalls were soon set up outside. Dignitaries such as Horace Walpole came to witness the unearthly manifestations of the spirit who had, it was said, formed a special relationship with young Elizabeth Parsons, appearing only when she was in the room.


The ‘accusations’ of Scratching Fanny soon brought William Kent back to clear his name and his case attracted the attention of a number of more educated and less credulous observers, including Samuel Johnson who, to put it bluntly, thought the whole thing a cheap trick. They interrogated the Parsons family until Richard, now backed into another corner, announced that Fanny would reveal more of the story of how she was murdered by tapping on the lid of her coffin then in St John’s church. That night Johnson and the other ghostbusters went to the crypt at i a.m. but taking the precaution of excluding Parsons and his daughter. There they waited. By dawn, when no scratching had come from Fanny’s coffin, the story was declared a hoax. More thorough investigations were now instituted back at Cock Lane, which revealed that Elizabeth was using a wooden board hidden in the stays of her corset to make the noises. Just how she managed this trick is not recorded.


Richard Parsons was now accused of trying to engineer the death of William Kent to avoid paying his debt. He was pilloried and sent to prison for two years. His wife received a year’s imprisonment and their maid six months in the Bridewell prison. Elizabeth Parsons, Fanny’s former friend, was excused on the grounds that she was simply obeying her father.


The ghost of Cock Lane went on to become a celebrated and popular cautionary tale, being mentioned in the writings of Herman Melville and Charles Dickens, as well as appearing in two Hogarth engravings, Credulity, Superstition and Fanaticism and The Times.


The Stock Exchange Fraud


On Monday 21 February 1814, Colonel du Bourg, aide-de-camp to Lord Cathcart, arrived at the Ship Inn in Dover and made the announcement that everyone in the country had been hoping to hear. Napoleon, the scourge of Europe, was dead, killed by a detachment of Cossacks, and the triumphant Allied armies were fast approaching Paris.


Pausing only to ask that the message be transmitted as quickly as possible by semaphore to the Admiralty in London, du Bourg then took the coach for London himself, stopping off to pass round the good news at many of the coaching inns along the way.


By the time du Bourg reached Lambeth where he disembarked, rumours were already flying around the city, although fog had prevented the Admiralty from receiving his semaphore message. A couple of hours later, confirmation of the news seemed to come when three French officers in white Bourbon cockades paraded across Blackfriars bridge and up Lombard Street, announcing the restoration of the Bourbon monarchy. There was delight in the City. On the Stock Exchange, government ‘Omnium’ stocks began to soar in value as traders looked forward to peace.


It was afternoon by the time the government had official intelligence on the matter and could issue a statement. Regretfully they announced that Napoleon was still very much alive, news that sent stocks slumping back to their earlier levels.


What had actually happened was an elaborate fraud. An investigation by the Stock Exchange soon found that around £I.I million of government stock, bought in the previous week, had been sold that morning as prices peaked. The buyers had been naval hero Lord Cochrane, his uncle Andrew Cochrane-Johnstone, Richard Butt, Lord Cochrane’s financial advisor and three well-known exchange speculators. All were arrested.


It was not long before du Bourg was also taken. He turned out to be one Charles Random de Berenger, a French officer in exile and an undischarged bankrupt who had been employed by Lord Cochrane as a military instructor. Having claimed Napoleon was dead at Dover, he had dashed to London, changed out of his scarlet uniform (which he had no right to wear) and joined the three exchange speculators who had dressed as French officers to spread leaflets through the City. He was eventually traced to Lord Cochrane’s house and arrested. In the meantime a killing had been made on the Stock Exchange.


Those in the Cochrane family who seemed to have profited so handsomely from the hoax were all tried and convicted of fraud. Lord Cochrane was sentenced to the pillory although this was remitted as the government feared a riot if it publicly humiliated so prominent an admiral. Indeed, from this point onwards the pillory was never used again. The government was less cautious in striking him off the navy list, fining him £1,000, imprisoning him for a year and expelling him from the Order of the Bath in a ceremony in which his banner was kicked down the steps of Westminster Abbey.


Ironically, Lord Cochrane is now thought to have been entirely innocent, unlike his relatives, and he spent the rest of his life seeking redress for the humiliations and degradations he had suffered. As a radical parliamentary reformer and naval hero, he had many enemies in the government who wished him out of the way, and his familiarity with his uncle and de Berenger had been enough to implicate him. Thus it was that the greatest naval officer in the generation to follow Nelson was brought low by a rumour that his arch-enemy was dead.


The Woman Who Bred Rabbits


One event in 1726 has a unique place in British history, underlining the incredible naivety of parts of the medical profession, even at the very highest level, whilst also demonstrating the lengths to which the very poor might be driven in the search for money and recognition.


The events that had begun taking place in Godalming and then Guildford, both in Surrey, first reached public notice on 3 December that year with the publication of a small pamphlet entitled ‘A Short Narrative of an Extraordinary Delivery of Rabbets, Perform’d by Mr John Howard Surgeon at Guildford’. This quickly caught the imagination of Londoners used to a diet of ‘amazing’ stories and hence found its way into periodicals, permeating upwards to the highest level of society.


And it was a truly extraordinary story. The writer of the pamphlet was the very well-respected Nathanael St Andre, surgeon and anatomist to the Royal Household of George I and hence a man to be trusted, yet his tale seemed incredible. It described how Mary Toft, the illiterate wife of an impoverished clothier, had, that autumn, started giving birth, first to monsters and then to rabbits. The first creature, ‘born’ on 27 September, had been so hideous that a local surgeon, John Howard, had been called. He had refused to believe the creature to be real until Mary expelled its head, producing what was clearly the mangled head of a rabbit.


To modern eyes this is clearly a fake but medical men of the day were convinced that a woman’s thoughts and imaginings could misshape an unborn child. When Mary told Howard that she had been startled by a rabbit when just five weeks pregnant, after which she had craved rabbit meat and dreamt about rabbits, her giving birth to a mutant creature’s head seemed quite plausible. To add credence to her claim she was soon in labour again and delivered of a whole rabbit. More were to follow.


Howard was now convinced he was witnessing a real medical event that would make history and, by November, when Mary had produced eight rabbits and looked set to deliver more, he decided to move her to Guildford for closer observation. Sure enough, a ninth dead rabbit was delivered in Guildford just a few days later. By now the rabbits were coming thick and fast, alerting the medical profession. On 15 November, Nathanael St Andre, the royal surgeon, visited Howard and Mary, just in time to witness the delivery of her fifteenth rabbit. St Andre examined the pieces of the creature and the other ‘monsters’, which Howard had thoughtfully preserved in alcohol, and declared the case to be genuine, before rushing back to London to cash in by publishing his pamphlet.


George I now sent Cyriacus Ahlers, surgeon to His Majesty’s German Household, to investigate. He arrived in Guildford just in time to help deliver another partial rabbit but reported to the King that he thought it a hoax. George I, clearly fascinated with the reproductive eccentricities of his new subjects, dispatched another mission, this time consisting of two eminent male midwives, Philippus van Limborch and Sir Richard Manningham, giving St Andre orders to bring Mary Toft to London.


By now Mary had given birth to seventeen rabbits but the seventeenth would prove her last. Brought to London on 29 November, she was lodged at a boarding house called Lacy’s Bagnio in Leicester Fields and kept under a careful watch as well as being publicly displayed, poked, examined and interrogated. More labour pains followed but no rabbits were forthcoming. Finally on 7 December, in the wake of brutal bullying and threats of painful surgical procedures, Mary broke down and confessed.


She had indeed been pregnant that year but had miscarried in August, after which her husband and mother-in-law had concocted a bizarre plan with the hope of raising money. In a scene that can only be described as gothic, they had gutted a cat, pushed the spine of an eel into its intestines and then inserted their monstrous creation into Mary’s birth canal. She had duly ‘given birth’ to this. To make her story credible, she was required to produce a head too. A rabbit’s was the first thing to hand and the easiest to procure, so from then on Mary gave birth to rabbits. Those taken in by the deception were furious. The much abused Mary was charged as a ‘notorious and vile cheat’ and sent to Bridewell to await trial. Fortunately for her, the charges were later dropped and she returned to Godalming.


The great medical men who had been so thoroughly duped were mercilessly parodied in the press and on stage. Alexander Pope used the story as the basis for is The Dunciad and two of William Hogarth’s most famous engravings – The Cunicularii, or the Wise Men of Godliman in Consultation and Credulity, Superstition and Fanaticism– make reference to the case. Although many believed St Andre to be complicit in the fraud, in her confession Mary cleared all her eminent medical attendants of everything – except credulity.


The Cottingley Fairies


Undoubtedly the most charming hoax of the twentieth century, and a secret kept for sixty-three years, lay in the true nature of a handful of photographs taken by two young girls by the Cottingley Beck in 1917.


Frances Griffiths and Elsie Wright were cousins, whose mothers were living together in the village of Cottingley just outside Bradford in West Yorkshire while Frances’s father was fighting in the First World War. Elsie’s father Arthur, by contrast, was not fighting but still at home and working locally as a mechanic and engineer. And his great hobby was photography.


So it was that on a July day in 1917, Elsie persuaded her father to lend her and her cousin his Butcher Midg quarter-plate camera before running off to play by a little stream near the house. That evening Arthur helped the girls to develop the plate they had taken and noticed strange figures on it. When he made a print of the plate the following day, they turned out to be fairies who seemed to be dancing around Frances. Arthur, a practical man, assumed the fairies were paper cut-outs. When a month later the girls again borrowed his camera, another fairy photograph appeared, this time showing Elsie playing with what appeared to be a gnome.


And so the matter would have been left – no more than two charming keepsakes of a happy summer spent playing by a stream – were it not for a chance remark by Elsie’s mother three years later, which was overheard by Edward Gardner at a lecture in Bradford. Gardner was a member of the Theosophical Society, one of whose objectives was to explore unexplained natural phenomena. He asked to see the images. Convinced that they truly were photographs of fairies, he sent the pictures to the leading photographic technician of the day, Harold Snelling, who pronounced that the images were genuine, unfaked, single exposures with no sign of the use of paper cut-outs, painting on the negative or other manipulations. In short, these really were fairies.


Gardner made and exhibited copies of the photographs. In this way they came to the attention of one of the greatest literary names of the day, Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, creator of Sherlock Holmes. He suggested that another expert be called from Kodak’s. After examination, this expert refused to certify that the images were ‘real’ but equally couldn’t find any evidence that they were fake. Gardner was then dispatched to Cottingley to interview the girls to see whether they would admit to fraud, but he found them to be cheerful, honest and happy to talk freely about the fairies they had played with. Even Arthur Wright was no longer sure the pictures were a fake, having checked the girls’ bedrooms for paper cut-outs and found none. He agreed that Gardner and Doyle could go into print in the Strand magazine with the story, provided the children’s identities were concealed.


So the Cottingley Fairies came to world attention in 1920 in a sell-out issue of the Strand under the headline ‘An Epoch-Making Event – Fairies Photographed’. An almighty controversy erupted. For many people, the idea of fairies being real was sheer nonsense, but as amateur photography was still relatively rare, strange things were coming to light all the time. (The girls had also produced another three images of fairies to add to the evidence.) It was the period immediately after the First World War, in which many who had lost loved ones – including Conan Doyle himself, who lost a son and a brother – had turned to spiritualism for comfort. Against this background, magical creatures seemed – indeed, many wanted them to seem – perfectly possible.


Conan Doyle himself went to visit the girls, taking a medium with him to see whether any more apparitions might occur, and he was absolutely convinced of their genuineness. In 1922 these firm beliefs were crystallised in his book The Coming of the Fairies, which discussed the background to the case and the implication of the discovery that fairies really did exist.


Frances and Elsie said nothing. In fact, they said nothing or very little for over sixty years, until Elsie confessed in 1981 in the magazine The Unexplained that the fairies were indeed paper cut-outs, stuck in the ground with hatpins. They had never owned up before, she said, because once such eminent people as Conan Doyle had become involved they didn’t want to expose anyone to ridicule.


At this point the story of the Cottingley Fairies should have been laid to rest. Three years later, however, in her last television interview, Frances claimed that there really were fairies in Cottingley and that one of the photographs was, in fact, genuine. So the fairies live on.


The Holy Maid of Leominster


Amongst the people of mediaeval Britain there was an overwhelming belief in God and his power to materially affect life here on earth. Relics of saints were believed to offer miraculous cures and attracted large numbers of paying visitors, as did the presence of ‘holy’ men and women in a parish. It is therefore perhaps not surprising that there was a degree of fraud amongst some men and women of the cloth.


One of the more brazen cases of fraud came to light with the revealing of the secret of the Holy Maid of Leominster. The affair, and I use the word advisedly, came to light during a council held by the formidable Margaret Beaufort, the mother of King Henry VII, whose court at Collyweston had the power to look into all manner of strange happenings in the East Midlands. A good example might be her investigation into why John Stokesley, later bishop of London, had baptised a cat.


What the court at Collyweston heard about the Holy Maid was that the prior of Leominster in Herefordshire had brought into the church a ‘strange wenche’ by the name of Elizabeth who, he claimed, had been sent by God. Of course the townsfolk weren’t complete idiots and demanded some proof of the Holy Maid’s divine blessings. The prior therefore installed her in the rood loft above the chancel and told the congregation that she would live there without food or drink, save for ‘Aungels foode’ – the communion bread. This was impressive enough, although there was more to come. During the service of Holy Communion it became clear that Elizabeth would not descend from her perch for communion but instead the wafer was seen to fly out of the prior’s hands, up and into her mouth. This was a sure sign that she was chosen by God.


A cult soon developed around the miraculous Elizabeth and crowds flocked to the church to seek cures and blessings from the ‘Holy Maid’. Margaret’s council, less certain that this was a miracle, launched an investigation that led to some startling discoveries. First there was the excrement that the Holy Maid still seemed to produce, despite not really eating much. Not only should this not exist, in their view, but it was reported to have ‘no saintly savour’. Then there were the meat bones hidden under her bed – how had they got there? Finally they found that a thin wire stretched from the altar to the rood loft, along which the ‘miraculous’ communion wafers had actually travelled. It seemed there was more magic than miracle to this performance.


Margaret Beaufort ordered the ‘Holy Maid’ removed from the priory. When they came for her, she promptly asked for food and drink and shortly after confessed the full, terrible truth. She was actually the (supposedly celibate) prior’s lover whom he had, for convenience, installed in his church. To cover his tracks, and to make some money, he had invented the story of her being a Holy Maid. Were it not for the doubting Margaret Beaufort and her court, the prior might have got away with not only having taken a lover but making a small fortune from her. Fortunately for both of them Margaret was merciful and the two were only ordered to perform a public penance.


Piltdown Man


At the beginning of the twentieth century, archaeologists everywhere were looking for evidence of one phenomenon – the Missing Link. Since the publication in 1859 of Darwin’s The Origin of Species, his theory of natural selection had suggested to many archaeologists that there must be an intermediate fossil between apelike creatures and man. It would, they suggested, be an animal with the large braincase that we associate with modern humans but with other physical features that were still primitive. Then in 1912, Charles Dawson, a solicitor and amateur fossil hunter, announced at a meeting of the Geological Society of London that he had found that holy grail, the Missing Link.


Dawson claimed that in 1908 a workman from the Piltdown quarry near Uckfield in Sussex had handed him a fragment of a skull. Dawson had subsequently visited the site and found further pieces, which he had shown to the keeper of the geological department at the British Museum, Arthur Smith Woodward. The two men had returned to the site and found there yet more of the skull and half of the lower jaw.


When the pieces were reconstructed at the museum, it was discovered that the skull case, although fragmentary, seemed to be about two-thirds the size of a modern skull although the jaw, despite its human-like molar teeth, was otherwise very similar to that of a chimpanzee or other ape. It was just what the learned members of the Geological Society had been looking for and it had come to light in England. They were delighted.


Not everyone was happy with the discovery. Many of the important diagnostic parts of the skull, such as the articulations between jaw and skull base, were missing, making it difficult to see how such a ‘primitive’ jaw had attached to such a large skull. Furthermore a reconstruction of the badly damaged skull case by the Royal College of Surgeons produced a skull not two-thirds the capacity of a modern one, but one that was almost indistinguishable from that of an anatomically modern human. Other specialists too, in France and the USA, suggested that the skull was clearly human and the jaw that of an ape, yet no one wanted to listen. Here was the missing link, the vital stepping stone in human evolution, and it had been found here in England, in the home of palaeontology. It couldn’t be more perfect.


Dawson entered the scientific literature, as his fossil, Eoanthropus dawsoni (Dawson’s Dawn Man), was named after him. One scientist enthused that it was the most important discovery ever made in England, if not the greatest ever made anywhere. Nearly half a century passed in which Eoanthropus was proudly displayed in London and a memorial to the now dead Dawson was erected at Piltdown itself.


It was 1953 before final proof was published, demonstrating that the find was a forgery. It had been noticed that one of the molar teeth sloped at a different angle from the others and an examination of this under a microscope showed that it had been filed down. Piltdown Man had not been found; he had been created. In fact carbon-14 dating has shown that the jaw was that of a 500-year-old orangutan from Sarawak on the island of Borneo, the teeth were from a fossil chimpanzee and the skull was a mediaeval human specimen. Where these pieces fitted badly – such as in the teeth, which were a different shape from a human’s – they had been filed to fit, while crucial areas that would have easily identified the fraud, such as the jaw articulation, had simply been snapped off. The whole ‘fossil’ had been stained in iron solution and chromic acid to give it a unified appearance.


Just who created the forgery is still something of a mystery with no one ever claiming responsibility. Charles Dawson is an obvious suspect, as are some of his collaborators. Recent investigations have shown that Dawson ‘found’ an extraordinary number of artefacts that later turned out to be not quite what they appeared and thirty-eight specimens in his own collections have been shown to be clear frauds. These included Plagiaulax dawsoni – a supposed reptile/mammal hybrid – and a host of prehistoric and Roman artefacts.


He is not the only possible candidate. In 1970 a trunk belonging to the palaeontologist Martin Hinton was discovered at the Natural History Museum in London where he had left it in storage. As it contained animal bones filed and stained in a similar manner to the Piltdown remains, the finger has also been pointed at him.


Why the hoax was perpetrated is even less clear. It may simply have started as a practical joke on the establishment but got so far out of hand that no one dared own up. Whatever the reason, it proved for nearly half a century to be the perfect fraud – the thing that everyone was looking for but which, in reality, never existed.





2
Secret Identities



‘Who are you?’ said the Caterpillar. This was not an encouraging opening for a conversation. Alice replied, rather shyly, ‘I – I hardly know, sir, just at present – at least I know who I was when I got up this morning, but I think I must have been changed several times since then.’


Lewis Carroll, Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland (1865)



Princess Caraboo



Almondsbury, a small village near Bristol in Gloucestershire, is not now, nor has it ever been, the sort of place to attract bizarre and colourful aristocrats but on 3 April 1817 it briefly stepped into the international press spotlight with the arrival of an extraordinary character.


The woman staggering down the high street that morning was exhausted and apparently on the verge of starvation. In an era when street beggars and vagrants were commonplace, that in itself was not enough to catch the interest of the people of the village. What singled her out was the incomprehensible language she apparently spoke and the outlandish clothes she was wearing, all topped off with a magnificent black turban.


As even mysterious vagrants were not unusual this close to the port of Bristol, the villagers took her to Mr Overton, the overseer of the poor, under the impression that she was perhaps a destitute French woman. Since Mr Overton could no more understand the woman than the villagers, he decided that the local magistrate, Samuel Worrall of Knole Park, should proclaim on the matter and conveyed the woman there. For the rural aristocracy, the arrival of this exotic creature in their humdrum lives was something of an event and Mrs Worrall immediately took to the girl. Her husband was less impressed, particularly when she proved to have no papers other than some forged currency. In the period of the Napoleonic Wars this would in many minds have marked her out as a spy, if a rather obvious one.


After a brief interview Samuel Worrall dispatched the girl back to the village inn with two of his servants who were to arrange board and lodging for her. And that was where things began to get still more unusual. At the inn she began excitedly pointing to a print of a pineapple – then a highly expensive and exotic fruit – suggesting it was something she recognised from home. She then refused dinner, despite her apparent hunger, drinking tea instead, but only after elaborate prayers and always with one hand over her eyes. That night, when shown to her room, she also appeared unaware of the use of a bed and insisted on sleeping on the floor.


By now everyone was becoming rather fond of the stranger, although this did not stop her being taken to Bristol and placed in St Peter’s Hospital as a vagrant. Here her fame only grew and the local gentry flocked to see this unusual creature before Mrs Worrall, taking sympathy on her, removed her once more to Knole.


Back at Knole the mystery was soon apparently solved on the arrival of a Portuguese sailor, Mañuel Eynesso, who claimed he could speak their guest’s language. The two talked for some time before Eynesso announced that the girl they had thrown in the vagrants’ hospital was in fact Caraboo, a tragic princess from the distant island of Javasu, taken from her home by pirates and sold as a slave. She had staggered into Almondsbury having jumped ship to escape her captors as they sailed close by Bristol.


The Worralls were delighted. Very few foreign strangers came to Knole and still fewer tragic princesses. Soon they were advertising her presence around the county, inviting friends to come and witness her incomprehensible language and peculiar habits. Their royal guest’s exploits made the newspapers, especially her habit of climbing trees to worship her god ‘Allah Tallah’ and her fondness for swimming naked in the lake.


Her existence in this little Eden was not to last. Her newspaper appearances brought her to the notice of Mrs Neale, a Bristol boarding house owner, who recognised ‘Princess Caraboo’ as her former lodger, Mary Baker, the daughter of a cobbler from Witheridge in Devon. She remembered how Baker would entertain her children by talking in a made-up language and how she would wear a turban to improve the effect.


The result of this exposure was ridicule for the Worralls and county society, whom the London papers mercilessly mocked for their credulity. Mary Baker, however, became yet more of a celebrity, feted as a working-class girl who had duped an old, failing aristocracy. It also soon came out that she had a long and eccentric past, having been expelled from the Magdalen Hospital for Reformed Prostitutes in London when it was discovered that she had never been a prostitute in the first place.


All this proved too much for the Worralls who arranged for their princess’s immediate departure for the New World, under the strict supervision of two Moravian sisters. Here she made money for a while, exhibiting herself as ‘Princess Caraboo’, before returning to England and, in another eccentric change of direction, settling down as a respectable businesswoman, selling leeches to a Bristol infirmary. She died in 1865 aged seventy-three.


King Anthony


Sometimes the most outrageous claims of impostors, regardless of their ludicrous basis, cause enough of a stir to worry the establishment and make us believe that perhaps the whole world has finally gone quite mad. Such was the case with King Anthony.


The most important thing to understand about Anthony William Hall is that he was a former Shropshire policeman, and not a king of England. This was, however, a matter of some contention between the First and Second World Wars. In the late 1920s, Hall had somehow come to believe that he was a direct descendant of Henry VIII, which gave him a claim on the throne. The basis for his claim was a shade haphazard and it regularly changed to suit the situation, but in principle it was as follows.


According to Hall, Henry VIII had had a legitimate (or sometimes illegitimate) son by Anne Boleyn who was hence the full brother of Elizabeth I. For unexplained reasons, possibly through simple carelessness, he had failed to inherit the crown, despite having been made Prince of Wales, contenting himself instead with marrying and having twenty-three children. He finally died in 1618 at the age of ninety. Just to make sure that no one might think the Stuarts had rightfully ruled after Elizabeth, Hall also added for good measure that James I (or ‘Goggle-Eyed Jim’ as Hall called him) was actually an impostor, a changeling substituted for Mary Queen of Scots’ real son who died (or was murdered) in infancy. Of course if Anthony Hall really was a direct descendant of Henry VIII, the true identity of James I hardly mattered, as the Tudor line would have never become extinct.


With a few variations this then formed the basis of the claim to the English throne that ‘King Anthony’, as he styled himself, started pressing in the early 1930s. He usually made his case through speeches (there were over 2,000 in total) in the Bull Ring in Birmingham but also via his only published document, a single-sheet ‘proclamation’, which he sent to the Earl Marshal and the archbishop of Westminster (probably mistaking the latter for the archbishop of Canterbury). This rather fine document not only sets out his claim to the throne but makes a number of pledges. Hall promises to write off the national debt; to create full employment, free health care for all and thousands of new police stations; to set up a Ministry of Pleasure (to ‘revive the ancient merry times’); and to remove the parliament to Wales – policies that all have something to be said for them.


King Anthony’s forceful rhetoric and eccentric claims certainly made him something of a minor celebrity. The ‘notice to quit’ that he sent to George V and his insistence on referring to King George VI as ‘Albert Wettin’ brought wry smiles, as did his call for the return of the American ‘colonies’ to Britain and his issuing of his own banknotes (which he sold for one penny against a face value of a pound, redeemable on his accession). This was very much in the great tradition of the British eccentric.


However, not everyone seems to have been laughing. It is certainly true that in the heat of the moment King Anthony could get a little overexcited, once offering to fight George V through the courts for the throne, the loser to have his head ‘lopped off’, and regularly being arrested for the use of ‘scandalous language’. It seems that neither the government nor the royal family were taking his claims quite so lightly. In a memo of 1931, the King’s Private Secretary, Sir Clive Wigram, notes: ‘His Majesty quite agrees that a stop should be put to his effusions but feels that it might not look very well for a man who is obviously demented to get six months imprisonment.’ He then suggests: ‘Would it not be possible to keep him under observation with a view to his final detention in an institution, without actually putting him in prison.’


Any hopes on the part of the royal secretary that King Anthony might be put in a lunatic asylum were dashed by the Home Office’s reply, pointing out that whilst ‘Mr Hall is eccentric and wrong-headed, he is not so obviously demented or insane that he could be dealt with without recourse to court proceedings’.


An agreement was reached that King Anthony be arrested and charged with ‘using quarrelsome and scandalous language’. This would not only give everyone a chance to assess the impostor but might also dissuade him from stating that he wanted to be ‘the first policeman to cut off the king’s head’ or threatening to shoot the poor man ‘as I would shoot a dog’. An ‘expert in lunacy’ was duly called to examine King Anthony, but, to Sir Clive’s disappointment, he ruled that the pretender was not insane. Hall was merely fined £10 and bound over to keep the peace.
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