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Introduction


‘Secrecy, being an instrument of conspiracy, ought never to be the system of a regular government.’


Jeremy Bentham


‘Truth is what your contemporaries let you get away with.’


Richard Rorty


Everybody loves a mystery – those puzzles that are difficult, and perhaps even impossible, to understand or explain. Consider some of the synonyms that we have for the very word itself: enigma, conundrum, riddle, secret. Each rolls off the tongue and excites the imagination, enticing us with the promise of revelation.


The love of mystery is as strong today as it has ever been. One need only look at the television schedules and bookstores for evidence of our lust for detective fiction, true-life crime and political conspiracy. It is telling, too, that perhaps the greatest mystery-solver of all time, the fictional detective Sherlock Holmes, has enjoyed a remarkable new lease of life since the turn of the century, starring in big budget movies and television series and providing plentiful subject matter for authors, journalists and academics. Our passion for mystery is alive and well.


Yet if truth be told, sometimes it is the quest for resolution that brings more pleasure than uncovering the solution itself. How often, for instance, does an unidentified, shadowy criminal overlord lose his appalling mystique once he has been unmasked as some grudge-filled social inadequate? Similarly, what great historical teasers have eventually rendered the most disappointing and unsatisfying of explanations? Events and occurrences that once seemed the product of dastardly scheming and devilish intent so often turn out in fact to have been the result of fluke, incompetence or ungoverned malice.
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The urge to explore mysteries is a fundamental component of our human nature. In essence, every mystery produces a nick or dint in the veneer of our collective existence and our natural inclination is to hammer them out. The bigger the dint and the longer it’s been there, the more fascinating it becomes to us, and the greater the desire to solve it. But we should not always be so hasty – an imperfect veneer is merely evidence of age and experience and is often far more captivating than the one utterly unmarked. All of which is to say, when investigating a mystery, enjoy the journey as it may prove more delightful than the destination.


In some respects, our own time does not seem well suited to birthing truly great mysteries. In a world where ‘openness’ and ‘transparency’ are watchwords for the political and commercial elites, there is ostensibly less room for secrecy and mystery. And when governments attempt to shield their actions from public view, there is an army of internet warriors – epitomized by Julian Assange and his WikiLeaks operation – on hand to expose them to the world. Even our celebrity culture has moved away from a focus on mystique towards unbounded revelation. In a world where a celebrity attempts to ‘break the internet’ by exposing her bottom to anyone who cares to look, one might wonder if mystery has received its death knell!


But let us not be too hasty. For all the talk of openness and connectivity, mystery continues to surround us. Indeed, the more globally interconnected we become, the easier it is to miss some of the links between us. So it is that ideologues plot and perpetrate atrocities undetected, and passenger jets fall from the sky without explanation, and international banks covertly aid their clients to hide their ill-gotten gains. To say nothing of the murder victim who lies dead for weeks before a neighbour notices anything wrong.


So the modern information age does not guarantee unfettered access to the truth after all. We live in an intriguing age in which we receive a constant drip-feed of data in volumes without precedent, but all the while our distrust of what we are told grows. While a world without trust may be a pretty hollow place, it is beholden upon us to vigilantly assess all the information that comes our way. What does it mean? Who’s telling us it is so? What axes do they have to grind? These are undoubtedly key questions for the social-networking, rolling-news, Wikipedia generation.


Yet sometimes it is all but impossible to know where truth ends and gives way to inaccuracy – whether offered up in good faith or not. In this grey area, we are left with plenty of delicious doubt and mystery. While it may not always be a comfortable place to reside, it is more often than not hugely interesting.


The 100 cases described in this book are mined from this murky region and comprise a heady cocktail of grand conspiracies, unsolved crimes, unexplained natural phenomena and bewildering historical mysteries. In each instance, two or more theories battle it out to explain what really occurred, yet never can we be definitively sure which is right. It is a task further complicated by the suspicion that many of the arguments are propounded not in the interests of establishing truth, but to deliberately deceive, confuse and obfuscate.


It may be a government wishing to cover its dirty tracks, or a criminal mastermind attempting to evade identification. Equally, there may be a financial incentive to mislead, a wish to save face and calm public fears, or a desire to promote a particular personal agenda. Sometimes, it might merely be that a great practical joke is afoot. The trouble with lies is that they are sometimes just too tempting to spin!


However, we should perhaps be wary of becoming too cynical. It may be that some of the mysteries described herein really do have the simple and innocent explanations that some would have you believe. Indeed, on occasion we perhaps credit our masters with intelligence and acumen they don’t deserve, when we accuse them of orchestrating elaborate deceits requiring extensive conspiracies of silence that endure for years, decades or even centuries.
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Take, for instance, the notorious conspiracy theory that says Neil Armstrong’s Moon landing was faked. While – as we shall see – the Cold War era gave rise to an extraordinary number of sometimes quite preposterous deceptions by the powers-that-be, is it really credible that the US government coordinated such a stunt? Given the number of people that would have been required to execute it and then stay quiet about their activities for years afterwards, this author for one doubts it very much. (It should, however, be noted that Armstrong himself was an advocate for a little speculative mystery in our universe, citing it as one of the forces that drives our species forward. In his words: ‘Mystery creates wonder and wonder is the basis of man’s desire to understand.’)


Even that arch conspiracy theorist, film director Oliver Stone, has conceded: ‘… not all of life is a result of conspiracy by any means! Accident occurs alongside conspiracy.’ It is a notion backed by Washington Post columnist Charles Krauthammer, who expressed it thus: ‘Whenever you’re faced with an explanation of what’s going on in Washington, the choice between incompetence and conspiracy, always choose incompetence.’ Nonetheless, it is worth being on our guard whenever we are presented with apparently ‘conclusive evidence’ and ‘the true story’. To paraphrase a famous maxim, just because I am paranoid doesn’t mean they are telling me the truth…


At the very least I hope that the mysteries you are about to dive into will fascinate and entertain. Immerse yourself in them and revel in the thrill that accompanies the pursuit of truth. And rest assured you are in good company – no less an intellectual and philosophical giant than Albert Einstein once acknowledged: ‘The most beautiful thing we can experience is the mysterious.’


And if the cases detailed in the pages that follow pique your interest to such an extent that you go on to discover the genuine, irrefutable truth behind them, then so much the better. Let me know if you do. Just don’t expect me to believe you…





 1   The lost cosmonauts



THE MYSTERY Did the USSR secretly sacrifice several of its cosmonauts at the height of the space race?


WHEN IT HAPPENED 1950s-60s.


It is easy to forget how fierce competition between the Soviet Union and the United States was at the height of the Cold War. In this clash of ideologies, everything from the Olympics to chess championships became a battleground – and so, of course, did the race to put humans into space. But in their desire to steal a lead, did Moscow cover up the deaths of numerous members of its space programme?


While America claimed the glory of the first manned Moon landing when Neil Armstrong took his ‘giant leap for mankind’ in 1969, the USSR had previously led the Space Race, launching the first satellite in 1957 and firing Yuri Gagarin into orbit in 1961. But there have long been rumours that at least two earlier attempts at putting a man in orbit ended in tragedy and cover-up.


The earliest claims of unacknowledged fatalities are said to have come from a Czech government official with links to the West. However, reports of earlier manned launches were dismissed by Gagarin himself as rumours resulting from test flights involving dummies and human voice recordings. Another version of events claimed that Vladimir Ilyushin beat Gagarin into space by a few days but then crash-landed in China, where he was held for over a year. Moscow, the theory goes, hushed up events in order to avoid a diplomatic incident.


Some of the most compelling evidence for ‘lost cosmonauts’ came from Italian brothers and radio hams Achille and Gian Judica-Cordiglia, who tuned in to Soviet space missions in the early 1960s from a base near Turin. Over several years, they claimed, they listened in on many extraordinary episodes, including at least three in which cosmonauts were literally dying somewhere in orbit. While the brothers have their sceptics, their activities certainly brought them to the attention of both Soviet and Italian security services.


It is, of course, quite possible that tales of dead Russians in space were spread by those with anti-Moscow agendas (or even by fantasists craving attention). In the post-Soviet era, no conclusive evidence has emerged despite the opening of state archives. On the other hand, we know that much sensitive material was lost or purposely destroyed during the Communist regime’s long collapse. Given the lengths to which both the White House and the Kremlin went to preserve secrecy amidst the paranoia of the Cold War, tales of lost cosmonauts are all too credible, even if unproven.
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FINAL FRONTIER Valentin Bondarenko, a fighter pilot, was 24 years old when he died from burns suffered during a cosmonaut training programme in 1961. His death was covered up by the authorities in Moscow for decades.
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 2   The secret mission of Rudolf Hess



THE MYSTERY What was the fate of notorious Nazi, Rudolf Hess, after his surprise appearance in wartime Britain?


WHEN IT HAPPENED 10 May 1941.


In 1941, Hitler’s deputy in the Nazi hierarchy flew himself on an apparently unsanctioned mission to Scotland in a bid to secure peace with Britain. Subsequently arrested and convicted at the Nuremburg Trials, Rudolf Hess was jailed in Berlin’s Spandau Prison until his suicide in 1987. But did Hess really kill himself? And was Spandau’s last prisoner even really Hess anyway?


Born in 1894, Rudolf Hess fought in the First World War, and not long after fell under the spell of a little-known, Austrian-born political firebrand called Adolf Hitler. In 1923, the two men stood shoulder to shoulder as the nascent Nazi party attempted a coup in Berlin that became known as the Beer Hall Putsch. Hess received a prison sentence of 18 months and while in jail helped Hitler compose his gospel of hate, Mein Kampf.


In 1933, shortly after Hitler had taken power in Germany, Hess was named deputy leader of the Nazis. By the time the Second World War broke out, he was second in line to succeed Hitler as national leader. Having given himself over to the Führer so entirely for most of his adult life, his actions in 1941 are thus all the more surprising.


It has traditionally been thought that Hess was concerned Germany could not win a war on two fronts. With the invasion of Russia imminent, he decided to take matters into his own hands and try to make piece with Britain. Having received his pilot’s licence in the late 1920s, he prepared an Messerschmitt 110 aircraft to fly to Scotland. There he planned to meet the Duke of Hamilton, whom he had been incorrectly led to believe was receptive to a peace plan. Hess was to offer Britain unhindered sovereignty over its extant empire in return for its non-intervention in continental Europe.


He embarked on his escapade on the evening of 10 May 1941, taking off from an airfield in Bavaria. Flying fast and low in a bid to avoid being spotted, he made it to Scotland, but had trouble locating Dungavel House, home of the Duke. A little after 11 o’clock, with his plane dangerously low on fuel, he parachuted to safety and was promptly discovered by a farmer who handed him over to the local Home Guard. From there he was taken into police custody. His true identity having then been established, he spent the rest of the war under guard at various locations around the UK.


After the War, Hess was among the first defendants to appear before the International Military Tribunal at Nuremberg. Found guilty of conspiracy and crimes against peace, he was given a life sentence to be served at Spandau Prison in West Berlin. By the mid-1960s he was the only inmate of a jail that had facility for up to 600 prisoners. On 17 August 1987, the 93-year-old Hess was found dead in a summer house in the prison grounds, having apparently garrotted himself with a lamp cord suspended from a window frame.


This curious demise opened up many questions. His lawyers and members of his family seriously doubted that he had the physical strength to kill himself in the manner described. His ‘suicide note’, they further argued, was a missive written some two decades earlier when he feared he was about to succumb to failing health. One theory suggested that the Gorbachev-era Soviet Union was about to agree to Hess’s release and British security services, fearful of what he would reveal about the conduct of the Westminster government during the War, had him killed before he could speak out.


There were other equally bold claims. A doctor who examined Spandau’s last inmate claimed he lacked the telltale wounds that Hess was known to have suffered in the First World War. Had the British substituted an innocent third party for Hess decades earlier? If so, why? Was it to cover up the fact that the real Hess had met some unedifying end? Or had he, as some have suggested, been whisked out of the country to safety elsewhere by members of the British establishment sympathetic to his cause? Others have suggested that Hess never came to Britain at all, but that Berlin had sent a decoy for reasons best known to themselves. Had Hitler wanted to sue for peace but come up with an elaborate ruse in the event of the British government rejecting ‘Hess’s’ advances?


Clearly, there were – and perhaps still are – parties with good reason to fear the truth about Hess’s mission coming out. Yet they need not worry unduly, since the official files that offer us the best chance of getting to the bottom of events have either been destroyed or are yet to be scheduled for any kind of public release.
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CRASH LANDING Rudolf Hess was captured after his plane crashed during an apparently illicit flight to Scotland from Germany in 1940.
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Spandau, an imposing prison in West Germany, served as his home in the decades before his death in 1987.








 3   The Zinoviev Letter



THE MYSTERY Who was responsible for a forged document that helped decide an election?


WHEN IT HAPPENED 25 October 1924.


Such was the fear of Bolshevism in the 1920s that Britain’s first Labour government blamed its 1924 electoral defeat on hysteria thrown up by a forged letter. Ostensibly a note from the Communist International to the British Communist Party calling for agitation within the UK, the ‘Zinoviev Letter’ was printed by two newspapers just days before the UK’s leading socialist party suffered a landslide defeat.


The letter, supposedly from Grigory Zinoviev (head of the Executive Committee of the Communist International in Moscow), came to public attention just as the two nations’ governments were attempting to finalize a trade agreement. In the UK, Ramsay MacDonald had become Labour’s first prime minister a year earlier and the pact he had negotiated was strongly opposed by the opposition Conservative Party. In early October 1924, MacDonald’s minority government lost a confidence vote and new elections were scheduled for 29 October.


As a socialist, MacDonald attracted the opprobrium of much of the British establishment and had powerful enemies. The Zinoviev letter was leaked to the press by persons unknown and printed by the Daily Mail on 25 October, just four days before the general election. A particularly damning part of the letter referred to ‘revolutionizing of the international and British proletariat’. The Mail, never one to play down a story, ran with the headline: ‘Civil War Plot by Socialists’ Masters: Moscow Orders To Our Reds; Great Plot Disclosed’.


Within two days, Zinoviev himself denied any role in the creation of the letter, stating: ‘The letter of 15th September, 1924, which has been attributed to me, is from the first to the last word, a forgery.’ MacDonald himself smelled a rat too, noting in a speech at the time, ‘… how can I avoid the suspicion – I will not say the conclusion – that the whole thing is a political plot?’ Nevertheless, Labour was slaughtered at the polls on 29 October and Stanley Baldwin’s Conservatives formed a new government. How much did the letter damage Labour’s chances? The party was always going to struggle to win, but the mysterious epistle may well have hammered the final nails into its coffin. Perhaps more damagingly, it led to a period of increased tension between the UK and the USSR just as it had appeared that the two countries might come to an accommodation.


Baldwin established a cabinet committee to look into the affair, which concluded that the letter was genuine after all. There would be no further official investigation for decades. However, in 1967 a group of Sunday Times journalists published the results of their research into the episode and declared that the letter was a forgery after all, probably created by a band of pro-monarchist Russians working out of Berlin in a bid to weaken Anglo-Russian relations. They also alleged the participation of Conservative Party and intelligence community figures in the conspiracy.


In 1998, a year after Tony Blair had returned the Labour Party to government following 18 years out of office, Foreign Secretary Robin Cook announced a new investigation based on unprecedented access to official records. Gill Bennett, chief historian of the Foreign and Commonwealth Office, published her findings the following year, having trawled the archives of the Foreign Office, MI5 and MI6, as well as state agencies in Russia.


Although she was unable to say exactly who had produced the letter, Bennett too believed it to have been forged, probably by White Russian émigrés in Berlin or perhaps Riga. Even more damaging, though, were her revelations that senior figures within MI5 and/or MI6 were instrumental in leaking the letter to the Conservatives, despite their knowledge that it was not genuine. Desmond Morton (a senior MI6 figure and confidante of Winston Churchill), and Major Joseph Ball of MI5 (and later, of Conservative Central Office) came under particular scrutiny. Stuart Menzies, who would become head of MI6, was meanwhile implicated in supplying the letter to the Daily Mail.


Bennett also found that the security services had deliberately misled the Foreign Office over the provenance of the letter, by wilfully claiming that it had come from reliable sources within Moscow when it knew this was far from the case. For instance, just a week after Baldwin’s Foreign Secretary Austen Chamberlain had reported that the specially formed cabinet committee was ‘unanimously of opinion that there was no doubt as to the authenticity of the Letter’, Morton was writing to MI5 that ‘we are firmly convinced this actual thing is a forgery’.


A tale, then, that goes to prove that dirty tricks within the security services is by no means a modern-day phenomenon.
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WRONG NOTE Grigory Zinoviev, the prominent Soviet Communist who always denied sending the letter.
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Ramsay MacDonald, who saw his slim chances of re-election as British Prime Minister further dented by the scandal.








 4   The Baker Street bank job



THE MYSTERY Why was media coverage of a London heist suppressed?


WHEN IT HAPPENED 11 September 1971.


It was an audacious robbery at a central London bank and netted the perpetrators a vast fortune, assisted by a good dose of official bungling. But after an initial media frenzy, there was precious little comment about the crime and word went round that the government wanted the heist hushed up. What was it about the events of that night that was not fit for public consumption?


In a plot reminiscent of the Sherlock Holmes story, The Red-Headed League, a gang of robbers rented a shop a couple of doors down from Lloyds Bank on the junction of Marylebone Road and Baker Street. Over a number of weekends, they dug a tunnel and on 11 September 1971 broke through to the bank’s vaults. Extraordinarily, a local radio ham picked up communications between the robbers and informed police – but he was unable to specify the location of the bank. The police thus searched 700 sites in central London, including the one under attack, but failed to notice anything amiss. The robbers were able to make off with some £3 million (close to £30 million in today’s prices) in cash and valuables plundered from over 250 security boxes.


As might be expected, the press leapt on such a sensational story but after a few days, coverage went strangely quiet. Many Fleet Street editors subsequently claimed that a D-notice – a government order imposing a media gag – had been put in place. Some believed this was to avoid embarrassing stories of police incompetence, but others suspected there was more to it than that. D-notices were usually reserved for coverage of events that threatened national security, not to save the blushes of local bobbies.


In the years since, there has been much speculation about what might have been contained within those vaults that sent MI5 and senior government officials into a spin. Four men were subsequently convicted for the theft and one of them suggested the robbers were shocked to find significant amounts of weaponry and pornography among their haul. Others, though, believe the real cause for concern was a set of indiscreet photos of a leading public figure, which may have subsequently fallen into the possession of a leading agitator in the Black Power movement. It is nonetheless a theory that remains unproven. During the robbery, the thieves sprayed the bank’s vault with the cheeky slogan, ‘Let Sherlock Holmes try to solve this’. It is a sentiment that remains pertinent to this day.
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CASE STUDY London’s Baker Street—the spiritual home of Sherlock Holmes—was the scene of a crime in 1971 whose execution was ruthlessly professional, but whose motives might have baffled even the most famous consulting detective in history.








 5   The Lynmouth Flood



THE MYSTERY Were secret government weather experiments responsible for a civilian disaster?


WHEN IT HAPPENED 15 December 1952.


Lynmouth, on the outskirts of Exmoor in the English county of Devon, was described by artist Thomas Gainsborough as ‘the most delightful place for a landscape painter this country can boast’. But in 1952 the village was the epicentre of floods that killed 34 people. It later emerged that government scientists had been carrying out experiments nearby to spur rainfall – was their tampering with nature responsible?


Exmoor, a vast expanse of moorland, was already waterlogged when, on 15 December 1952, torrential rain began to pour. Over the course of the next 24 hours some 9 inches (well over 200 mm) fell, something like 250 times the expected rainfall for that time of year. As it made its way across the land, the water carried fallen trees, heavy rocks and boulders with it. Some of these created temporary dams, but when the volume of water continued to grow and broke through these ad hoc defences, the carnage was all the greater. Lynmouth, which sits in a gorge, bore the brunt of the brutal onslaught. As one eyewitness put it: ‘… the waters rose rapidly … it was just like an avalanche coming through our hotel, bringing down boulders from the hills and breaking down walls, doors and windows.’


It is estimated that 90 million tonnes of water flowed through the town. Over the course of the night, 34 people died in Lynmouth (three Scouts camping on the riverbank at nearby Filleigh also perished) and hundreds more lost their homes. Cars were swept out to sea as if they were so much flotsam and jetsam, most of the area’s 30 or more bridges collapsed, and a lighthouse gave way the following day. One woman who lost six members of her family described the gruesome process of identifying her grandmother’s body: ‘Mum identified her by this huge wart on her back because she hadn’t got no head, or arms, or legs when they found her.’


It was not, however, the first time that this picturesque village had suffered a devastating deluge. There had been similar events recorded in both 1607 and 1796. Weather experts suggested that the 1952 event originated in a low-pressure front that had formed over the Atlantic Ocean several days earlier. When combined with the particular topographical features of Exmoor plus the moisture that had already built up in the ground, the ingredients were in place for a ‘perfect storm’.


However, witnesses reported several other curious features about the events of that day. Some, for instance, spoke of the smell of sulphur in the air. Others described how the rain fell with such force that it hurt people’s faces. There were also allegations that aircraft had been circling the area in the hours before the disaster. Scientists, some began to whisper, had been carrying out experiments aimed at influencing the weather. Had Lynmouth suffered the terrible, unforeseen consequences of their work?


Between 1949 and 1952, it is now known that the British government did indeed operate Project Cumulus, a programme set up to investigate the possibilities of weather manipulation in the hope of gaining military advantage. One of their chief avenues of investigation, it is thought, was cloud seeding, in which substances are released into the air with the aim of affecting how much moisture falls from clouds. Yet, the Ministry of Defence has never released full details of exactly what was done in the name of Project Cumulus.


Tony Speller, formerly an MP for North Devon, studied the official files but concluded that certain vital documents were missing. Meanwhile, the BBC gathered testimony from some of those involved in the experiments. One pilot, for instance, described flying over the county of Bedfordshire spraying salt to increase rainfall. There is speculation that silver iodide was also used to the same end. The theory was that very cold clouds could be targeted with specific substances to bring them under freezing point, resulting in sudden and extensive rainfall. The defence forces hoped they could use the technique, for instance, to obstruct enemy movements or to clear fog from airfields.


There is no conclusive proof that the tragedy at Lynmouth was a direct result of weather-changing experiments. We do know, however, that Project Cumulus was halted after the disaster, and that the Meteorological Office subsequently denied that any such experiments were conducted prior to 1955. Today, the science has moved on and many countries utilize certain weather-modification techniques. But back in the 1950s the technical know-how was far more rudimentary. Was there a rush to deny the existence of such work because the powers-that-be feared revelations of the damage it had wrought?
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THE HEAVENS OPENED Lynmouth is an unprepossessing town on the edge of the spectacular Dartmoor region of Devon in southwest England. However, life for its inhabitants was to change forever after the events of December 1952.
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ACT OF GOD? The floods brought tragedy to the quiet community and changed the face of the town forever. Was the deluge the result of tinkering by Ministry of Defence scientists?








 6   Starlite



THE MYSTERY What became of the miracle heat-resistant material invented by an amateur chemist?


WHEN IT HAPPENED The mid-1980s.


It seemed to be one of those wonderful stories of the little guy triumphing against the odds. A former hairdresser called Maurice Ward invented a heat-resistant coating that promised to revolutionize modern life. Yet in 2011 he died with his invention, ‘Starlite’ seemingly yet to have made any serious impact. Has the world been deprived of the greatest discovery of the 20th century?


A hairstylist skilled in mixing dyes and other beauty products, Ward entered the plastics business in the early 1980s. In 1985, moved by the tragic story of an aeroplane at Manchester Airport that caught fire on the runway, killing over 50 people in less than a minute, he set about creating a slow-burning plastic coating. After experimenting with batch after batch of ingredients blended in a food mixer, he hit upon a formula to produce plastic sheets that apparently displayed exceptional heat resistance.


Ward knew that he had found something valuable, and fiercely guarded access to the material, which his granddaughter named Starlite. He did not patent it so as not to have to reveal its composition, and while he allowed potential buyers – mostly defence organizations and commercial chemical companies – to test samples, he forbade their retention for fear of reverse engineering. Starlite, it seemed, could withstand heat equivalent to 75 Hiroshima explosions – an amateur scientist had apparently rewritten the rules of thermodynamics.


He imagined Starlite being used in everything from fire-resistant clothing and fire doors to missile nose cones and rocket launch pads. Some of the biggest names in the field showed interest, from the UK Atomic Weapons Establishment and NASA to ICI and British Aerospace. In 1993, the public was introduced to Starlite on the BBC science show Tomorrow’s World. A coated egg was blowtorched, and not only did it not crack, but its yolk remained runny.


But then – nothing. Deal after deal fell through, either a result of Ward’s high demands or routine corporate politics. When Ward died in 2011, Starlite’s recipe was reportedly known only to members of his family. It is possible, then, that a commercial deal may yet be struck and the world will see the benefits of Ward’s particular brand of genius. Or perhaps, as some people believe, Starlite was appropriated long ago by an interested party more than happy for its name to fade from the public consciousness as they reaped its commercial and technical benefits…





 7   The Bilderberg Group



THE MYSTERY Just what do the group’s powerful delegates decide at their secret meetings?


WHEN IT HAPPENED Since 1954.


The Bilderberg Group holds an annual meeting of invited European and North American power-brokers to discuss the crucial world issues of the day. Bringing together heads of state and government with giants of commerce and leading defence contractors, its lack of transparency has long made it a focus of suspicion. Some accuse it of being a cabal plotting a new world order rooted in Western capitalist doctrine.


Named after the hotel near Arnhem in the Netherlands where it first met in 1954, the group’s founders included Prince Bernhard of the Netherlands, banker David Rockefeller, Polish diplomat Józef Retinger and British politician Denis Healey. Its aim was to bring together the transatlantic great and good to reinforce the liberal, free-market philosophy of the free world.


Nothing too controversial in that, you might think. Yet in the intervening years, the mixture of A-list invitees and insistence on privacy has led many to wonder just what goes on once the doors are closed. The sense of a group with the ability to pull serious strings has been heightened, thanks to a noticeable trend of future world leaders attending near the start of their careers. Bill Clinton and Tony Blair, for instance, both went before they had secured the US presidency and the UK premiership, respectively. Talent-spotting is one thing, but some say the group giving some of these people a serious boost up the ladder – and if so, what might be expected in return?


Bilderberg itself is quite sanguine about its insistence on privacy. Bringing together between 120 and 150 leading figures (at a different venue each time), from the fields of politics, finance, industry, media and academia each year to discuss what it calls ‘megatrends’, the Group demands meetings operate under the Chatham House Rule. That means participants may make use of any information received or ideas expressed but are prohibited from identifying either the affiliation of the speaker or any other participants – nor must anyone be directly quoted. In addition, no reporting journalists are allowed entry, all in the interests of ensuring ‘participants feel they can speak freely in an environment of trust’. As former British Chancellor of the Exchequer and Bilderberg co-founder Denis Healey put it: ‘The confidentiality enabled people to speak honestly without fear of repercussions.’


Yet the sense of Bilderberg as an invisible hand guiding major geopolitical trends is supported by observations from delegates who would normally be regarded as politically moderate. For instance, there is this notorious quote from Healey: ‘To say we were striving for a one-world government is exaggerated, but not wholly unfair. Those of us in Bilderberg felt we couldn’t go on forever fighting one another for nothing and killing people and rendering millions homeless. So we felt that a single community throughout the world would be a good thing.’ For maximum impact, he really should have been sitting in a swivel chair and stroking a white cat as he said it.


Nor is the Group’s image helped by its insistence on very visible and often aggressive security. While a convocation of so many influential people requires top level protection, there have been repeated allegations of heavy-handedness, including from journalists and peaceful protestors.


British Labour MP Michael Meacher, meanwhile, has been scathing in his criticism, calling the Group a ‘cabal of the rich and powerful’ that looks to consolidate and extend the grip of the markets away from the public gaze. This aura of secrecy has created an extraordinary climate in which virtually diametric conspiracy theories compete for air. Some see a plot by Western power-brokers to maintain hegemony over the developing world. Left-wingers fear an assault on civil rights and personal freedom in the interests of neo-con capitalism. Right-wingers, meanwhile, allege a liberal takeover while libertarians say it all serves to strengthen the grip of ‘big government’. And then there are the usual cranks convinced it is all a Zionist conspiracy. The chances are that none of these allegations is entirely fair. However, when the great and the good of the Western world lock themselves away to reach consensus on how best to address the world’s ‘megatrends’, there are legitimate reasons why we might wish to be allowed some insight into their conclusions


A president, a bank chairman, a private equity chief, an arms dealer and an oil exec walk into a conference room … It sounds like the opening line of a bad joke. That, though, is the reality created by the Bilderberg Group. To imagine that everything discussed and agreed by such a coterie is in the interest of the wider public as a whole is perhaps the biggest joke of them all.
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