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To the memory of John Beynon (otherwise known as ‘Grandall’), a true gentleman in every sense of the word, and to Chris Simmons for piquing my interest in the macabre.












 








 





I have never heard such dreadful, horrible, blasphemous and abominable stuff as that which has been produced by this man who describes himself as the greatest living poet.


Mr Justice Rigby Swift on Aleister Crowley





An insatiable sexual athlete, a pimp who lived on the immoral earnings of his girlfriends, and a junkie who daily took enough heroin to kill a roomful of people.


Francis King on Aleister Crowley





The parallel with Macbeth inevitably forces itself upon the mind. Here was a man of action and endurance, a man capable of climbing Himalayan mountains and trekking in the scorching desert; but also a man eaten up by ambition; impatient, envious of any praise or reward that may have gone to the next (if lesser) man; and, withal, a poet. Like Macbeth, Crowley turned to the ‘secret, black and midnight hags’ when things did not go well for him. He was a poet, black magician, and impresario of the Ragged Ragtime Girls.


Guy Deghy and Keith Waterhouse on Aleister Crowley





He is a man about whom men quarrel. Intensely magnetic, he attracts people or repels them with equal violence. His personality seems to breed rumours. Everywhere they follow him.


Henry N. Hall on Aleister Crowley
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Author’s Note



Throughout the 1920s and 1930s the newspapers and print media referred to the pharaoh Tut-Ankh-Amen. For the purposes of consistency, I have seen fit to change these and use the modern and more familiar spelling of Tutankhamun in all references.





Timeline of Key Events



21 January 1907    Shortly after writing a report into the supposedly cursed ‘mummy-board’ at the British Museum, Bertram Fletcher Robinson dies at his home at 44 Eaton Terrace, Belgravia. The official cause of his death was recorded as typhoid fever.


4 November 1922    The 30ft sloping passageway leading down to the tomb of Tutankhamun is discovered.


16 February 1923    Howard Carter opens the sealed doorway to the tomb of Tutankhamun. Raoul Loveday dies at the Abbey of Thelema in Cefalù, Sicily.


5 April 1923    Lord Carnarvon dies at the Continental-Savoy Hotel in Cairo. Numerous other deaths attributed to the ‘Curse of the Pharaohs’ soon follow.


10 July 1923    The ‘curse’ appears in London’s West End for the first time when Ali Kamel Fahmy Bey, a wealthy Egyptian prince, is shot dead by his wife, Marie-Marguerite, at the Savoy Hotel.


23 September 1923    Colonel Aubrey Herbert, the half-brother of Lord Carnarvon, dies of blood poisoning at the Harold Fink Memorial Hospital, Park Lane, following a routine dental operation.


January 1924    The body of Said Enani, Ali Kamel Fahmy Bey’s personal secretary, is discovered in Paris. The official cause of death is listed as pneumonia.


15 November 1929    Captain Richard Bethell, private secretary to Howard Carter in Luxor and one of the first men to enter the tomb of King Tut, dies in suspicious circumstances at Mayfair’s Bath Club.


20 February 1930    Lord Westbury, the father of Richard Bethell and a keen amateur Egyptologist, reportedly throws himself from his seventh-floor apartment at St James’ Court.


24 February 1930    Edgar Steele, a sign-writer at the British Museum in charge of handling the Ancient Egyptian artefacts, dies at St Thomas’ Hospital following an operation for internal trouble. On the same day, 8-year-old Joseph Greer is knocked down and killed by Lord Westbury’s hearse in Battersea as it is carrying him to the crematorium at Golders Green.


13 October 1930    Henry (Harry) Reginald Holland Hall, the Keeper of the Egyptian and Assyrian Antiquities at the British Museum, dies at his London home after catching pneumonia.


2 January 1934    Arthur Weigall, the respected English Egyptologist with extensive links to the British Museum and who reported on the opening of Tutankhamun’s tomb in Luxor, dies at the London Hospital in Whitechapel.


23 November 1934    Sir Ernest Wallis Budge, the second Keeper of the Egyptian and Assyrian Antiquities at the British Museum to succumb to the supposed curse, who had spent over thirty years in his position at the museum, dies at his home at 48 Bloomsbury Street.


5 April 1935    Two women reputedly disappear from a platform at Holborn underground station where the screams of an Ancient Egyptian ghost are said to echo. The women are never to be seen again, and strange, indecipherable marks are later found on the tiled walls belonging to the disused British Museum station a mere stop away.


2 March 1938    Howard Carter passes away at his home at 19 Collingham Gardens, Kensington, following a battle with lymphoma.


1 December 1947    At 72 years of age, Aleister Crowley succumbs to a respiratory infection at Netherwood boarding house in Hastings. His physician, a Dr William Brown Thompson, dies within twenty-four hours of his patient at his Mayfair apartment – Crowley having allegedly placed a curse on him three months earlier.


30 March 1972    The ‘Treasures of Tutankhamun’exhibition opens at the British Museum in London. Numerous tales of curse-related goings-on are reported.


7 May 2000    Edward Crowley murders 12-year-old Diego Piniera-Villar at London’s Covent Garden in the West End.


15 November 2007    The ‘Tutankhamun and the Golden Age of the Pharaohs’ exhibition arrives at London’s O2 Arena.





PART I: THE CURSE



Prologue


London, 16 November 1929




Do what thou wilt shall be the whole of the Law


Love is the law, love under will





A rampaging, opaque pea-souper had rolled in off the Thames, engulfing all of the concrete, glass, steel and tarmac that stood in its path. It was a suitably grim milieu for something devilish. As dusk began to settle over the bustling metropolis, dark, narrow alleyways had all but disappeared into the vortex of freezing vapour, leaving only the main thoroughfares lit by dull beacons of lamplight. Even the world-famous lights of Piccadilly Circus had become shrouded by a fog so vast that they were barely visible through the thickening cluster of yellow-hued smog. The giant signs belonging to Bovril, Guinness and Schweppes, previously drawn into the sharp relief of neon clarity, had become little more than a mass of indistinguishable colour consumed by the pall of dense miasma. Dim neon reflected and shimmered off puddles forming in the potholes of the road as if they belonged to some liquid fantasy. Tourists looked on in wonderment as their raincoats billowed in the gathering storm and their trilbies became saturated by the sudden deluge. The outline of the buildings looked timeless in the half-light; a gothic and ethereal quality set against the murky light pollution. The once thunderous drone of automobiles and buses tearing along Victoria Street had turned into nothing more than a gentle hum as the Londoners, patently familiar with such singular weather changes, sagaciously vacated the streets and took refuge in their domiciles, taverns, restaurants and private clubs.
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Lord Westbury stirred in his grand high-backed chair. He noted from the ornate marble clock on the mantelpiece that it was a little after seven in the evening, thus he could only have procured himself a mere half an hour of sleep. But what strange and disquieting dreams those thirty-odd minutes of slumber had brought him. Westbury ran a tired hand down his long, wrinkled face, and could feel a gathering sheen of sweat across his brow and unkempt beard; no doubt a legacy of the appalling dreams.


The night nurse had prescribed him a dram and a half of bromide mixed with a fraction of a grain of heroin for his insomnia. Although he was grateful for the slumber the sour concoction induced, Westbury had decided against taking any further doses; the symptoms of the powerful potion, most notably the nightmarish dreams and visions it seemed to provoke, were just too terrifying to endure. He had come to the conclusion that he would rather be awake and drowsy, even though the prospect filled him with dread, than asleep and dreaming and at the mercy of the medicine.


The last of Westbury’s party had reluctantly left, leaving him alone in the unnerving tranquillity of his seventh-floor apartment at St James’ Court – a spacious courtyard encompassed by some of the finest flats that money could buy in one of the most desirable postcodes in London. He had given his valet, Chester, the rest of the evening off once he had finished tidying away the jumble of cups and saucers. His friends and family had arrived in their droves to pay their condolences after his son had died mysteriously in his sleep only twenty-four hours earlier at Dover Street’s exquisite Bath Club. The terrible news had arrived with the timid policeman – little more than a boy – late the previous evening, and although it had yet to sink in, many bitter tears had been shed throughout the course of the day.


Feeling his arms trembling from the sudden cold, Westbury hauled himself up awkwardly in his chair. With the late autumnal chill penetrating his bones and pricking at his marrow, he threw a cursory glance around his glacial apartment; the vast array of Egyptian artefacts strewn about the room made it appear more of a museum than a study – a veritable den of antiquity. Walls and ceiling were smothered by hundreds of peculiar relics from Cairo and Luxor. Lean, angular figures, bearing vicious-looking weaponry, were placed with consummate care upon the dark mahogany shelving that gleamed with the shine and smell of expensive polish. Above were intricately designed almond-eyed monarchs and strange deities cut and chipped out of the blue Egyptian lapis lazuli. The Ancient Egyptian gods Osiris, Horus and Amen-Ra, and the goddess Isis, glared at Westbury with their wicked, unforgiving eyes, while in the centre of the extraordinary chamber was a sturdy oaken table, scattered with papers, bottles, pots and the dried leaves of an elegant, palm-like plant. The bookshelves, which seemed to creak and groan under duress, were crammed with leather-bound volumes of biblical proportions, string-fastened parchment manuscripts and Egyptian papyrus. The solitary ticking clock was the only noise Westbury could discern amidst the anomalous silence.


The apartment had been plunged into semi-darkness following the onset of fog. The fading orange embers of the fire began to spit and crackle in the grate, occasionally leaping from within and landing on the hearth in front of it. The incense candles discharged an acrid scent of balsamic resin that pervaded the room, although they too were in the process of emitting their final wisps of smoke.


Westbury peered down at the empty cut-glass whisky decanter and soda siphon that sat upon the scrupulously polished coffee table beside him. Force of habit demanded he call out for Chester to remedy the wretched state of affairs, but he checked himself before he did so. It alarmed him to think of how dependent he had become on the blasted man.


Drink and warmth were the two commodities Westbury most desired so he set about rectifying the hopeless situation himself. Shuffling across the wooden floor with the aid of his trusted ivory-handled walking cane, he got as far as the doorway to the kitchen before the shrill cries of the sentinel, hawking his wares from the frigid street below, stopped him dead in his tracks.


‘EXTRA! EXTRA! READ ALL ABOUT IT! GET YER STANDARD ’ERE!’


Westbury started. He had never heard a sentinel stray so far from Victoria, certainly not to the limited confines of St James’ Court, and most certainly not in such hellish weather. He wondered what could have brought him to his door on this night of all nights, knowing full well that it couldn’t have been the flood of custom.


‘THE CURSE OF TUTANKHAMUN STRIKES IN LONDON ONCE AGAIN!’


A sudden chill coursed down Westbury’s spine. His eyes were immediately drawn to the lonely alabaster vase that was sat on the windowsill. Seemingly innocuous, it was the vase his son had pillaged from the tomb of Tutankhamun in Luxor and was subsequently presented to him as a gift – the showpiece of his collection. There was also something strikingly forbidding about the sentinel’s voice. Westbury couldn’t place it, although the gravelly rasp seemed strangely familiar to him.


‘LORD WESTBURY’S SON IS FOUND DEAD AT MAYFAIR’S BATH CLUB!’


Dumbstruck, Westbury rested a trembling arm against the wall to support himself, taking in short gasps of the cold air in an effort to catch his breath. He had witnessed it in his vivid, terrifying dreams not five minutes earlier; he had seen himself falling to his death from the very window that was facing him. Deep down, in his heart of hearts, he knew that he would be the next to succumb to the dreaded curse that had seemingly infiltrated the city.


It was surely only a matter of time …
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London, 20 February 1930


To the naked eye, the Beast almost seemed to sashay and float his way down St James’ Street, his long, mustard-coloured cloak, covered in occult symbols, acting as a sponge, soaking up the puddles of rainwater as it trailed behind him. He disregarded the errant looks and sneers that came his way from the astonished tourists unaccustomed to his eccentric ways. The bizarre conical hat that covered his shaven pate seemed to attract the most attention and the odd muttered, derisive comment from those brave enough to risk his scold. Indeed, if they see me, why does nobody speak to me?


Against the pale glow of neon, the Beast looked like a deranged and spectral wizard on the warpath; his heaving bulk, which let off a pungent odour of scented oil and saffron, sweated profusely beneath his numerous layers of clothing. Tonight he was invisible; his special power having been granted him after the sacrifice of Richard Bethell – his third victim – at the carefully selected Bath Club on Dover Street. The man Bethell had put up little fight; the Beast knew the same would not be said about his tenacious father. But the pentagram is almost complete …


He was grateful that his cloak shielded him from the monotony of everyday life – the same monotony that had sucked the life and soul out of the men and women he witnessed going about the daily grind of their prosaic, work a day and pitiful existences. He couldn’t bring himself to settle for the same mediocrity, and now, having come so close to completing his assignment, he would never have to. He allowed himself a sly, sardonic grin as he remembered all he had sacrificed for the cause. Aiwass was right to choose me, for I am the Magus.


The Beast stepped blindly across the road, ignoring the sudden screeching of tyres, the piercing car horns and the abusive cries from agitated motorists forced into sudden stops to make way for the peculiar creature in front of them. Directly ahead of him was the Mall, then St James’ Park, and beyond that was beautiful, saccharine emancipation. St James’ Park was darker than it usually was in February. The overhanging trees and their skeletal branches seemed to belong to some long-forgotten and overgrown graveyard. Indeed, to the Beast it seemed the most apposite of settings for him to conduct his devilry.


A short stride through the park, past the whispered conversations taking place in dark corners, took the Beast up towards Petty France and along the seemingly deserted Buckingham Gate. He suppressed a smile as he remembered his previous foray to St James’ Court, when he masqueraded as the pathetic sentinel. There would be no play-acting this time – only cold-blooded, ruthless, perfect murder.





INTRODUCTION



The Origins of a Legend and ‘Wonderful Things’




Smith stepped over to the table and looked down with a professional eye at the black and twisted form in front of him. The features, though horribly discoloured, were perfect, and two little nut-like eyes still lurked in the depths of the black, hollow sockets. The blotched skin was drawn tightly from bone to bone, and a tangled wrap of black coarse hair fell over the ears. Two thin teeth, like those of a rat, overlay the shrivelled lower lip. In its crouching position, with bent joints and craned head, there was a suggestion of energy about the horrid thing which made Smith’s gorge rise. The gaunt ribs, with their parchment-like covering, were exposed, and the sunken, leaden-hued abdomen, with the long slit where the embalmer had left his mark; but the lower limbs were wrapt round with coarse yellow bandages.


Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, Lot No 249





The name Tutankhamun is synonymous with Ancient Egypt, archaeology and, probably most significantly, the ‘Curse of the Pharaohs’. When his tomb was initially discovered in 1922, few would have prophesised the lasting effect this long-dead pharaoh and Egyptian boy-king of antiquity would have on modern society and culture, and quite how the curse of King Tut would become a worldwide phenomenon. Inspiring renowned writers such as Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, Bram Stoker, H.P. Lovecraft and Marie Corelli to pen ghost stories based around the themes of Ancient Egypt and retribution, the legend and legacy of Tutankhamun continues to encourage filmmakers and authors to embrace Ancient Egyptian curses and mythology in their creative aspirations today – much as it did almost ninety years ago. Directly inspired by the curse of Tutankhamun, a character loosely based on King Tut originally emerged in movies such as Universal’s The Mummy, The Mummy’s Tomb and The Mummy’s Curse – thus beginning cinema’s fascination with ‘the curse of the mummy’.


Frequently reappearing in contemporary film, television, books and comics in many guises and semblances, most notably in Stephen Sommers’ The Mummy films, in Dan Simmons’ best-selling novel Drood; in Christian Jacq’s thriller Tutankhamun: The Last Secret; as the villainous King Tut in the 1960s Batman television series; as the evil character Mumm-Ra (who even had a magical potion called Tutantiny!) in the 1980s cartoon ThunderCats; and, most recently, in James Patterson’s true-crime tale The Murder of King Tut – Tutankhamun has become an institution. The oldest fantastical writing linked to the mummy’s curse was published in 1699 in the Traité des embaumements selon les anciens et les modernes (Treatise on Embalming According to the Ancient and Modern Ways) by Louis Pichier, and texts on this subject have been published regularly ever since. It is therefore all the more important to retrace the true story of the curse of King Tut and quite how it came to envelop London’s West End like a dark veil.


For twelve years, between 1923 and 1935, London was gripped by the supposed curse of Tutankhamun, whose tomb was opened in the Valley of the Kings in February 1923 by the British archaeologist Howard Carter. For some strange and unsettling reason, those who had provoked the indignation of King Tut found London’s West End a particularly perilous place to inhabit, and this book will chronicle the bizarre sequence of deaths and peculiar happenings (all of which can be directly attributed to the curse) that occurred in this vicinity throughout this disturbingly brief and turbulent epoch.


I stumbled upon this peculiar story purely by chance. Having read Ed Glinert’s superb London’s Dead, I came across a half-page he devoted to the Tutankhamun curse and its impact upon London’s post-war West End. Having piqued my curiosity, and with a particular interest in the gregarious and decadent period that was 1920s London, I felt compelled to further investigate this singular tale in the hope that it would make a convincing tome. My preliminary research wasn’t directed towards finding a credible cause or an architect behind these deaths (apart from the one provided by King Tut himself) as any plausible perpetrator with a motive would surely seem too unbelievable. Instead, it was merely directed towards presenting the facts of the case as candidly as possible. Initially concerned that this approach wouldn’t provide me with enough material, my fears were soon allayed when I discovered, to my genuine surprise, further significant (and in some cases more fantastical) connections between the curse of Tutankhamun and the baffling series of deaths that took place in the close proximity of London’s West End – including damning links to a notorious occultist. From this moment on the book became much more than just a profile of a sequence of sinister, if somewhat coincidental, deaths with a solitary connection running through them. Moreover, it has since become a posthumous murder investigation, acting as the case for the prosecution.


As previously stated, I have held a long-standing interest in the social climate of 1920s London. I find it fascinating how the city, famous for its glamour before its many neon lights were dimmed by the Zeppelin raids of the First World War, was able to transform itself back into the most ostentatious and celestial city in the world in spite of the many wartime regulations still imposed upon it. Yet what is more intriguing is that just as Londoners dared to continue their lives without the fear of threat and reprisal, the mystifying legacy of a 3,000-year-old pharaoh, whipped up by a frenzied newspaper campaign, had many of them scared of their own shadow and looking over their shoulders once more. To begin with, however, I had to research the events that took place in a country that was a far cry from this and where this extraordinary story had its origins in one of the most legendary archaeological discoveries of all time – 1920s Egypt.


Howard Carter, a prominent Egyptologist and archaeologist, had been handed one final season of funding by his sponsor, George Edward Stanhope Molyneux Herbert, Lord Carnarvon, with which to discover the tomb of Tutankhamun that had so famously eluded archaeologists for years. It was 1922 and the wealthy Carnarvon was becoming increasingly despondent at the lack of return from his considerable financial investment. After his initial success in excavating Beni Hasan in 1891, the grave site of the princes of Middle Egypt, and discovering the tomb of Queen Hatshepsut in Deir el-Bahri in 1903, Carter fell on several hard and uncompromising years, especially when he was forced to resign from the Egyptian Antiquities Service following a dispute between Egyptian site guards and a group of raucous French tourists.


Lord Carnarvon had met Carter in 1907 when, after a serious road accident, he travelled to balmy Egypt for periods of convalescence throughout the winter months when he was susceptible to illness in the damp English weather. At the time Carter was an antiquities dealer and an artist, although he had gained valuable experience as an archaeologist in the employment of the prosperous American businessman Theodore Davis. It was Davis who held the enviable permit to dig on the west bank of the River Nile in the Valley of the Kings – a permit that Carter had long coveted. Carnarvon, who crucially had a keen interest in antiquity and Egyptology himself, was on the lookout for his own archaeologist to dig at nearby Thebes (modern Luxor), and was strongly recommended to employ Carter, who had a fine, if a somewhat cantankerous, reputation. It was to be the beginning of a fruitful partnership. In their first season together, Carter excavated the tomb of a late sixteenth-century BC mayor and a written tablet which chronicled the expulsion from Egypt of the Hyksos. In the years following, Carter and Carnarvon made further remarkable discoveries, including the temples of Hatshepsut and Ramesses IV (c. 1154–48 BC) as well as a number of important tombs belonging to nobles dating from 2000–1500 BC. But it was the tomb of the boy-king Tutankhamun that was the prize they most desired; the tomb that was surely buried somewhere in the land inaccessible to them: the Valley of the Kings, the legendary burial site for the kings and powerful nobles of the New Kingdom (the Eighteenth to the Twentieth Dynasties of Ancient Egypt).


Tutankhamun was born in 1341 BC and was an Egyptian pharaoh of the New Kingdom. Already fabulously wealthy, he was 8 or 9 when he became pharaoh and was ruler for ten years before his untimely and mysterious death ended his short and eventful reign. In historical terms, Tutankhamun’s legacy stems from his rejection of the radical religious policies introduced by his father and predecessor, Akhenaten (the heretic pharaoh), his restoration of the traditional deities, his abolishing of Tell el-Amarna, Akhenaten’s short-lived capital, and returning the New Kingdom to order after chaos and heresy blighted the tumultuous previous reign. As a boy, Tutankhamun married his half-sister, Ankhesenamun (preserving a strong regal kinship that was paramount to the Ancient Egyptians), with whom he had two daughters; it is assumed they both died premature and stillborn as their minuscule mummies were discovered alongside Tutankhamun in his tomb.


The cause of Tutankhamun’s death is still uncertain and has been the subject of much debate; the most recent studies on the mummy have pointed to malaria and a rare bone disorder as being responsible, yet numerous X-rays had previously revealed a dense spot at the lower back of his skull that indicated he suffered a subdural haematoma. It is fair to assume that such a significant injury would almost certainly have led to Tutankhamun’s demise, but whether or not the wound was the result of an accident or something more sinister is harder to ascertain. Experts have stated that the injury could not have been attributed to natural causes and that the blow was to a protected area of the head that is not easily injured by accident. Upon the release of this captivating information, inevitable theories soon circulated as to who, or what, was responsible for the death of King Tut: the suspects have included his immediate successor, Ay, his wife and even his chariot driver, whom many suspect of throwing Tutankhamun from his hunting chariot. Whatever the cause and whoever the perpetrator, it is certainly more fascinating, in relation to the context of this book, if one buys into the theory that Tutankhamun was murdered in cold blood.


[image: Book title]


Theodore Davis, who had already searched long and hard for the elusive tomb of King Tut, had become elderly and ailing, and in 1914 he finally gave up his concession to excavate the Valley of the Kings. Unsurprisingly the permit was swiftly acquired by Carter and Carnarvon, sensing they had at last an opportunity to discover what no other archaeologist could. Although the outbreak of the First World War put work in the valley on hold, Carter was still able to excavate the tomb of Amenhotep III (c. 1390–52 BC) and a cliff tomb of Hatshepsut dug for her before she became pharaoh. However, once the war came to an end and digging resumed in the valley, Carter’s luck turned for the worse. Between 1918 and 1922, Carter and Carnarvon dug with limited success, and by September 1922 Carnarvon firmly believed that the entire network and labyrinth of tombs had been found. It was only after Carter proposed to finance the remainder of the excavation himself that Carnarvon was shamed into offering one final season of funding, handing Carter just one more month to locate the tomb of Tutankhamun.


Having spent the best part of a decade searching for King Tut, and with time running agonisingly short, the excavation’s water-carrier fortuitously stumbled on the corner of a door on a barren hillside. Carter and his workers hastily unearthed twelve steps that led down to a tomb entrance; the location miraculously overlaid by the already discovered tomb of Ramesses VI and a mere 6ft from where Davis and his archaeologist Harry Burton had already dug. On the threshold of a remarkable discovery, and with the seal impressions unclear as to whose tomb it was, Carter was understandably anxious to continue with the excavation. He wrote in his book, The Tomb of Tutankhamun: ‘Anything, literally anything might lie beyond that passage, and it needed all my self-control to keep from breaking down the doorway and investigating then and there.’


Instead, Carter composed himself and telegraphed the news to Carnarvon in England. After twenty long days of patient waiting, Carnarvon, accompanied by his glamorously blithe 22-year-old daughter, Lady Evelyn Herbert, at last arrived in Egypt. They were immediately taken to the burial site in the Valley of the Kings and the entire stairway was excavated, this time revealing the sacred seal impressions of Tutankhamun and of the necropolis authorities amidst the dusty debris. The sealed door was eventually prised open, exposing the rubble-filled passageway within. With evidence of tomb robbers having disturbed it in the reign of the pharaoh Horemheb, Carter was desperate to find the entrance to the burial chamber, hoping and praying that the same rogues had left it uncompromised. The following afternoon, 30ft down from the outer door, Carter discovered the doorway to the antechamber, the large room adjoining the burial chamber, and he later remarked in his book:




The decisive moment arrived. With trembling hands I made a tiny breach … At first I could see nothing … but presently, as my eyes grew accustomed to the light, details of the room within emerged slowly from the mist, strange animals, statues, and gold – everywhere the glint of gold. For the moment – an eternity it must have seemed to the others standing by – I was struck dumb with amazement, and when Lord Carnarvon, unable to stand the suspense any longer, enquired anxiously, ‘Can you see anything?’ it was all I could do to get out the words, ‘Yes, wonderful things.’





Among these 700 ‘wonderful things’, together with the artefacts Carter could see through the plunderer’s hole he had made in the doorway to the adjacent annexe, were gold-covered couches in the shape of grotesque animals, statues, mannequins and effigies of Tutankhamun, items for hunting, caskets, chariots, an elaborate headrest made of elephant ivory, vases, jars, pots, a boat carved from alabaster, black shrines, one with a golden snake peeking out, bouquets of flowers, beds, chairs, painted chests, a golden throne, and more humble objects such as intricate ivory gaming boards, boxes and firelighters – everything the Egyptians believed Tutankhamun would require in his infinite journey through the afterlife. However, there was still no sign of the mummy.


Demanding yet more patience from Carter and Carnarvon, the two men returned to the site weeks later (once a thick steel gate from Cairo had been put in place for security), this time to remove carefully and photograph every item in the antechamber (the many items in the annexe weren’t cleared until the rest of the tomb had been emptied due to its haphazard layout – the legacy of the tomb robbers). In clearing the antechamber, Carter had finally discovered the doorway to the burial chamber, and the end of his arduous hunt was at last in sight.


Against the protocol laid out by the Egyptian government and the regulations of the permit itself, Carter, along with his assistant, Arthur ‘Pecky’ Callender, Carnarvon and Lady Evelyn, compelled by the thought of what was lurking just beyond the door, couldn’t wait for the official opening of the burial chamber and broke in through a small hole one night in late November 1922. Although an act of illegal entry that would have seen his concession revoked, Carter’s description of what he saw that night provides an incredibly atmospheric account of the most crucial part of the excavation, as well as displaying his own adroit ability with prose:




I suppose most excavators would confess to a feeling of awe – embarrassment almost – when they break into a chamber closed and sealed by pious hands so many centuries ago. For the moment, time as a factor in human life has lost its meaning. Three thousand, four thousand years maybe, have passed and gone since human feet last trod the floor on which you stand, and yet, as you note the signs of recent life around you – the half-filled bowl of mortar for the door, the blackened lamp, the finger-mark upon the freshly painted surface, the farewell garland dropped upon the threshold – you feel it might have been but yesterday. The very air you breathe, unchanged throughout centuries, you share with those who laid the mummy to its rest. Time is annihilated by little intimate details such as these, and you feel an intruder. That is perhaps the first and dominant sensation, but others follow thick and fast – the exhilaration of discovery, the fever of suspense, the almost over-mastering impulse, born of curiosity, to break down seals and lift the lids of boxes, the thought – pure joy to the investigator – that you are about to add a page to history, or solve some problem of research, the strained expectancy – why not confess it? – of the treasure seeker.





On 16 February 1923, and with twenty guests eagerly looking on, the day had finally arrived for Howard Carter and Lord Carnarvon. Personally taking the task of removing the entire sealed doorway at the far end of the antechamber, Carter had to manipulate it so as not to damage the treasure that lay behind. When he shone a lamp into the dark abyss, a solid wall of gold, a huge shrine built to protect Tutankhamun’s sarcophagus, reflected and shimmered in the lamplight. There were loud gasps from the convened crowd as Carter opened the doors of the shrine and within it discovered a second shrine – the seal of which was miraculously still intact. The official excavation newspaper, The Times of London, reported the dramatic event as follows:




This has perhaps been the most extraordinary day in the whole history of Egyptian excavation. Whatever anyone may have guessed or imagined of the secret of Tutankhamun’s tomb, they surely cannot have dreamed the truth as now revealed. Entrance today was made into the sealed chamber, and yet another door opened beyond that. No eyes have yet seen the King, but to a practical certainty, we now know that he lies there, close at hand, in all his original state undisturbed.


Moreover, in addition to the great store of treasures, which the tomb has already yielded, today has brought to light a new wealth of objects of artistic, historical, and even intrinsic value which is bewildering. It is such a hoard as the most sanguine excavator can hardly have pictured even in visions in his sleep, and puts Lord Carnarvon’s and Mr Carter’s discovery in a class by itself above all previous finds.


The process of opening the doorway bearing the Royal insignia and guarded by protective statues of the King had taken several hours of careful manipulation under the intense heat. It finally ended in wonderful revelation, for before the spectators was the resplendent mausoleum of the King, a spacious beautiful, decorated chamber, completely occupied by an immense shrine covered with gold inlaid with brilliant blue faience.


This beautiful wooden construction towers nearly to the ceiling and fills the great sepulchral hall within a short span of its four walls. Its sides are adorned with magnificent religious text and fearful symbols of the dead, and it is capped with a superb cornice and torus moulding.


The foregoing narrative is necessarily hasty, and may be subject to correction in details as the result of future investigation.





Much to Carter’s relief, the tomb robbers had not breached Tutankhamun’s sarcophagus, leaving behind them the most complete Ancient Egyptian tomb ever found; this included an elaborate gold death mask that at last gave the pharaoh a face. Perhaps one of the reasons for the robbers vacating the chamber without plundering its many treasures was an ominous clay tablet above Tutankhamun’s tomb which bore a menacing hieroglyphic inscription that was similar to the one previously discovered in the tomb of Ursa, who lived a century before King Tut:




As to anyone who violates my body which is in the tomb and who shall remove my image from my tomb, he shall be hateful to the gods, and he shall not receive water on the altar of Osiris, neither shall he bequeath his property to his children, for ever and ever.





Typically, this inscription was amended by the newspapers to make it both spectacular and manageable for their readership unfamiliar with Ancient Egyptian mythology. Rewritten as a famous theatrical curse, it appeared in print form as: ‘Death shall come on swift wings to him that toucheth the tomb of the pharaoh.’ Indeed, it wasn’t uncommon for magic spells and curses to adorn the walls of Ancient Egyptian tombs, and the inscriptions of these were frequently placed upon ritualistic objects found in royal burial chambers; these objects included amulets, statues and magic bricks. Similar foreboding inscriptions were found on the four magic bricks carefully placed at the principal positions in the walls and niches of Tutankhamun’s tomb – the four cardinal compass points of north, south, east and west. According to Egyptian legend, each of these cardinal points was associated with one of the four sons of Horus, the god of Ancient Egyptian religion, who offered protection to the dead pharaoh by ascribing spells taken from chapter 151 of the Egyptian Book of the Dead. The most significant of the magic brick inscriptions found in Tutankhamun’s tomb was on a black and gold Anubis shrine; this inscription was deemed of particular interest and importance as Anubis was the Ancient Egyptian god of the dead. The spells inscribed on the four magic bricks were mixed together and reported in the newspapers, alongside the inscription on the clay tablet, as the following:




It is I who hinder the sand from choking the secret chamber, and who repel that one who would repel him with the desert-flame. I have set aflame the desert. I have caused the path to be mistaken. I am for the protection of the Osiris. This is to repel the enemy of Osiris, in whatever form he may come.





As Carter and Carnarvon lapped up the praise and admiration from their peers and the public the world over, little did the two men realise that this bleak proclamation would be proved correct in a disastrously short space of time, receiving swift and terrible fulfilment, and that Lord Carnarvon would never get to see the mummy of Tutankhamun.
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Of Curses, Newspapers, Writers and Books




In Cairo, in the Continental Hotel, a sick man, early in the morning, breathed his last. At the same moment, across the city, all the lights flickered and then at once went out. A darkness veiled Cairo, as heavy as that of an unopened tomb. At the same moment, in the Valley of the Kings, a guard by the tomb of Tutankhamun was disturbed. In the rocks above his head he heard a sudden noise, and as he rose from his chair he saw a scattering of dust, descending in a rivulet of dislodged pebbles. When he went, however, to investigate the cause, he could find nothing, nor hear anything save a gusting of wind.


Tom Holland, The Sleeper in the Sands





Legend has it that just as Howard Carter crossed the threshold of Tutankhamun’s burial chamber his beloved pet canary was killed by a cobra. The canary, which Carter had bought in Cairo in an attempt to liven up his humble lodgings, was kept in a gilded cage outside his house near the entrance to the Valley of the Kings. Many people believed the bird would bring good fortune to the excavation, and even the fellahs (Egyptian workmen) at the site had adopted the canary as a lucky charm, naming Carter’s great discovery as the ‘Tomb of the Bird’. But not long after Carter and Carnarvon had entered Tutankhamun’s burial chamber, the incident occurred and was noted by the visiting American Egyptologist James Henry Breasted. Carter had sent his trusted assistant archaeologist Arthur Callender on an errand to his house, but on nearing it Callender thought he heard a faint, almost human cry. He immediately looked up at the cage hanging near the doorway; to his abhorrence a cobra was coiled up within it devouring the small songbird. An extremely rare sight in the Valley of the Kings, the cobra was the Ancient Egyptian symbol of royal power and a symbolic serpent was often carved on the brows of pharaohs’ headdresses to ward off their enemies. Across the Valley of the Kings many people justifiably took this as a sign of the pharaoh’s fury.


Herbert Winlock, another esteemed American Egyptologist who was employed by the Metropolitan Museum of Art, described and summarised in a letter the effect the incident had on Carter’s workmen:




When Carter came out last October, alone, he got a canary bird, in Cairo, in a gilded cage to cheer up what he figured was going to be a lonely and deserted house. Carter, coming over to his house with his servant, Abdul Ali, carrying the canary behind him and guards and the foremen greeting him and right off, when they see a golden bird they say: ‘Malbrook – it’s a bird of gold that will bring luck. This year we will find inshallah [God willing] a tomb of gold.’ Within a week they had made the most fabulous find of all time and at first the tomb was called ‘the tomb of the Golden Bird’ by the natives. The Canary almost had a halo around its cage … Callender was living alone in Carter’s house with the bird in his special care. Suddenly, one afternoon he heard a fluttering and squeaking and went into the next room and there in the cage with the bird was a cobra just in the act of gulping the canary down halo and all.


Now cobras had never been known around there before, and cobras, as every native knew, grow on the heads of Old Kings. The conclusion was obvious. The King’s serpent had struck at the mascot who had given away the secret of the tomb. And the sequel was equally obvious – at least to them, though I admit to have lost some links in the chain of argument – that before the winter was out someone would die. It was all very dismal.





As dawn broke on the morning of the tomb’s opening, a majestic-looking hawk was seen flying above the sun-drenched excavation site before disappearing to the west. This sighting was considered a bad omen; a warning that left the fellahs frightened and whispering among themselves that before long the foreigners would find gold and death. As the excavating party descended the steps that led down to the sepulchre, a miniature sandstorm swept across the desert and circled over the tomb. Only days earlier Howard Carter had been bitten on the hand by a scorpion; although the wound wasn’t infected, it would hamper him throughout the course of the excavation.


Although these stories have, in all probability, been embellished over the years, the dramatic events that were to follow the opening of the pharaoh’s burial chamber have not. With the world’s imagination gripped by the story of the excavation of King Tut’s tomb, the tale of Carter’s unfortunate canary was eagerly regurgitated by newspapers attempting to cash in on the alleged curse of Tutankhamun. The New York Times, a prime carrier of Tutankhamun news since the city’s own museum was heavily involved in the excavation, reported that:




Already in this land of superstition myths are beginning to grow up … out of [the canary’s death] the most fantastic stories are being manufactured … so it has been easy to weave a legend that brought in the little bird, which in some ways symbolised the modern spirit of civilisation, and the cobra, which stood for the powers of old dynasties …





The delicate state of affairs with the press had already come to a head on 9 January 1923, when Lord Carnarvon signed a £5,000 exclusive contract with The Times of London to cover the excavation of the tomb of Tutankhamun. Throughout the 1920s, The Times was the leading newspaper in Britain, with a worldwide reputation and an influential readership that spanned the vast British Empire.


Angered by this deal and resentful of being shut out of the biggest story of the age, journalists and reporters of rival newspapers and magazines were subsequently forced to write more exciting, stimulating and, in some cases, deliberately frivolous stories in order to win their readership back; this in turn caused a huge amount of friction on Fleet Street with newspapers clamouring over who had the most scintillating scoop on the curse. Their over-zealous reporting endeavours soon got the better of Carter, and he remarked how he was ‘weary of telegrams and sick to death of reporters … [he] wanted to avoid being followed by gentlemen of the press’. But Carnarvon had already made an enemy of the newspapers, and one journalist working for the New York Times wrote how he would ‘Drive C and C out of their minds for having sold a piece of the world’s ancient history to the London Times’.


Carter understandably found the story of the curse an unnecessary and ridiculous sideshow. Although rumours began to circulate that he had catalogued the warning inscription found upon the clay tablet before erasing it from written record and burying it in the sand, Carter indicated in his book just how disgusted he was with the reporters and their fabrications:




It has been stated in various quarters that there are actual physical dangers hidden in Tutankhamun’s tomb – mysterious forces, called into being by some malefic power, to take vengeance on whomsoever should dare to pass its portals. There was perhaps no place in the world freer from risks than the tomb … Unpardonable and mendacious statements of this nature have been published and repeated in various quarters with a sort of malicious satisfaction. It is indeed difficult to speak of this form of ‘ghostly’ calumny with calm. If it be not actually libellous, it points in that spiteful direction, and all sane people should dismiss such interventions with contempt.





Carter supported this statement when he was quoted, on 4 October 1924, as saying: ‘It is rather too much to ask me to believe that some spook is keeping watch and ward over the dead pharaoh, ready to wreak vengeance on anyone who goes too near.’


However, it is worth mentioning that when Carter, in the early years of his tenure in the Valley of the Kings, was working as an archaeologist in the employment of Theodore Davis, he was far more open to the possibility of curses. In his book Howard Carter: The Path To Tutankhamun, T.G.H. James recalls a young Carter, who was giving a female visitor a guided tour of the recently discovered tomb of Amenophis II, saying: ‘The pharaoh’s mummy was probably protected … by a curse pronounced in the band of hieroglyphics around the top of the sarcophagusupon any maraudinghands.’ Also, Sir Thomas Cecil Rapp, the British vice-consul to Cairo at the time of the excavation, supported this claim when he wrote in his unpublished memoirs how ‘[Carter] was suffering too from a superstitious feeling that Lord Carnarvon’s death was possible nemesis for disturbing the sleep of the dead, a nemesis that might extend to him’.


Yet the initial notion or mention of the curse of Tutankhamun (before the press got hold of it), coinciding with the swell of Egyptian national pride that seemed to follow the end of the First World War, must have originated with the native Egyptians who were appalled by the colonial and increasingly imperialistic British invading, monopolising and tampering with their ancient artefacts for their own ends (Carter had already found himself cast in the role of the jingoistic villain, for example). Perhaps more importantly, the hieroglyphic caveats in the pharaoh’s tomb, as well as the pharaoh himself, were yet to be discovered, and Carter’s canary had yet to meet the dreaded cobra. However, whispers of curses weren’t uncommon in Egypt as magic brick inscriptions issuing warnings to trespassers had already been discovered in other tombs in the Valley of the Kings; the natives quite rightly believed that Tutankhamun’s tomb would yield similar threats. For example, the tomb of the Priestess of Hathor, Lady of the Sycamore, Nesysokar, from Giza, bore a curse that stated: ‘O anyone who enters this tomb, who will make evil against this tomb: may the crocodile be against him on water and the snake against him on land. May the hippopotamus be against him on water, the scorpion against him on land.’ Her husband, Pettety, had a similar curse inscribed in his tomb, except he calls upon the crocodile, lion and hippopotamus to aid in his protection. The tomb of Harkhuf at Aswan, which dates from the Sixth Dynasty, c. 2340 BC, was also found to display the warning: ‘As for any man who shall enter into this tomb … I will pounce upon him as on a bird; he shall be judged for it by the great god.’


With the British public initially incredulous to such outwardly fanciful stories, in March 1923, just weeks after the opening of Tutankhamun’s tomb, their scepticism had all but disappeared. Lord Carnarvon had been bitten on the cheek by a mosquito, and, although the scar was innocuous-looking, the bite soon became infected when he cut it with his shaving razor; within two months of the discovery of King Tut’s sarcophagus, Carnarvon succumbed to septicaemia and pneumonia in his suite at the Continental-Savoy Hotel in Cairo. It was believed he uttered the words ‘I heard his call and I will follow him. Pharaoh, I am returning to you’ just prior to his passing. Shortly before he died, Carnarvon began to suffer from a raging fever during a film screening at an Egyptian cinema, and even in his delirious state he could be heard muttering, ‘A bird is scratching on my face’. It was another Egyptian belief that the Nekhabet bird would scratch the face of anybody who dared to disturb the peace and sanctity of the pharaoh’s tomb. To many, it seemed uncanny that the benefactor of the excavation, the leader of the dig, should be the first victim of the newly proclaimed ‘Curse of the Pharaohs’.


In the weeks preceding his death, Carnarvon’s relationship with Carter had become increasingly strained and had turned sour. Although the two men were the complete opposite in every way – Carnarvon was a nonchalant aristocrat and dilettante with vast sums of money – they had enjoyed a healthy and amicable friendship. However, the discovery of Tutankhamun’s tomb, which propelled both men to international superstardom, inevitably led to disagreements. Arguments over the distribution of the finds (Carter had urged Carnarvon to renounce any rights to the contents of the tomb in fear of further inflaming Egyptian national feeling) and Carter’s brusque handling of the pushy reporters merely aggravated the situation, but it wasn’t until Carnarvon’s daughter Lady Evelyn arrived on the scene that things took a turn for the worse. She was the apple of her father’s eye and he naturally disapproved of Carter’s growing affection for her. Carnarvon could see that Carter was an outwardly gauche figure, seemingly without feelings and rather lacking in diplomacy; yet Carnarvon still cared enough for Carter to write him the following note shortly before his death – a clear indication that Carnarvon was willing to make amends: ‘I have done many foolish things and I am very sorry. But there is only one thing I want to say to you which I hope you will always remember – whatever your feelings are or will be for me in the future my affection for you will never change.’


Perhaps a note in Carter’s diary which read ‘Poor Ld. C died during the early hours of the morning’ indicates that the two men were able to bury the hatchet before Carnarvon’s untimely demise. Either way, his death provided the catalyst for the hysterical reporting in the more sensationalist newspapers that followed. Reporters happily embellished the discovery of the inscription upon the magic brick of the Anubis shrine and the strange coincidence that the mummy of Tutankhamun was found to have a wound on the left cheek. The wound was in the exact same position as the mosquito bite that had led to the death of Lord Carnarvon.


The seeds of the curse of Tutankhamun had been sown. It was even reported that Carnarvon’s dog – a three-legged fox terrier named Susie – at his family estate at Highclere Castle howled inconsolably and died at the same instant as her master, and that Cairo was simultaneously plunged into darkness following a power cut; its complete electricity supply, four entire grids, failed for a full five minutes at 1.40 a.m., precisely five minutes before Carnarvon passed away. Nobody at the power station knew how to explain the return of electricity after the short breakdown as no one had time to fix the fault; its cause was also unknown and remains so today. As Lord Carnarvon, who was being watched over by his wife, Lady Almina, his daughter and his son, Lord Porchester, breathed his last, the Daily Express reported on the incident as follows: ‘Suddenly all the lights in Cairo went out leaving them all in complete darkness. After a lapse of a few minutes the lights came back on again, only to go out abruptly. This curious occurrence was interpreted by those anxiously awaiting news as an omen of evil.’
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