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Introduction


For a short while in the early 1980s Monty Python’s Graham Chapman was a member of the notorious Dangerous Sports Club. In his occasional role as warm-up act for The Who, Chapman liked to recount hair-raising tales of how he and fellow members of the club travelled down ski slopes on hospital beds, wheelchairs and grand pianos, half joking that the last one to break a leg was the winner. Chapman quit the group when they started hang-gliding from the rims of active volcanoes. Everyone has their limits.


Journeys – long or short, on foot or by grand piano – are a part of our daily lives. While many are prosaic, such as a trip to the corner shop, when approached with a sense of novelty, imagination or Dadaist absurdism they can (quite literally in Chapman’s case) catapult us in new directions. As you’ll discover in The Odysseum, for some, even the daily commute can be an epic and surreal experience.


What constitutes an unconventional journey differs wildly throughout history and across cultures. For those living in the Middle Ages, the idea of walking into the wilderness for pleasure was anathema – such places were considered godless. The word ‘heathen’ was used pejoratively for anyone choosing to shun town or village life. Until recently, many of us viewed our urban hinterlands with similar disdain. Over the past 20 years, however, a growing interest in ‘psychogeography’ has led many to drift through industrial backwaters, edgelands and sewers in search of new meaning and connection. Writer and philosopher Alain de Botton is even fond of taking fellow seekers for a ramble around Heathrow Airport.


While we salute the intrepid travels of Charles Darwin, Ernest Shackleton, Captain Scott and the like, their stories are not to be found in The Odysseum. Instead, we seek out more bizarre and unfamiliar tales, as well as delving into the psychological impact of such journeys. These really are the paths less travelled.


We begin with Nazi architect Albert Speer who spent 11 years walking around the world. During his 19,250-mile (31,000-km) ramble, Speer endured sweltering desert heat and the extreme cold of the Siberian tundra. He jostled with a surging crowd in Beijing and witnessed the Northern Lights transform the world around him into a ‘phantasmagoria of snow and light’. He even became the first person to cross the Bering Strait in the dead of winter. Most remarkable of all, as you’ll discover, Speer did all of this without leaving the confines of Spandau Prison in Berlin.


While Speer journeyed inwardly to preserve his mental wellbeing – fortifying his visualizations by poring over travelogues in the prison’s library – for others, mental peregrinations can result in an unravelling of the mind. In 1979 myriad journeys unfolded after artist Kit Williams instigated the world’s biggest treasure hunt thorough his book Masquerade. While many of the 2 million people taking part remained armchair sleuths, thousands of the more zealous ‘Masqueraders’ set off on monumental wild-goose chases, resulting in air-sea rescues, arrests for trespassing and, for some, a slow descent into madness. The eventual uncovering of the treasure was so cloaked in subterfuge it remains worthy of the plot of a John le Carré novel.


Of course, we’ve also chosen to focus on extreme feats of physical endurance: the French doctor who deliberately drifted across the Atlantic Ocean to prove that he could survive at sea on saltwater, plankton and freshly squeezed fish; the men who packed themselves into crates and posted themselves around the world; and an unfortunate paraglider sucked up to 30,000 feet (9,144 m) by a storm cloud.


But perhaps some of the most unusual and fascinating journeys we unearthed revolve around totems: personal odysseys with objects that don’t have to make sense to anyone other than the travellers themselves. When artist Grayson Perry embarked on a pilgrimage to Bavaria with his teddy bear, Alan Measles, he did so to make peace with the German people, after demonizing them in his childhood games. Motivated by a similar desire to lay past ills to rest, when his father passed away film-maker Andrew Kötting decided to take a giant, inflatable ‘Deadad’ on a tour around the world, inflating and then deflating his father at 65 places that held significance to them both.


Finally, it’s been intriguing to unearth tales of famous body parts that have been on unlikely adventures after parting from their hosts. Rasputin’s penis, in case you’re interested (we know you are), went on an epic tour of Europe following the peasant-turned-holy man’s assassination in 1916, spending time being worshiped as a holy relic in Paris before being swapped for a sea cucumber. As for the travels of Einstein’s brain, Evita’s mummified corpse and Hitler’s jaw, well, you’ll have to read on to find out … DB & JT


If you would like to take a closer look at the images in your eBook, you can click or double tap on the image – depending on your device – to bring up a larger version. This also enables the device’s zooming functionality. You can also rotate your device to change an image’s orientation.
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Journeys of confinement


Albert Speer: the Nazi who walked around the world | Xavier De Maistre: the writer who voyaged around his bedroom
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Solitude, deep snow, forest. I am several hundred km north of Okhotsk. Endless forests surround me; in the distance are smoking volcanoes with glaciers snaking down them… Approximately two thousand km more before I must make the crossing at Bering Strait, where I ought to arrive in about sixty weeks.


Diary extract, 17 April 1962





Albert Speer, 1905–1981


On 19 March 1955 – his 50th birthday – a lone traveller completes a 75-mile (120-km) walk from Berlin to his home town of Heidelberg in Germany. Thirty dried peas nestle in his trouser pocket, essential to the success of his journey. But the pilgrimage has provided little salvation for his tormented soul. In desperate need of further distraction, the traveller later mentions to an acquaintance that he plans to continue his walk, taking in Munich, Vienna, Rome and Sicily.


‘Why stop there?’ the acquaintance asks. The traveller admits that he would willingly walk all the way to Asia were it not for the communist countries of the Balkans blocking his way. He is no fan of these totalitarian regimes.


His acquaintance proffers an alternative route, via Greece and Yugoslavia (overlooking the fact that this, too, was communist). From here, he suggests, the traveller could then cross Turkey into Afghanistan, then India and Iraq, traversing great deserts to Iran and beyond. The suggestion is met with enthusiasm.


‘I hope I find oases,’ the traveller muses. ‘At any rate, I have a good programme now. It should do me for the time being; it’s a distance of more than 4,000 kilometres [2,485 mi]. You’ve helped me out of an embarrassing predicament.’


The journey would take nearly 11 years to complete, the traveller braving sweltering desert heat, enduring the extreme cold of the Siberian tundra, crossing the Bering Strait in the middle of winter and becoming the first European to walk all the way to America by foot, before finishing his journey in Mexico. He will eventually walk over 19, 250 miles (31,000 km). And yet in doing so Albert Speer – or Prisoner No. 5, as our traveller was better known – never actually left his garden.
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LONG-TERM CONFINEMENT can drive us to do strange things. Or, to be more accurate, it can make us do things which might appear strange to those who’ve never been in such an unhappy predicament. Being deprived of basic comforts, external stimuli and intimate human contact can send some to the depths of madness and despair. Even the most stoical individual will devise strategies to ‘kill time’ – means of dealing with the frustrations and boredom brought on by long years of incarceration. Finding a hobby, writing a diary, learning a new language or embarking on an epic project are common means of salvation. Albert Speer – a high-ranking Nazi, architect and close friend of Hitler – had every need for such strategies.


Born into a wealthy and influential family, Speer was an ambitious young man. Following in his father’s footsteps, he studied architecture at university. In 1931, during his studies, Speer decided to join the Nazi Party. With the help of an influential friend, Speer was given his first job by Joseph Goebbels to renovate the Nazi Party’s headquarters. From here it was a meteoric rise to success for Speer, and in 1934 he became the chief architect of the Third Reich. Speer would design and build many of Hitler’s key monuments and lay out plans for Germania, a city to rival ancient Rome, to be built on the site of Berlin after the Germans had won the war. In line with Hitler’s love of epic classical structures, Speer developed his ‘Ruin Theory’ designing and erecting colossal buildings that – like the ruins of Rome – he believed would keep their beauty even after their initial purpose had fallen to the wayside.




[image: ]




Speer was Hitler’s blue-eyed boy. He stage-managed Nazi rallies, pioneered the use of searchlights at these spectacular gatherings and, by 1942, had been made Minister for Munitions. Speer made a point of paying a final visit to Hitler in his bunker, shortly before the Führer took his own life. He was one of the most powerful men in the Third Reich. That Speer was ignorant of the Final Solution – the industrial-scale murder of millions of Jews – as he always claimed, seems inconceivable now.


During the Nuremberg Trials, Speer was found guilty for his ruthless use of slave labour and concentration camp inmates as Minister for Munitions. In 1946 he joined Erich Raeder, Karl Dönitz and other high-ranking Nazi officials to serve long sentences in Berlin’s Spandau Prison. Unlike the majority of his prison companions – known as the Spandau Seven – Speer repented for his role in the Nazi atrocities, though later in his prison diaries would also berate himself, writing: ‘I wonder sometimes at my recklessness in assuming responsibility for the whole policy of the regime.’ During his stretch, Speer would secretly pen a memoir of his time in the Third Reich, keep up a 20-year diary, design a Californian summer house for one of the guards and create an immense ‘memory’ garden. Only then was he ready to walk the world.


SPEER’S INCARCERATION began in October 1946. Right from the off he began his secret diary, which he kept up until his last day in Spandau. ‘Days go by without interest in anything,’ he wrote in the first week. ‘If I go on in this twilight state I foresee that my resistance will totally disintegrate’ (Albert Speer, Spandau: The Secret Diaries, 1975).


Over the first two years, Speer’s clandestine scribblings on scraps of paper and toilet roll were smuggled out of Spandau. Decades later they would form the basis of what would become an international bestseller, Inside the Third Reich.


Recognizing the benefits to his sleep, energy levels and mental wellbeing, Speer also turned his attention to gardening. By 1948 he had transformed 1,125 square yards (6,000 m2) of the prison yard into a garden full of nut trees and huge lilac bushes. He designed a promenade, laid flowers beds and a rock garden, planted fruit trees and tended a vegetable plot (though prison rules did not permit him or his fellow prisoners the right to consume the produce).


To stay healthy, Speer established a strict fitness regime, walking round and round his garden. He calculated that 30 circuits equated to 7 kilometres (4.3 miles) a day. Rudolf Hess, the only lifer in Spandau, offered Speer 30 dried peas to keep in his pocket, and suggested transferring them from one pocket to another as a means of keeping count.


Out of this small but significant act, Speer was struck by the idea of calculating how many circuits he would need to walk to his home of Heidelberg, and, with his peas in his pocket, set out to accomplish this over a number of weeks. At the end of the experiment, he noted that merely counting the kilometres was ‘too abstract’ but was struck by the idea of learning about and visualizing the places he could walk to.


Using a slide rule, Speer’s friend at the prison library calculated the figures for the first set of distances he needed to cover: Vienna to Budapest to Belgrade: 615 kilometres (382 mi); Belgrade to Sofia to Istanbul: 988 kilometres (614 mi). Speer obtained maps, history books, travelogues and guides to familiarize himself with the places he was to visit, to help him evoke the landscape and its flora and fauna, geology and climate. He also researched the cities, their people, culture, architecture, churches, museums and art. If he could develop sufficient imagination in picturing his journey, thought Speer, he might even be able to feel something like enjoyment of the novelties in store. To Speer, these were efforts at survival.


By 6 August 1955, Speer was three months into his world tour. A few weeks earlier he had written despondently about fighting boredom on the stretch from Salzburg to Vienna; several times he had felt on the verge of giving up, but on reaching Bulgaria he seemed in a better mood and even tried to evoke the smells of his journey, as he watched a shimmering heat wave.




The roads were sandy, there was seldom even a single shade tree, and the flies were a plague. I plucked a stem of lemon balm from our herb garden and crushed the leaves between my fingers. The strong odour intensified and the illusion of foreign places, tramping the roads, intensified.


Speer, Spandau: The Secret Diaries





By Christmas Eve, Speer had crossed from Europe into Asia, though his limited access to research material let him down. He struggled to imagine the vista of Istanbul with its myriad mosques and minarets. His diary extracts continued to veer from self-pitying torment and despair to occasional moments of light-hearted exuberance. Outside Kabul he noted: ‘As long as I continue my tramping I shall remain on an even keel.’ A few days later he bemoaned the ‘continuation of this senseless hike’.


True to the Germanic stereotype, Speer was meticulous with facts and figures. His record walk for one day, he notes, is 24.7 kilometres (15.3 mi); his best pace is 5.8 kilometres per hour (3.6 mph). By 1957 he had clocked up an impressive 3,326 kilometres (2,066 mi) and increased his daily average to 9.1 kilometres per hour (5.6 mph).


Over a third of the way into his world walk, Speer crossed the Chinese border and by 1959 had reached Peking (Beijing). He didn’t stay long. A demonstration at the Imperial Palace and constantly surging crowd caused him to flee the city. He later confessed this to be a ‘joke’ (humour was never Speer’s strong point) admitting that it was pride and vanity that made him flee; research in library books had unearthed the unwelcome discovery that the imperial metropolis of Beijing was comprised of the kind of classical architecture that Speer himself had planned for Germania. The Chinese had got there first. The following day in his diary, with surprising insight and self-deprecation, Speer acknowledged his own architectural clichés. Perhaps he had gone too far, he mused: a tradition of ‘megalomaniacal buildings’ extends from antiquity all the way to the French Revolution after all.
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Whether from paucity of research material or disdain for the place, Speer recorded little of his time in China and was glad to leave. Ahead of him lay a further four years, trekking through the frozen wildernesses of Russia and Siberia up to the Bering Strait. Or, put another way, quite a few more laps of his prison garden.


Xavier de Maistre 1763–1852


While Speer dealt with his predicament on a macroscopic level, fleeing the confines of his prison through a global journey in his imagination, 150 years earlier Xavier de Maistre, a member of the French nobility, found a very different approach to killing time during his incarceration – one that was the polar opposite to Speer’s.


In February 1790, at the beginning of the French Revolution, de Maistre relocated from Paris to Turin, describing his beloved home as having transformed into ‘the city of the antichrist’. While still enjoying the luxuries and status of his nobility, he found himself under arrest for taking part in an illegal duel. As punishment, de Maistre was confined to his room for 42 days and, like Speer, decided to embark on a unique journey and to diarize his experiences.


Unlike Speer, de Maistre’s journey was microcosmic, light-hearted and inward-looking: a six-week jaunt around his room, contemplating anew his artefacts, furnishing, books, paintings and even his clothes. Rather than crossing the Bering Strait or Europe, de Maistre crisscrossed his way from bed to sofa, chair to desk. It was a journey ‘without any rule or method’.




They have forbidden me to roam around a city, a mere point in space but they have left me with the whole universe: immensity and eternity are mine to command.


Xavier de Maistre, A Journey around my Room [1829], 2004
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Tongue firmly in cheek, de Maistre begins his journey by boasting that he has invented a new form of travel, one that is safe from robbers and open to the laziest of souls. Even the ‘poor, sick and unadventurous’ could manage such a journey, he excitedly proclaims.


Acknowledging a ‘long journey to the desk ahead’, de Maistre dons his travelling attire – pink-and-blue pyjamas – and begins by describing the basic dimensions and contents of his room before settling down to gaze affectionately at his sofa, joyfully reflecting on the many hours he has spent lolling on it. Observing the engravings and paintings on his wall he rhapsodizes over a Raphael portrait, before moving on to enthuse about the delights of music, and advise the reader that pink and white are the best colours for a bed.
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Shuffling across the room in the chair he’s still sitting in, he reaches his mirror to comment, ‘It is here the lover practises his manoeuvres, studies his moves and prepares himself for the war he’s about to declare; it’s here he trains himself to make those lingering glances, those flirtatious expressions.’ Shortly afterwards, de Maistre manages to fall out of his chair, noting how the fall has done the reader the service of shortening his journey by a good dozen or so chapters.


FAR FROM the discomfort and spartan surroundings that Speer would come to experience in Spandau, de Maistre has a servant to dress and feed him, and his faithful dog, Rosine, as companion. And while he had already served time in the army, his youthful exuberance seems untainted by the brutality of war, never once discussing the bloody revolution that has led him there. In fact, de Maistre comes across, at times, like a spring-loaded puppy, overpopulating his sentences with such a dearth of exclamation marks that you can’t help but want to give him a shot of opium:




Ah! What an aroma! Coffee! Cream! A pyramid of toast! Dear reader do have some breakfast with me!


de Maistre, A Journey around my Room





Had they ever met through time and space, it’s doubtful that de Maistre and Speer would have felt that they had much in common. Near the beginning of his journal, de Maistre writes of his dislike for people who have itineraries and ideas clearly mapped out. Indeed, his style couldn’t be more antithetical to Speer’s systematic cataloguing of events. Parodying the very idea of a grand tour – the fashion for young men to broaden their horizons with a jaunt around Europe – de Maistre determines to show ‘only the cheerful aspects of his soul’ and to journey by progressing, ‘in short marches, laughing all along the way at the travellers who have seen Rome and Paris’. Such is his passion for metaphysics and allowing his thoughts to have free rein, he doesn’t actually leave the confines of his armchair until the fifth chapter of his diary, when he finally stands up to contemplate his bed. He muses:




Is there any theatre which arouses the imagination more, or awakens more tender ideas …? Isn’t it a bed that a mother, overwhelmed with euphoria at the birth of her son, forgets the pains she has suffered? It is a cradle bedecked with flowers; it is the throne of love, it is a sepulchre.


de Maistre, A Journey around my Room





Unashamedly horny, de Maistre does, however, on this rare occasion, rue his ‘evil destiny’ – acknowledging that he won’t be getting his jollies on this ‘throne of love’ until his release.


A running theme during de Maistre’s travels is the inner battles between heart and mind. His ‘soul’ and ‘beast’ come into conflict several times. On one occasion, he burns his hand on his fire tongs because his mind is elsewhere; on another, he berates himself for acting spoiled and impatient with his servant for no good reason.


Where Speer’s journey is designed to distract himself from dark interior forces, de Maistre is unafraid to show his vulnerabilities, even if it is for comic effect. He ends the journey at his bookshelf and window in a contemplative mood, eulogizing on how his travels have made him see the world afresh and laments how few take the time to look upwards to admire the constellations. Here, at least, Speer would have concurred, writing nearly two centuries later: ‘how I would like, just once, to go walking in the moonlight’ (Spandau: The Secret Diaries).


WHILE THE GIDDY and playful nature of de Maistre’s prose makes it easy to forget that he is under house arrest, it is the sheer power of Speer’s imagination that enables the reader to forget, at times, that his world walk is a work of fiction. On occasion, like de Maistre, Speer addresses the reader directly, offering advice about how best to tackle the uninhabited wastes of Siberia, recommending that they catch the train at night. But don’t sleep too much, he adds, as it would be a shame to miss the unending snowy mountain ranges and prairies. He advises that his reader open the top slat in their compartment window, to smell the freshness of the air. ‘Only be careful,’ he writes, ‘if you expose your face too long, your mouth and nose will freeze.’


While Speer’s walking average plummeted to 3 kilometres (1.8 mi) per day by 1962, he trudged on, still 60 weeks away from the Bering Strait. Two years later he was almost there, writing with awe, on New Year’s Eve, of how the northern lights transformed the scenery into a ‘phantasmagoria’ of snow and light. So intense was his experience that he felt stunned to return to the gloomy facade of the prison.


The following year he walked the final few kilometres to the Bering Strait accompanied by Rudolf Hess, commenting to his bemused companion that they should be able to see the coast in a few minutes time. Speer had done his research, anticipating that the Bering Strait would be fully iced over, allowing him to walk across into Alaska and be the first European to reach America on foot. ‘You know it really is a kind of mania,’ Hess admonished Speer, half-jokingly. In a playful mood, Speer later discovered that he had actually been one kilometre out in his calculations – when he had been chatting with Hess, he was already on the ice of the Bering Sea. ‘One has to be damn careful!’ he writes.


By 1964 Speer reached Seattle; a year later, LA. Less than a year from release it must have seemed fitting that he was out of the frozen wasteland and closing in on civilization. A year later he was in Mexico – ‘a dreary region’ – and on the 18 September, 13 days before release, he finally submitted his all-important statistic: a world walk of 31,367 kilometres (19,490 mi).


Speer berated himself the next day for judging his fellow prisoners for having failed to set themselves such goals. What goal did he really have after all? Wasn’t the sight of a man marching in a circle for decades more absurd than anything they could have done? A day later, he describes his walk as the greatest athletic achievement of his life.


Three days before release Speer weeded the garden for the last time, walked another 114 kilometres (70 mi) and he was gone, leaving the last remaining prisoner, Rudolf Hess, to live out the rest of his life alone in Spandau.


BEFORE INCARCERATION, the world Speer had known was one of war, fascism, fanaticism, brutality and, finally, defeat. By 1966 the new world he now entered was being reshaped by liberalism, pop music, sexual politics and drugs. ‘Make Love Not War’ was the motto of a new Western counterculture. While he could never have been prepared for such a culture shock, Speer did read voraciously in Spandau, even dabbling with the likes of Jean-Paul Sartre’s Existentialist novel The Age of Reason (1945). Unsurprisingly, Speer could not make head or tail of it. The characters, more isolated in their loneliness than he had been in his cell, startled and perturbed him. Speer failed to see the irony that he was partly responsible for Sartre’s philosophy. Both the communist regimes he abhorred and his own fascist party had forced its own people to participate in their misplaced utopian plans and enforced collectivism. Was it any wonder that a new philosophy should spring up rejecting everything but the rights and desires of the individual?


‘Was it really the ambition to enter history that drove me on?’ Speer wrote in Spandau in 1964. Certainly, his ambition never faltered. The publication of Inside the Third Reich six years after his release made Speer a media sensation and immensely wealthy. He didn’t shy away from the publicity, appearing on TV and radio chat shows, openly discussing his sorrow and regret, while firmly denying any prior knowledge of the genocide. ‘So many people expect me to offer justification for what I did,’ he said in an interview in 1971. ‘I cannot. There is no apology or excuse I can ever make. The blood is on my hands. I have not tried to wash it off – only to see it.’


Speer came to be dubbed by some as ‘The Good Nazi’. In light of his close relationship with Hitler, and letters that have since proven his knowledge of the Holocaust and role in the persecution of the Jews, it’s clear that Speer lied his way out of a death sentence. Tellingly, those hoping to get a real sense of the man through his diaries will be disappointed; all extracts were carefully edited and selected by Speer. There is relatively little reflection on himself, save occasional bouts of self-pity and claims that he was blind to the true machinations of the Nazi Party. While none of his buildings remain today, it’s clear that Speer’s real skill as an architect was the brilliance with which he constructed his public persona.


PERHAPS SPEER AND de Maistre are connected only through the novelty of their inner and outer journeys, seeking to escape their predicaments through two contrasting but novel walks. And yet there is a curious connection in the way both men chose to end their diaries – a reservation at being released.


De Maistre, giddy as ever, reflects on the pleasures he enjoyed as a result of his confinement:




Was it to punish me that they locked me up in my room – in that delightful country that holds every good thing, and all the riches of life within its realms. You may as well exile a mouse in a granary.


de Maistre, A Journey around my Room





The day before his release, Speer wrote of his semi-erotic relationship to Spandau, and questioned whether he truly ever wanted to get away. After his release he, too, made a nocturnal journey to his old room – in his dreams. Speer had a recurring dream of returning to Spandau to visit someone he knew there and to attend to the neglected garden and untended paths. He walked his rounds, peas in pocket. After a few days he’s ready to leave but is told he cannot; there has been a mistake. He remonstrates with the guards, reminding them of the 20 years he waited out in the prison, but the guards shrug. A general comes by for an inspection and Speer fails to mention that he is being held by mistake. When asked how he is being treated, Speer replies that he all is satisfactory. The general smiles at him.


In Spandau, Speer’s imagination took him on an epic journey of escape. When freedom finally came, his imagination it seems, remained incarcerated in Spandau. DB
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SEEKER’S DIRECTORY


Books


Spandau: The Secret Diaries, Albert Speer (Ishi Press, 1975)


Speer’s extraordinary account of his 20-year incarceration at Spandau Prison, his role in the Third Reich and his relationship with Hitler.


A Journey around my Room, Xavier de Maistre (1794; Hesperus Classics, 2004)


De Maistre was placed under house arrest in Turin for 42 days after fighting an illegal duel. He wrote the manuscript during his confinement, then later penned a sequel, A Night Voyage around my Room.


Radio


Albert Speer’s Walk around the World (2010), BBC Radio 4


Radio dramatization of Speer’s imprisonment, during which he imagined a global journey to keep him sane.
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X marks the spot


Kit Williams: the artist whose golden hare led to the world’s biggest treasure hunt
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Within the pages of this book there is a story told of love, adventures, fortunes lost, and a jewel of solid gold.


To solve the hidden riddle, you must use your eyes and find the hare in every picture that may point you to the prize.


Kit Williams, Masquerade, 1979





During the summer of 1979 the artist Kit Williams and British TV presenter Bamber Gascoigne drove from London to Ampthill Park in Bedfordshire in the dead of night. Gascoigne, a fuzzy-haired boffin, was best known as host of the BBC programme University Challenge, a role he kept for over 25 years. Among the pair’s possessions were a spade, a jewel-encrusted 18-carat golden hare sealed in a ceramic casket, and a fresh cowpat.


Once inside the vast country estate, Gascoigne and Williams headed to a cow-dung-spattered hill on which stood a large cross placed there in honour of Catherine of Aragon, Henry VIII’s first wife. Desperately hoping that they wouldn’t be disturbed or, worse, arrested, Williams dug a deep hole close to the cross and buried the casket. Gascoigne was present as a reliable witness to this furtive deed. After carefully replacing the soil and grass, Williams removed the cowpat from its container and asked his companion to place it on top – a cunning way of ensuring that in the weeks that followed, no passer-by would notice that the ground had been disturbed.


The burial of the casket marked the culmination of three years’ intense artistic work for Williams. Along with casting the golden hare, he had created 15 intricate paintings for inclusion in a unique book, Masquerade, soon to be unleashed on the public. As well as telling a story with words and pictures, Masquerade was a complex treasure map, laced with cryptic clues that, once deciphered, would reveal the whereabouts of a golden hare valued at £5,000. If anyone had spotted Williams burying the hare that night, they could have undone the entire enterprise.
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Williams’s publishers, Jonathan Cape, initially printed 60,000 copies of Masquerade, optimistic that the book would capture the public’s interest. They weren’t wrong. By the time the golden hare was found 30 months later, over 2 million copies had been sold, catalysing the world’s largest ever treasure hunt. Most of its readers remained armchair sleuths while the more zealous Masqueraders, as they became known, headed off on wild goose chases in their thousands, digging up half the country as they frantically sought for the treasure. There would be air-sea rescues, reports of trespassing, attempted bribes and accidents, and a handful of Masqueraders actually would be driven mad.
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Viadvostok ey 1960 16367 (10,70) 70,144

Farbanis 12 At 1963 21,69 (13481) 2583

Seatte 21 December 1964 | 24634 (15306) 105574

Mexican borcer 7 October 1965 26730 (16609) 112557
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ALBERT SPEER'S WALKING TOUR OF THE WORLD

EUROPE

ATLANTIC
OCEAN Obbotsk NORTLY
« AMERICA
Constantinople” NORTH
. \ . NORTH PACIFIC OCEAN ATLANTIC
o OCEAN
. AFRICA 'L

Caribbean Sed:

EQUATOR

] 25 1 Ty SOUTH
2 B AMERICA
Original proposed route 2

e ‘Actual’ route trodden

SOUTH PACIFIC OCEAN
SOUTH
ATLANTIC
OCEAN

In a little under 11 years, Speer braved sweltering desert heat, endured the extreme cold of the
Siberian tundra and crossed the Bering Strait, before ending up in Mexico: an (imagined) journey of
over 19,250 miles (31,000 km).
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