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			“Man is not what he thinks he is; he is what he hides.”

			—André Malraux
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Introduction

			In 1996, in the Peruvian highlands near Lake Titicaca, a hiker discovered a door cut into a red stone cliff. The door had no hinges, handles, or seams. Locals called it “The Gate of the Gods” and claimed it could only be opened with a golden disk, slotted like a key into an aperture in the stone. The door was said to lead to the Incan afterlife, to a celestial realm of gods and spirits and endless feasts.

			All across southern Europe and northern Africa are more of these unopenable doors—in the tombs of the Etruscans, the sumptuous death palaces of the Egyptians, and beneath the grassy Bronze Age grave mounds of Sardinia. Some of the doors are tiny, Alice in Wonderland–esque, no larger than a hand. Others are towering and ornate. Still others are painted, daubed onto the ancient stone in flaking lapis and crimson.

			From Peru to Egypt, the religious explanation for these false doors is more or less the same: They were purported to allow the dead to return to the land of the living and enjoy the offerings brought to them. The psychological explanation is less altruistic and much more moving. The doors were built as a comfort to those left behind. They invited the mourner to dream of a place beyond the pain and hardships of life and the finality of death. They seemed to say, “We are locked and unopenable; you cannot see what lies behind us. But you can imagine it.” And in countries and cultures across the globe, humanity did.

			Few of us have met a locked door we weren’t curious to look behind or a secret we didn’t desperately want revealed. When Alice follows the white rabbit down its hole, she encounters at the bottom a hallway full of locked doors and one very small door that “led into a small passage, not much larger than a rat-hole: she knelt down and looked along the passage into the loveliest garden you ever saw. How she longed to get out of that dark hall, and wander about among those beds of bright flowers and those cool fountains, but she could not even get her head through the doorway.”

			When you read the opening lines of this book, you most likely felt it too, that hot twinge of curiosity. You wanted to know more about the door carved into the cliff in Peru—why it was built, who built it, and, above all, what is behind it? Perhaps you began to imagine the answers, conjuring images of an underground city, a hidden temple, a secret tomb filled with treasure. This insatiable curiosity and willingness to imagine are hallmarks of the human mind. If something is hidden, it must be found out. If it cannot be found out, we will dig, investigate, and flat out invent until we have answers.

			Why do we care so much about hidden things? According to Tom Stafford, a senior lecturer in psychology and cognitive science at the University of Sheffield, the roots of human curiosity can be linked to a trait called neoteny, a term from evolutionary theory that means the “retention of juvenile characteristics.” Physically, it means we have large brains in relation to our body size, like babies. Mentally, it means we display certain childlike personality traits all the way into adulthood. Traits like curiosity, playfulness, and wonder remain inside us. They are what compel us to travel, read books, wander into a dark cave. No matter where we are, a persistent little voice calls to us, telling us that inside the old, the grim, the forgotten and abandoned—even inside the familiar, well-kept, and sumptuous—there is more than meets the eye, a hidden depth, a secret truth, a chance to discover something wonderful. 

			The mention of secrets, specifically secret rooms, hidden staircases, and sealed chambers, has the whiff of the lurid to it, of pulp mystery novels, Scooby-Doo, Indiana Jones, and gothic novels. But secrets are more than a fun diversion. The things we hide are the things we are and the things we fear the most. When an emotion or fear is too important to share, too large and frightening to process, all that is left for us is to package it inside palaces, churches, tombs, and monuments, sealed chambers and tunnels, to lock it away behind doors, bury it under floorboards, or nestle it in jewels and gold, like the Egyptians and their fear of death or Marie-Antoinette and her desperate search for meaning.
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			A hidden door in the library of Admont Abbey, Austria.

		

			So many doors are still waiting to be opened. In distant parts of the world, in deepest jungles, or far below the feet of thousands of tourists, there really is more: the lost body of a saint, a heap of old love letters, a priceless painting, the story of a tragic life, a mystery answered, a glorious item rediscovered. In the Great Pyramid of Giza, new technology has revealed two unexplored voids. In the Russian imperial court, an enchanting room once stood, made all of amber, a room whose whereabouts is now utterly lost, as if it gathered up its skirts and stole away. And in Nottinghamshire, a quiet English manor sits upon a tangle of subterranean halls, trapdoors, libraries, and gaslit tunnels, built by a mysterious duke for reasons that are just beginning to come to light.

			In The Secret Life of Hidden Places, we set about visiting these hidden places, opening their doors and delving into their obscure and forgotten histories. We have sought to find the human element in the architecture, not just the secrets themselves, but the tales of those who built them. We will lead you into a chamber of skulls high in the Swiss Alps, a Japanese temple full of traps, a Parisian apartment locked and untouched since World War II, a Prohibition-era speakeasy in Washington, DC, an underground alchemy lab, a trove of ancient erotica, the strange, enchanted garden of a nineteenth- century millionaire, and much more.
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				One of many unopenable doors across the globe, this one at the Srei Temple, Angkor Wat, Cambodia.

			

			Albert Einstein once said, “The important thing is not to stop questioning,” and humanity probably never will. We have so many questions and, like a child who must open every door she encounters, who will cry and weep if she is faced with one she cannot, we are compelled to seek answers. So we journey, we search, we dig, we slip behind the revolving bookshelf in a smuggler’s house in Buenos Aires, investigate the buried ballroom of that lonely Victorian duke, and descend the mossy stairs of a well in Portugal, its walls carved with the symbols of a secret society. We rush along dusty tunnels beneath Mexico and travel the paths of ancient labyrinths on a remote Russian island. We ask ourselves, “Where will this lead me?” and the answer is always, “Who knows?” But there is always the chance, the hope, that it will be somewhere true.
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			The Duke of Portland’s mysterious buried ballroom.

		

			
[image: ] 1 [image: ]


			
The Sunken Manor 

			
Nottinghamshire • England

			They call him the Prince of Silence and you are in his woods. You are not supposed to be here. You’ve heard so many tales: that the odd duke had a terrible accident as a child; that none of his servants are allowed to look at him, that if they do they are dismissed on the spot; that he only goes out at night and the rest of the time stays locked in five small, pink-painted chambers. He has no wife or children. He is all alone and apparently quite unhinged. And yet you could not resist coming here. Every day your friends troop in through the duke’s gates to work on the construction of some massive undertaking. They have sworn not to speak of it. So you will find out for yourself. Whatever is happening here, you are going to see it with your own eyes.

			You make your way among the black trees, the foliage whispering overhead, the night birds watching silently. And then you spot something: a figure, slipping through the woods. A ghost? No. A woman in an apron and cap, holding a lantern. She darts through the underbrush, brambles crackling underfoot. And there, forty paces behind her, ambles a tall, somewhat stooped man. You wonder if the woman knows she is being followed. But then she turns and waits for him, her eyes carefully averted, and it all clicks. He is here, the Prince of Silence himself. He is wandering, inspecting his realm, just like the stories said. He wears a tall stovepipe hat and three layers of coats. He carries an umbrella, though it is not raining. 
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			The visible, above-ground portion of Welbeck Abbey.

			

			You stand, frozen in the dark. Then the servant moves on, and the duke hunches into his collar and follows. When you dare to breathe again, the lantern light and the figures are gone.

			You stumble on in the dark. You do not see the building site until you are upon it, reeling at its edge. It is below you, a labyrinth of enormous rooms dug out of the earth. Beyond, the hall itself, Welbeck Abbey, rises pale and ghostly from the lawn, large enough to rival Buckingham Palace. But not even the King boasts rooms such as these. 

			You make your way carefully along the edge, looking down into the vast, unfinished spaces. Soon they will be covered, hidden away. And then what? What will the odd duke do down there? You are so engrossed in the scene that you do not hear the footsteps behind you, the soft sound of an umbrella tip punching the soil. When you do, it is too late. You turn, and there he is, staring at you from below his hat, his eyes very black. . . .
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			For many of us, the great houses of the English countryside are what first springs to mind at the mention of hidden rooms and secret passageways, pointed gables looming out of a perpetual fog, ivied walls enfolding a hundred cobwebbed secrets, a door behind a tapestry, perhaps a walled-in corpse. The English manor has become an archetype, shorthand for secrecy and a slightly bohemian sort of wealth. But a little known fact is that there exist manors in the real world far stranger than those in any comic book or novel, crumbling estates hiding tales that Hollywood could only dream of.

			One particularly intriguing example is Welbeck Abbey in Nottinghamshire. It does not merely have a hidden passageway or a staircase. Welbeck Abbey boasts an entire underground realm. Miles of gaslit tunnels radiate out from beneath the house like the overlong legs of a spider. A subterranean ballroom lurks under a rolling lawn, a vast library beneath a forest. Hydraulic elevators lie silent below blankets of vines, trapdoors forgotten under layers of dust, and all of it built for and used by one reclusive man: the mysterious “burrowing duke.”

			Who was he? Why build all these underground chambers? Most importantly, what secrets was he hiding in them? Let us take a peek into the mind of a particularly fascinating Victorian nobleman.

			Welbeck Abbey began as a true abbey in 1153. It was next transformed into a country house and mostly rebuilt, though parts of the medieval abbey remain in the arches of the cellar and hidden behind the wainscoting of certain rooms. Jones’ Views of the Seats, Mansions, Castles, Etc. of Noblemen and Gentlemen, in England, a three-volume guide to country houses published from 1829 to 1831, described the original house as “not remarkable for any particular beauty of architecture.”

			It would not stay unremarkable for much longer. In 1854, the 5th Duke of Portland inherited it and fled there with all his fears and psychoses in tow, slowly transforming it into a strange and beautiful mystery.

			William John Cavendish-Bentinck-Scott was born in 1800, the forgotten fourth child of nine. It was his older brother who was the golden son, warmhearted and friendly, celebrated at school, and destined for a brilliant career in politics. Young William, on the other hand, was shy and sensitive. But when his older brother died suddenly in 1824, it was William who was forced to step into his shoes. Without warning, William became the heir in waiting to the family’s properties and vast income. 

			
[image: illustrated old iron key]What pleased him most was to be invisible, to live in a beautiful world where he would not be judged or watched, where he was safe, and all was quiet.

			At first, it seemed he might rise to the occasion. He fulfilled his duties as a military officer and took his seat as a member of parliament. Yet the work seemed to drain him. He complained often of ill health. The things he truly enjoyed were often solitary pursuits: opera—which he could watch from a private, darkened box—riding, and shooting. He also had a fascination for technology. He loathed social calls. When he traveled to Rome, he was overwhelmed with the attention from the other vacationing lords and ladies and refused them all. Instead he took a carriage into the hills outside of Rome, to the Villa Adriana, and walked through the cool, silent tunnels beneath it (see The Duke’s Inspiration).

			At thirty-four, William proposed to the celebrated opera singer Adelaide Kemble, only to discover that she had already secretly married another, an English landowner much more handsome than William. 

			The rejection appears to have wounded the sensitive duke deeply. He never courted anyone else after that and never married. Instead, he resigned from his military position, left London, and retreated to his estate in Nottinghamshire—Welbeck Abbey. Away from the public scrutiny he faced in the capital, William could finally do as he pleased. And what pleased him most was to be invisible, to live in a beautiful world where he would not be judged or watched, where he was safe, and all was quiet. 

			He began building this world almost at once, starting with additions to the manor and slowly expanding downward and outward across the estate, until he had constructed a vast architectural deception, a network of secret shortcuts and tunnels, underground galleries, and richly decorated chambers filled with art and books—an enormous stage where there was no audience, only stagehands and himself, the actor.

			
[image: illustrated old iron key]The so-called “Tunnel No. 1” was about 1,600 feet long and wide enough for two carriages to drive side by side, allowing the duke to drive in the direction of the nearby village of Worksop without being seen.

			Many tales exist of his eccentricities during this time, including that his bedroom contained a trapdoor through which he could descend into his underground realm without the servants noticing. If a housemaid did happen to meet him in the corridors, she had to turn away and press her face to the wall. The story that begins this chapter is based on truth: If the duke went for a walk in the park, it was only at night and always accompanied by a servant carrying a lantern a hundred feet in front of him. Rain or shine, he wielded an umbrella and would flick it open and hide behind it when anyone turned his way. He was also never seen without two large overcoats, a stovepipe hat, and a double ruff.

			Some of his employees did manage to get a glimpse of him. Elizabeth Butler, a laundry maid at Welbeck, wrote, “He was very tall and slim, with clear pale cheeks and dark eyes, which always struck me as mesmeric.” But in general, he remained elusive. For the next eighteen years, he oversaw the expansion of his estate. The results were both strange and wonderful.

			In 1878 Leonard Jacks was allowed to visit Welbeck Abbey, shortly before the duke’s death. He reported his adventure in vivid prose in his book The Great Houses of Nottinghamshire, and the County Families. Of the house he wrote, “It is a vast pile, white and castellated, with innumerable windows, overlooking Sherwood Forest, where the immemorial oaks grow, and the deer have a peaceful existence.” He spoke of work yards, of 100,000 pounds a year paid to an army of 1,500 employees, of exquisite architecture and lovely gardens. The duke was obsessed with technological innovation. Braziers warmed the plants in his orangery so the fruit would ripen during the gloomy English summers. In the house proper, a miniature indoor railway had been built, tracks running to an elevator that would bring food up from the kitchens. Jacks wrote, “These rails—which are something like the rails of a tramway, terminate at a kind of iron cupboard, which is heated by steam, and in this the viands can be placed, and kept hot until they are required for consumption in the adjoining room.”

			But this was only the portion aboveground. Jacks was also admitted to the splendid world beneath the estate. This is where William’s nickname, “the burrowing duke,” came into full effect.

			One underground passage was connected with the old riding school, which is entered by a trap door [sic], opened by means of a crank. Only the few who have seen this great room can form any conception of its proportions, or of its magnificence. It is used as a museum of art, containing long rows of choice paintings. There must have been several hundred pictures in this room—portraits and landscapes by famous artists long since passed away. 
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			The plant corridor was the duke’s underground garden, lit from above by skylights.

		
	Jacks goes on to write about walking between avenues of pictures and of books, “for there are several thousand volumes there, piled up in stacks upon the floor. The floor of this magnificent art gallery is of polished oak, and the inner portion of the roof, which is in the style of Westminster Hall, is painted to represent a glorious sky. The tall doors are wholly, and the walls partly, covered with looking-glass [mirrors], which gives effect to what would make one of the finest banqueting halls in the kingdom.”

			The duke’s gallery was filled with Rembrandts and other old masters. There was a ballroom, said to be so skillfully made that you would have no idea you were underground, a billiards room large enough for six tables, and a marvelous underground library, called the Titchfield Library. It consisted of five interconnected rooms—including a reading room and a room devoted entirely to newspapers—all of them heated by steam for maximum coziness. “Down below the earth’s surface,” Jacks wrote, “there is not a sound to be heard in any one of the rooms, and a soft and subdued light is admitted through the large octagonal plate-glass arrangements in the ceiling.”

			All of these chambers were connected to the main house by underground passages. The so-called “Tunnel No. 1” was about 1,600 feet long and wide enough for two carriages to drive side by side, allowing the duke to drive in the direction of the nearby village of Worksop without being seen.

			The 3,000-foot-long plant corridor runs between the main house and riding school and is wide enough for several people to walk side by side. It was filled with lush plants in the duke’s day, a sort of subterranean greenhouse. Running parallel to the plant corridor is a narrower, rougher-hewn tunnel, which the duke had built for the servants, to ensure his own solitude.

			There were many smaller tunnels: a grotto corridor, a fruit arcade, corridors with rails on which warm food could be brought on trolleys to the main house. The horse corridor was decorated with antler racks and led to the underground ballroom. According to Jacks, the passages and rooms were “lighted both by natural light and by gas. The light is admitted from above through circles of plate glass, which are placed in round frames. Appearing at intervals of about every ten yards amongst the grass of the park, these circular arrangements would puzzle any person who was not in the secret.”

			Few people were in on the secret, besides the builders and servants. The duke rarely allowed anyone to see his constructions. Which begs the question: Why did the Duke of Portland build all this? Who was meant to dance in the ballroom and play pool in the vast billiards room beneath the park?

			One suggestion is that he did it for posterity, that finding his own life to be lacking, he resolved to create a beautiful place for the progeny of his siblings to enjoy. But more likely he did it for himself. Perhaps he did indeed dance alone in the ballroom and play billiards by himself.

			There can be little doubt that William was an introvert, possibly even an agoraphobe. His favorite carriage, which he had specially shipped to London when he was forced to travel, had a half dozen glass lenses sewn into its curtains, allowing him to look out at the world without the world looking back. Even his bed was specially built, with folding panels that would close him up inside something akin to a coffin.

			Aside from trying to escape his crushing responsibilities, the duke may have also had health reasons for wanting to go into hiding. He suffered from acute psoriasis, an itchy, painful reddening of the skin, and was known to sleep between damp sheets to soothe himself. He may also have had neuralgia, a sensitivity to noise and light, which would explain why he skulked about at night and enjoyed moving via tunnel. 

			His poor health does not entirely explain why he chose to build a network of underground chambers and passageways, however, when he might just as well have used the rooms already built above­ground. Derek Adlam, a curator at Welbeck Abbey, thinks this had more to do with the duke’s obsession with technology.

			In his book Tunnel Vision: The Enigmatic 5th Duke of Portland, Adlam writes, “Unquestionably the Duke enjoyed the process of building and all its associated administrative organization. He must have enjoyed the copious, obsessively detailed correspondence maintained with his agents and managers, even though personal contact was limited only to a few trusted individuals.”

			Despite being known as a recluse, the duke closely managed, designed, and oversaw everything that went on within his estate. There are plenty of tales of William fraternizing with his employees, helping the servants’ children gather chestnuts, even marching through the work camps “looking like a tramp,” his trousers bound up with string to keep them out of the mud. And yet when aristocratic hunting parties visited the estate, he would not see them. 

			
[image: illustrated old iron key]“As the soldier digs himself in as a protection against the bombardment of shot and shell, so the duke dug himself in against the bombardment of ordinary everyday life.”
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			The 5th Duke of Portland, also known as the “Burrowing Duke” and the “Prince of Silence.”

		

			“It’s odd,” says Adlam, “that he is on the best of terms with his social inferiors but at arm’s length from his social equals.”

			It suggests an interesting inferiority complex, this wealthy, powerful duke who only ever felt comfortable with those vastly below his station. But even among the working class, he was not truly at home. In four letters to Fanny Kemble, the older sister of the opera singer who had rejected him, he refers to the subsoil as “shelter” and the “only safe place.”

			A. S. Turberville, author of a two- volume history of Welbeck Abbey in 1938 and 1939, had this to say on the duke’s psychology: “As the soldier digs himself in as a protection against the bombardment of shot and shell, so the duke dug himself in against the bombardment of ordinary everyday life.” 

			The duke’s strange inclinations, then, most likely stemmed from a mixture of health troubles, paralyzing anxiety, and a desperate need for something to love. He had no close friends, no children or partner. He tried building for himself the place he was unable to find in other people: a beautiful sanctuary where he would not be judged or rejected. 

			Much about the burrowing duke is unknown. What we do know is that William was not all solitude and gloom. Letters speak of how he doted on his few acquaintances, sometimes sending them strange gifts, such as busts of themselves and, occasionally, a racehorse. He built his servants fine houses on his grounds and a skating rink that could be flooded and turned into an ice rink in the winter. He even bought his staff a fleet of black umbrellas, so that they too could make their way around his park with a dry head. (One cannot help but be reminded, here, of the opera stage again, of all the servants being extras, the umbrellas props in a choreography that only the duke could see.) He was not a monster, not some gothic creature skulking about underground. He was a very shy, complicated man, who preferred the dark and the silence to the staring eyes and noise of the surface. 

			Toward the end of his life, the duke’s days were filled with intense loneliness. He lived in five rose-colored rooms in the west wing of his house and saw no one, only descending from time to time to wander his subterranean kingdom, read, and gaze at his collection of beautiful art. The only person allowed near him was his valet. On the rare occasion that he was spotted on the grounds, he would hide behind his umbrella, and when he arrived at his London townhouse for the occasional visit, he would hurry across the hall and into his study, where he would remain for the rest of his stay.

			So complete was his hiding that when a woman came forward after his death claiming that he, in fact, had been her father-in-law and had led a secret life in London (including working in an upholsterer’s shop and staging his own death in 1864), plenty of people believed her. To prove her case, Mrs. Druce made an application for the exhumation of her father-in-law’s coffin, maintaining that it would be empty, the duke having been buried elsewhere. (The coffin was finally opened in 1907 and found to contain her father-in-law, who was decidedly not the Duke of Portland; Mrs. Druce was admitted to a mental asylum in 1903.)

			Today nature has reclaimed many of the duke’s tunnels. Trees and vines grow up their walls. Ceilings have collapsed. The passageways are a shadow of their former grandeur and have taken on a forgotten, primeval quality, like caves from a far more distant age. From the sky, their routes can still be clearly seen, long swaths of rubble running under hills and dales. Once they were the realm of the burrowing duke, darting about in his tall hat and ruffed collar. Now they are dark and unused, the realm of mice and birds and damp.

			A distant branch of the family still inhabits one wing of the house. The rest was for many years occupied by a state-run military school. The underground ballroom was transformed into a gym, the music rooms into laboratories, the anterooms and dining room into classrooms. Opened in 1953, the Welbeck Defence Sixth Form College accepted boys (and later girls) with a scientific bent and was meant to supply the British military with soldiers adept at navigating rapidly changing technological landscape. It was a real-life version of the gifted children academy trope and one can imagine the delights and mysteries the students discovered in their free time, being taught military secrets by day and then sneaking from their beds at night and stumbling upon much stranger secrets in the tunnels below.

			When the 6th Duke of Portland arrived at Welbeck for the first time during Christmas of 1879, shortly after the burrowing duke’s death, he found the aboveground house almost in ruins. In order to access it, his servants had to place a trail of boards over a swamp of rubble and stagnant water. Once inside, the new duke observed, “The reception room had no floor, and a large tree peeked out from the basement.” The burrowing duke had been so absorbed building his world below the earth that he entirely forgot what was happening on the surface. To him, there was nothing so dull, nothing so dangerous and hurtful, as that bright, loud place. Truth, happiness, and safety lay underneath. ⬖


				
William Beckford and the Falling Abbey

			William Beckford was a brilliant, dashing young aristocrat, the author of the gothic novel Vathek (written in French over the course of a frenzied few months at the age of twenty-one), the heir to a vast fortune, and soon at the heart of a scandal that rocked the English upper classes. In 1784, Beckford was caught whipping his lover, a young earl also named William, for sending letters to another man. When the earl’s father discovered the affair, Beckford fled the country for Switzerland. He stayed on the continent for eleven years. When he at last returned to England in 1795, he was a social outcast, but richer than ever. What was he to do with all that money? Why, design one of the largest and oddest houses in England, of course, and conjure it up out of the tangled forests of Wiltshire.

			Unfortunately no longer standing, Fonthill Abbey was a colossal feat, a Gothic Revival mansion masquerading as a house of God, a country estate that could easily be mistaken for an ancient abbey, with rooms called such things as the oratory, the sanctuary (used as an art gallery), and a “Staircase to the Nunnery.” It was meant to give the impression of stepping back in time, into a realm of medieval romances and picturesque landscapes. One visitor described it as “a place raised by majick, [rather] than the labors of the human hand.” It literally collapsed under the weight of its own hubris, a construction of the imagination that could not hold up to the realities of physics.

			There are many parallels between Beckford and the 5th Duke of Portland. Both were second sons who lost their elder brothers early, and both became the heads of their families’ fortunes. Both were art collectors and social outcasts who hurled themselves into eccentric building projects, creating monuments to their loneliness and isolation. But while the Duke of Portland focused his attention downward, Beckford built toward the sky.

			He designed his fantastical abbey with an enormous central tower, 270 feet from base to top, and a surplus of soaring halls and galleries. Unfortunately, he also wanted everything to be built very quickly. The builders cut corners at every opportunity, and when there were no more corners to cut, they began cutting other things as well. In 1807 the central tower collapsed and had to be rebuilt. The builders had failed to lay a foundation for it. According to another story, Beckford was so adamant that he spend Christmas dinner at the abbey that he told his workers to complete the kitchens posthaste. They collapsed as soon as the meal had been served. 

			The abbey was a crumbling dream, and Beckford seemed to realize this. In 1823 he sold it and shortly afterwards the central tower collapsed for the final time. The entire building was demolished two years later, its vast collection of treasures auctioned off. But Beckford’s obsession with exceptionally tall structures did not end with the abbey. He built another tower in Lansdown, outside of the city of Bath, retiring there in the twilight of his life. That tower stands to this day.
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			The remains of Fonthill Abbey after the collapse of its central tower.




			
The Duke’s Inspiration

			The Tunnels Beneath Villa Adriana

			No grand tour of Europe is complete without a stop in Rome, and when the young Duke of Portland arrived there he found himself very much taken with the city’s secrets. Not only does it have its winding catacombs, subterranean churches, and any number of shadowy nooks and chambers where an anxious young duke might find solace, but far out beyond its edge, in the beautiful green hills of Tivoli, lies Villa Adriana, built by Roman Emperor Hadrian between 138 and 117 BCE. Beneath it a mysterious tangle of passageways crisscrosses the park and connects the many buildings of the estate. Rumor has it the Duke of Portland heard of this feature and made his way there to investigate.

			Educated guesses have been made as to the use of the tunnels. One is that they were meant for servants so they could go about their duties without disturbing the carefully cultivated idyll above. Another more intriguing theory stems from academics William MacDonald and John Pinto, who suggest that they were religious in nature, used for secret rites related to the cult of Persephone. Called the Eleusinian Mysteries, this ancient religious movement involved the use of psychedelic drugs, visions, and a phase called the “Descent” meant to represent the journey into the underworld. The tunnels beneath the Villa Adriana could not have been a more ideal environment.

			Perhaps the duke found some peace in the cool underground, away from the clamoring dinner parties and social calls of his class. After only a few weeks in the Italian capital, he set off for home, his mind no doubt buzzing with possibilities for a sanctuary of his own back in England.
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			The Mad Mole of Liverpool

			Under a rather conventional hill in a downtown area of Liverpool lies a world of tunnels, cathedral-like halls, strange carvings, and passageways. Their purpose has been a matter of speculation for more than a hundred years, as has their builder, yet another wealthy eccentric named Joseph Williamson. Williamson made his money in property, and then used much of it to pay laborers to expand his subterranean realm. In later life, he was known as the Mad Mole. Over the years, he designed, financed, and had built several miles of tunnels beneath the Edge Hill neighborhood of Liverpool, England. The tunnels were dug as deep as fifty feet. Some were soaring and ornate, such as the Banqueting Hall, named so for reasons yet unknown. (Were banquets ever held there? Who dined in that damp, dark place?) Others were small, ending in bricked-up doorways and arches. By his death, an entire labyrinth of underground halls had been excavated. 

			A Liverpool antiquarian named James Stonehouse visited the tunnels in 1845. He wrote of “vaulted passages” and “yawning chasms,” gigantic rats, including a snow-white one, as well as reports of a haunting, the locals speaking of agonized screams emanating from the depths. He even spotted a pair of three-story houses, equipped with sandstone spiral staircases, carved out of the solid rock beneath Smithdown Lane.

			There are various theories as to why Williamson built these tunnels. One suggests that he followed an extremist religious sect that claimed the world would soon face Armageddon, and that Williamson built the tunnels as a place where he and his fellow believers could escape the catastrophe before reemerging to build a new city.

			A more likely explanation is that Williamson was illegally excavating sandstone from beneath Edge Hill and had the archways built as a sort of decoy; if he was discovered by the authorities, he could claim he was simply building cellars, thus avoiding any income taxes on the rock he mined. Clever, clever.
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			The Mont Sainte-Odile Abbey is now famous both for its secret passageway and the book thief who rediscovered it.
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The Book Thief of Mont Sainte-Odile

			
Barr • Alsace • France

			It starts small, on a warm summer day at the mountaintop monastery of Mont Sainte-Odile. Sweaty tourists linger outside in the sun, trying to catch a breeze as they gaze down at the Rhine Valley below. Saint Odile herself watches from atop a stone cupola, book in arm.

			With your lanky six-foot-two-inch frame, you tower over the other visitors, something that normally doesn’t bother you, but today . . . today you wish you were a little less conspicuous. 

			You’ve studied Latin and, unlike the ignorant tourists who visit Mont Sainte-Odile, you can actually read the ancient texts in the abbey’s first-floor library. You feel a mixture of pity and scorn for them as they circle the room, gazing at the books with polite boredom.

			Finally, you find yourself alone. You begin to investigate the simple locks on the bookcases. 

			You leave with six books in your backpack. The monastery won’t miss them. These priceless texts should belong to someone who can truly appreciate them. Truly love them.

			You are a hero. 

			After the theft, you linger in the courtyard, watching tourists yawn in the sizzling heat. You do not feel drowsy. You feel invigorated. Ecstatic. You swat at a fly and notice that your hand is shaking . . . but it is not from fear. It is from excitement. For you are a library’s best, and worst, patron: someone who loves books with such a passion that you will risk anything to obtain them.

			The abbey bells begin to ring out over the valley and all feels right with the world. You climb onto your bicycle and pedal down the mountain.

			The books, oh the books! You lay them out on a table when you return to your small flat, and sniff their earthy, vanillic, ancient book smell. You caress their leather covers and gently stroke their glorious spines. You gaze reverently upon the pages filled with beautiful Latin script. At last! There’s no one to see, no one to judge. It’s just you and the books and the endless, blissful hours that lie ahead.

			But this first theft has merely whet your appetite. You need more. 

			You wait two months before you return. This time you steal nine rare tomes, religious texts, and illuminated manuscripts decorated with gold leaf, lapis lazuli, and silverpoint. 

			When you return for a third time, you discover that the library door is locked and the windows newly sealed. 

			Your first two thefts have not gone unnoticed. 

			Undeterred, you return the next day with a drill and attempt to open the lock. It fails. What are you going to do? 

			Several nights later, you are up late, poring over your beloved stolen items and swearing passionate oaths to steal just ten more books . . . or perhaps twenty. Thirty at most. But how will you get in now that the library is locked? It occurs to you that many ancient buildings contain secret passageways—you’ve toured countless castles that boast corridors behind bookcases or trapdoors that lead to hidden rooms. 

			Could you possibly be so lucky?

			The next day, you visit the National University Library in Strasbourg and find exactly what you are looking for in an article about local history and Romanesque architecture: a hand-drawn floor plan of the abbey.

			You thank God for this gift and take it as a sign. You walk outside into the bright sun and smile. 
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			A blueprint of Mont Saint-Odile Abbey, the secret room marked with a red dot.

			

			According to legend, Mont Sainte-Odile Abbey was founded in the eighth century by the Duke of Alsace under dramatic circumstances. When the duke decided to marry his daughter Odile off to a young prince, she fled into the Black Forest. The duke set off in pursuit, and a miracle occurred. The cliffs opened, revealing a narrow passageway through which Odile escaped. Upon witnessing this, the duke conceded defeat. Odile was spared marrying the prince and her father built her a monastery on the spot where the passage had appeared, allowing her to live out her life in worship and meditation as the queen of her own castle.

			Lightning and fire did their best to destroy the abbey over the centuries, but the Benedictine nuns persisted, and today the abbey boasts a guesthouse and restaurant, visited by crowds of both nonbelievers and devoted pilgrims. Long before Stanislas Gosse’s book thievery drew attention to Mont Sainte-Odile, it was famous for an illuminated manuscript titled Hortus Deliciarum, or The Garden of Delights, which was likely the first encyclopedia written by a woman. 

			Perched on a peak of the Vosges Mountains, the abbey’s striking red stone walls and jagged roofs rise proudly above the sea of pines. The twelfth-century Golden Chapel of Tears and the Chapel of Angels are decorated with stunning mosaics in blue and gold, and the flower-filled courtyard is a peaceful place to sit and contemplate the moral relativism of book thievery. A short walk from the monastery lies what is known as the Pagan Wall, a seven-mile-long mystery that some claim was built by Druids. 

			In the mid-nineteenth century one of the monastery’s vaulted rooms was turned into a library. Various institutions donated books throughout the years and by the time Stanislas Gosse arrived on the scene, it contained more than 3,000 titles, including several tomes of priceless incunabula*: 500-year-old Bibles and works by Cicero, Homer, Aristotle, and Virgil. 

			As for the abbey’s secret passageway, it is concealed behind one of the library’s bookshelves, a tiny door leading into a small, bare chamber with a trapdoor in the ceiling. No one knows when this room was constructed. Today it contains only rubble, a ruined stone bench, and several carvings of grim-faced cherubs. It’s possible it was built to allow the abbot to eavesdrop on intriguing or unwholesome conversations, or it might have served as a vault for storing valuable items. Some argue it was used as a prison for naughty monks. Whatever the case, by the early 2000s, when the book heists took place, none of the tenants or caretakers knew of the passageway’s existence and it was a stroke of luck that Gosse found it. 

			Gosse was a local teacher who played the organ at church. He lived alone and was said to be cold, even misanthropic, with no desire for the company of people. All of his love was reserved for books. “I’m afraid my burning passion overrode my conscience,” Gosse told reporters. “It may appear selfish, but I felt the books had been abandoned. They were covered with dust and pigeon droppings and I felt no one consulted them anymore. There was also the thrill of adventure—I was very scared of being found out.”

			
[image: illustrated old iron key] “It was really a perfect mystery. The convent had the locks changed once, then a second and a third time, and the windows sealed.”

			Discovering the secret room in the floor plan was only the beginning of Gosse’s journey. Reaching it was quite another matter. The path to the hidden space was difficult and involved either dropping through a trapdoor in the bell tower via a rope ladder or climbing a narrow staircase and scaling an exterior wall facing the cliff’s edge. Sources disagree on which treacherous path Gosse took into his secret chamber—perhaps this bibliophile cat burglar used both. 

			Once inside the hidden room, Gosse slid open two wooden panels behind a shelf and slipped into the library. He moved through the room by candlelight, browsing titles at his leisure. 

			When a third spate of books disappeared, the head priest and librarian Alain Donius changed the locks again. But the books continued to vanish. Police were baffled. Monks and nuns hissed their suspicions up and down the abbey corridors, like characters in an Agatha Christie mystery. 

			Father Donius told reporters, “There was no sign of a break-in, yet our library was gradually being emptied. I thought to myself, ‘One day I’ll come in and there’ll be nothing left.’”

			Rare book dealers throughout Europe were told to keep an eye out for the stolen titles, but none surfaced.

			“It was one of those frustrating but also rather thrilling cases,” the public prosecutor, Madeleine Simoncello, told the press. “Quite extraordinary items were vanishing, sometimes singly, sometimes by the dozen. It was really a perfect mystery. The convent had the locks changed once, then a second and a third time, and the windows sealed. The thefts stopped for a while, then started again after Easter. That’s when we started thinking seriously about the possibility of another entrance.”

			The police tore up floorboards, lifted ceiling tiles, tapped walls, and scrutinized every inch of the library in search of a mechanism that would open a secret door or reveal a hidden tunnel. Finally, in May 2002, a lucky gendarme stumbled upon the wooden panels that opened to the secret room. The police installed hidden cameras and waited.

			On Pentecost Sunday, at nine o’clock in the evening, Gosse was arrested as he climbed down from the bell tower. The wild, heady days of his life as a smitten book thief were over. 

			Rare book thievery is not a new crime. In 1998, a 1623 edition of Shakespeare’s first folio was stolen from the Durham University Library in England. Worth upwards of $3 million, it was missing for ten years, until an “eccentric antiques dealer” brought it into the Folger Shakespeare Library in Washington, DC, claiming it was from Cuba. Fifty-one-year-old Raymond Scott was quickly arrested. Though he’d been staying in five-star hotels and riding around in a limousine, he was, in fact, unemployed and living with his mother a few miles from the university. He was brought to trial, found guilty, and sentenced to eight years in prison. 

			
[image: illustrated old iron key] The police found approximately 1,100 stolen books in Gosse’s flat, all of them carefully shelved, dusted, and unharmed.

			William Jacques, nicknamed “Tomb Raider” by the press, stole hundreds of rare books in the 1990s from the London Library, British Library, and Cambridge University Library, including two copies of Sir Isaac Newton’s 1687 publication, Philosophiae Naturalis Principia Mathematica, each worth approximately $135,000. He sold the titles at various auctions before eventually being caught and sentenced to four years in prison.

			
			[image: ]

			Stanislas Gosse

			

			What makes Stanislas Gosse unique is that he never attempted to sell his stolen loot. Perhaps he knew that he would be caught if the titles resurfaced at rare book auctions, or perhaps he simply couldn’t bear to part with them. 

			“I have a consuming passion for ancient books,” the twitterpated book thief pleaded.

			He was not alone in his love. A character in Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice declares, “I shall be miserable if I have not an excellent library.” No doubt the feeling was based on Austen’s own. The Dutch philosopher Erasmus stated, “When I have a little money, I buy books; and if I have any left, I buy food and clothes.” 

			Perhaps Virginia Woolf put it best: “Books are everywhere; and always the same sense of adventure fills us. Second-hand books are wild books, homeless books; they have come together in vast flocks of variegated feather and have a charm which the domesticated volumes of the library lack.” 

			Gosse was charged with “burglary by ruse and escalade.” (“Escalade,” for you logophiles, is a historical term meaning “the scaling of fortified walls by ladders.”)

			The police found approximately 1,100 stolen books in Gosse’s flat, all of them carefully shelved, dusted, and unharmed. 

			“I know it can seem selfish,” Gosse said at his trial, “but I was under the impression that those books had been abandoned.” Raised Catholic, he had visited the abbey often since he was a small child. He’d watched as the books, unused and unloved, slowly decayed on the library’s shelves, year after year, until he finally decided to do something about it. 

			Rather than being outraged, locals were quietly delighted by Gosse’s theft—here was someone so devoted to rare books that he would risk prison for a chance to possess them. The “gentleman thief,” as he was called, was let off easy, with a suspended prison sentence, a $20,000 fine, and community service at the abbey, helping to catalog the very books that he’d stolen. ⬖
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