
  [image: ]


  [image: ]


  [image: ]


  First published by O-Books, 2011

  O-Books is an imprint of John Hunt Publishing Ltd., Laurel House, Station Approach,

  Alresford, Hants, SO24 9JH, UK

  office1@o-books.net

  www.o-books.com

  For distributor details and how to order please visit the ‘Ordering’ section on our website.

  Text copyright: Terry Welbourn 2010

  ISBN: 978 1 84694 500 7

  All rights reserved. Except for brief quotations in critical articles or reviews, no part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without prior written permission from the publishers.

  The rights of Terry Welbourn as author have been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

  A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

  Design: Stuart Davies

  Printed in the UK by CPI Antony Rowe

  Printed in the USA by Offset Paperback Mfrs, Inc

  


  
    We operate a distinctive and ethical publishing philosophy in all areas of our business, from our global network of authors to production and worldwide distribution.

  


  I have mentioned this before in some other book,

  but will do so again, for I find it takes about twenty years

  before people believe anything I say.
 T. C. Lethbridge


  ‘Having been inspired by T.C. Lethbridge after reading my best-seller ‘Mysteries’ (Hodder and Stoughton, 1978), Terry Welbourn took up the mantle and has revealed that there were more strings to Lethbridge’s bow than we could ever have imagined. His investigations into psychical research sit comfortably alongside his Arctic adventures, archaeological discoveries and his love of the ocean; for after all his enquiring mind knew no boundaries.

  Colin Wilson

  ‘In his role as Honorary Keeper of Anglo-Saxon Antiquities, T.C. Lethbridge substantially contributed to the development of the Cambridge University Museum of Archaeology and Anthropology. Artefacts from Lethbridge’s archaeological excavations in the Fens, the Western Isles and from his Arctic expeditions alongside Sir James Wordie are still displayed in the museum today. He is remembered as a congenial, well-informed lecturer and a fine artist. Terry Welbourn’s well-researched biography sheds light on the life of this controversial yet crucial figure in the history of twentieth-century British archaeology.’

  Professor Thurstan Shaw

  ‘In 1973 I took curator care of a very substantial collection of T.C. Lethbridge’s notebooks, artwork and associated correspondence. In spring 2007 I was contacted by Terry Welbourn who had become aware of my collection through his ongoing research into Lethbridge’s life. Through the forthcoming years, I had pleasure in assisting Terry with his research which enabled him to add further ‘meat to the bones’ of his splendid biography, ‘T.C. Lethbridge: The Man Who Saw the Future’. My archive, ‘The Gadd Collection’ is now housed in the University Library, Cambridge.’

  John Gadd

  ‘An engaging and well researched account of one of the most extraordinary and at times inspiring people who have pursued the pattern of superstition and story-telling in the Hebrides.’

  Adam Nicolson
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  Preface

  On the morning of Thursday 19 November 1987, I found myself on Newark Station about to board an Inter City train destined for London King’s Cross. The journey would have been typical of any grey, autumnal commute had it not been for an unfolding drama at the scene of my destination. The previous evening, a fire had swept through the underground section of King’s Cross Station, causing massive devastation and resulting in the death of 31 passengers. As my train neared its destination, the atmosphere on board became tense and restless and an apprehensive silence overwhelmed the carriage. Disembarking onto the platform, I met with a sombre scene: the normal clatter and chatter of the busy station had been replaced by a respectful orderliness. Smoke still shrouded the canopies of the terminal and a pungent smell of burning permeated the morning air. Travellers diligently exited the busy thoroughfare, silently bypassing the cordoned underground entrance and onto the busy streets and patiently began making alternative arrangements for their onward journeys.

  The experience of that fateful morning, if not significant enough for me already, had further implications in store. I had taken the opportunity of the journey to begin reading Colin Wilson’s Mysteries, a weighty, intriguing tome that had been recommended to me by my friend, the author and photographer Simon Brighton. During my two-hour journey, I had become engrossed with Wilson’s masterwork and on arrival at King’s Cross I carefully marked my page and closed the book. I was unaware that the previous two hours of reading were destined to change my life. My train of thought was briefly interrupted by the mundane nature of my working day, but the return journey home to Lincoln provided me with another opportunity to continue my literary indulgence.

  Published in 1978, Mysteries is a tantalising sequel to Wilson’s previous study The Occult in which he attempts to provide the Principia of psychic science by exploring a whole variety of occult phenomena including hauntings, demonic possession and precognition. However, the underlying theme focuses on mankind’s own ability to utilise and harness its own untapped and neglected potential. Mysteries is split into three parts, but it was the first section that had intrigued me, for it was almost entirely dedicated to the ideas and investigations of a remarkable man called Thomas Charles Lethbridge.

  Perhaps it would be an overstatement to say that Mysteries changed my life, but it did provide for me a portal into another world – a parallel universe. The following year, I would stumble upon the magnificent stone circle of Avebury, a chance visitation that would lead to an ongoing preoccupation with prehistoric culture. As I progressed around the megalithic sites of Britain, Wilson’s mind-expanding theories became even more pertinent to my own researches, but it was the ideas and pragmatic approach of T.C. Lethbridge that proved to be the most resounding and relevant to my own undertakings.

  I acquired my first T.C. Lethbridge book from a secondhand bookshop in Winchester whilst visiting the West Country over the August Bank Holiday weekend of 1988. The Essential T.C. Lethbridge edited by Tom Graves and Janet Hoult, is an assemblage of Lethbridge’s later works and contains a foreword written by Wilson. The significance of this find was further enhanced by the fact that I began reading the volume while sitting in a deckchair overlooking the sea on the Devonshire cliffs. I had paid no attention to the place I had chosen to camp until I began reading Lethbridge’s encounter with ghoul phenomena at a place near his Branscombe home called Ladram Bay. The place name immediately rang alarm bells as I glanced up at the parking sticker affixed to my car windscreen that read: ‘Ladram Bay Campsite’. The synchronicity of this encounter further enhanced the mystery of this enigmatic writer.

  Along with a stream of coincidences, I encountered others along the way that had been equally influenced by Lethbridge. The fact that I was not alone in my discovery added to the esoteric nature of this intriguing figure.

  On 24 September 1992, I was leafing through a copy of The Independent newspaper when I encountered a photograph of the rock musician Julian Cope leaning against the megalithic tomb known as The Devil’s Den near Marlborough, Wiltshire. In the corresponding article, Cope discussed his recent interest in megalithic culture and his discovery of T.C. Lethbridge through the writings of Colin Wilson. By 1996, I had become acquainted with Cope, and the consequences of this union resulted in the release of A Giant – The Definitive T.C. Lethbridge in 2003. The work consisted of a double CD long-box set that included a 36-page booklet containing my own anthological review of Lethbridge’s entire published works. The first disc contained rock music inspired by Lethbridge and the second consisted of spoken-word contributions from Colin Wilson, the man who had first initiated my fixation.

  Since the release of A Giant and the launch of an associated website dedicated to Lethbridge (www.tc-lethbridge.com), there now appears to be a growing audience who find his ideas even more pertinent and relevant in this new millennium.

  Lethbridge, like Wilson, revealed to me that there is more to the world than we are led to believe. The odd and the extraordinary are there to be disentangled and deciphered, not hidden away, or swept under the carpet. The significance of events on that November day in 1987 become even more pertinent when I explain how I had missed the train down to King’s Cross the previous evening due to a sudden and inexplicable change of heart. It was a journey that would have seen me entering the King’s Cross underground system at the time of the fire. My possibly life-saving decision is an occurrence that happens to someone, somewhere everyday of the week, but it is during these moments of intense significance when we feel glad to be alive. It is these crucial moments, or ‘glimpses’ as Wilson refers to them, that enable us to readjust our focus away from everydayness, onto the fundamentals of existence. It is this train of thought that motivated Lethbridge to test the barriers of his own comprehension.

  Terry Welbourn - Lincoln – July 2010


  Foreword

  T.C. Lethbridge by Colin Wilson

  Tom Lethbridge died of a virus infection in Exeter Hospital on September 30th, 1971. Three weeks earlier, on September 3rd, my book the The Occult had been published, and a correspondent suggested to me that I ought to get in touch with Lethbridge, who lived in Devon, only about a hundred miles away from my home in Cornwall. That seemed a good idea, for I had been acquainted with his work since 1965 when I had come across Witches: Investigating an Ancient Religion in a second-hand bookshop. Accordingly, I sent off a copy of The Occult by way of his publisher, Routledge and Kegan Paul. A couple of weeks later, I received a letter from his wife, Mina, saying that Tom had just died, and asking me whether she should return the book to me. I wrote immediately, saying, ‘Please keep it by all means.’ And we began to correspond.

  It was pity I had left it so late. At least a year earlier, my wife Joy had started reading his Ghost and Ghoul, and began to tell me about his amazing theories on dowsing. The more she told me, the more I realised that I should have devoted a long section to him in The Occult. For Lethbridge’s dowsing experiments had led him to the conclusion that the universe has many dimensions, and that the ‘time world’ in which we live is only one of the many possible worlds.

  Expressed in that way, it sounds almost commonplace. We have been hearing something of the sort ever since Einstein created the theory of Relativity in the first decade of the twentieth century. But the way in which Lethbridge approached the matter was altogether more empirical and down-to-earth. Although his work could be used – and indeed I have used it – as the foundation of a complex theory of the paranormal, he was not, particularly, interested in ‘the occult’. As Terry Welbourn explains in this book, even Lethbridge’s fascination with dowsing was only the outcome of his interest in archaeology. Archaeology, after all, means looking for things under the ground, and when Lethbridge was taking part in an archaeological dig on the Island of Lundy, he decided to try dowsing for volcanic dykes, now hidden under centuries of earth. At that point, Lethbridge, like most dowsers, was using a hazel twig. For the benefit of those who have never tried it, I should explain that the dowser begins by cutting a forked hazel twig, and then holding it by the two ends. As he walks above underground water, the dowsing rod twists upwards – or sometimes downwards – in his hands.

  The strange thing about this is that the dowsing rod will find many things besides water. I have seen a dowser in my own dining room locating various coins which we had hidden under the carpet. He was a man named Robert Leftwich, and he explained to us that he could simply program his mind to look for anything. We tested this by placing copper coins and silver coins under the carpet, and he first of all demonstrated that he could find all the copper coins, then all the others.

  This also explains the curious fact that ‘map dowsing’ is equally effective. It should of course be a nonsensical superstition, but the fact remains that it is not. Any good dowser can use a map to locate underground springs, as I discovered when one of them did precisely that at our remote farm cottage in Cornwall in 1957. It was not even a printed map – just one I had drawn with a pencil on a sheet of paper.

  Lethbridge explained that the mind seems to have an extraordinary capacity for locating virtually anything. I am afraid there is nothing for it but to accept that we appear to possess some kind of paranormal faculty that can be tapped into with the use of dowsing rod – or, as Lethbridge later preferred, a pendulum, consisting of some sort of wooden bob on the end of a piece of string.

  When the Lethbridges moved from Cambridge to the village of Branscombe in Devon in 1957, they made the acquaintance of an old lady who lived down the hill, and who was a ‘witch’. She could charm warts, heal sick cattle and do various other things that are extremely useful to people living in country districts, and it was the ‘witch’ who advised Tom to use a pendulum rather than a dowsing rod.

  Tom was fairly certain that the garden of their home, Hole House, must contain all kinds of artefacts that had accumulated over the centuries, and he found that he was able to locate all sorts of things with his dowsing rod. He soon found, however, that the ‘witch’ was right, and that a pendulum was just as effective. All he had to do was to hold it between finger and thumb, and it would go into a kind of circular swing whenever it had detected something.

  Having the temperament of a scientist, Lethbridge then decided to try and experiment. Instead of a short length of string, he used a long piece wound around a wooden rod, so that it could be extended or shortened at will. Then, by testing various substances, he quickly reached the conclusion that the pendulum would react to various substances at different lengths. For example, it reacted to slate and concrete at 13 inches, glass at 14, running water at 26.5, gold at 29 and copper and brass at 30.5.

  He soon devised an interesting method of exploring his garden. He would stand with the pendulum in one hand, stretch out his other arm, and move it slowly in an arc across the garden. As soon as the pendulum began to swing, he would draw a line from the spot where he was standing straight across the garden. Then he would move to another spot, and do the same thing. Where the two lines crossed, he would dig, and he invariably found something. If what he was looking for was silver or lead (which reacted at the same length) he would simply adjust the length of the string to 22 inches.

  In this way, he discovered that all substances react at some length between nought and forty inches.

  It was then that he made his most interesting discovery so far. He recalled that a colleague back in Cambridge had told him that a pendulum can tell whether a skull is male or female, and he demonstrated this by dangling one over an ancient skull. The pendulum swung back and forth which meant – apparently – that it was a man’s skull. If it had swung round in a circle, the skull would have been female. (Midwives sometimes use the same method in determining the sex of an unborn baby.) In that case, it seemed to him that the pendulum was reacting to ideas as much as to material substances. And he quickly found that if he held an idea very clearly in his mind – like anger, evolution, male, female or death – the pendulum would once again react at a definite length. Death, typically enough, was precisely 40 inches. Male was 24 inches and female 29. He tested this by throwing stones at a wall and getting Mina to do the same thing. He then discovered that he could tell which stone either of them had thrown by whether it reacted at 24 inches or 29.

  But what, he wondered, happened beyond 40? He tried testing a pile of sulphur, which reacts at 7 inches. He discovered that when the pendulum was 47 inches long, it once again reacted. And, in fact, the same was true of the lengths associated with various other substances: graphite (10), carbon (12) and so on. But there was a small difference. The pendulum no longer reacted directly above the substance, but slightly to one side.

  Was it possible, Lethbridge wondered, that when the pendulum registers something beyond 40 inches, it registers a world beyond death – another dimension? He remembered an experience of being at the dentist under anaesthetic, and finding himself outside his body, hovering up in the air and slightly to the left – just like the ‘displacement’ reaction of the pendulum to the heap of sulphur.

  He noticed another odd thing. Below 40 inches, there is no ‘rate’ for the concept of time; the pendulum will simply not respond. But when he lengthened the pendulum to 60 inches, he got a strong reaction for time. He reasoned that because ‘our world’ – that is the world that is registered below 40 – is ‘in’ time, there is no reaction to the idea of time itself, just as you could not appreciate the speed of a river if you were drifting down it in a boat. The fact that there was a reaction for time, 20 inches ‘beyond death’, seemed to indicate that there is a sense in which this a timeless realm.

  Moreover, Lethbridge found that if he lengthened the pendulum beyond 80 inches (he had to stand on a flight of steps to do it), he got the same result all over again, as if there is yet another world – or dimension – beyond that one. And this ‘third world’ also has the reaction for time. But when Lethbridge lengthened the pendulum beyond 120 inches, he discovered that the world beyond that had no reaction for time.

  Lethbridge’s explanation of the strange ‘power of the pendulum’ is that there is a part of human mind – the unconscious perhaps – that knows the answer to all questions. Unfortunately, it cannot convey these answers to the ‘everyday self’, the busy conscious being that spends its time coping with practical problems. This ‘other you’ can convey its message via the dowsing rod or pendulum by the simple expedient of controlling the muscles.

  Lethbridge, of course, was pragmatic enough to recognise that it was perfectly possible that his pendulum was not reacting to ‘other dimensions’. But there could be absolutely no doubt that it was reacting to something.

  In 1962, five years after the move to Devon, Lethbridge’s ideas began to crystallize into a coherent theory, which he outlined in a book called Ghost and Divining Rod. This appeared in 1963, and aroused more interest than anything he had published so far. It deserved to be popular for its central theory was original, exciting and well-argued.

  He suggested that nature generates fields of static electricity in certain places, particularly near running water. These ‘fields’ are capable of picking up and recording the thoughts and feelings of human beings and other living creatures. But human beings are also surrounded by a mild electric field, as the researches of Harold Burr of Yale University revealed in the 1930s. So if someone goes into a room where a murder has taken place and experiences a distinctly unpleasant feeling, all that is happening is that the emotions associated with the crime (such as fear, pain and horror) are being transferred to the visitor’s electrical field, in accordance with the laws of electricity. If we are feeling full of energy, excitement, misery or anger, the emotional transference may flow the other way, and our feeling will be recorded on the field.

  It was quite clear to Lethbridge that human beings are surrounded by ‘hidden information’ – in the form of impressions on an electrical field, exactly analogous to tape recordings. In fact, this idea had been suggested at the beginning of the twentieth century by the researcher Sir Oliver Lodge, who had suggested that the unpleasant ‘atmosphere’ in certain haunted houses is simply a kind of recording on the walls of the house. Lethbridge came to feel that this is particularly true in the presence of damp.

  During his years at Hole House, Lethbridge stumbled upon an incredible number of interesting theories. One of these concerned the nature of time. In May 1964, a BBC camera team went to Hole House to record an interview with Lethbridge about dowsing. A young cameraman looked so dazed and startled as he got out of the car that Lethbridge asked him, ‘Have you been here before?’ The cameraman shook his head, ‘No, but I’ve dreamed about it.’ He asked if he could look behind the house. Pointing to the wall that Lethbridge had knocked down and rebuilt, he said, ‘That wasn’t like that years ago. There used to be buildings against it.’ Lethbridge knew this was true – but not in his own time.

  In the Herb Garden, the cameraman said, ‘There used to be buildings there, but they were pulled down.’

  Lethbridge knew about the ‘time theories’ of J.W. Dunne, which had caused a great sensation in the 1930s. Dunne was an aeronautic engineer who, around the turn of the century, had a number of impressive dreams of the future – for example, he dreamed accurately about the forthcoming eruption of the volcano, Mount Pelee, on Martinique. Dunne had suggested that time is like a tape or film which may get twisted and tangled, so that we can catch glimpses of other times. He used to keep a notebook and pencil by his bed and jot down his dreams the moment he woke up. He was convinced that we all dream about the future – probably every night of our lives – but that we forget it almost as soon as we wake up. J.B. Priestley went on to write a series of remarkable plays in the 1930s based upon his theories.

  From then, Lethbridge also kept a notebook and pencil at the side of his bed, and made a note of his dreams, particularly if they were exceptionally clear. One night, he dreamed about the face of a man who seemed to be looking at him out of a mirror. He was doing something with his hands which seemed to be moving in the area of his chin. Lethbridge thought he might be shaving.

  The next day, Lethbridge was driving slowly along a narrow lane when a car came round the corner, and at the wheel was the same man he’d seen in his dream. His face was framed by a windscreen – which was why Lethbridge had mistaken it for a mirror – and his hands were moving in the area of his chin on top of the steering wheel. Lethbridge was certain that he had never seen the man before. In due course, these remarkable discoveries also went into another of Lethbridge’s books.

  What I’ve said here can only a give a brief and hasty glimpse of some of the remarkable ideas that can be found in Lethbridge’s eight books. (I am not including Gogmagog: the Buried Gods/ (1957) because this is an account of an archaeological quest.) None of the Lethbridge’s books are much over a hundred pages long, and none of them attempt to create a full and comprehensive theory of the paranormal. I have attempted to do something of the sort in my sequel to The Occult (1971), Mysteries (1978).

  Yet, he ended with one firm conviction – that there is a meaning in human existence and that it is tied up with the concept of our personal evolution.

  I would add, by way of commentary, that I have become convinced that all living creatures are being driven to evolve whether they like it or not. There is something in us that dislikes mere plodding, everyday existence and that experiences a craving for a more powerful form of consciousness.

  Lethbridge’s books certainly generate an excitement which produces precisely this effect.

  Colin Wilson, Gorran Haven - July 2010


  Introduction

  The Man Who Saw the Future

  At first glance, a story based upon the life and times of a onetime Keeper of Anglo-Saxon Antiquities in the University Museum of Archaeology and Ethnology, Cambridge is unlikely to whet many appetites. However, further investigation reveals to us that Thomas Charles Lethbridge was one of the most remarkable, yet overlooked men of the twentieth century. As well as being a respected archaeologist who wrote a number of well-received books based on his passion and understanding of British history, he was also a talented artist, an Arctic explorer and an experienced offshore sailor. However, his wide-ranging pursuits progressed far beyond the remits of his vocation into areas that challenge our very understanding of the universe. Mention his name today and it is likely that you will draw only blank expressions. Occasionally, however, you may hear the reply, ‘Isn’t he the pendulum man?’ It is sadly ironic that Lethbridge, like many great writers, should solely be remembered for a single, specific aspect of their illustrious careers.

  Lethbridge’s story is unique, for not only did he live during an era that led to a golden age of archaeology at one of the great seats of learning; he also witnessed the world on the verge of a technological revolution. It was, however, his ability to recognise and then document his own unique role during this watershed period that has left us with a vital legacy. He was indeed a man who glimpsed the future and realising his own privilege and as a consequence, embarked upon a unique voyage of discovery. His approach and direction were considered too radical for his peers and many eventually chose to distance themselves from a colleague considered a loose cannon and maverick.

  It would therefore be remiss to state that Lethbridge was simply an archaeologist, for there were many strings to his complex bow. He was a born explorer with an intensely inquisitive mind. This rational approach to his vocation enabled him to apply commonsense and intelligent solutions to historical conundrums that he encountered in the field. During his time at Cambridge, he accompanied his friend, the polar explorer Sir James Wordie, on three expeditions into the northern waters beyond Britain. These journeys fuelled his growing interest in ancient mariners and exposed him to unfamiliar prehistoric cultures and traditions. They also provided him with a wealth of experiences that he was able to draw upon for his own studies. It was this reliance upon primary research that was to be the key to his undertakings.

  Lethbridge’s tale is widely encompassing and, as well as the Arctic adventures, his colourful story includes groundbreaking archaeological excavations on Hebridean Islands, a controversial discovery of lost chalk-cut figures on a Cambridgeshire hillside, through to the pendulum experiments and investigations into dowsing, ESP and precognition at his final home in Branscombe, Devon. It was, however, the repercussions of his discovery of the hill-figures at Wandlebury Camp in the Gogmagog hills south of Cambridge that proved to be a turning point in his career. I have therefore considered it appropriate to separate this study into two parts, for it is a divide that reflects Lethbridge’s own personal watershed.

  Lethbridge was an astute observer and through his own experiences he was able to bring to life the lives of the people he chose to study. All of his books all have a strong personal flavour. He was also never afraid to challenge generally accepted notions. He threw off dozens of fresh ideas and possibilities, leaving it to less original minds to prove him wrong. When the latter occasionally happened, he was always the first to acknowledge any misjudgements, for he believed that dogma was the curse of sound learning. He often found the trade unionism of the academic world stifling and deadening and seized every opportunity to stretch the boundaries of his profession. He believed that without this kind of challenging enquiry, the intellectual evolution of the human race was doomed.

  Throughout his work, Lethbridge demonstrated shrewdness and a canny understanding of his subjects and delivered his discourses with dry wit and humour. His vast general knowledge, combined with an enquiring mind, enabled him to perceive the world, not as a specialist, but as a champion of commonsense. He understood that to fully comprehend, one has to rid oneself of preconceived barriers and agendas. He believed in the middleman, the ‘Jack-of-all-trades’ approach, for he considered this position advantageous in his desire to test the waters of the academic hinterland. Unshackled by the dogma often associated with profession, he acknowledged that individuals who had a grounding in commonsense were better placed to facilitate and piece together the jigsaw from their concurrent position.

  In retrospect, Lethbridge’s genius is perfectly clear to us. Yet immediately after his death in a nursing home in 1971, it seemed likely that his lifetime’s achievements might be forgotten. Fortunately, this injustice was avoided by virtue of a number of coincidences that would lead to him being recognised as a leading figure not just in the world of archaeology, but also in the field of psychical research. It is therefore ironic to commence Lethbridge’s story with his untimely death, but as is often the case with such controversial figures, it is with the benefit of hindsight that we can best comprehend their story.In his foreword, Colin Wilson has already described how his introduction to Lethbridge was initially ignited by a recommendation by his wife Joy which eventually led to a meeting with Mina Lethbridge shortly after her husband’s death. Mina’s association with him also resulted in him contributing the foreword to Lethbridge’s final, posthumous work The Power of the Pendulum. Credit is therefore due to Wilson, for acknowledging him as a major figure in the study of the paranormal. It is likely that he perceived Lethbridge as a ‘like mind’, for he too had found the need to move to the West Country to ‘escape’ the hostile glare of the media that labelled him as one of the ‘Angry Young Men’ after the release of his first book The Outsider in 1956.

  Wilson once remarked how Lethbridge’s breezy willingness to admit that he might be quite wrong always remained basically reassuring to him. Many have criticised his work for being repetitive, but Wilson believed that this was necessary, for his ideas were constantly changing and he often felt the necessity to revisit topics in the advent of new evidence. By reading Lethbridge, we are privy to a developing and evolving mind, which Wilson suggests is akin to the working journals of Leonardo, or any important discoverer. It would therefore be foolish to simply divide his published work into two camps, the ‘historical’ and the ‘occult’, for to do so would conceal the subtle but profound evolution that occurred throughout his writing. What we witness in his work is the development of an astonishing and original mind.

  Lethbridge never set out to be a radical, although his pragmatic approach to his vocation often saw him at odds with his peers. He was a natural writer and his books stand out for their precision and erudite worth, but, unfortunately, many modern-day scholars still choose to steer clear of him due to the ‘controversial’ nature and subject matter of his later writings. However, their reticence is misguided, for his early works provide us with a unique study of British history. Ironically, it is for his final sequence of eight extraordinary books, which he wrote during the final decade of his life, documenting his investigations into ‘occult’ matters, that he is best remembered.

  Lethbridge utilised the pendulum as a tool for divination. He believed that every inanimate object had the ability to store information, to somehow capture its history within itself. By using the pendulum as an instrument of detection, he believed he could unlock information ‘recorded’ within any given object. His explanation of ghosts and ghouls was based on a similar theory; in that rooms, places or atmospheres, could, in the right given conditions, somehow ‘record’ themselves onto the ether. For these ‘recordings’ to be replayed, it would, of course, require the right person and appropriate conditions to be present.

  He believed that ‘mind’ was distinct from brain and that intellectual consciousness was a faculty that we had developed in our own evolution. He had problems with both the Darwinian vision of evolution and the view expressed by the theologians. He believed that a middle way was the more likely solution to the conundrums of human development and the growth of consciousness. The pendulum seemed to him an almost magical tool for detecting the ‘recordings’ imprinted on the world of matter. He truly believed that magic and the paranormal were simply powers of the mind that had yet to be explained by science. Throughout his work, he was always thorough in his own experimentation and meticulously recorded his findings. During the course of his work, he was quick to realise that ‘hands on’ research was the real key to discovery, while placing a reliance on other people’s ideas lead to the perpetuation of heresy and dogma.

  The body of work left behind by Tom Lethbridge reveals a man not content with accepting the limitations generally accepted by his fellows. His findings and discoveries must be viewed in the context of their time, that is; we must recognise that he was standing on the threshold of a brave new world. His originality is due to him stepping beyond the boundaries of his profession, and striding boldly into the dark. The result was a legacy of findings that are often startling, but never less than exciting.

  Only today, four decades after his death, science is finally beginning to acknowledge that he was one of the most remarkable investigators of his time. His publishers, Routledge and Kegan Paul, are to be congratulated for their vision and foresight. Collectively, his later works build into a remarkable and unique study and demonstrate an enquiring mind unshackled by dogma and convention. Lethbridge did not set out to be controversial, he viewed his approach as being simply ‘commonsense’, something that he believed was lacking not just in his own in his vocation, but in the wider field of academia. He perceived this inability to see beyond the literal as an affliction that he termed ‘the block’. It was an obstacle that inhibited not only his profession, but also one that transcended all aspects of comprehension. He believed that mankind’s true potential could only be released once we had rid ourselves of preconceived ideas and agendas.

  Terry Welbourn, Grantham, Lincolnshire – July 2010


  PART ONE

  Chapter One

  A Silver Spoon

  Thomas Charles Lethbridge was born at 4.00am on 23 March 1901. His parents, Ambrose and Violet (nee Murdoch) were a well-to-do couple in their mid-twenties who, at the time of their son’s birth, were living at Knowle House, in the parish of Timberscombe in Somerset. Tom’s father Ambrose was a prolific diarist and on the day of his son’s birth, he recorded the details of his wife’s difficult four-hour labour.1 Ambrose was a man in possession of considerable wealth and the national census undertaken a month after Tom’s arrival reveals that the Lethbridge household boasted six servants and a housemaid. Born with a silver spoon in his mouth, the young Tom Lethbridge was always destined to live a privileged existence.

  The Lethbridge family line extends back to the twelfth century and boasts an ancestry of explorers, soldiers, sailors, members of parliament and churchmen renowned for their eccentricity. The family fortune was largely attributable to Tom’s grandmother, Susan Anne Yarburgh – a local coal heiress, who married Tom’s grandfather Charles at St. Lawrence Church, Heslington in Yorkshire on 25 January 1865. It is apparent that the family wealth enabled the Lethbridge men-folk to pursue their dreams without the worry of day-to-day subsistence. Tom’s father, Ambrose, was acknowledged as a man of ‘independent means’ and was known to be a fine watercolour artist who specialised in painting insects and tiny landscapes. He had served as a Lieutenant in the Grenadier Guards, but on leaving the army had developed an interest in archaeology, botany and zoology. The Lethbridges were country folk who were unfamiliar and unconcerned with the workings of towns and cities.

  Tom’s grandfather once paid a visit to London with the objective of marrying-off one of his daughters, but was arrested at his lodgings for shooting dead a crowing cock that had awoken him from his slumber. When Tom was older, he reflected on his grandfather’s folly, explaining: he had not been a stupid man, but just one who liked peace and quiet in his own domain. In fact, the whole of the Lethbridge family appears to have suffered from a ‘devil may care’ attitude, which often led them to pay the consequences for their riotous and insubordinate behaviour.

  In contrast to the eccentric Lethbridges, his mother’s side of the family appear to have adopted a more pragmatic approach to life. It was, in fact, Tom’s great uncle John Hanning Speke who was honoured by the National Geographic Society for his discovery of the source of the Nile in 1863.

  By 1907, the Lethbridge family had moved to Lewell Lodge in Dorchester where, on 7 June 1907, Violet gave birth to a daughter, Jacintha. The family appeared to have itchy feet, for on the birth of their second son, Ambrose William Speke (Bill), on 6 April 1907, they had moved yet again to Trevissome in the village of Flushing in Cornwall. It was here that the nearby harbours of Penryn and Falmouth became places of pilgrimage for the young Tom Lethbridge who soon became beguiled by the colourful flotillas in the marinas.

  Towards the end of the decade, Tom’s father contracted Tuberculosis and for practical reasons, the family moved in with his grandfather Charles who owned a house in Heytesbury, Wiltshire. Charles Lethbridge had gained enormous wealth by selling family-owned land in Somerset. He utilised his wealth to rent out a number of properties including Trafalgar House in Salisbury, Firle Place in Sussex, Sherford Manor in Berkshire and Langton House near Blandford. Tom recalled that his grandfather was often prone to hire a train that would take him, his family and staff, along with his rolled-top desk and hip-bath, to one of his many residences.2 Verification of Ambrose’s considerable wealth was confirmed by the sale of Sherfield House, Hampshire for £41,000 in 1899.3

  It was, however, at his father’s home in Heytesbury that Ambrose Lethbridge became consumed by his Tuberculosis and died on 11 September 1909. He was aged only 34. Tom was only eight years old and Violet was left to bring up her young family alone. In his will, Ambrose bequeathed Tom a princely sum of £15,000 (about £440,000 equivalent today) to be made payable to him on his 21st birthday.

  By the time he was a teenager, Tom had already developed a love of the sea and once boasted that as a child he knew every vessel in Jane’s Fighting Ships. Even when he was older, he claimed that he was still able to identify their silhouettes and armaments. It is likely that his fascination for ships was triggered by his boyhood visits to Falmouth harbour. A love of the ocean wasn’t Tom’s only passion; as a schoolboy he became intrigued by nature. Often accompanied by his good friend, Humphrey David; the pair would spend their leisure time out in the fields, studying birds, or collecting beetles. Their school museum housed a very fine collection of insects and Tom and David spent many industrious hours pulling out the drawers in the cabinets and learning the different species off-by-heart. By the time he was 16, Tom had taken an interest in art and, like his late father, he also developed fascination for drawing insects. It was a pastime that later developed to see him specialising in the rendering of landscapes and ships. Having been exposed to his father’s work, it came as no surprise to him in later life to discover that his artwork bore a striking resemblance to his father’s efforts.

  At school, Tom developed an interest in archaeology and it was his enthusiasm for the subject that later inspired his school friend, William Syer ‘Whiskers’ Bristowe – who eventually became a leading authority on spiders – to eventually pursue the vocation at Cambridge. Even at school, Tom was influential, displaying virtues that would later prompt Bristowe to comment upon his, ‘…toughness, experience and self assurance.’4 These were qualities that inspired confidence in his friend. Tom had grown up amongst men who the Victorians referred to as ‘mighty hunters before the Lord’. They had taught him to observe detail in nature, for it was considered an essential weapon in the huntsman’s arsenal. They not only taught him to scrutinise, but also installed in him the skills of recall. His mother’s side of the family had boasted men who had become politicians and it is from them that Tom developed an insatiable curiosity and inquisitiveness. It was an aptitude that he grew to perfect, for he realised that primary knowledge was far more valuable than a lifetime of peering down microscopes and reading books. His grandfather once claimed: ‘Nothing will induce me to believe that there are such things as microbes. They are not in the Bible.’5 Tom considered that this statement demonstrated an inflexible indifference to learning and installed in him at an early age, a loathing of dogma and uncompromising principles.

  In 1913, arrangements had been made for Tom to join the Royal Navy, but family plans were thrown into disarray when he failed his entrance medical due to poor eyesight. In later life, he once claimed that he had never been required to wear glasses and that his eyesight was as good as any man’s. One can only speculate, but his desire to enlist might have simply been a façade to appease his family. His failure to join the Royal Navy resulted in him being ordained into the Rifle Brigade and four years later, with the outbreak of the First World War, he was sent to Wellington College. It would have been appropriate for a boy of his standing to be sent to Eton, but Tom’s mother had once been told that it was an unhealthy place to send her child. After the war, Tom was destined for Sandhurst, but many, including his mother, believed that the Great War had been the war to end all wars and with this in mind, she chose not to enlist her son.

  During the First World War, Violet and her young family moved into her mother’s home at Buckhurst near Wokingham. Her mother, Sophia Murdoch, was the widow of Tom’s grandfather, the late conservative MP for Reading, Charles Townshend Murdoch. After the death of her husband in 1898, Sophia had thrown herself into public service. As well as becoming President of the Reading Women’s Conservative Association, a member of the Grand Council of the Primrose League, Honorary Private Secretary to H.R.H. Princess Christian in connection with the Soldiers’ and Sailors’ Help Society, Honorary Private Secretary to H.R.H. Princess Helena Victoria and President of the League of Mercy, she also found time to act as president of the Berkshire Operatic Club. In addition, she was secretary to the Waifs and Strays Society and often placed her home at the disposal of those deserving assistance. In light of her dedication, it appears that the accommodation of her daughter and her young family would not have proved too big an imposition on the kind-hearted Sophia.

  It was just after the First World War that Tom had an encounter with what he would later describe as ‘the odd’. On a winter’s day, early in 1919, he and his mother took a walk from his grandmother’s house at Buckhurst. The amble had taken them through the Great Wood and on to the road that joins the main entrance of the park, to the village of Easthampstead and past a covert known as Golden Ball. Tom and Violet walked up a ride into the thicket to enjoy the winter colours of the leafless trees. A few minutes had passed when they both experienced, what Tom would later describe as: ‘…a horrible feeling of gloom and depression, which crept upon us like a blanket of fog over the surface of the sea.’6 Unable to shake off their experience, the couple hurriedly departed the wood. Two days later, the pair received news that the keeper of the Easthampstead estate, whilst out searching for a missing man, had discovered a dead body in the Golden Ball covert. The man had apparently committed suicide and his corpse must have lain only feet from where Tom and his mother had walked days earlier.

  By February of the same year, Violet Lethbridge and her three children had moved to the Manor House in nearby Finchampstead, but only 10 years after the death of her husband, Violet was beset by yet another tragedy. During early spring, whilst Tom was away at Wellington College, a flu epidemic spread across Britain. Back home in Finchampstead his brother and sister both became seriously ill and although Jacintha’s condition improved, Bill’s health deteriorated and he eventually contracted meningitis. He never recovered from his illness and died at the family home on 15 March 1919.

  Still reeling from the death of his brother, Tom returned to Wellington College to complete his schooling. Amidst her grief back home in Finchampstead, Violet was conscious that immediate decisions had to be made about her eldest son’s future education. She was aware that the Lethbridge family had a long association with Oxford and Tom was relieved to discover that that the college he had been earmarked to attend, was not the one that his grandfather had once left in disgrace. Once again, things didn’t go to plan and realising that her son had never been taught Greek, Violet sent Tom on a month-long course to instil in him the basic required knowledge. The intensive tuition was not a success and although Greek was compulsory for entry into Oxford, the same was not so at Cambridge. During his schooling at Wellington, Tom had acquired a fundamental knowledge of Latin and this was considered an acceptable entry requirement for the East Anglian university.

  Tom formally enrolled in the university on 21 October 1921, having been admitted to Trinity College. It was his intention to study geology and geography for a ‘Special’ – an Ordinary BA without honours. On arrival, the famous buildings of Cambridge made little impression on him and he found the flat Cambridgeshire landscape boring and uninspiring compared to his previous homes in the West Country. However, things soon began to change and after witnessing the fields ripe with corn, he began to realise that Cambridgeshire had a unique charm all of its own. Tom was enrolled into Trinity College, although the objective of obtaining a degree during his time there did not dawn on him until fairly late in the day. The family wealth, which appears to have been a contributory factor to the previous lack of academic motivation in the Lethbridge family, was apparently rubbing off on Tom. As well as a private income that was paid into his bank account each quarter, he was soon to be eligible to access the funds bequeathed to him by his late father. He considered this money his own entitlement and not his family’s money and he believed that any responsibility to education lay fairly-and-squarely upon his own shoulders. He realised that in the event of his failure, the money that many might have considered squandered, would have been his and his alone.

  Tom soon realised that there were no penalties for the non-attendance of lectures and as he found most of them of little interest he often chose to not to grace them with his presence. However, on occasions when he did decide to make an appearance, it was mainly due to the industry demonstrated by his fellow students, who realised that their own diligence was crucial to their future subsistence. As a countryman, he found spending time alone in the city unappealing and therefore reluctantly chose to accompany his fellow students to lectures. His attendance was therefore due to the need for companionship rather than a desire to learn. His own attitude to a university education appears to have been almost nonchalant and no one was more surprised than Tom when, having sat examinations in 1922, he was placed in the second class.

  The following year, he progressed to the third class before eventually graduating BA by proxy on 16 June 1923.7 His further education continued with his subscription to embark on an MA, but his commitment to this or any other recognisable qualification was, to say the least, indifferent. The desire to be a perpetual student suited his immediate needs and his tuition fees provided mutual reciprocation for the university administrators. Fourteen years would pass before Tom was eventually awarded his MA by proxy on 19 June 1937.8

  For a man who later demonstrated a passionate curiosity for all aspects of knowledge, his contempt for the Cambridge curriculum appears surprising. He claimed that: ‘Geology was crushingly dull’,9 but his view of most subjects appears to have been influenced and prejudiced by those who tutored the given subjects. He was often critical of the lecturers and despaired at the futility of their archaic technique and approach to learning. He often pondered on the rationale of copying a drawing of a fossil from a blackboard when he could quite easily look up an example in a textbook. One subject, however, that did catch Tom’s imagination was archaeology. His obsession became a distraction from his actual studies and he spent many long hours in the library mugging up on the subject. It was not long before his newfound interest brought him into contact with a group of men planning a journey to the Arctic island of Jan Mayen.


  Chapter Two

  The Cold North

  In January 1921, whilst studying at Caius College Cambridge, a young botanist, aptly named James Chaworth-Musters, had a notion to assemble a party to visit Jan Mayen.10 The island, situated within the Arctic Circle, is a small ‘cutlet-shaped’ landmass that lies 300 miles off the east coast of Greenland. Only 35 miles long, many believe that it was the island of Svalbard described in the Norwegian Sagas – a fact often disputed by Norsemen. In 1607, it became known as Hudson’s Tutches after its ‘discoverer’, Henry Hudson. In 1614, a Dutch captain, Jan Cornelius May, claimed territorial rights for Holland and as a consequence of this tenure, the island was renamed after him. The first fully authenticated English visit was in 1615 by Robert Fotherby who referred to it as Sir Thomas Smith’s Island. Other pioneers were soon to call it Young’s Foreland, Mauritius, Pico and the Isle de Richeliou. The island was used by the Dutch and possibly the English, who kept its name and whereabouts secret mainly due to illicit whaling activities.

  Aged only 19, Chaworth-Musters was an unusual looking character. He had light mustard-coloured hair and wore a darker mustard-coloured suit to match. He was a long lean character who drifted through the courts of Caius like a solitary bird. He was of a friendly disposition and had small blue eyes and a long protruding nose. His family were wealthy landowners from Nottingham and those who knew him considered him an introverted figure who chose to avoid games and college activities. Chaworth-Musters and his good friend William Syer Bristowe had both arrived in Cambridge in 1920, and Chaworth-Musters looked to Bristowe and his friend Tom Lethbridge to join him on his adventure. The inexperienced expedition party was further enhanced by the inclusion of James Wordie, a don from St. John’s College.

  Wordie was an experienced geologist, climber and explorer and had previously been part of Shackleton’s unsuccessful attempt to reach the South Pole during the years 1914-1916. He was of a slight build, but an enigmatic figure that loved to make jokes in his broad Scottish accent. He was renowned for telling stories laced with fact and fantasy and almost every utterance was greeted with amused scepticism. Wordie was 14 years senior to the under-graduates and provided the party not only with experience, but credibility.

  By 1921, the heroic age of polar exploration, pioneered by the likes of Shackleton and Scott, had passed. With most of the Arctic and Antarctic now plotted, the notion of journeying purely for the sake of adventure had reached an end. The emphasis of future exploration had now become science-based rather than heroic, and expedition parties assembled from the great universities of Oxford, Cambridge and Scotland soon became the norm. Funding had also become an issue, for in those post-war years, the Government was reluctant to contribute, and reliance was placed upon individuals to self-fund, hence those involved were usually young men from wealthy or privileged backgrounds.

  Wordie, however, was a valuable asset to the proposed Jan Mayen expedition party; although his credentials lay in the heroic age, he was a prominent geologist and an experienced climber to-boot. The objectives he set for the Jan Mayen expedition were to study the geology, make collections of the wildlife, flora and fauna and to ascertain whether the island was still volcanically active. This final objective could be achieved by climbing the 7,470-foot Mount Beerenberg, a peak that dominated the island’s northern region. The volcano had been named after the Austro-Hungarian Lieutenant Beer, who made a previously unsuccessful attempt at the summit in 1911.

  During the planning of the Arctic expedition, Chaworth-Musters received word of a Norwegian party that was intending to visit Jan Mayen that coming summer. Funded by the Norwegian Government, the party was being led by Hagbord Ekerold, whose mission was to establish a weather station and to build a radio-transmitter on the island. Ekerold was a tall, swarthy man over six feet in height, who Bristowe once described as being, ‘Good-looking in a fierce way with aquiline features, a strong chin and penetrating brown eyes.’11 When approached, Ekerold was quite happy for the Cambridge party to join them on his expedition, albeit for the payment of a modest fee. The English contingent met up with Ekerold in Bergen on 10 July, but news of the expedition had spread and eventually reached the ears of a Swiss mountaineer and glaciologist called Paul-Louis Mercanton, a professor at Lausanne University. Mercanton was a portly, middle-aged man with a bridged nose and limpid eyes whose cheerful disposition inspired him to sing patriotic songs whenever the sun shone. It had always been Mercanton’s ambition to climb Mount Beerenberg and after an approach to Ekerold, he too was accepted on board the expedition.

  Wordie was delighted to have Mercanton onboard and remarked: ‘We were thus unexpectedly reinforced by an experienced climber, who was also prepared to undertake glaciological studies in a unique field.’12 Wordie had been impressed with Shackleton’s man-management skills during the 1914-1916 Antarctic Expedition and being the eldest of the English party, he naturally assumed responsibility of the younger men, but this position was possibly undermined by Mercanton’s late inclusion. Because of his experience, it was inevitable that Wordie would take control of the expedition, even though the initiation and the bulk of the arrangements had been instigated by Chaworth-Musters.
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