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Praise for
A History of Delusions


   ‘A varied and thought-provoking journey.’

   The Times

   ‘An utterly engrossing book. It reaches through layers of mania and the distance of centuries to connect you completely to its subjects, such that you miss them when they’re gone.’

   Zoe Williams

   ‘Riveting case histories grounded in context and narrated with novelistic verve and impressive authority.’

   Julie Kavanagh, author of The Irish Assassins

   ‘Fascinating and compassionate.’

   Horatio Clare, author of Heavy Light

   ‘Meticulously researched… this is a good time to take delusions seriously.’

   Daily Express

   ‘A humane and thoughtful account.’

   Washington Post

   ‘Absorbing… Shepherd goes beyond formal, detached accounts by physicians, trying instead to get a glimpse of whole human beings whose lives unravelled through trauma into delusional thinking… a humane, attentive exploration of locked-in worlds inhabited by people whose mental certainties could be both comforting and terrifying.’

   BBC History Magazine

   ‘A timely reminder that nothing is new, just how we deal with it. Shepherd’s evocative descriptions take you from seventeenth-century Oxford to twentieth-century Paris with detail as rich as the stories she uncovers. Thought-provoking as well as deeply informative.’

   Annie Gray, author of Victory in the Kitchen
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      Drawing, and photograph, of acquisition ‘X5’, a man’s gold ring, set with an opal cameo of St George and the Dragon, London Museum catalogue of the Cheapside Hoard, 1928.
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      File from the archives of the Museum of London: ‘The Cheapside Hoard, The Ghost of’
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      Letter from the archives at the Museum of London: The Cheapside Hoard, The Ghost of A-14: ‘A-14000-367.’
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   For Kit, who loves a treasure hunt

  

 
  
   Nothing in the world is hidden forever. The gold which has lain for centuries unsuspected in the ground, reveals itself one day on the surface… Look where we will, the inevitable law of revelation is one of the laws of nature: the lasting preservation of a secret is a miracle the world has never yet seen.

   Wilkie Collins, The Woman in White, 1860

  

 
  
   
‌Prologue

   The Letter

   5 May 1948. Martin Rivington Holmes, a 42-year-old curator at the London Museum, and the man in charge of the world-famous Treasure Trove known as the ‘Cheapside Hoard’, receives a handwritten letter. He slices it with a letter opener and reads, squinting behind his glasses because the communication is composed in a small, ornate hand. It’s from a self-styled ‘psychic medium’. They claim to have made contact with the ‘ghost’ of the original owner of the treasures, an Elizabethan jeweller, who has urgent information to share. Is it a prank? A scam? The ‘ghost’ jeweller is claiming to be the skilled craftsman who originally fashioned the exquisite treasures now in the Hoard, and he offers a warning. While developing his craft, driven only by scholarly curiosity, he strayed across the pages of ancient learning found inside prohibited manuscripts, and began studying the ‘black arts’. Putting theory into practice, he designed and made some exquisite trinkets to bring good luck, placing ancient gemstones into new settings. After that benign success, he was persuaded, by men seeking political advantage, to create other pieces to bring about bad luck. These too were a success, regrettably. He buried them in a rush in a Cheapside cellar, mixed with the good ones, on the run from his enemies, with no time to label one from the other. These treasures will bring harm on their owners. He’s been haunting these pieces ever since. Lives are at stake if they fall into the wrong hands.

   London is getting its act together after the war and preparing to host the Olympics. It’s now time for sleeves-rolled-up pragmatism and professionalism, not fanciful nonsense like this. Martin Holmes the curator should probably throw the letter in the bin, but he can’t. The treasures have languished in storage during the war. They are currently being unpacked and many pieces are unaccounted for. His thoughts turn to where the lost pieces might be. Despite himself, he starts to wonder if there are decorative objects at large carrying destructive powers.

   That’s the thing about ancient treasures. They have obvious material and financial value. The glittering prize. But their hold on us goes far deeper. We invest them with magical qualities, and they brim with otherworldly promise, no matter how rational we consider ourselves to be. They play on the imagination, making rich and poor alike do out-of-character things to get their hands on them.

   Treasure. There’s a delightful frisson even saying the word, cold on the teeth then the burn, like a slug of rum, summoning images of pirates, maps, caves and locked wooden chests, quests for the legendary gold of ‘El Dorado’. It’s no surprise Freud and Jung seized on treasure-hunting as a useful metaphor, Freud likening the psychoanalyst to an archaeologist, working on hands and knees, scraping away the layers of the psyche, going back in time to the distant past. Jung talks about the rewards of excavating buried aspects of yourself as claiming ‘the treasure hard to attain’. ‘Only one who has risked the fight with the dragon and is not overcome by it,’ he says, ‘wins the hoard.’1

   Ancient treasures speak to what we lack. For the nostalgic late-Edwardian bourgeoisie, antiquities trailed the seductive perfume of a noble ancestry. Survival alone made them beautiful, representing a mastery over time and an escape from modern-day dysfunction. As cracks appeared in the social order just before the First World War, ancient gems and jewels referenced a grand and distant past, making their purchasers the direct descendants of splendid civilisations and all-powerful empires. Their good breeding and resilience over the centuries compensated a little for the ‘premature ageing of modernity’.2 They sat remote, above the fray, as advanced modern society swirled beneath, serving no practical role whatsoever, but this was key to their appeal. ‘[O]ur technological civilisation has rejected the wisdom of the old,’ observed the philosopher Jean Baudrillard, ‘but it bows down before the solidity of old things, whose unique value is sealed and certain.’ ‘The older the object, the closer it brings us to an earlier age, to divinity, to nature, to primitive knowledge.’ The well-to-do hunted antiquities like these through the auction houses, fetishising them for their myths and mystique, keeping them in glass cases.

   When the Cheapside treasures were pulled out of the ground during the shaky summer of 1912, they appealed instantly to the crowds. These ancient jewels and gemstones in their Tudor and Stuart settings had the virtue of what Baudrillard called ‘minimal function and maximal meaning’, making them instantly covetable, answering the bourgeois yearning for an epic origin story.

   This mystique had not been lost on previous generations, of course. The Stuart poet philosopher Margaret Cavendish, Duchess of Newcastle-upon-Tyne, mused on the power of a single piece of jewellery to hold an audience enraptured:

   
What several worlds might in an earring be:

For, millions of those atoms may be in

The head of one small, little, single pin.

And if thus small, then ladies may well wear

A world of worlds, as pendents [sic].3



   Even in the century of Isaac Newton, an earring could seem magically to contain everything of life, within multiple universes, inside its stone.

  

 
  
   
‌Chapter I

   The Cellar

   18 June 1912

   Tuesday 18 June 1912 was a warm working day in the square mile of the City. London was in the midst of a building boom not seen since the sweep of redevelopment following the Great Fire in 1666. The dust on Cheapside mingled with the noise of the motorised ‘B-type’ double-decker omnibuses rattling past, having chased out the last horse-drawn versions the previous year. Electricity cables criss-crossed the street now, but some men still pulled handcarts and there were a few nags negotiating the chuntering vehicles and belching exhausts in the absence of any traffic regulations. Wrought-iron gas streetlamps protruded from the shops, testifying that life would continue in a dim gaseous glow when the sun set.

   Cheapside was the main route from St Paul’s cathedral to the East End, as it had been for a great many generations, and a hub of commerce, but the buildings had seen better days. Hulking four- and five-storey warehouses and offices of blackened brick lined each side of the street and loomed over it, with shops peddling wares below. Large signs advertised on the facades in carved and gilded letters, signalling an increasingly desperate diversification of products and services and multiple occupancy on every floor: Blick Typewriters, Boots Cash Chemists, Percy Truscott & Co. Printers, Reliance Ltd Window Cleaning & Plate Glass Insurance, The Emporium Pawnbrokers & Unredeemed Pledges, Wool & Taylor Cash and Credit as Advertised, True Form Boot Company, John Biden Engraver & Printer; there was even room for a Surgeon Dentist on Cheapside. The soot-grimed windows on the higher floors displayed a graphic cacophony of temporary hand-painted signs advertising Offices To Let. The name Cheapside came originally from the Old English ‘chepe’, ‘cepe’ or ‘cheop’, meaning a marketplace or to barter, rather than low cost, but the hustlers selling goods at high volume for knockdown prices embraced its more modern connotation.

   An uneasy atmosphere moved through London that summer. Men in bowler hats on the open-air top decks of the new omnibuses carried the Titanic disaster fresh in their minds. Scott’s British Antarctic Expedition had just reached the geographic South Pole to find the Norwegians had got there first; Scott died on the return journey. Hansard recorded heated questions in Parliament that week over Home Rule in Ireland. Women wearing wide-brimmed hats and pinched expressions chased bargains up and down the thoroughfare, darting between motor vehicles and the horses, outrun by the accelerating cost of the basics. This was London just before the First World War, although of course no one knew the devastating conflict was just around the corner or that the British Empire was nearing its peak, enjoying a last hurrah before a steady decline. Most still knew their place and wore a top hat, a bowler or a flat cap accordingly but, to anyone paying attention, this was a society already in transition.

   A defiant economic and architectural confidence whipped round the City, the shouts, crashes and clangs of active construction in all directions. This Tuesday morning, a team of workmen congregated outside the building at 30–34 Cheapside at the western end of the street, a block down from St Paul’s Churchyard. The building sat on the corner plot where Friday Street, one of the narrow medieval feeder alleys, came up from the south side, along the building’s eastern edge, to meet the main road. Like its neighbours, this brick building stood four stories high and presented a rambling strip of shop fronts onto Cheapside and, above, a multitude of offices and empty-warehouse square footage for rent. The men assembling in its shadow wore working clothes – thick jackets and high-buttoned waistcoats, collarless shirts and neckerchiefs, trousers held up with braces, flat caps and solid boots – casual labourers or ‘navvies’ arriving for work.

   There were, naturally enough, two corners at the junction between Cheapside and Friday Street, one to the east, one to the west. The building on the eastern corner of the junction, across the road from where the men stood, drew the sightseers, because it still bore a heraldic badge in stone, featuring a picture of a chained swan with a duke’s crown around its neck, that had been salvaged after the Great Fire and stuck back on the front of the replacement building. Photographers set up to snap the eastern corner and so it was destined, in years to come, to be mistaken for the site of one of the greatest archaeological discoveries of all time. But it was the building on the western corner, the one that nobody ever thought to photograph, the one always out of frame, that concealed a great secret sixteen feet below the street. It was in front of this corner the men gathered to start work.

   This section of Cheapside had been rebuilt many times over the centuries. Once known as Goldsmiths’ Row, it had for centuries been a high-end shop window for the City’s jewellers selling luxury commodities. There had been a couple of old taverns on the site too, the Wheatsheaf, and the Black Moor’s Head. There was little trace of any of that now, the row having burned down during the Fire of London, and these seventeenth- and eighteenth-century buildings were the replacement. Now they too had had their day, and the men were to reconfigure them for modern business premises.

   The men received the tools of their trade from the foreman: pickaxes and shovels. This was an extensive excavation job. They had come from work on some of the country’s major civic projects. The navvies – ‘navigators’ or ‘navigational engineers’ – were employed to build the railways, tunnels, canals, reservoirs and other infrastructure, but had found plenty of work in London in recent years as great swathes of the centre were knocked down and rebuilt: County Hall, the War Office, Kingsway, and Regent’s Street. They were typically single men, many, but by no means all, from Ireland, who led hand-to-mouth, itinerant lives. Even the few who brought families with them were constantly on the move, sleeping rough or in doss houses or refuges, trying to stay out of the workhouses. The men could earn better rates than agricultural workers, but were frequently paid in beer rather than cash for their back-breaking efforts; they had a reputation for fighting and, in many cases, a good reason to stay under-the-radar.

   Hand-inked architectural drawings by ‘T.H. Smith of Basinghall Street’ outlined the ambitious plans for the contractor, showing the front elevation of the building onto 30–34 Cheapside, and the side elevation onto 1–4 Friday Street, colour-coded in pastel pink and blue watercolour, scaled eight feet to an inch.

   These plans were the blueprint for transforming the nondescript warehouses and offices into a grand design, in a classic Edwardian style, with tiers of splendid box-bay windows framed by neoclassical columns and pediments, stacked floor over floor, separated by layers of decorative stone friezes, and a spine of curved bays at the corner, rising like a turret to a dome at the top. Stone letters across the second floor were to announce the new name of the building: WAKEFIELD HOUSE. The plans also accommodated a National and Provincial Bank premises on the ground floor, with large plate-glass windows and white-glazed-brick trim.

   Historically, the building had belonged to the Worshipful Company of Goldsmiths, the professional association of the jewellers who once occupied the area, but Leopold Rosenthal, acting for the City of London, had ordered that the building be gutted and remodelled to accommodate the business operations of Sir Charles Cheers Wakefield, and his patented ‘Castrol’ vehicle lubricants. Wakefield’s empire had expanded rapidly in tandem with the revolution in motorised automobiles and aeroplanes now leaving the old world behind in its exhaust. His secret sauce to help the Fast Set go faster was to add a dash of castor oil, making the lubricant the perfect consistency for new high-performance motors and making him wildly rich. Wakefield was rising to be the most important man in the City of London, holding every honour and position at one point or another, including Sheriff, and would soon be Lord Mayor. As well as being a high-ranking Freemason and educational philanthropist, he had helped the Guildhall, the City’s administrative heart, to build its own gallery. No expense was to be spared.

   The men who arrived for work on 18 June 1912 were not formally contracted, so there is no way to know how many there were of them or their names. The building firm Trollope & Colls ran similar-scale developments of the day, however, including the department store Debenhams & Co., and the Royal Insurance Company, built on nearby Lombard Street in 1912, and the surviving account books and ledgers tally those recruited by sub-contractors as ‘Excavator’, ‘Laborer’ and ‘General Laborer’, for ‘Digging and carting away for amount of contract’, totting up cost of the manpower along with any materials needed at the end of the week for each section. These men worked alongside large numbers of other tradesmen, including bricklayers, masons, carpenters, slaters, joiners, plasterers, founders, smiths, hot water and gas and electric light fitters, plumbers, zincworkers, painters and glazers.1

   The architect’s drawings featured cut-away sections of the internal workings of the building, showing the old walls and floor levels and locations of the new ones. One cut-away showed the design for the deepest level of the refit, the basement floor, which was to be lowered several feet across the entire site, as well as the location of the new footings, and the pits for the lift shafts. This drawing also pointed out the location of an ‘original vault’ located three steps down from the current floor level. There was no ‘X marks the spot’ on the plan, but there should have been.

   A small army of men would be needed over several weeks to dig out the basement floor to the required new deeper level. The men here this Tuesday were one of a relay of teams put to work on the complex task and each of them would be expected to excavate several tonnes of London clay per day.

   The detail assigned to dig out the deepest level of Wakefield House, perhaps five or six men, took their picks, shovels and barrows and entered the building, descending to the basement and then the three additional stairs to the ‘old vault’, a brick-lined cellar at the rear of the building, hidden behind Cheapside, backing on to a little enclosed yard known as Fountain Court.

   These men found a hot and airless space to set up in and could work only by the low light of paraffin oil lamps. This cellar belonged to the old tavern, the Black Moor’s Head, but no one in London remembered that name. They took their picks to the floor, a chalk surface, unusual given London was built on clay, imported to line the cellar floor at some point. They cut the tools into it. The vault hadn’t been touched for a very long time. On the first day of an excavation job they usually had to work through the rubbish dating back to when the Georges had been on the throne, getting it under their fingernails, but today they were starting work at a lower level.

   The new City constructions springing up in the building boom were higher and heavier and required deeper foundations than ever before, penetrating the clay right down to the Roman level for the first time. Some of the men had come from construction sites putting up blocks of lofty new ‘Mansion flats’ in place of houses, meeting demand for pieds-à-terre in desirable parts of town for types who would previously have turned their noses up at a flat. They were high density but luxe, usually with a lift. E.M. Forster’s novel Howards End, written just a couple of years earlier, articulated widespread anxiety about the encroaching buildings and gave the side-eye to the idea of these edifices as ‘progress’. The protagonists were the intellectual Schlegel sisters, due to lose their townhouse at ‘6 Wickham Place’ when the lease expired. It was to be pulled down and replaced by one of these blocks of Mansion flats, described in the novel as ‘expensive, with cavernous entrance halls, full of concierges and palms…as humanity piled itself higher and higher on the precious soil of London’. The first wave of development was already casting a shadow into the Schlegels’ elegant drawing room. ‘Wickham Place’ was a fictional address but was presumably meant to be Marylebone, where Forster grew up, his childhood home demolished to make way for Marylebone station.

   The men down in the old vault had no stake in the property market but many will have worked under Marylebone and had practice breaking through virgin Stuart and Tudor layers, and beyond, to make holes deep enough for the lift pits with their iron counterweights, finding each stratum undisturbed for centuries.

   They hacked on down into the familiar stiff blue-grey London clay beneath, the perfect firm support for the new footings of the City, soon perspiring heavily, their heavy boots scratching. Dust and sweat stung their eyes and noses and caught in their mouths as they chopped the chalk-and-clay mixture and shovelled it onto barrows to be pushed up temporary wooden ramps to the street. They were hardened to long days of work in the semi-dark, only occasionally catching the white of an eye, or exchanging a brief word or joke. With a daily quota to meet they did not let up on the blinding, dehydrating effort. Once out, they would apply themselves just as diligently to downing beer in superhuman quantities to make up the fluids.

   On the clock, they necessarily measured history by the barrowful but kept half an eye out for items of any value.

   The digs were by hand, each portion of earth sifted, so finds could be easily spotted, and carefully removed, the land still innocent of mechanised diggers that would smash efficiently, indiscriminately through everything in their way, with the spoil, including any valuables, destined for a quiet life dumped in the marshes at Erith.

   As it expands, wet clay will envelop whatever is left in it, and then shrinks as it dries, vacuum packing all in heavy, oxygenless ground. Sometimes one of the men would come across a piece of crockery packed into a void within an old rubbish pile or a well, or an occasional jug, hundreds of years old, startlingly intact, as if irritably tossed out yesterday for the hairline crack that rendered it useless to a cook. Each layer revealed the previous fashion in roof tiles, or the preferred stones for roads, or pot decorations, and a distinctive smell, mustier as you got deeper down and closer to the water table, and the rubbish dumps got older. On the way down, the men would pocket anything that might be worth a second look.

   They continued stabbing their shovels and picks into the floor, loading up the barrows. There were many to fill and a long way down to go before knocking off.

   Then, at an unspecified hour, one of the workmen cut his pick into ground with an unusual consistency. With its next bite, the metal point hit something hard. This jarring surprise demanded attention, and then a moment’s pause to check. It was the same shudder felt by the field worker, with a new motorised plough in Mildenhall, who, digging down twelve inches to sow beets, heard the wooden peg safety-catch holding the plough to the tractor snap.2

   The low paraffin lamp-light made it difficult to see what the pick had struck. The workman in question managed to identify splinters of wood as the byproduct of his effort. He hacked away at more of the floor, turning up more splinters. On inspection, the wood appeared to be the rotten timber of an old box.

   Lifting what was left of the box, solid objects, a mixture of shapes, mostly small in size – what appears to be jewellery – comes tumbling out. Many other pieces are loose inside the soil filling the box and threaten to fall out through its decayed sides. The men working either side of him notice his rhythm break and his demeanour change, and offer assistance (or perhaps unwanted attention). Another man will remember the container as a bucket rather than a box, containing what he initially thinks is a collection of beads.3 They chop more and more treasures free of the chalky clay.

   It’s a confused scene, hands and the objects they hold caked in the same clay, with some bright corners sticking out, and stray loops of gold chains separated from the remains of the container; flashes of metal and colour in the cloying dirt, the men gasping up the last of the fetid air with quickened breaths: not much to go around. No one is in charge of the drama unfolding under the street. As the men try to understand what they have unearthed, it is impossible to have a clear sense who has what, and what might still be on, or even in, the floor. More lumps of clay and splinters of wood fall away from more treasures as they remove them.

   The box or bucket – another of the witnesses will claim it was fitted with trays – contains about 150 pieces of jewellery (others will put higher figures on it: 250, 340, right up to the breathless estimate of nearly 500 pieces). These men will remain anonymous, but they are key players – one of them is the finder, tied forever to a rare archaeological marker in time, a historical waypoint, linking the past to the future.

   Here, in the bowels of the City, is treasure, hidden undisturbed for almost 300 years. Like the Anglo-Saxon burial ship found at Sutton Hoo in Suffolk, or the contents of Tutankhamun’s tomb, the ‘Cheapside Hoard’ will take its place as the most significant find of its kind in the twentieth century. The treasure will be feted as the greatest collection of Tudor and Stuart gems and jewels ever uncovered and an icon of a golden age of archaeology.

   The men scrabble for a hexagonal pocket watch with a faceted fold-down lid and lift it out of its cellar-floor burial, still hiding its true green brilliance behind a thick coating of clay and dust. They also deliver from the earth a pendant in the form of a luxuriant ‘bunch of grapes’, the ripe purple of the amethysts matted by the grey dirt. Trapped inside a clod is a perfume bottle – pomander – on a gold chain, its few exposed corners encrusted with brightly coloured gems, as though a little girl has excitedly gummed them on for a costume party. And a curvaceous salamander, streaked with clay but set with emeralds and diamonds that manage to wink through the dust.

   The men have found, and opened, a treasure chest. It’s the stuff of boyhood dreams, of bedtime stories and myths, of King Solomon’s Mines, of Treasure Island. Heart-halting possibilities open up to them. They are the pirates in Robert Louis Stevenson’s ripping adventure whose ‘eyes burned in their heads…their whole soul…bound up in that fortune, that whole lifetime of extravagance and pleasure, that lay waiting there for each of them.’4 Or Jim Hawkins, who ‘in a far corner, only duskily flickered over by the blaze…beheld great heaps of coins and quadrilaterals built of bars of gold.’ They are H. Rider Haggard’s adventurer Allan Quatermain, the British-Zulu War veteran and his aristocratic companions, finding Solomon’s fabled treasure deep inside a rock somewhere in the unexplored African interior, in a chamber ‘not more than ten feet square’, with an excitement so intense it made them ‘tremble and shake’. ‘[A] silvery sheen which dazzled us’, opening ‘a score of wooden boxes’ (much like the boxes in the Cheapside cellar), ‘the lid rendered rotten by time even in that dry place’, filled with ‘gold pieces in a shape none of us had seen before, and with what looked like Hebrew characters stamped upon them’. Do they congratulate each other, like Quatermain and his chum?

   ‘We are the richest men in the whole world,’ I said, ‘Monte Christo was a fool to us.’

   ‘We shall flood the markets with diamonds,’ said Good.5

   What is the treasure worth and what does it mean? The men are faced with a dilemma that will not wait patiently for a decision. Gems and jewels are hard currency, and stones can line an empty pocket and protect you from life’s storms. Ancient gemstones are portable wealth: carried on your person, sewn into a jacket lining to smuggle a leverageable asset across a border, traded, pawned, or hidden in a pocket or under floorboards for a rainy day or as an insurance policy, or – in extremis – to buy a life. Jewellery, for people with no access to banks, is the primary means of moving money through the world and down through generations. The short window to pocket something to sell, or for a mother or sweetheart, will shortly close, and they have to act fast and decide if they can get away with it.

   Some of the items the men hold on to are not the most obviously valuable. They pick out and dust off palmfuls of unshowy semi-precious gemstones, set into simple rings. Beneath the soil these tiny discs of earthy browns, reds and oranges, like medicinal boiled sweets, are engraved with scenes from classical myth. There are scores of these, loose without any setting. The men prise out other modest pieces, featuring pictures of Christian icons, like a simple finger ring sporting a picture of good old St George. A lot of what they have found is not sparkly or spectacular, but these pieces have been carefully buried too. The modern Edwardian workmen understand the promises made by ten-a-penny gems like these. They offer alternative kinds of insurance, dealing in the currency of superstition.

   The excitement of a great treasure ‘reveal’, whether in history or fiction, is all too often overtaken by feelings of dread, and doubts and fears stir in the minds of the labourers under Cheapside, not least over the very real risk of arrest and imprisonment if they take anything off site without telling their employers. As Quatermain and his men entered King Solomon’s treasure chamber, they noticed ‘a feeling of sacrilege – breaking the seals that fastened them’ and while they were crowing over their splendid fortune their malevolent old guide triggered a mechanism, dropping a stone portcullis across the only exit and trapping them inside, without food or water, to face certain death. She mocks them: ‘There are the white stones that ye love, white men, as many as ye will, take them, run them through your fingers, eat of them, he! he!, drink of them ha! ha!’

   The discovery of the stash in Treasure Island is likewise tainted by foreboding. Just as Long John Silver and his fellow buccaneers are about to claim their reward, they hear their dead captain, in a thin, high trembling voice, singing ‘Fifteen men on the dead man’s chest, yo-ho-ho, and a bottle of rum!’ then, faces draining of colour, catch his last words – ‘Fetch aft the rum, Darby.’ It’s a trick by their rivals, exploiting a pirate’s fear of vengeful spirits, but they believe they have awakened Captain Flint’s ghost and, overcome by panic and dread, begin to pray.6

   The men under Cheapside will have wanted out of the hot underground vault, for some fresh air if nothing else, but there were hard choices to game out. The record doesn’t show how the men decided their next steps, if they hissed and whispered plans together, if they argued, and if so how bitterly, whether it came to threats or blows (and they were famous for bloody vicious brawls, shattered jaws and black eyes) or if someone had decided it was every man for himself and split before the others realised, but, by the end of the day, at least two factions formed, and one took charge of the majority of the find.

   The two men carrying the bulk of the treasures hid the pregnant lumps of clay and the loose gems and jewels in any bags and handkerchiefs available to them, slung them over their shoulders, or tucked them inside jackets and, when it was time to knock off, lugged them up the stairs, looking out to avoid the foreman. Successful, they then continued nonchalantly out of the building site, into the dirty midsummer light, the sky laced with smoke, gas and horseshit, rattled by the motorised buses. They did their best to behave as they would on an ordinary day after many hours grafting: returned their tools for the day, complained of thirst and of the need for beer, pulled on their flat caps and walked slowly away, whistling.

   They knew who they would take them to.

   These men would be common thieves if they were intercepted carrying what was, ostensibly, stolen property. They would be dragged straight through the courthouse to gaol. The police would not care to know the details about their contact in the trade.

   They set off for Wandsworth, an industrial suburb to the south-west of town, nearly seven miles from Cheapside as the crow flies. Seven miles would take too long to walk. The number 22 omnibus could take them from Bank station to Putney Bridge via Piccadilly Circus, skirting Hyde Park, although omnibuses, as a monopoly private company, were not obliged to subsidise workmen’s fares as the trams and the underground were. The City and South London Railway offered a route underground from the station at King William Street, just north of London Bridge, all the way to Clapham Common. This option would mean sharing ‘padded cells’, small carriages necessitated by the depth of the tunnel, but the tickets were cheap and their heavy and precious cargo would be out of the daylight. They must draw as little attention as possible from the crowds that would contain law enforcers on the beat.

   One or two of the workmen set off west, towards Great Portland Street, near Oxford Circus, with a small bag of clay-smeared treasures. As these men navigated the cobbled streets of Covent Garden with their swag secreted under their jackets, they passed the West End theatres, where crowds of late Edwardians were assembling to watch spectacular Shakespearean productions, stories of kingship, church and state, play out with new-fangled electrical special effects. Outside other theatres audiences queued to see their own drawing-room dilemmas under the spotlights. The sun did not set on the empire and, for the well-off, over a decade of peace at home had allowed more time and money for this golden age of theatre. These labourers didn’t go to the theatre, they were on their way to make a sale and had to be sure not to give anyone a cause to search them.

   Making their way to Great Portland Street with their treasures, the workmen could not avoid signs of a darker, grubbier, bloodier 1912 behind the scenes.7 An increased police presence evidenced the City’s law and order crisis. The West End tailors’ premises had reopened for business but it had been a year broken up by unionised strikes and violent protests against cripplingly low wages. These high-end outfitters providing the highest class of work to the well-to-do had won better rates and conditions only once their Jewish counterparts, doing piecework in the Whitechapel sweatshops, had joined the strike, but it had been an acrimonious process. The solidarity from the East Enders had been hard-won, following accusations they were undercutting and undermining the action. The numerous officers on the street corners remained hypervigilant, sensing the peace wouldn’t hold. A country rich on the spoils of the colonies was ceding economic supremacy to America and Germany on the world stage. The poor, promised a share of the spoils by the new Liberal government, had grown tired of waiting.

   Anxious proprietors guarded Liberty & Co. and the other high-profile West End shops against another threat. On 1 March 150 women had smashed windows simultaneously in a coordinated protest at the government’s refusal to include women in the Reform Bill. One of their hammers had been inscribed with the line ‘Better broken windows than broken promises’. Firms were working together to counter the ongoing attacks and prevent further loss of trade and damage to their brand-new electric lighting systems. Harrod’s Stores, Harvey Nichols & Co. on Knightsbridge, and the shop managers along King’s Road were likewise manning the entrances, on high alert.

   The two men with the lion’s share of the Cheapside treasure reached Clapham Common. They dragged with them bags of heavy contraband, more humped over their shoulder, an operation harder to conceal above ground. As they walked the last mile towards West Hill, they passed the lit-up arched doorways of several new cinemas: there were now twenty-seven screens in Wandsworth alone, offering escape from the City and its tensions. The Biograph was showing Life on the Oxo Cattle Farms and a film about the Titanic, a benefit for the victims and survivors of the disaster. With our British King and Queen Through India was screening at the Globe on Lavender Hill, a documentary on national release presenting the celebrations of the recent Coronation, and the ceremony proclaiming George V and Queen Consort Mary of Teck as the Emperor and Empress of India at the event known as ‘the Delhi Durbar’. This last one had proved popular with audiences due to the vivid hues of Kinemacolor. In it, the king and queen performed their dominion over the empire, in a visual feast of iconography to match the all-powerful Tudors, enthroned on a high platform under a canopy, King George V wearing ermine robes and the Imperial Crown of India. Next to him Queen Mary wore the ‘Delhi Durbar’ tiara, commissioned specially for the event, on top of her tall, furrowed coiffure. The headpiece was mounted with ‘the Cambridge Emeralds’ – family jewels retrieved from her brother’s mistress, Nellie. These ten emerald drops were set in little points around the top of the tiara’s dizzying scaffolding, above diamond festoons and more drops of platinum. Underneath the crown, Mary brought a solidness to her expression, a defiantly huffy upper lip that she bequeathed to her granddaughter, Elizabeth II. This was a nation in thrall to the romance and nostalgia of the fabulous theatre of empire. The men venturing through South London that June afternoon had their own treasures stuffed into bags and handkerchiefs, still covered in the matter of the underground City; they pressed on to their destination.

   The village of Wandsworth was a landscape dominated by the gasworks. Thanks to high demand, the Wandsworth Gas Company had expanded all along the river frontage on the Wandle. Wandsworth gas was now the cheapest in London, the coal arriving at the wharves where it was heated, releasing gas then stored in large tanks. A national coal strike had just finished, a minimum wage won for the miners, and production restarted. Next to the gasworks, the centuries-old Ram brewery and a vast corn mill were also water-hungry and well positioned on the river. Other ‘noxious trades’ hazed the air with punchy smells and glass-smudging emissions, producing glue, soap and candles, and they had driven the rich away. The Huguenot burial ground was the only remaining evidence of the French Protestant refugees who were once in Wandsworth, skilled in hat and dressmaking, working in the textile mills, the last trace of their work a local reputation for great hats.

   As it was nearly six in the evening, the two workmen were swept up in thickening commuter crowds trudging back up West Hill. They had traced the route many times or they might have missed the small and crowded window, packed inside a busy run including a greengrocer, a tobacconist, a dyer and a portrait photographer. George Fabian Lawrence’s establishment occupied the ground floor of a dreary Victorian building in dirty-cream London stock brick; above it, a two-storey flat, the same arrangement as all the neighbours in the terrace, the casement sash windows stained with factory air. Looking into the display at 7 West Hill, behind the glass, they were faced with what the intrepid newspaper columnist H.V. Morton, called ‘the strangest shop in London’.

   Dickens would have loved it; an Old Curiosity Shop. Inside the top right window sat a sign on a card in a dashing art-nouveau font of asymmetric lines, dots and organic swoops, which read: ‘– Lawrence – Antiquary’. Calling yourself an ‘antiquary’ was old-fashioned by 1912.

   The shop offered a diversion from the day’s reality – a spectacle more immersive than any cinema screen. Fixed onto a bracket over the door, by way of a sign, stood an ancient weather-beaten Ka figure from an Egyptian tomb, worn and split by London wind and rain which had taken the paint off years ago. It was from another age altogether. The Ka – a hieroglyph of two upraised arms at either end of a flat base, an open ‘U’ shape – was the life force, or spiritual double, of a person, and could reside in a statue after death. An Ancient Egyptian would once have placed the figure above a tomb as a guardian to ward off the spirits of evil but now, improbably, it was here, in a dusty and suburban business district of South London, protecting a little shop. Everything it surveyed was positively nouveau.

   The display blocked a clear view of the inside of the shop. The window was packed full of stock, neatly arranged, with price tags written in longhand, all ridiculously cheap, ranging in age from neolithic flints to Roman pots and Elizabethan shoes found in the clay of London, along with pretty things which girls had worn in their ears when the Stuarts were on the throne. The owner evidently had little commercial sense. He was beckoning the amateur archaeologist, school children or their teachers, his core clientele. Anyone who, for half an hour, wanted to leave 1912 for another century, even another millennium.

   The past was for sale here. Countless noses had pressed against this glass and steamed up the untidy cross-section of the history of London, and the world. An astounding jumble filled the shoeboxes and glass cabinets: Ancient Egyptian bowls lay next to Tudor pots containing Saxon brooches; a selection of Ancient Egyptian beads and amulets, Queen Anne footwear for all ages, clay lamps, the stony face of a Roman general; an Egyptian mummy eyeballed you from the recess at the back. There were leather sandals that had charged the cobblestones of London when Boudicca was on the warpath, a mummy’s shrunken black hand – like a bird’s claw. The journalist H.V. Morton, a regular visitor to the shop, recalled it was as if some ‘mighty gale of time’ had been blowing into the little room in Wandsworth: ‘all sorts of litter; gusts from Nineveh, Babylon, Thebes, the Aegean, Cyprus, Crete, Rome and Byzantium.’ When he first clapped eyes on the place, ‘it seemed’, he said, finding an even more tempestuous analogy, ‘a great tidal wave, beginning when Ancient Egypt was in its prime, passing over the ruins of Ancient Greece and Rome and ending in the reign of the third George…washed up into this shop the bits and pieces of centuries.’8

   There was, as all visitors had to agree, no other shop in London like it.9

   The men had come to the man they called ‘Stony Jack’, a what-it-says-on-the-tin moniker for someone who gives good money for any old stone, brick end or scrap of iron. No visitor to ‘Stony Jack’ went away empty-handed. They trusted him, unlike his rival ‘Old Sixpenny’ (read: tightwad) at the Guildhall. If a find turned out to be more valuable than he originally thought, Stony Jack would track you down and make up the difference.10, 11 He would shout you a drink or offer you a few coins even if it wasn’t good enough for the museums.

   The navvies had brought him things before, but today they had a shock to deliver. They pushed open the shop door, triggering the bell, and stepped into the gothic fog that greeted all visitors, thanks to the proprietor’s chronic tobacco habit, looking for the source of the smoke.

  

 
  
   
‌Chapter II

   The Jewels Make an Entrance

   6 p.m., 18 June 1912

   The only first-hand account we have of the arrival of the jewels at George Fabian Lawrence’s premises, apart from Lawrence’s own, is that of the most famous (and notorious) journalist and travel writer of his era, H.V. Morton. Morton never let the truth ruin a good story. But even making allowances for baroque levels of poetic licence, his is an account of the event from a person who was close to it, and it went something like this:

   ‘I was with him’,1 writes Morton, when ‘the most sensational event took place’ one night ‘a few years before the war’. Workmen, two navvies, entered George Fabian Lawrence’s shop ‘with bulging pockets and something wrapped in a spotted handkerchief’.2

   The source of the cigar smoke, G.F. Lawrence, fifty-one years old, steps forward from behind his shop counter, with the offending stub clamped between his teeth. ‘Whenever I hear people say that Dickens overdrew and exaggerated his characters’, Morton mused, ‘I think of Lawrence. He might have been created by Dickens.’

   He’s dressed in the proper uniform of a respectable man of his age, sporting a sober blue worsted wool suit with a stiff white collar and a black tie, peering behind steel spectacles with oiled-down grey hair and a neat moustache. ‘Small and square’, he has the appearance of a ‘genial frog’, an ordinariness taken to the point of absurdity. He’s the ‘essence of dull respectability’, a museum man through and through, but pointed cheekbones, an enigmatic smile and ‘the pink complexion of an infant’ give his face a friendly, elfin humour. Wincing from the powerful, slender cheroot always in the side of his mouth, he is prone to paroxysms of coughing. Morton remembered him as ‘victimised by asthma’ and addicted to ‘those rancid little squibs’,3 which do not help (neither, clearly, does having a tobacconist as a next-door neighbour).4

   He’s been waiting for years with a ‘Job-like patience’5 Morton admired, always with one eye to the door.

   He won’t have been expecting a visit from one of his workman recruits on a Tuesday. He has been at his desk at the London Museum in Kensington Palace, where he holds a senior position as inspector of excavations. The navvies come on Saturdays as a rule, when they can get their larger discoveries off the building sites and down to Wandsworth without being spotted by the supervisor, like Sherlock Holmes’s ‘Baker Street Irregulars’, the quick-witted street gang employed to gather facts undercover and report back to base. It must be something special for the men to risk it on a weekday.

   Lawrence is in acquisitions for the great London museums, buying showstopper pieces to build their world-class collections, and a private dealer in antiquities on the side. He has been a presence on London’s building sites for years, networking like a ‘latter-day Fagin’6 with his pockets full of half-crowns, introducing himself to the workmen, hoping to make them his agents underground and persuade them to bring him their best stuff. Any men interested in a side-hustle have been given rudimentary instruction in what to look out for, taking a few lessons in how to recognise, for example, fancy Roman tableware by its surface: a glossy red clay-slip glaze, impressed with designs. A glossy white tin glaze might be seventeenth or eighteenth-century, and a bright green colour likely medieval. Examples of this ‘Samian ware’7 sit on the counter, Lawrence’s painstakingly slow jigsaw puzzles, half-finished and waiting for the workmen to arrive with new pieces. His proudest acquisition of the year so far is a Roman wine jug, found in the mud at Southwark, inscribed with the earliest mention of the name of London: Londini Ad Fanum Isidis, presumably a votive offering at the London temple of Isis. He has London’s material in his careful hands all day long. It’s clear from their demeanour the men have brought something special today and their futures hang in the balance, awaiting his opinion.

   The navvies hand over a ‘heavy mass of clay’, as Morton remembered it, claiming to have found it ‘beneath a building in Cheapside’. It resembles an ‘iron football’, and they say there is ‘a lot more of it’.‌8

   Lawrence’s visitor and our witness, Henry Vollam Morton, is a tall young man with a small black dab of a moustache and a striped tie over the shoulder, and he joins Lawrence to investigate the delivery. This nineteen-year-old newspaper journalist will become Britain’s most popular travel writer between the wars. He has a shrewd-yet-amused take on the world; a long face and inquisitive brows raised under his Panama hat, reminiscent of Peter Sellers as Inspector Clouseau. In eleven years he will be at the opening of Tutankhamun’s tomb in Egypt, reporting the great reveal for the Express and audaciously bypassing The Times’s exclusive rights to claim his scoop.

   The handkerchief ‘spilt on the floor, many great lumps of caked earth. “We’ve struck a toyshop, I think, guvnor!”’ says one of the navvies as he indicates ‘various bright streaks in the earth’.9 Sticking in the clay are ‘gleams of gold’.10

   According to Morton, he and Lawrence rush upstairs to the bathroom in the family living quarters above the shop, the Lawrence family home of nearly twenty years, and turn the water onto the clay. Out fall pearl earrings and pendants and all kinds of ‘crumpled jewellery’. To their astonishment they see ‘tangled gold chains of Tudor design, engraved stones of the Stuart era; cameos, carbuncles, rings and amethysts cut in many a delicate shape fall from the moist soil’.11 ‘Imagine how I took that clay and washed it!’ Lawrence recalled.12

   Morton observes Lawrence’s delight, rinsing off the treasures one after another, their details emerging, wet facets catching the light of the gas jet releasing their colours, ‘his kind lovable face…wreathed in smiles’.13 He puffs and swells out his cheeks, a habit when concentrating, recognising the quality of the pieces at once. Nothing will ever be the same for him. He has long believed in treasure hidden from the Great Fire of London under the City (every schoolboy knows how Samuel Pepys buried his wine and cheese that fateful day) but Lawrence has never let go of his hunch there was more than just a high-end picnic stashed away down there.

   Lawrence and Morton’s is an unlikely friendship, but it has lasted. Lawrence’s marketing strategy of sending catalogues of his shop’s stock to provincial colleges was catnip to history-obsessed schoolboy Morton, who enjoyed catching a train down to London from the Midlands to spend Saturday afternoons rummaging. Like Lawrence, Morton has recently been promoted, in his case to assistant editor on the Birmingham Express and Gazette. He’s a cub of boundless appetite and ambition. It’s charm with a sell-by date, however, masking something that in time will curdle his reputation. It really is an extraordinary stroke of luck if he indeed is there to see the jewels arrive.

   Lawrence’s wife, Florence Emily, follows the commotion into the bathroom. A tall woman, a little older at fifty-four, standing proud and unbreakable in her photographic portraits, with her hair swept up in a loose, high bun. She hates being downstairs in the shop – the stock gives her the creeps – but the excitement is now contagious. Their daughter Ethel May, known as ‘May’, twenty-six and confined to her wheelchair upstairs much of the time, manoeuvres to the bathroom, with or without the help of her parents to push, taking her place at the sink. She joins in with the work, enthusiastically washing the treasure – there’s so much of it. No surviving photographs confirm May’s appearance, but young women of her age and class at home in 1912 wear their long hair swept half up into a loose bun, as their mothers did, with high-necked blouses and long skirts. (She will own gloves, a wide-brimmed hat and an umbrella for outings, but these items are likely gathering dust on the coat stand as they are rarely needed.)

   May soon takes the lead plucking objects from the lucky dip and washing them, assisted by her father. Some of the pieces are in an unfinished condition, many of the gems unset or with the cutting incomplete, pointing to this being the stock-in-trade of a City jeweller, and not a private collection. There are special mentions for exquisite scent bottles and brooches, a close examination of an emerald pocket watch cut from a single stone in a display of breathtaking technical bravado, a cameo portrait of Elizabeth I, part of a Communion set in crystal and gold with lots of beautifully cut stones, which Lawrence guesses was a vessel from a monastery collection broken up by Henry VIII. Here is a selection of polished brown and yellow ‘toadstones’, prehistoric fish teeth polished into decorative pieces.

   Lawrence is confident now in his first impression that the collection is for the most part sixteenth-century Elizabethan. There’s admiration for enamelled gold chains (the ‘enamel’ made from a paste of ground glass, fired at an extremely high temperature); loose emeralds, pale sapphires, amethysts and diamonds, ‘foiled’ pendants probably for earrings, with a thin layer of metal foil placed on the back of the stone to catch in the candlelight, allowing the ‘inner fires’ to burn fiercely, and a variety of rings set with both precious and semi-precious stones, some ancient intaglio (where the image is engraved into the gem) inside a sixteenth- or seventeenth-century setting.

   An antiquarian of Lawrence’s experience knows to use only water for the washing of the treasures. There have been horror stories of amateurs getting it wrong. When, for example, a blackened signet ring that likely belonged to William Shakespeare was unearthed in a field in Stratford-upon-Avon back in 1819, the discoverer – Mrs Martin, a local labourer’s wife – washed it in nitric acid. To the horror of the local historian who bought it, the precious patina had been lost, but the engraved initials ‘W.S.’ survived the assault. The letters were in reverse as it was a signet ring for a wax seal, and between the letters was entwined a ‘true lover’s knot’ of four loops, the one at the top in the shape of a heart. Antiquarians in Lawrence’s network are still looking for a document belonging to the Bard fixed with a matching wax seal to prove he was indeed the ‘W.S.’ referred to on this ring and it didn’t in fact belong to a ‘Walter Symonds’ or ‘Wallace Smythson’. Here in the Lawrence family sink are any number of rings, bearing various insignias and other clues to the names and faces of their owners.

   The washing continues, piece by piece. Within the hour, one of them pulls out another finger ring, splashes it with cold water, turns it in their hands, brushing off the clay, as per the system that’s up and running, but finds it an unusual shape compared to others. They wipe the ring’s large oblong stone clean, releasing the opalescent surface and revealing an image: it’s a cameo (the image carved in relief, proud on the stone) presenting the figure of St George on his horse, leaning to spear a dragon beneath. It’s plain compared to the rest of the Hoard, but bold in its simplicity, an icon of good defeating evil. St George has been a talisman of good luck and protection for soldiers riding into battle since the Crusades, when, in order to inspire his troops, Richard the Lionheart invoked ‘George’, the Christian martyr, whose faith was so strong he had stood up to the Romans. At Harfleur, Henry V bellowed his name – ‘God for Harry, England and Saint George’ – at the charge. He is the embodiment of Christian chivalry. It’s a highly distinctive piece on closer inspection: the gold band is intricately wrought. And there’s a simpler pleasure in it: a St George ring for George Fabian Lawrence, a ‘Snap!’ of names to raise a wry smile.

   St George is an old-fashioned figure in 1912, but he’s enjoying a bit of a revival. They can all hum phrases from Merrie England, a popular musical entertainment that has barely been off the stage since it opened in 1902, full of Tudor-style ballads and duets, a tale of love rivalries between Queen Elizabeth I, her courtiers and assorted maidens. At the denouement, one of Shakespeare’s actors stages a production of the legend of St George for Queen Elizabeth and Lord Essex, producing a ghost in the middle of the performance to warn her off her jealous revenge. She spares Raleigh and transfers her affections to Essex.

   St George is also appearing in Where the Rainbow Ends at the Savoy Theatre, a family show that opened the Christmas past, with music and special effects to rival Peter Pan, already so popular it’s just spawned a bestselling illustrated storybook. The fantasy adventure follows four children travelling to a magical land where they will be reunited with their parents, who were tragically lost in a shipwreck on their way back from India. The children summon St George out of semi-retirement to protect them from all manner of mythical foes, and he arrives in a stage-firework flash to steward them to their destination, sword aloft, dressed in a tunic and tights, a tabard with its red cross, a chain-mail hood, and medieval-style pointy-toed slippers.14

   A renewed interest in an Olde England character like St George is certainly not lost on Morton, soon to be famous for his nostalgic travelogues, a romanticised view of the country and its inhabitants narrated from behind the wheel of his two-seater bullnose Morris Minor; a world passing quickly into the rear-view mirror.

   The milky opal swims with its own ancient symbolism. To Edwardians, the gem now has a creeping reputation for bringing bad luck, but Lawrence is well versed enough in this corner of scholarship to tell his daughter that, for more than a thousand years, opals had been considered extra special among gems because they contained all the colours in one stone. An opal had been lucky then, associated with prophecy. It could bring money, even make you invisible (which is why it was associated with thieves). Queen Victoria loved them.

   Lawrence has seen enough. He makes his way down to where the workmen are still waiting nervously for his verdict on the value of the treasure, and their money.

   He first became acquainted with navvies while working at his father’s pawnbrokers, serving Victorian London, when it was standard for a workman to have a pawn ticket in his pocket, as often as not bearing a false name. In 1912, still casually employed, the navvies remain outside the remit of any welfare support, despite the Liberal government’s latest reforms, like the new National Insurance scheme, Labour Exchanges or old-age pensions, and they struggle to qualify for ‘sick club’ protection. The Royal Commission on the Poor Laws had hoped to redistribute the wealth built in the previous century, and the previous leader of the Liberal Party, Henry Campbell-Bannerman, imagined a Britain ‘less of a pleasure ground for the rich and more of a treasure house for the nation’, but, for the time being, connection to a pawnshop is still nothing less than a lifeline for many of these men.

   Stony Jack’s valuation this evening is of an entirely different order to any arranged over a pawnbroker’s counter. He won’t be offering a consolation beer or a half crown for the effort, and it won’t be a loan. He shakes on a deal, expressing gratitude beyond measure and buys most of the find from them in ready cash. Morton said he ‘remembered well’ Lawrence giving the ‘astounded’ navvies ‘something like one hundred each’ (equivalent to around £15,000 today) and ‘that he was told the men disappeared and were not seen again for months after that’. (There were already rumours that when a construction site in London shut down unexpectedly it was likely because Stony Jack’s archaeological apprentices had just been paid. When work restarted after a period of inactivity it was a sure sign the navvies had run out of money again and returned to work.) No one will offer an explanation for how the equivalent of £30,000 in cash could have been waiting in a drawer at the shop. More likely Morton skirted round this detail, and Lawrence arranged to cash a cheque, bankrolled by one of his aristocratic employers (there was a secret account for the London Museum at Child & Co. – ‘Child’s Bank’ – on Fleet Street, for precisely this sort of acquisition, containing a slush fund equivalent to several million pounds).

   H.V. Morton doesn’t say how long he himself stayed at the shop at 7 West Hill, but his reportage of the event stops when the navvies left the building, apparently with money stuffed in their pockets.

   I would like to say we are lucky to have a wordsmith like Morton to clear up what really happened that night in June 1912. But Morton almost certainly wasn’t there that evening. He gave himself away by writing numerous profiles of his long-time mentor G.F. Lawrence over the decades in the press, and in all but one of them he is a curious reporter interviewing Lawrence, ‘England’s King of Collectors’, about the biggest find of his career. Only in 1951, when he offered up a roving reporter’s eye on choice historical sites in the capital for his book In Search of London, did he put himself at the scene of ‘the most sensational event’ in Wandsworth in 1912 – by which point Lawrence was dead and unable to correct the record. Morton says in his autobiography that they went upstairs together to wash the jewels in the bathroom. Except there wasn’t a bathroom, just a toilet and a sink, quite a squeeze for let’s-call-it-200-odd pieces. In another Morton feature article, when he makes no mention of being there himself, Lawrence took the earth into his kitchen and washed it there, which sounds more likely.

   Morton couldn’t resist it. He wanted to stand in the Hoard’s mysterious light, just as he stood in the glow of Tutankhamun’s golden tomb, Panama hat at a dashing angle. Lawrence never once mentioned Morton being by his side for the arrival of the Hoard, despite talking about the event countless times to countless journalists (he was an enthusiastic spinner of a good story to the press). Morton stretched the credible limits of serendipity too far for us to believe he was there on the night, but he was close by for decades, and the men certainly knew each other well. Lawrence often chose to speak through Morton, using him as a mouthpiece in his public relations. Both were deliberately vague about when individual pieces arrived and in what order, preferring to spin a fairytale out of the day, and making themselves the ‘finders’, heroes in the origin story, even though neither had put a pick through any wooden boxes.

   Regardless of our unreliable narrators, we can be confident the first hefty batches of the treasures, comprising the largest share of the objects, did arrive at West Hill, and, at some point, all the visitors did depart, leaving just the Lawrence family and the jewels, upstairs in the flat.
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