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Prologue

There is no dark side of the moon really.
Matter of fact, it’s all dark.

Pink Floyd

T here’s a man called Thomas who sits on a bench, opposite my house, at the same time every day. Thomas owns a beautiful dog called Zero who has become best buddies with my two Labradors, Truman and Fitzgerald. As a consequence of this canine friendship, I’ve been rather forced into making regular small talk with a stranger, something that I normally try to avoid like the plague.

Thomas, I discovered, had recently moved to Cheltenham from Lincolnshire after he had fallen off the edge of a cliff.

It was quite the story.

He’d been taking Zero for a walk along the coast when a section of cliff suddenly collapsed, sending him tumbling down towards the sea.

Thomas managed to grab on to a branch and stop his fall, just before he went over a sheer drop that would have killed him. Zero managed to shuffle down to where Thomas lay, badly injured, and stayed with him for three hours until they were spotted by a passing rambler.

This, by the way, is why you should own a dog and not a cat. A cat would have just sauntered on, completely unperturbed and moved in, and on, with one of the three other owners that all cats secretly have.

Thomas wasn’t looking for sympathy. He was simply filling me in on how he’d ended up living in Cheltenham. He’d lost his house while in hospital and had now moved back to Gloucestershire, as it was where he’d grown up.

I liked Thomas. He was intelligent and well-travelled. Gradually, we started to have regular chats as our dogs chased squirrels and sniffed each other’s bottoms.

This was back in 2020. The US elections were fast approaching. We never discussed politics. I just assumed that we were on the same team. Then one day, I screwed up. I made the mistake of expressing my hope that Joe Biden would win the presidency. Surely America would rid itself of the disaster that, in my view, had been Donald Trump as president.

Big mistake.

Thomas turned a vivid colour of red. He appeared almost possessed. His voice changed as he started to unload on Biden, the Democratic Party, the Libtards . . .

I had clearly disturbed a rabid conservative. This in itself was no big deal. People have different views on politics. It’s good to talk, get out of our social media echo chambers.

Thomas hadn’t finished, however. He segued on to ranting about George Soros, Jews and a New World Order that secretly ran everything. The COVID-19 vaccine, he told me, was a tool used by lizard leaders to control our minds. Bill Gates was apparently behind it all. As he spoke, bits of white spittle started to settle on the edges of his lips. Bill Gates, Thomas said, was facing trial in India for killing thousands of street children during unauthorised vaccine experiments . . . Dumbfounded, I made my excuses and moved on. I was in shock. How could a seemingly kind and intelligent man with a lovely dog hold views like these? He appeared to have gone over not only a physical but a metaphorical cliff.

Obviously, I’d come across similar stuff online. My social media pages were boiling cesspits of strangeness, but I’d assumed that these were just random trolls. These were not people you’d ever actually meet in real life. The needle, it seemed, had shifted. There was more and more of this ‘alternative thinking’ about.

Every time you got talking to somebody, you couldn’t help wondering what terrible turmoil was fermenting inside their heads.

Thomas was certainly not the only person in Cheltenham, a poster-child town for conformity, to hold these views. In 2021, when walking my dogs in Pittville Park, I would keep spotting stickers placed on fences, trees, bollards. They were very amateur looking and very distinctive. They were all over the park and new ones appeared every day.

They were all on the same subject: COVID and the vaccine.


People who haven’t been sick all year

are willing to get sick from a shot

to feel protected from something

that hasn’t made them sick all year??



Said one.

The annual flu jab must have freaked them out. Another took the form of a dictionary definition:


anti-vaxxer

noun – informal

A person who trusts their own immune system

more than they trust pharmaceutical companies,

career politicians and the corporate media

(See also: critical thinker)



I’d looked up the definition of critical thinker, a term often bandied about by conspiracy theorists:


•   Open-mindedness.

•   Respecting evidence and reasoning.

•   Being able to consider different perspectives and points of view: in other words, having cognitive flexibility.

•   Not being stuck in one position.

•   Scepticism.

•   Clarity and precision.



The ‘respecting evidence and reasoning’ seemed to be a bit of a stretch in this case.

One day he (because I was sure it was a he) put up a sticker saying:


Wake up

The Pandemic is a hoax

The vax is a poison



That one really pissed me off.

That very day, I had a close friend in intensive care. He’d caught COVID, gone into hospital, and was now on a ventilator in a decidedly dicey situation. Thankfully, he pulled through, but it had been touch-and-go and he suffered from the after effects of long COVID for ages.

To claim that the pandemic was a hoax was the height of stupidity and, more importantly, dangerous. If somebody didn’t want to take the vaccine, that was both their choice and their right. But cranks like the sticker guy and high-profile online influencers were promulgating a disparate web of ill-informed, anti-science nonsense for clicks and giggles. This had led to vulnerable people being scared off listening to informed medical advice and not having the vaccine, often with fatal results.

So, I did my bit for the rational majority. I bought some blank stickers on which I wrote:


LEAKED CIA DOCUMENTS

REVEAL THAT

PANDEMIC DENIERS

HAVE MICRO PENISES.



I would carry them in my coat pocket and, every time I saw one of his stickers, I’d stick one of mine over the top of it.

It wasn’t big. It wasn’t clever. But it did make me feel better.

For three months, the phantom sticker guy and I played a daily game of sticker tag in which we would cover up each other’s stickers, sometimes twice a day.

Then, one day, he stopped. I never saw the stickers again. I always wondered who he was and what had happened to him. Sometimes, I wondered whether he had contracted COVID. Maybe he’d died. That would have been rough justice.

More likely he’d got a job in the GB News art department.

But how did we get here?

Most conspiracy theories used to be quite amusing. Did we land on the moon? Was there a Bigfoot? Was Elvis still alive and working in a chip shop? It was all fun and games. Then, suddenly, they weren’t so funny any more.

The new theories were no longer held just by cranks and weirdos. Now, they had infected the body politic. The actual president of the United States was urging people to inject themselves with bleach and retweeting crazed theories about kidnapped kids being kept in tunnels, their organs harvested to provide moisturising products for Hollywood celebrities.

In 2023, as part of my role as an ambassador for Save the Children, I posted an appeal on Facebook for donations to the DEC appeal following the tragic earthquake in Turkey and Syria.

A man called Robert Carpenter was quick to reply.

‘Hmm I wonder who caused that?’ wrote Robert, adding an American flag and a puzzled emoji to imply that he suspected America to be behind the earthquake.

‘You wonder who caused the earthquake?’ I replied, dumbfounded.

‘Tesla invented the earthquake machine over a hundred years ago and it was confiscated by the CIA and the FBI, I’m thinking they tried it out a few times,’ Mr Carpenter snapped right back.

There was nowhere to go with this. How could you even reason with stuff like this? I checked the profile info. He was a British economic migrant living in Spain who was anti-vax, anti-trans and a big fan of Jeremy Clarkson. BINGO. It was a Full House.

Somebody told me to google ‘HAARP’. I did.

HAARP stands for High-frequency Auroral Research Program, an ionospheric research project at the University of Alaska. HAARP was supposedly capable of unleashing earthquakes. According to one conspiracy theorist, the earthquake was a ‘punitive operation by NATO or the US against Turkey as it was becoming a thorn in the neck regarding Russia’.

It was nonsense, of course.

David Malaspina, a research scientist at the Laboratory for Atmospheric and Space Physics at the University of Colorado, told Reuters that HAARP’s radio waves were similar to a strong AM radio broadcast station, and that ‘there is no known mechanism by which an AM radio broadcast can cause an earthquake’. He said that these kinds of radio waves penetrated less than 1 centimetre into the ground, while earthquakes were obviously much deeper. ‘The 2023 earthquake in Turkey, for instance, originated seventeen kilometres below the surface of the earth.’

But if you were conspiracy disposed, then you were not going to believe him or any expert that didn’t validate your theories. As Michael Gove, an actual British Cabinet minister, once famously said, ‘I think the people in this country have had enough of experts.’

To me, it was this – this strange new world of ‘alternative facts’ – that was the truly deadly virus that faced us in the years to come. Who needed experts when we were now our own experts? Who needed facts when we could select or fabricate our own?

9/11 seemed to be a significant catalyst. When people started claiming that it was all staged and that the victims were crisis actors, the groundwork was being set for snake-oil salesmen like Alex Jones, of InfoWars fame, to rake in the money. This, remember, was a man claiming that frogs were being turned gay by chemicals in tap water . . .

Maybe it had something to do with online interconnectivity? Every village had always had an idiot. The problem was that they could now all contact each other.

But why write a book on all this? After all, I’m not one to unquestioningly listen to authority. I have always been a contrarian who loves an argument and hates being told what to do.

I even have a rather disturbing personal connection to conspiracy theories.

In 1860 a certain Maurice Joly, a Parisian lawyer, wrote a book called Dialogues in Hell: Conversations between Machiavelli and Montesquieu. It was an allegorical satire of Emperor Napoleon III, a sensitive soul who had banned all direct criticism of himself.

So far, so literature.

The problem was that two-fifths of The Protocols of the Elders of Zion, an infamous and entirely fabricated antisemitic text, purporting to describe a Jewish plan for global domination, appeared to have been lifted verbatim from Maurice Joly’s book.

The Protocols were supposed to have been taken verbatim from an international Zionist conference held at the turn of the twentieth century. The fact that Maurice Joly’s book was written in 1860 clearly invalidated the whole document.

This, however, had not stopped them from being used by cynical and gullible people as an insidious antisemitic weapon.

Perhaps it was this innocent connection to a distant relative’s part in this most enduring of conspiracies that made me so concerned by them.

I grew up in the Middle East. There was possibly nowhere, save in the dark recesses of the internet, where conspiracy theories were so freely promulgated. Locals were obsessed with the ‘Hidden Hand’, an unseen force that shaped Middle Eastern affairs. There was a constant feeling that outside forces were conspiring to do bad things to good people.

The vast majority of these conspiracy theories were totally ridiculous, but not all of them. There has been a long and well-documented history of foreign powers interfering with the internal politics of Arab nations.

And this seemed to be the problem. There were kernels of truth in most conspiracy theories. People that believed in UFOs could point you to evidence of, frankly understandable, military cover-ups. But if they had lied about those, then they must be lying about the existence of alien craft, right?

The existence of the occasional real conspiracy was camouflaged by the preponderance of insane, wacky conspiracy theories. Some conspiracy theorists even claimed that this in itself was a conspiracy: class them all as tin-foil-hat-wearing weirdos to hide the real truth.

I’d written a book, Scary Monsters, in which I travelled the world in search of mythical beasts such as the Yeti and Bigfoot, less as a believer and more as a curious observer. I’d also touched upon conspiracies in my book The Dark Tourist, when, as part of my American assassination vacation, I’d visited Dallas.

Back in 2008, as I wandered around Dealey Plaza, I came to a walkway, just below the infamous ‘grassy knoll’, where a veritable mini-market of conspiracy theorists had set up stalls peddling books and videos that championed their various theories. Kennedy had been killed by the Mob, the Russians, the Cubans, Marilyn Monroe, the Muppets . . .

The thing that had struck me the most, at the time, was just how impossible it was to argue with them. They had all the facts at their fingertips. They were so certain of everything.

I’ve never really been certain of anything in my life, except for my suspicion of people who were certain of things.

In his book Suspicious Minds: Why We Believe Conspiracy Theories, Rob Brotherton, a psychology professor at Goldsmiths, wrote:


Conspiracy theories postulate a black-and-white world in which good is struggling against evil. The general public is cast as the victim of organised persecution, and the motives of the alleged conspirators often verge on pure maniacal evil. At the very least, the conspirators are said to have an almost inhuman disregard for the basic liberty and well-being of the general population. More grandiose conspiracy theories portray the conspirators as being Evil Incarnate: of having caused all the ills from which we suffer, committing abominable acts of unthinkable cruelty on a routine basis, and striving ultimately to subvert or destroy everything we hold dear.



This was probably why I found it rather difficult to get on with conspiracy theorists. Despite being a recovering goth, I was generally a glass-half-full kind of guy. I liked to see the good in most people.

I decided that I needed to get back out there. I needed to go IRL. I needed to travel through this strange new world as a wide-eyed voyager, eager to take in all the sights.

I was going more as an onlooker as opposed to a judge. There was very little point in making too many judgements. If I did, they would only be disputed by the very people I was going to meet on my travels. I would be accused of ‘being part of the whole thing’. I would be called a ‘shill’ in the pay of the baddies.

I only wished somebody could tell me who to invoice.

There would undoubtedly be more questions than answers by the time I’d finished. But I didn’t care. I wanted to travel to the edges of the flat earth. I wanted to drive across America looking for UFOs and secret tunnels. I wanted to meet QAnoners. I wanted to see if Finland really existed.

I wanted to see it all. I was off on another set of adventures. I was off to make polite conversation with Thomases all over the world.

I was a conspiracy tourist.
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