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foreword

Eighty years ago, to the very day that this introduction is being written, American aviator Amelia Earhart disappeared somewhere over the Pacific Ocean. No one knows what happened to her, but boy do we have some awesome theories: she was captured by the Japanese and spent the entire Second World War broadcasting propaganda over the radio under the name ‘Tokyo Rose’; she was abducted by aliens; or perhaps, as the book Amelia Earhart Lives (1970) insists, she anonymously returned to the US and lived out her life as a suburban housewife named Irene Bolam.

Of course, no one has accepted any of these theories as fact – especially Irene Bolam, who was furious about it – and so the mystery endures. To this exact day in fact – 2 July 2017 – when, over 9,000 miles from where I’m sat typing these words, a pack of four bone-sniffing dogs are wandering around the tiny island of Nikumararo, hunting for her remains.

These highly trained border collies, which can sniff out burial sites that date back as far as 1,500 years up to nine feet underground, are the latest bright idea of an obsessed team who, over the last three decades, have led 12 similar missions attempting to locate the missing pilot.

Why the need for dogs that can smell as far down as a nine feet, you ask? Because this time around they’re investigating a new theory: that Earhart survived the crash and lived on Nikumararo as a castaway, but then met her death by giant killer coconut crabs, who ate her, stole her bones and then hid them in their underground burrows. That’s an actual theory.

Why are we still fascinated by Amelia Earhart? For some, it’s the sheer mystery of it all. For others, it’s the need to solve a case. Just like crime writer Patricia Cornwell, who became so convinced of her theory, that Jack the Ripper was the painter Walter Sickert, that she has spent more than $6 million buying up his paintings to prove it (even reportedly shredding two of them in search of clues). Or ex-footballer Gary Lineker, who revealed in January 2017 that he’s been quietly trying to work out why every month, for the last 20 years, someone has been sending him a single sheet of used toilet paper in the post.

Even Sir Edmund Hillary, who definitely had more important things to do at the time, revealed that upon reaching the summit of Mount Everest, he couldn’t help but look for signs that George Mallory and Andrew Irvine had got there before him. According to Mallory’s daughter, her father was carrying a photo of his wife with him, which he was going to leave on the summit. Sadly, Hillary found no photo, nor did he find any other evidence.

So far, none of the above-mentioned mysteries – Earhart, Ripper, Mallory, that weird toilet paper guy – have been solved. Should we give up on them? Never. In 1999, an expedition was launched to search for Mallory and Irvine’s camera on Everest. Had they reached the summit, the camera might contain a photo of them doing so. Within two hours, the team stumbled on something completely unexpected: the body of a man on whose shirt was a name tag that read ‘G. Leigh Mallory’, his body eerily preserved by nature’s freezer. On the body, they found Mallory’s personal belongings, still in perfect condition some 75 years on – his knife, still in its leather casing; a pair of snow goggles, unbroken; and his brass altimeter. It was an astonishing discovery. The one thing they didn’t find though, rather devastatingly, was his camera.

Amelia Earhart and George Mallory are not included as stories in The Mysterium. And for good reason – they are far too well documented, and are much better served up as an appetizer ahead of what you are about to read. What David and Jo have so brilliantly done with this tome, is they’ve forced open a gap in that bookshelf labelled ‘mystery’ and wedged in something original and different to remind us of all the many new mysteries out there worthy of our eagle-eyed attention. There is more to be marvelled at than just Bigfoot and Roswell.

If you’re anything like me, by the time you finish reading this book you will know the rules to a potentially fatal, dimension-shifting elevator game – daring yourself to play it; you will undoubtedly find yourself with ears poised listening out for that unexplainable Earthly ‘hum’; you will be sitting with eyes glued to your computer waiting in anticipation for the appearance of the next mysterious Cicada 3301 puzzle; and you’ll watch in fascination at the evolution of the terrifying Slenderman as his mythology grows and grows.

So go now and get stuck into the world of The Mysterium, soak up all the stories, ponder all the clues, start making your own new connections and – if you can – put those ideas out into the world for others to chew on. Time may pass, landscapes may change, evidence may erode, but as long as there is someone out there who, 80 years down the road, is still willing to say ‘What about using bone-sniffing dogs?’, these stories are kept alive.

We may never know the answer to any of these strange tales. Perhaps what really matters is that we never stop getting that tingle down our spine when we discover a new enigma or another twist in an enduring mystery – such as the fact that another thing they didn’t find on Mallory’s body, that day in 1999, was the picture of his wife. DS

 


Dan Schreiber is a comedian, host of the No Such Thing As A Fish podcast, and creator and founding producer of the BBC Radio 4 series The Museum of Curiosity.
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introduction


‘There is a theory which states that if ever anyone discovers exactly what the Universe is for and why it is here, it will instantly disappear and be replaced by something even more bizarre and inexplicable. There is another theory which states that this has already happened.’

Douglas Adams, The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy (1979)



In 2015, Guinness World Record holder, Steve Feltham, hung up his binoculars and headed home. For 24 years, living in a loch-side caravan in Scotland, he had waited for a sighting of the Loch Ness Monster until reaching the inevitable conclusion that it was, in all likelihood, a catfish.

Nowadays, many of us feel nostalgic for a more innocent age when we poured over compendiums of ‘the unexplained’. One firm favourite was the Reader’s Digest Mysteries of the Unexplained: How Ordinary Men and Women Have Experienced the Strange, the Uncanny and the Incredible (1985). Their ‘endless search for answers’ immersed us in fantastical tales of prophesy and atmospheric oddities, and blurry photos of Nessie, Big Foot and flying saucers. But while a lack of credible proof in our digital age casts doubt over such stories, the universe is as mysterious to us now as it was for our predecessors.

Where we once struggled to understand such phenomena as lightning, eclipses or phases of the moon, now we have to wrestle with the baffling behaviour of subatomic particles or our inability to ‘find’ 85 per cent of the known universe, known as dark matter. While science remains our greatest means by which to examine the world around us, the very tool essential to interpreting its discoveries remains the greatest mystery of all – consciousness. Can we really understand the universe when we can’t understand ourselves?

Where ancient mysteries used to take root and grow organically, passed down through generations through storytelling, now we are globally connected. Far from debunking the unknown, the internet has become a breeding ground for new enigmas. Technology gives mystery renewed strength; stories escalate quickly. One of the most disturbing examples of this is Slenderman (Chapter Two). Born of a 2009 competition to ‘create paranormal images’, Slenderman’s mythology manifested within the space of ten days. Five years later, a ghoul created entirely on the internet starting claiming real-life victims. Elsewhere in Chapter Two, we explore the internet’s most enigmatic puzzle – Cicada 3301, the mysterious creator of Bitcoin and the myths surrounding the Dark Net.

If we see films as a cultural expression of our inner anxieties, it’s clear that abnormal weather and mysterious atmospheric phenomena tap into a primal fear. Perhaps it’s down to the very real threat of climate change or the fact that so much of what happens in our skies and oceans is still unexplained. In Chapter Five, we investigate aurora borealis that can blow up pylons and wipe our bank accounts; balls of electricity that appear inside plane cabins and float down the aisles and dark lightning that shoots gamma rays into space so powerful it can blind sensors on satellites and create anti-matter. While we’re unable to offer proof of mythical monsters still roaming the Earth, this chapter does include some curious kitties whose talents range from predicting death to leading a long-established political party.

Over the next 240 pages, we’ve curated 40 truly compelling mysteries, oddities and remarkable tales for the digital age – from the modern-day powers of placebo to Hikikomori, which sees a million Japanese youngsters withdrawing from human contact, to the Melanesian cult that worships Prince Philip as a God and scores of detached human feet that wash up on a beach in British Columbia. As with our previous book The Odditorium: The tricksters, eccentrics, deviants and inventors whose obsessions changed the world (Hodder & Stoughton, 2016), each chapter concludes with a seekers’ directory, which recommends books, podcasts, documentaries and field trips so you can further explore the mysteries contained within The Mysterium.

At the very heart of the human condition lies a paradox: deprived of mystery, life loses its meaning. We seek solace from the rational world through art, film, literature, music, comedy, myth and, nightly, through the surreal fantasia of dreams.

In The Arabian Nights, the storyteller confides his secret to Sheherazade: ‘We need stories more than bread itself. They teach us how to live and why.’ Some of the mysteries in this book might prove to be gateways to new stories, enduring myths from which we continue to dig deeper into the true nature of ourselves. Others may eventually be dismissed or explained away. As Douglas Adams wryly observed, one thing we can be certain of is that today’s mysteries will, in the future, be replaced by something even more bizarre and inexplicable. DB & JK
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