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1984 Nov 19

Archive (TNA) (declassified 2019)

Further official records of the Prime Minister’s Office from 1984 have been released by the National Archives. It was a busy time for the UK government. Previously declassified papers deal with many of the challenges faced, such as the miners’ strike and the IRA Brighton bombing. What is not widely known, until now, is how the government conspired to use the fallout from a wartime scandal for its own ends.

Shortly after the end of the Second World War, a secret government experiment exploring unorthodox techniques to resolve human conflict went wrong. Four children, Simon, Patricia, Evelyn and Larry Hastings, had to be hospitalised, and the scientist responsible, Professor Diana Kelly, was removed from her post, charged and imprisoned.

The children signed the Official Secrets Act and the site of the experiment (Barfield House in Wiltshire) was shut down. The matter was considered closed until 1984, when a chance discovery led to the explosive events related here.

Later that year, a classified file was passed to the PM by the security services, requesting her urgent attention. She wrote a note across the top.

‘This government is for British jobs, opportunity and prosperity. We are not in the business of wasting precious resources looking for magicians, lost or otherwise.’

But then she read what was inside … 
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It was a dull day in April and Jewel Hastings was crying behind the bike sheds of Eldon Hill School, which is in Newcastle upon Tyne. They had been bullying her. Again. These children were no better than anyone else. But they had somehow developed the notion that true happiness lay in feeling superior. So they spent a lot of time making as many other children feel inferior to them as they could.

Jewel Hastings didn’t yet know that she wasn’t inferior to anybody. In fact, even at the age of twelve, she was already one of the most remarkable people to have ever walked the earth.

How she discovered that is what this story is about.

All Jewel knew was that deep down she didn’t know who she was, other than someone who often felt, just as she did now, confused and unhappy.

She had said to her teacher, ‘Why don’t they like me? Why are they so mean all the time?’

Her teacher had nodded sympathetically. ‘I think it would help if you appreciated that not everyone is at your level, Jewel.’

‘My level?’

‘All the tests show that you have far-above-average intelligence for a girl your age. Not to mention your vocabulary, the way you sometimes talk … no one likes being made to feel stupid, even if you aren’t doing it on purpose.’

‘Would you like me to use fewer long words?’

The teacher had just sighed, so Jewel went to the head teacher instead.

‘Rest assured, we’ll keep an eye on the situation. If your classmates pick on you again, we will take appropriate action.’

‘What do you mean by appropriate action?’

He sighed, like her class teacher had, and pretended to stare at some papers on his desk. ‘People who are different stand out, whether they want to or not. Perhaps you need to adapt.’

It was no easier talking to her adoptive mother, Patricia.

‘Patricia,’ (which was what she always called her) Jewel said one evening, when they were standing next to each other at the kitchen sink, washing and drying dishes, ‘everyone at school thinks I’m a nerd. Do you think I’m a nerd?’

Patricia let the plate she was washing slip silently into the water. She laid down her brush and peeled off her gloves. Turning to face Jewel, she gave her an unexpectedly long and deep hug.

‘My precious Jewel. You are just that, precious. Not a nerd, not strange, not weird, but precious and brilliant – and most importantly of all, you are you, and never apologise for that.’

As the words poured over her, Jewel shrank away inside. This was all too much. She didn’t want to make a fuss. What did she mean, ‘you are you’? That would be easier if she knew who she actually was.

Patricia Hastings had raised her since she was a baby girl. Jewel didn’t know who her birth mother or father were, or even whether they were still alive. In a way, that didn’t matter, because Patricia loved her as much as any mum could. Although perhaps, sometimes, just a bit too much.

She picked up the tea towel again. ‘Don’t worry. I’m probably just imagining it. I’m all right.’

Except she wasn’t.

‘I don’t get it,’ she said to herself later in bed. ‘They tell you at school to be curious about things and work out how they work, and then when you do, everyone else turns on you. Am I that different to anyone else?’

Perhaps she was.

But just how different, she did not yet know.

Which was why on this warm but cloudy day in April, Jewel was sitting on the ground with her back against the bike sheds, looking at the ground – littered with pink splodges of Hubba Bubba bubblegum – and feeling very alone.

Although, she wasn’t entirely alone.

From her school blazer, an urgent voice demanded her attention. Her jacket pocket bulged and wriggled, clawing at her hip, and a volley of squeaks from inside pushed all other thoughts aside.

‘I’m coming,’ said Jewel, as she scooped a furry package out from a nest of damp wood shavings and tissue paper concealed in her pocket. The furry package immediately nipped her before peeing everywhere then cuddling up in the crook of her arm, as if that was normal and acceptable behaviour.

‘Hello Fizz,’ said Jewel, wiping the tears from her face. ‘You don’t think I’m a nerd, do you, little one?’

That was unclear. Not much was known about her hamster’s ability to think about anything, but he most definitely liked to make a lot of noise. He chattered, squeaked, shrieked, scratched, hissed, snored and generally made more of a hullabaloo than your average jungle at dawn. He was named Fizz, after Fizzgig in The Dark Crystal, one of Jewel’s favourite films.

Fizz made a noise that sounded like an angry hairbrush exploding, and then he bit her ear.

‘That is consistent with your previously expressed opinion,’ noted Jewel, firmly but gently removing the hamster from her left earlobe.

The hamster squeaked some more.

‘I wish I could speak hamster,’ she said. ‘No one could describe those squeaks as nice, but I believe their meaning might be.’

Fizz’s endless squeaking was making her feel better, as it often did, and she could have stayed exactly where she was for quite some time longer had there not been a cry from behind her.

‘Here she is!’

It was not a nice voice.

‘Nerd brain! You can run but you can’t hide!’ said another voice, sounding no nicer.

‘Look, she’s brought her pet rat into school!’ said another, lunging for Fizz. He dangled the hamster upside down by its stubby tail. Fizz was squealing, jerking from side to side in distress.

‘Leave him alone!’ yelled Jewel. ‘What did he ever do to you?’

The boy walked over to the rusting bin by the bike shed and kicked off the lid with a clatter. He dangled her pet over the mound of rotten food and rubbish steaming inside.

Jewel scrambled to her feet.

‘Don’t you dare!’

‘Do you know what rats are good for, weirdo?’

And something flipped inside Jewel. Not rage, but a burst of white light, knowledge that she didn’t know she possessed, shot to the front of her mind with unexpected speed.

‘Yes. Rats are scavengers who dispose of waste, and are a rich food source for predators such as owls and foxes.’

Often Jewel knew things without knowing quite why she did. But she had clearly read about rats somewhere, or watched a wildlife documentary on TV. The boy smirked at her. ‘Whatever, brainbox. You’re such a weirdo.’

Right on cue, Fizz jerked up and nipped his finger, sending him tumbling back into the bin with a yelp, while Fizz scarpered off down his flailing arms and legs.

Jewel carefully picked him up. ‘But this is a hamster. And hamsters are good for biting bullies.’

The other children froze for a moment, which was just long enough for Jewel. She sprinted for the open gates, skidding across the yard. Parents were gathering, their cars squeezed along the narrow road overhung by beech trees. There was a low murmur of greetings, and an atmosphere of friendliness, as the school day drew to a close, and the warmth of home once more beckoned.

Jewel relaxed for a moment.

Then she heard the cries.

They were still coming, thundering after her. Just three or four, but that was enough.

She had to get away, and fast, to somewhere safe. Home was not safe. Some of them knew where she lived and were capable of making nice and smiling politely to get through the front door, but as soon as her mother’s back was turned  … 

‘Hold on tight, Fizz … ’ Jewel took a sudden corner, careering into the next street.

Fizz squealed a reply that suggested he hadn’t heard the instruction quite in time.

His owner kept running as fast as she could, feeling like she was running for her life, constantly turning her head over her shoulder to see if they were still in pursuit, and they were. Her chest pumped and her face felt hot. She had to find somewhere to hide before she ran out of steam.

The library? She glanced down at her digital Casio watch and then remembered that it now shut early on Wednesdays. Something to do with the new government, her mum had said. She kept on running, into the main high street now, past the Our Price record store and Ratner’s the jewellers, past the Safeway supermarket, WHSmith, Marks & Spencer, a Wimpy burger bar  … 

And now it had started to rain. An April shower that darkened the day and spotted the pavement. In a matter of minutes it had become a storm, sending everyone in search of doorways and bus shelters to hide from the downpour.

Fizz made a repeated noise that sounded like a wet dog climbing out of a river.

‘I heard you the first time, thank you,’ said Jewel. ‘Let’s find somewhere to dry you off.’

It was raining so hard that Jewel nearly ran straight past the bookshop. There was no sign and the faded canvas awning over the window cast the whole front into shadow. But something made her stop, as if a voice had called out her name.

Except it hadn’t. At least, none that she could hear.

Now heaving for breath, she took cover under the awning, only to find it was full of holes and that water continued to drip on to her head and shoulders. Glancing up, she saw that there had once been a name on the cracked wooden sign above the window, but it was so faded she could only make out a few barely legible letters.
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She couldn’t remember seeing the shop before.

The books that were on display, heavy volumes arranged on plinths covered in dusty black cloth, were not any that she recognised, and certainly not any that appealed. These were almost the worst kind of books. Her face pressed against the glass, she could just make out the covers and the strange, archaic lettering in gold which adorned them and which also made no sense to her at all.

‘I don’t suppose you read Latin, do you Fizz?’

Fizz made his general feelings on Latin and whether hamsters should be able to read it abundantly clear. These were not, overall, very positive.

Jewel glanced back up the street. The gang’s path was blocked by huddles of shoppers searching for umbrellas, the sheets of rain slicing the air.

She took her chance and pushed the door open, barely noticing the strange carvings which adorned its ancient wooden panels, only registering that something made of such blackened wood looked as old as the books on the plinths. An antique bell tinkled loudly above her head, to which Fizz burbled a reply.

Ducking down behind the plinths, she heard shouts of fury as her pursuers ran straight past the shop.

‘We’ll be safe here for now, Fizz,’ she said. ‘They have not previously shown much interest in bookshops.’

Her hamster snorted in agreement, although it wasn’t clear how much he was into bookshops either. Collapsing to the floor, her back to the window, Jewel checked her watch again.

‘It’s exactly 16:08. We should stay here until we’re one hundred per cent sure that they’ve gone.’

Fizz clambered out of her pocket and began to clean his face more angrily than Jewel had ever seen anyone clean their face in her life. The hamster then scurried down her pleated grey school skirt to explore the shop floor.

‘Fizz!’ she hissed. ‘Come back here at once! I’m sure we’re not allowed to  … ’

Her pet stopped, turned, looked at her, and made a noise so rude that even the books blushed.

‘And that’s definitely not allowed!’

But he just carried on, disappearing amongst the aisles of gloomy shelves.

There wasn’t much sign of light or life in the shop. The place smelled of rough paper edges and old shoes, just like her mum’s study, so she felt quite at home. She wondered where the shopkeeper was and whether Fizz was going to get her in trouble.

Again.

‘Hello?’ she called out. ‘I’m sorry about the hamster, but he’s naturally stubborn.’

Perhaps the owner had popped out for a moment. Driven by sheer curiosity, as well as a duty to keep an eye on Fizz, Jewel picked herself up, and stepped further in.

A floorboard gave a warning crack.

Jewel tried to ignore her heart hammering against her chest, and began to browse the shelves. She didn’t know exactly what she was looking for, which is – of course – the point of bookshops. She just felt that when she saw it, she would know.

It was now so dark with rain clouds outside that it was getting hard to see inside.

Surely if the shop had been left open, the absent owner wouldn’t mind if she turned a light on? She ran her hand blindly over the wall by the door till she felt a satisfyingly old switch. A series of low hanging lamps dangling in between the bookcases flickered on, casting dim pools of light over the dust-carpeted floorboards.

Fizz perched halfway up one such shelf, happily munching his way through A Guide to Hungarian Grammar. Perhaps no one would mind. These books were old. The lettering on the spines was so worn and hard to read in the light that she often had to open a book and turn a few of the fragile pages to find out the title.

A sudden noise broke Jewel’s reverie, making her start.

The strangest sound, a kind of riffling in the air, as if someone had turned on an overhead fan. A definite change in the pressure, which she sensed on her skin.

‘Who’s there?’ she said, but there was no reply. She hadn’t heard either the door open or the bell ring.

Jewel felt a chill on the back of her neck. She had heard something; she wasn’t imagining it. From the row of shelves beyond, she thought she heard a floorboard creak. It wasn’t Fizz, who was now on the shelf just by her left ear, chewing through A Short History of the Turnip.

‘I’m not afraid, whoever you are!’ she lied. There was another creak from the other side. She closed her eyes and listened. Even Fizz went deadly quiet, which never happened. Was that breathing?

There was only one way to find out.

Stepping gingerly, she emerged around the corner of the bookcase, and walked straight into one of the low hanging lights, cracking her forehead on the metal helmet shade.

She cried out.

The lamp swung giddily between the shelves, flinging an erratic spotlight up and down the aisle.

On the top row.

On the bottom corner of the bookcase.

And on the large book, just lying there in the middle of the floor.

The book was an atlas.

That wasn’t unusual. Being a geography professor, Patricia had lots of those at home, if not as old as this one.

This atlas, though, was of a place Jewel had never heard of before.

A place called Folio.
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