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For Rosie and Lottie


Introduction


‘Secrecy, being an instrument of conspiracy, ought never to be the system of a regular government.’

Jeremy Bentham

‘Truth is what your contemporaries let you get away with.’

Richard Rorty



Everybody loves a mystery – those puzzles that are difficult, and perhaps even impossible, to understand or explain. Consider some of the synonyms that we have for the very word itself: enigma, conundrum, riddle, secret. Each rolls off the tongue and excites the imagination, enticing us with the promise of revelation.

The love of mystery is as strong today as it has ever been. One need only look at the television schedules and bookstores for evidence of our lust for detective fiction, true-life crime and political conspiracy. It is telling, too, that perhaps the greatest mystery-solver of all time, the fictional detective Sherlock Holmes, has enjoyed a remarkable new lease of life since the turn of the century, starring in big budget movies and television series and providing plentiful subject matter for authors, journalists and academics. Our passion for mystery is alive and well.

Yet if truth be told, sometimes it is the quest for resolution that brings more pleasure than uncovering the solution itself. How often, for instance, does an unidentified, shadowy criminal overlord lose his appalling mystique once he has been unmasked as some grudge-filled social inadequate? Similarly, what great historical teasers have eventually rendered the most disappointing and unsatisfying of explanations? Events and occurrences that once seemed the product of dastardly scheming and devilish intent so often turn out in fact to have been the result of fluke, incompetence or ungoverned malice.

The urge to explore mysteries is a fundamental component of our human nature. In essence, every mystery produces a nick or dint in the veneer of our collective existence and our natural inclination is to hammer them out. The bigger the dint and the longer it’s been there, the more fascinating it becomes to us, and the greater the desire to solve it. But we should not always be so hasty – an imperfect veneer is merely evidence of age and experience and is often far more captivating than the one utterly unmarked. All of which is to say, when investigating a mystery, enjoy the journey as it may prove more delightful than the destination.

In some respects, our own time does not seem well suited to birthing truly great mysteries. In a world where ‘openness’ and ‘transparency’ are watchwords for the political and commercial elites, there is ostensibly less room for secrecy and mystery. And when governments attempt to shield their actions from public view, there is an army of internet warriors – epitomized by Julian Assange and his WikiLeaks operation – on hand to expose them to the world. Even our celebrity culture has moved away from a focus on mystique towards unbounded revelation. In a world where a celebrity attempts to ‘break the internet’ by exposing her bottom to anyone who cares to look, one might wonder if mystery has received its death knell!

But let us not be too hasty. For all the talk of openness and connectivity, mystery continues to surround us. Indeed, the more globally interconnected we become, the easier it is to miss some of the links between us. So it is that ideologues plot and perpetrate atrocities undetected, and passenger jets fall from the sky without explanation, and international banks covertly aid their clients to hide their ill-gotten gains. To say nothing of the murder victim who lies dead for weeks before a neighbour notices anything wrong.

So the modern information age does not guarantee unfettered access to the truth after all. We live in an intriguing age in which we receive a constant drip-feed of data in volumes without precedent, but all the while our distrust of what we are told grows. While a world without trust may be a pretty hollow place, it is beholden upon us to vigilantly assess all the information that comes our way. What does it mean? Who’s telling us it is so? What axes do they have to grind? These are undoubtedly key questions for the social-networking, rolling-news, Wikipedia generation.

Yet sometimes it is all but impossible to know where truth ends and gives way to inaccuracy – whether offered up in good faith or not. In this grey area, we are left with plenty of delicious doubt and mystery. While it may not always be a comfortable place to reside, it is more often than not hugely interesting.

The 100 cases described in this book are mined from this murky region and comprise a heady cocktail of grand conspiracies, unsolved crimes, unexplained natural phenomena and bewildering historical mysteries. In each instance, two or more theories battle it out to explain what really occurred, yet never can we be definitively sure which is right. It is a task further complicated by the suspicion that many of the arguments are propounded not in the interests of establishing truth, but to deliberately deceive, confuse and obfuscate.

It may be a government wishing to cover its dirty tracks, or a criminal mastermind attempting to evade identification. Equally, there may be a financial incentive to mislead, a wish to save face and calm public fears, or a desire to promote a particular personal agenda. Sometimes, it might merely be that a great practical joke is afoot. The trouble with lies is that they are sometimes just too tempting to spin!

However, we should perhaps be wary of becoming too cynical. It may be that some of the mysteries described herein really do have the simple and innocent explanations that some would have you believe. Indeed, on occasion we perhaps credit our masters with intelligence and acumen they don’t deserve, when we accuse them of orchestrating elaborate deceits requiring extensive conspiracies of silence that endure for years, decades or even centuries.

Take, for instance, the notorious conspiracy theory that says Neil Armstrong’s Moon landing was faked. While – as we shall see – the Cold War era gave rise to an extraordinary number of sometimes quite preposterous deceptions by the powers-that-be, is it really credible that the US government coordinated such a stunt? Given the number of people that would have been required to execute it and then stay quiet about their activities for years afterwards, this author for one doubts it very much. (It should, however, be noted that Armstrong himself was an advocate for a little speculative mystery in our universe, citing it as one of the forces that drives our species forward. In his words: ‘Mystery creates wonder and wonder is the basis of man’s desire to understand.’)

Even that arch conspiracy theorist, film director Oliver Stone, has conceded: ‘. . . not all of life is a result of conspiracy by any means! Accident occurs alongside conspiracy.’ It is a notion backed by Washington Post columnist Charles Krauthammer, who expressed it thus: ‘Whenever you’re faced with an explanation of what’s going on in Washington, the choice between incompetence and conspiracy, always choose incompetence.’ Nonetheless, it is worth being on our guard whenever we are presented with apparently ‘conclusive evidence’ and ‘the true story’. To paraphrase a famous maxim, just because I am paranoid doesn’t mean they are telling me the truth . . .

At the very least I hope that the mysteries you are about to dive into will fascinate and entertain. Immerse yourself in them and revel in the thrill that accompanies the pursuit of truth. And rest assured you are in good company – no less an intellectual and philosophical giant than Albert Einstein once acknowledged: ‘The most beautiful thing we can experience is the mysterious.’

And if the cases detailed in the pages that follow pique your interest to such an extent that you go on to discover the genuine, irrefutable truth behind them, then so much the better. Let me know if you do. Just don’t expect me to believe you . . .
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