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THE CENTURY OF DECEPTION

insurmountable problem: no one had heard of me. If I rvere well
known,like the nrind-reader Derren Brown, I could have obtained
publiciry with a slot on a television programme such as The One Show

or Cood Morning Britain.I did try telephoning several production
companies but got no further than the receptionist. Emails and text
messages were ignored. I sent out a press release to all the major
newspapers, both national and local. -fhe Islington -Ilibune was the

only one that published it, accompanied with a sarcastic comment
about the hubris of one of its borough residents.

-With one month to go I had sold ten tickets. In desperation I
conracted a iis- close friends to brainstorn nry options.'We met at

: -: :r:,LJ-liiarr:rr: ,-rfThe -\hg1c Circle. s-hich is located just behind
:-^.:ai, S:.,r:.,r \larii'Jrrnks s-ent dos-n. and I am uncertain rnho
1r \\ r! rhar trrsr calne up s rrh the ingeni.ous solution. I like to think
it rvas me, but I am probably flattering myself. Neal Austin later

said it was him, so it's only fair I give him a name check. Of course,

many of you reading this rvi11 already know what I'm about to tell
you. Because for a brief period in January zotT I, or at least my
pseudonym, was seriously trending.

It all started with an advertisement that appeared on Facebook.
The demographic spread of those who received it was potential
London theatre-goers in the higher-income bracket, aged between
twenty-five and forry.The notice stated that, on Monday 16January
2or7, art unknown performer was going to climb inside a bottle of
Prosecco on the stage of the Theatre Royal Haymarket. It stressed

it was an ordinary-sized bottle and, in case anvone suspected any

subterfuge, it could be examined in advance. Once the entertainer
was inside the bottle, he would sing a medley of songs. Furthermore,
the bottle could be passed around the audience to check all was fair.

Readers were also informed that this same person would borrow
a walking stick and play a tune on it as if it was a musical instrument,
and he would reveal the names of audience members, even if they
were masked. It was pointed out that he had performed in Europe,
Asia and Africa at exclusive privare functions. The implication was

that this would be the last o<

public appearance. To reassur

money's worth it was noted th,

ha-lf hours.The cost of the ticl
the night, was at the top end

would pay to see The Lion Kinl
was that all this gave the shos- a

of respectability. What's more.

most prestigious theatres. Sure,

not be party to some sort of dt

The advertisement appearr

performance. Deiaying any pr

deliberate ploy on my part.Ir cr

and intrigue, in particular fue

possible identity - but insultcr
the absurdity of what the p
any event, I surmised, u'as cli
impossible than walking 6a
for forty-four days rvithout ti
disappear? These had all beer

Dynamo, David Blaine and D,

I knew I was on to someth

up with the hashtag'Botde C
feed,linked to the advertisem

social network or others. evr

the magician entering the b
ignored. I was a litde concer:

notice stating that a man jumpi
the same bill. But it just gor rI
more. Given the success of rh,
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THE CENTUR\' OF DECEPTION

I discovered the cost of hiring bouncers, I abandoned the idea. But
I disingenuously retained the wording, because the feedback I was

seeing online suggested it was giving extra confidence to those

contemplating attending.

It was all coming together better than I could have expected.

But on 16 January it began to unravel. So caught up was I r,vith the

publicity and the promotion that I hadn't got around to thinking
how I could even begin to meet the audience's expectations. I did
speak with my friend Paul Kieve, who has devised many brilliant
theatrical illusions for shows such as Ghost the Musical, Matilda and

Tlit I,ti'i:ii.lt f [trt. He cor"rldn't think of any nagic principle that

".i,i:l.i Scr,urnch' conr-ince spectators that a fully-grown man was
,-- -- - t:-_- L---t-
,,-\rg- .-- 111-LC L'ULL1C

^\1r'rntended solution u,as rhat I rvould go on stage and treat it as

a joke.The Bottle Conjurer hadn't made it as he had been persuaded

earlier in the evening to give a private performance. Someone had

corked him inside a bottle, and he couldn't escape.After the laughter

had subsided, I would then do nry normal show. But I could tell,

rvhen eavesdropping on the queuing audience, that this was not
qoins to s'ork. I heard one couple agreeing with another that all they
s-anted to \e e \\':rs a person entering a bottle.A man was proclaiming

that. s'hile he knes- it u.as not physically possible, he was expeting
to see a credible representation of the stunt: he had seen similar on
YouTube, so why not in real life? I confess I lost my nerve. Props in
hand, I slipped out of the stage door. I left the theatre stafr to deal

with the consequences.

The unfortunate circumstances of that night were widely
reported in the media. I really hadn't anticipated such anger from
those attending. My faint hope was they r,vould still accept the non-
appearance of the Bottle Conjurer as an anlusing jest. The rioting
$,-as set off by a heckle. When a ner\/olls member of staff told the

audience that they rvould get their money back if the show didn't go

ahead, someone yelled out.'For clouble the price he'l1 climb inside

a medicine botrle!' Scuflles irurrecli;rtelv broke out in the theatre

and continued outside as the d
the sffeet.The fracas was not hr

waiting there to hear horv the

A11 the newspapers had a t

'Bubble Bursts leaving the .A

the Invisible Performer'. Er-er

Daily Mail with the caption'Y
Prince Harry had attended tht
specifically mentioned in the p
'distinguished member of the r

getring sued by aggrieved aue

for damages caused by the br:

had the foresight to secure th,

overseas associate (it was a ta-r

was posted from an untraceab

no paper trail back to rne. Tl
theatre's management, or the

About Nothing, which was sho

had dreamt up the Bottle Coq
issued press statements denring

This is the first time I har-e r

the allegation made by some t
pubJic in order to promote Tft,

As befits a book about hmres
But only to the extent drat I
present day.You will discover ir
elements, including the attemp
to be the Botde Conjurer, th
happened over 27o years ago-l

stunt is true: I am a professiona
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THE CENTUR\' OF DECEPTION

magic. And part of my fascination with hoaxes is that the best of
them comprise both aspects of my chosen form of entertainment:
they are fooling and amusing.

A hoax is a different animal from a con or a financial swindle,

of which there were plenfy in the eighteenth century. The most

corrunon was obtaining goods or monies under false pretences,

either by claiming to represent another parry - the so-called'false

servant' - or by passing yourself ofr as someone to whom credit
could be extended.An example, unique to this period, was obtaining
nar-al prize nrone\,. This rvas due to those who had participated in
the seizr-rre of a ship. Sailors r,vere allowed part of the proceeds of

'erLng od it. carqo and the yessel itself, together with any ransom

mone\- recerved ior rerurning enenty captors to their homeland.The
fraud was achieved by pretending to be an entitied crew member or
related to a deceased mariner.

Another potential means of illicitly obtaining money was through
the lottery. State lotteries had been introduced by a Parliament Act
in fi94 and continued through to 1826. The money raised was

used to reduce the capital and interest on national debt, as well as

pa1' tor specific projects. One deception was the presentation of a

torged lotterv ticket. A more ambitious scheme was launched in
I-ai \\hen the directors of the Harburg Company attempted to
.ell on lorren'tickets to the value of dr,5oo,ooo,with the aim of
distrrbutrng prize money of one million pounds and keeping the
remainder. The House of Commons called it 'an infamous and

fraudulent undertaking'and Lord Barrington, a member who had
been instrumental in promoting the project, was expelled. As so

often happens, perpetrators of massive fraud fare rather better than

those stealing relatively small amounts. William Dodd, an Anglican
clergyman, was arrested tn ry77 for discounting a bill of exchange

allegedly drawn by the Earl of Chesterfield. Despite SamuelJohrxon,
among many others, interceding on his behalf, he was hanged.

Instigating a hoax in order to financially benefit is rare. In only
one of the cases that I consider \\'as money the main incentive for the

deception. Even then it is harcl t
A couple of the others did gen

that was through chance rather
that the remaining hoaxes rt-er

were done in order to get rhe r
someone else (as we will discos

often hard to unravel).Another

ambition. Two had loftier aim.

one hoax therefore fits ddih-
illusion, of amicably spoofng p

You would have thought d
mick and a hoax is that w-irh d
Flowever, many of the best

sophisticated than they fint a1

continue to be believed ercn
others there are detafu, *-hich
that require almost a forensic r

them. Confessions, whether thn
trial or writing books, theretbr

bottom of many of the hoa-ses

went to her grave denying anr-

still many unanswered question
being unclear whether it sras a
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the case, with facts about supp

questionable. For irxtance. it is
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THE CENTUR\- OF DECEPTION

One of the most authenticated, pre-eighteenth-century hoaxes

lvas conducted by'William Perry. Otherwise known as the Boy of
Bilson, he claimed rn t6zo that he was bewitched, as a result of
which he began to vomit'rags, thred, stra\y crooked pinnes'.Jone

Cocke was accused of casting a spell on him and was sentenced to

death. But a Bishop intervened and persuaded the thirteen-year-old
to admit he had faked his symptoms. Al1 of our knowledge relating

to the case is limited to, and wholly dependent on, two pampfilets:

there are no newspapers, trial transcripts, theatrical reconstructions

or satirical cartoons to provide any supportrng testrmony.

-\nother roo vears after Perrvt bizarre behaviour, there is an

.r:.:nianc plper trail avarlable on all major hoaxes. From r678, trials

ar rhe O1d Bailev s-ere regularlv published.The first daily newspaper,

Tlrc Daily Courant, appeared tn rToz.An exponential growth in other
papers, and then journals, followed thereafter. These brought about
in their: turn, through advertising, an escalation in the production
of pamphlets. Drama, too, was more easily promoted. From r7r4
onwards there were at least two London theatres competing during
the lvinter months. The evening's entertainrncnt rvas extended,

so that there rvas both a full-length play and an afterpiece. These
.h,.rt r rre c. or prntonrinres incorporated contemporary news itenrs.

inilu.-1ing hoares. Satirical prints, the equivalent of today's topical
cJrrLrLrlrs. canre inro their orvn frorn t7zo, the year'William Hogarth's
career besan. Only a couple of the hoaxes that I feature failed to be

deprcted in an engraving, with both Hogarth and his great successor,

James Gillray, each illustrating three of them.
Alongside the increase in reliable information about hoaxes came

an equivalent preoccupation in the subject matter generally.As each

new hoax unfolded, it seemed to many to further prove the inherent
gullibility of the populace - they rvere 'perpetual testimonies of
English credulity'. The phrase'English creduliry' originated rn ry49
and rvas constantlv reprised through to the end of the centurv.When
a number of gentlemen were duped into parting with money for an

alchemist-rype schenre to make gold. it ,,vas labelled as a'modern

I

instance of English Credulitq'
had taken 'Advantage of Fng
slept for four months without:
successful operation enabling :

of whether this had been dre
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10 THE CENTURY OF DECEPTION

collected and r,veighed up. Once in plav rt then had to be scrutinised

to check it r,vas consistent both rvith itself and rvith external facts and

observations.

One area of significance was the reliabiliry of r'vitnesses. Did they

have a reason to lie? For instance, so as not to irnplicate themselves,

or because they rvere bribed? Did they have an accurate recall of
what happened? The concept of false memories, or the dangers of
forgetting due to lapse of time, was kno-'vn about.'Were they giving

sulficient detail in relating their side of events? The lack of it could

L-,e an indicltion of falsehood. Neveltheless, in spite of the increasing

hlt,-.r.. le.1gc in.uch lttatters - and in figuring ottt olle or two of the

.r,.,.,.r;, ;he re u as an eietner-rt of applr'rng these 'tnodern' principles

- tire nrqorln- \\-er-e onlr- re:rlh- soh-ed to everYbodyt satisfaction

through a confession from the perpetrator.

First-tinre rcliable reporting, contcmporarv fascittarion with the

subject matter, and the developnrent of methods to expose them

might all seem reasons to support the thesis that the birth of hoaxes

happened in the eighteenth centur,v. But I rvould not have rvanted

to s-rite this book ttnless I considered the hoaxes themselves to

L.e inrLigr,ring in their os-n risht. And in this respect the er:r does

nor lei nre Josn In 1899 a querY r,vas raised as to whether there

\\ ere .]il- hoares tl-rat had occurred in the past roo years that bore

comparison rvith those of the previous century. A correspondent

came back with four suggestions:John Payne Col1ier, Sir William

Courtenay, the Bathybitrs haeckelii and Sir Roger Tichborne. The

first lvas a Shakespearian forger, a rlere amateur in contrast to his

counterpart discussed in the final chapter. Sir William Courtenay

maiutained that smuggiers accused of stealing the contraband from

one of Her Majesryt ships rvere innocent. Not so much a hoax as

a direct lie. He was imprisoned for perjurl'. Batlrybius haeckelii was a

substance discovered by the British biologist Thomas Huxley that

he genuinely thought r'vas the source of all organic life. So, an error

ofjudgement r,vith no intention of deliberate deceit.TheTichborne

affair, concerning a man called Arthur Orton who claimed he was

P
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THE CE\TL]R\- OF DECEPTION

Fig. r: Portrait of George Psalm:rnazar, taken from hi.s

L. osrhutnoush' published llem oirs.

< - - l:ll-. rrr lr-. A conbination of an excellent education and an
'';ril!!rrnnloll qenius for languages'resulted in fluency in Latin and

Greek. He lett school at the age of sixteen, seeking employment in
A'rgnon as a tutor, his early choice of career.This did not work out

rvell, rvith a relative of one of his pupils making sexual overtures to

him. He was eventually dismissed and found himself desolate, unable

to obtaiu another position. He had no alternative but to return to his

mother. Ho'uvever, he lvas faced with the problem of hor.v to p:ry for
his food and lodgings on the journey back.

In lris l,Ieruoirs, published posthumously, Psalmanazar says that

from an early age he learnt to gain sympathy by pretending that he

had too great an attachment to the Church, blaming his absent father

'Lately Arriv

for this. He was convincing, w
'pity and admiration'. He decidr
tlfs acquired skill of exageratir
the character of a Roman Cath
Rome. A forged certificate, shc

established his credentials. He :

and spoke in Latin. In this guisr

and other symparhisers. He led s

seriously thought about conrinl
of reinventing himseHhad begu

Arriving back home, he did
penuaded him to go and visit b
to get him out of the way rr-hil
re-assured him that she only xznr
right and that he was'by no meirr
he writes,'unless I could convin
adv-antage'. Once again masquen
r.t"de his way to Germany and u-

tlris parent, too, didnt seem keetr

length of time. Psalrrranazar acqr

of German and his foreign pronr
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