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Introduction

Everybody loves a good mystery, be it a crime novel, the strange behaviour of the universe, or some of the odd goings-on in the animal kingdom. Is ‘the answer to the ultimate question of life, the universe and everything’ really ‘42’, as Douglas Adams playfully suggests in The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy? Probably not – although scientists working on the Large Hadron Collider in CERN may know something we don’t: they recently dubbed their new office complex ‘Building 42’.

Sometimes, the questions can be more interesting than the answers. The Search for Extraterrestrial Intelligence (SETI) has recently hotted up, with a whole new wave of research going to show that we will always be fascinated by what we don’t understand. Was the Wow! Signal a radio transmission from deep space? Or was it the ambient resonating frequency of a passing comet?

Occasionally, it can feel as if there’s a conspiracy at work – one in which scientists, journalists and professional explainers of all stripes want to put an end to anything and everything mysterious in life. It’s a bit disappointing, for example, to be told that sea-level changes caused by the last Ice Age mitigate against the probability of plesiosaurs surviving in Loch Ness. This might help explain the ever-increasing popularity of fantasy films, novels, video games, and stories brought to us in virtual reality.

Thankfully, not everything in life can be pegged out, nailed down, sucked dry of its secrets and turned into a factoid. Mysteries do still exist – and unsolved mysteries – to burnish a tautology – continue to tease us.

The twenty mysteries we look at in this book explore a broad spectrum of strangeness. Each in its own unique way presents a challenge. Some, like the sudden disappearance of the sailing ship Mary Celeste’s passengers and crew have gained universal currency. Others, like the Wow! Signal, are much more recent and perhaps a bit less well known. Cryptids like Bigfoot and the Loch Ness Monster teeter on the boundaries of probable and improbable, hoax and reality, fact and fiction. Sceptic or believer, the fun lies in probing them.


The Shugborough Code

What is the meaning of the Shugborough Code, the ten-letter inscription carved into the base of a sculpture at Shugborough Hall, in Staffordshire, England? For more than 250 years, the mystery has remained unsolved. In order to help explain it, we need to go back to one of the greatest and most daring voyages in British naval history …

Rain lashed HMS Centurion, reducing visibility to less than a mile. Then, as quickly as it had pounced, the squall lifted. High in the crow’s nest, the lookout wiped his eyes. He had glimpsed something through a gap in the grey curtain. Or had he? He stared at the horizon, waiting for the man-o’-war to overtop the seething, grey-green shoulder of the next wave. As it lifted and then hung for a moment, he raised the glass to his eye for a second look. There was no mistake. Smack on the horizon, the intermittent flash of a sail. A topgallant, stretched tight to catch the strengthening wind. Cupping his hands, the lookout leaned and shouted, ‘Ship ahoy! Fine on the starboard bow!’

On the quarterdeck, Commodore George Anson felt a great surge of relief. And resolve. He had gambled everything on this moment: his career, his reputation, and his personal fortune. Let it not be some sluggish merchantman, with nothing but foodstuffs in her hold. Let this be the prize he’d been seeking for these many months. With no outward show of the excitement he felt within, Anson gave the order to make all sail. On her present course, the stranger was heading away from the Centurion. His task was to overhaul her. And fight.

Things had not started well for Anson’s squadron. It was made up of six men-o’-war: the flagship, HMS Centurion, a fourth-rate of 1,005 tons, 400 men and 60 guns; His Majesty’s Ships Gloucester and Severn, both 853 tons, 300 men and 50 guns; HMS Pearl, 600 tons, 250 men and 40 guns; HMS Wager, 599 tons, 120 men and 24 guns; and the nimble little sloop Tryal, 200 tons, 70 men and 8 guns. Two merchant vessels, the Anna and the Industry ferried supplies.

The flotilla weighed anchor from St Helen’s, off the Isle of Wight, on 18 September 1740, and set sail into a contrary wind. Anson’s orders were to capture and ransack one of the Spanish treasure ships that crossed the Pacific annually from Acapulco. Their Lordships of the British Admiralty also wanted the squadron to take the port of Callao and the Peruvian capital Lima by force; incite and lead a popular Peruvian revolution to overthrow Spanish rule; capture Panama with all of its treasure; and ‘use [his] best endeavours to annoy and distress the Spaniards, either at sea or land … by sinking, burning or otherwise destroying all their ships and vessels you shall meet with.’ In his spare time, the Commodore was also to capture Manila.

Their Lords of the Admiralty were very good at making demands. They were very bad when it came to helping Anson meet them. The 500 troops they’d assigned the squadron were far too few for purpose. Even worse, instead of sending him strong, fit and well-trained men, the powers-that-be ordered Anson to collect 500 invalids from the Chelsea Hospital. On hearing that they were to be forced back to sea, many of the invalids absconded. In the event, only 259 reported for duty in Portsmouth harbour; many were already in their sixties and seventies. Some of them were so old and infirm they had to be carried aboard on stretchers. Anson tried to send them back. The Admiralty ordered him to take them. In order to make up the missing numbers, some 210 Marines were told to join the squadron. It sounded good, but in almost every case these additional men were red raw recruits, who had not even been taught how to shoot. It was a bad beginning – and it seemed to lay a curse on the expedition.

By the time it reached St Catherine’s (modern Ilha de Santa Catarina) in southern Brazil, roughly half the squadron’s men were either dead of the scarlet fever, or the next thing to it. Typhus, brought on by the chronic overcrowding below decks, also took its toll. More men were suffering the horrors of scurvy: extreme lassitude, swollen and bleeding gums, foul breath and teeth that were loose where they had not fallen out – and a lingering death.

Anson let the crew recuperate on dry land, buying fresh fruit and vegetables to speed their recovery. By now, he was a long way behind the proposed schedule. Unless he got a move on, the enemy treasure galleon would be gone by the time he reached the Philippines. The penalty? He would be forced to round Cape Horn in winter – at the very worst and most dangerous time of year.

The ferocious gales around Cape Horn at that time of year were known to strip ships of their rigging, sails and masts. Great seas whipped up by the wind towered high and then smashed down on anything and everything in their path, carrying men and material away in a trice. Crews had a saying: below forty degrees south there is no law. Below fifty, there is no God. The Cape lies at 55.98 degrees south.

Three months later, all eight ships were still battling to round the Cape. Crunched in the jaws of ferocious storms, the squadron tacked and turned repeatedly, determined to batter its way west. Exhausted and freezing, more men died of exposure. Frostbite stalked the remainder, taking fingers and toes. Scarlet fever once again set about its lethal work: 45 men died in April, with a further 80 succumbing in May. By the middle of June 1741, Anson had lost more than 200 of his command. Even today, it counts as one of the most arduous – and some would say horrific – journeys in the annals of seafaring.

With barely enough men to work ship, the Centurion finally made it to Socorro on the coast of Chile. By now, the flagship was alone. Any grandiose plans to take Callao, or lead a popular revolution against Peru’s colonial government were out of the question. When none of the other ships had reached the agreed rendezvous a fortnight later, the Centurion sailed on to the island of Juan Fernández. Here, personally helping to carry some of the sickest men ashore, Anson once again tried to nurse his crew back to health. HMS Gloucester and HMS Tryal arrived at the island a fortnight later. They brought little comfort. If anything, their crews were even more ravaged by death and disease than the Centurion’s. The Commodore ordered a head count: of the 961 men who had set sail with him, only 351 were left alive – many of them boys. Later, he would learn that the Severn and the Pearl had entirely abandoned the attempt to round the Horn and sailed back to Brazil. HMS Wager had been driven ashore and wrecked. The survivors, among them the poet Byron’s grandfather, were stranded and starving on a barren stretch of coast. This led to mutiny and further disaster, with no more than a handful of the Wager’s crew surviving to tell the tale.

Despite all these setbacks, and with exemplary devotion to duty, Anson set about harassing the Spanish and their possessions as best he could. Over the next few weeks, his three-ship command succeeded in capturing several valuable Spanish merchantmen, including La Nuestra del Monte Carmel. Scuttling HMS Tryal, which had suffered terminal damage rounding the Cape, Anson replaced her with one of the prizes.

With this initial success having helped raise morale, Anson next led a tiny band of men in a surprise raid on the wealthy Spanish-held town of Payta. Nestled in a bay on the coast of Chile, it was a known source of silver. With muffled oars, the 58 British raiders stole ashore in the very dead of night. Screeching and shouting, banging drums and firing off their muskets, they raised several incarnations of hell. Terrified by the din, and with memories of the ruthless English pirate Drake to spur them on, Payta’s 10,000 citizens ran for the hills. Clad only in their nightclothes, they were convinced that a much larger force was attacking them. Anson’s ruse had paid off.

When Payta’s governor proudly – and unwisely – refused Anson’s offer of parley, the Commodore ordered his men to pillage and then set fire to the town. They needed no second bidding. Stripping off their own filthy rags, they fell upon the finery the Paytanos had left behind. Some of the men were so excited, they pulled silk gowns and other female wear on over the breeches and jackets they’d already donned. From the Payta Customs House alone they stole pieces of eight (Spanish silver dollars) and plate to the value of some £30,000. It was a partial return for all the hardships they had suffered – but for Anson, it wasn’t enough.

A few days later, the Centurion took a further £12,000 in booty from another Spanish merchant ship unlucky enough to cross its track. Despite its puny strength, Anson’s squadron was fulfilling his secondary mission – to harass and annoy the Spanish crown wherever possible.

In February 1742, the Centurion and the Gloucester headed for Acapulco. Anson wanted to see if any of the treasure galleons were still in port, or had already left. Three captured Spanish fishermen told him that one galleon had arrived there three weeks earlier. A second, bound for Manila, was due to sail in two weeks’ time. With so few men left at his command, Anson decided to cut his losses and head for home. The sensible route now lay west across the Pacific via Macao, and if possible, Canton. The two ships had barely cleared land when ill-luck and bad weather struck again: the Gloucester lost its mainmast and sprang an unstoppable leak. More men were dying on both ships. Anson ordered the stricken Gloucester to be cleared of anything useful and set ablaze. What was left of her crew transferred to the Centurion and they battled on.

On 21 October 1742 the flagship reached Canton (now Guangzhou), China – the first British warship ever to make port there. Used to harmless merchantmen, the Chinese did not in any way take kindly to the presence of a foreign warship and its scurvy-looking crew. At anchor in the roads, Anson had the devil’s own work persuading the city’s Mandarins to let him repair, resupply and refit his ship. At last, and with a great deal of reluctance, the Chinese allowed him to dock. A certain elegant hint of bombardment is rumoured to have encouraged the change of heart. Once the much-needed repairs had been completed, Anson settled his bills and set sail. In place of his original British crew, he now had seamen of every creed and colour, all of them paid and persuaded to join in Macao. In total, he had scraped up 227 men – barely more than half the flagship’s normal complement of 400.

Rather than return to England with nothing to show for the expedition but dead men, lost ships and eighty pieces of silver, Anson decided to risk everything on one last gamble. If Centurion now made for Manila, it was just possible she might, even now, run across one of the Spanish treasure ships. The danger was that if both the great Acapulco galleons he knew to have been in port there caught him at the same time, the Centurion was finished.

A few weeks later, the flagship reached Cape Espiritu Santo, on the north-eastern tip of Samar Island, in the Philippines. The waters here lay directly on the preferred Spanish route to Manila. The Centurion set to patrolling. Days and weeks went by, with no sign of the fabled treasure ships. Anson used the time to drill his new recruits on the guns, loading, running out and firing repeatedly until they were quick and assured. He also set the best shots among the Marines to extra marksmanship practice. If they did cross an enemy ship, their job was to man the mast tops and use their muskets to pick off its officers. As the days turned into weeks, the wait became debilitating – but Anson was nothing if not dogged. He knew that if he returned home empty-handed, his career – and his reputation – were at stake.

On 20 June 1743, Anson’s luck turned. Spanish spies had learned of his mission even before he left England. Hoping to outwit him, they had delayed the departure of the latest treasure shipment by several weeks. The ploy played right into the Commodore’s hands. All the setbacks the squadron had suffered meant that now, the Centurion was in the right place at the right time.

The Ambush

The weather cleared, and the flagship slowly began to overhaul the fleeing vessel. As its lines resolved from the haze, the spirits of every man on board the Centurion soared. It was a great, fat-bellied Spanish galleon, groaning with treasure – the prize they had suffered every kind of hell to attain. The weight of her precious cargo meant that La Nuestra Señora de Covadonga, as the vessel turned out to be, was sitting deep in the water. That extra draught was slowing her down. The only thing now between the British and a fortune in Spanish silver was the Covadonga’s guns, and the fighting spirit of her 550-strong crew. Boasting 22 eighteen-pounder cannon; 22 twelve-pounders; 6 eight-pounders; and 24 ‘pedreroes’, or swivel-guns that were deadly at short range, the galleon outgunned the Centurion by some chalk. No matter. Anson ordered ‘hands to quarters’. Centurion cleared for action and ran out her own guns. The yeoman of signals broke out the broad red British battle ensign, and hoisted the Commodore’s pennant.

It might be bloody, it might prove costly, and it might prove long, but the Battle for the Spanish Treasure was on.

The Battle for the Covadonga

The (abridged) diary of Richard Walter, the Centurion’s chaplain, titled Lord Anson’s Voyage Round the World (1749), tells us what happened next:


The Commodore picked out about thirty of his choicest hands and best marksmen, whom he distributed into his tops, and who fully answered his expectation by the signal services they performed. As he had not hands enough remaining to quarter a sufficient number to each great gun, he therefore fixed only 2 men to each gun, who were to be solely employed in loading it.

The rest of his people he divided into different gangs of ten or 12 men each. They continually moved about the decks, to run out and fire such guns as were loaded. By this management he was enabled to make use of all his guns; and instead of whole broadsides, with intervals between them, he kept up a constant fire without intermission; whence he doubted not to procure very signal advantages. For it is common with the Spaniards to fall down upon the decks when they see a broadside preparing, and continue in that posture till it is given; after which they rise again, and presuming the danger to be for some time over, work their own guns and fire with great briskness, till another enemy broadside is ready. But the firing of gun by gun, in the manner directed by the Commodore, rendered this practice of theirs impossible.

… Towards one o’clock, the Centurion came within gunshot of the galleon. The Commodore perceiving the Spaniards to have neglected clearing their ship till that time, as he saw them throwing overboard cattle and lumber, he gave orders to fire upon them with the chase-guns. This was to disturb them in their work, and prevent them from completing it. The galleon returned fire with two of her stern chasers … The Centurion rigged her sprit-sail-yard fore and aft, so as to be ready for boarding. The Spaniards, in Bravado, rigged their own spritsail-yard fore and aft likewise.

Soon after, the Centurion came abreast of the enemy. We were now within pistol shot. We kept to leeward of them, to prevent their putting before the wind and gaining the port of Jalapay, from which they were about 7 leagues distant.

The engagement now began in earnest. For the first half hour, Mr. Anson over-reached the galleon, and lay on her bow, where by the great wideness of his ports he could traverse almost all his guns upon the enemy, whilst the galleon could only bring some of hers to bear. As soon as the action began, the mats with which the galleon had stuffed her netting took fire and burnt violently, blazing up half as high as the mizzen top. This accident, caused by the Centurion’s cannon wads, threw the enemy into the utmost terror. It also alarmed the Commodore – he feared lest the galleon should be burned, and the Centurion with her. However the Spaniards at last freed themselves from the fire by cutting away the netting, tumbling the whole flaming mass into the sea.

All this interval the Centurion kept her first advantageous position, firing her cannon with great regularity and briskness. At the same time the galleon’s decks lay open to our top-men. Having at their first volley driven the Spaniards from their tops, they made prodigious havoc with their small arms, killing or wounding every officer but one that appeared on the quarterdeck, and wounding in particular the General of the galleon himself.

Thus the action proceeded for at least half an hour. But then the Centurion lost the superiority arising from her original situation, and was close alongside the galleon. The enemy continued to fire briskly for near an hour longer; yet even in this posture the Commodore’s grapeshot swept their decks so effectually, and the number of their slain and wounded became so considerable, that they began to fall into great disorder, especially as the General, who was the life of the action, was no longer capable of exerting himself.

Their confusion was visible from onboard the Centurion; for the ships were so near that some of the Spanish officers were seen running about with much assiduity to prevent the desertion of their men from their quarters. But all their endeavours were in vain; for after having, as a last effort, fired five or six guns with more judgment than usual, they yielded up the contest. The galleon’s colours being already singed off the ensign staff, she struck the standard flying at her main topgallant masthead.

Thus was the Centurion possessed of this rich prize, amounting in value to near a million-and-a-half of dollars. She was called the Nostra Signora de Cobadonga [sic], and was commanded by General Don Jeronimo de Montero, a Portuguese, who was the most approved officer for skill and courage of any employed in that service. The galleon was much larger than the Centurion, and had five hundred and fifty men and thirty-six guns mounted for action, besides twenty-eight pedreroes in her gunwale, quarters and tops, each of which carried a four-pound ball … She had sixty-seven men killed in the action, and eighty-four wounded, whilst the Centurion had only two killed, and a lieutenant and sixteen wounded, all of whom but one recovered.

The treasure thus taken by the Centurion having been, for at least eighteen months, the great object of their hopes, it was impossible to describe the transport on board, when, after all their reiterated disappointments, they at last saw their wishes accomplished.

The Commodore resolved to make the best of his way with his prize for the river of Canton … Securing the prisoners was a matter of still more consequence, as not only the possession of the treasure, but the lives of the captors depended thereon. This gave the Commodore much trouble and disquietude, for they were above double the number of his own people. Some of them when they were brought on board the Centurion, and had observed how slenderly she was manned … could not help expressing themselves with great indignation, to be thus beaten by a handful of boys.



A separate account of the voyage tells us that, in an effort to stop the British getting their hands on it, the Covadonga’s crew had hidden the bulk of her phenomenal treasure as ingeniously as they could:


Aboard the Covadonga, Saumarez was continually finding more treasure hidden in false ceilings and secreted behind panels. On one occasion, a suspiciously heavy load of cheeses that were sliced open was found to contain solid gold bullion. To date [July 1743] 1,278,546 Spanish gold and silver dollars and thousands of pounds in weight of beautifully wrought silver and gold have been discovered. In addition, the Centurion carried the treasure of Payta and other Spanish prizes, which altogether amounted to over £500,000 in 1743. This excluded jewels and thousands of gold, silver and jade ornaments as well as tapestries, damasks and rare spices. [Leo Heaps, Log of the Centurion, 1973.]



Commodore Anson arrived home at Spithead on 15 June 1744, to a hero’s welcome. The general ecstasy he met with was understandable: not only had he bloodied the King of Spain’s nose, he had wrested more than £50 million in today’s money from the Spanish exchequer. With a formidable armed escort to keep it safe, thirty-four horse-drawn carts hauled the plunder from Portsmouth to the Tower of London. Cheering crowds lined the route. Only the second English skipper to circumnavigate the globe since Sir Francis Drake, Anson was a national hero.

But his success had been won at a heavy price. Scarlet fever, typhus and ‘the plague of the sea’, scurvy, had killed hundreds of his men. Promoted Rear Admiral and awarded three-eighths of the prize money, Anson’s reputation was now assured. So, too, was his personal fortune: at current values, his share came to more than £18 million. Even the 14-year-old powder monkeys got twenty years’ pay apiece. Poor children who had often been forced into service, they would go home as local heroes, and make the fortunes of their happy families.

Where is the mystery in this, and what does it have to do with the Shugborough Code? To try and answer this, we need to look at the history of Shugborough Hall, then a modest manor house near Litchfield, Staffordshire. The property of George Anson’s elder brother, Thomas, it was about to undergo an almighty transformation.

The Shugborough Code

A man in sudden possession of a large fortune needs the best help he can come by in spending it. And Admiral George Anson was now one of the richest men of his day. He had joined the Navy at the age of 12 and knew a great deal about the sea, fighting ships, and commanding men. But what did he know of culture, philosophy, or art? Perhaps not so much. But now that he was fabulously wealthy, George, with the help of his brother, Thomas, set about correcting this.

The Member of Parliament for nearby Litchfield, Thomas Anson, had long wanted to improve the plain, three-storeyed property which had been built in 1693 by his father, William. He felt that Shugborough’s extensive grounds, too, provided scope for the kind of bold statement a modern British Enlightenment man could make.

A veteran of the Grand Tour, Thomas Anson loved his classical antiquity. Eager to reinvent himself as a kind of Graeco-Roman nobleman and with a fortune in Spanish gold and silver to spend, he set about turning Shugborough into a kind of vast neoclassical theme park. Once finished, he had no doubt it would transform himself, his heroic brother George and the rest of his family into standard bearers of the Enlightenment, that tidal wave of rational thinking, scientific enquiry and newly informed artistic taste that had seized the age.

With the money to employ some of the finest architects, designers, artists and sculptors of the period, Anson commissioned architect, astronomer and garden designer Thomas Wright of Durham to improve and enlarge the original seventeenth-century house, renew its interior, and sculpt out a new landscape.

He also employed the brilliant architect and draughtsman James ‘Athenian’ Stuart to build life-sized replicas of his favourite ancient Graeco-Roman monuments. Stuart duly set about constructing the Tower of the Winds; the Lanthorn of Demosthenes; the Arch of Hadrian; and a Doric Temple. Easily the most enigmatic of the survivors, ‘The Shepherd’s Monument’ is the one that concerns us most.

The Shepherd’s Monument

Set originally in a rough ‘alcove’ or niche created in a wall of the orangery, the Shepherd’s Monument is a marble bas-relief copy of seventeenth-century French artist Nicolas Poussin’s most famous and enigmatic painting. Known both as Les Bergers d’Arcadie and Et In Arcadia Ego, its meaning is still open to interpretation. The Ansons commissioned the renowned Dutch sculptor Peter Scheemakers to make a new representation of the image in stone.

In Scheemakers’ copy, as in the Poussin original, three shepherds and a woman gaze and/or point at a tomb inscribed with the words, ‘Et In Arcadia Ego’. The subject is taken from Virgil’s Bucolics and before that from the Idylls of Theocritus. Both poets imagine an area of ancient Greece – ‘Arcadia’ – as a kind of rural Utopia whose inhabitants lived lives of guiltless intellectual inquiry and sensual outdoor pleasure. In the Poussin painting, the shepherds seem to be making some kind of moral point about the ‘I, too, am in Arcadia’ motto. Most people believe this means that death is always among us, even in the midst of happiness; and that it paradoxically brings its own rewards. The monument is flanked by a pair of Doric pillars cut with a pattern of incised lines.

Why did Thomas Anson commission this monument? Was it at the Admiral’s behest? Why, of all the paintings in the Western canon, did he ask the brilliant – and very expensive – sculptor Scheemakers to copy Poussin’s Et In Arcadia Ego in the first place? The work has obvious resonance for a classical theme park of the type the Ansons were creating. But why that particular image? The obvious explanation is that Anson simply admired Poussin’s work. The less obvious and more intriguing answer is that he wanted to hide something – and help the secret endure through the centuries by shrouding it in mystery. To this end, he asked Scheemakers to make a number of significant changes to Poussin’s original. Taken together, these alterations can be read as a kind of code — but what does it mean?

The Stone Mirror

What is different? The scene has been reversed, right to left, as if we are viewing the image in a stone mirror. The standing female figure has entirely disappeared. A pyramid replaces the rectangular tomb; and what looks like an ornate funerary casket has been placed beneath its apex.

There is more: the angle of the two standing shepherds’ staves or crooks is increased so that they now nearly conjoin. And looking very closely, we see that the head of the mythological Greek river god Alpheus has been cunningly worked into the rock formation directly beneath the shepherd on the monument’s left side. In the myth, Alpheus has fallen in love with the beautiful nymph Arethusa, the daughter of Nereus, one of the Hesperides who look after a hidden paradise. To help Arethusa elude the river god’s attentions, Artemis, goddess of chastity, turns her into a spring. But the cunning Alpheus even so possesses the nymph, by mingling his own much greater stream with hers.

There are at least two further alterations: the older, kneeling shepherd’s hand has been repositioned in such a way that his thumb points to the letter ‘R’ in the word ‘ARCADIA’. And then there is the mystery of the Shugborough Code itself.

The Shugborough Code

Scheemakers chiselled ten letters into the plinth beneath the bas-relief. Set out in this way –

[image: image]

– they make up a cipher known as the Shugborough Code. For more than 250 years, it has defied every attempt to solve it. Dickens and Darwin both tried and failed. More recently, Shugborough’s management, in conjunction with Bletchley Park, the Second World War code-breaking centre that broke the top-secret Nazi Enigma code, organised an open competition. This attracted more than 130 entries. The winner was an anonymous American cipher expert who worked for a US government agency. He claimed to have discovered a numeric key – 1223 – scratched into the marble. This enabled him to decipher the message: JESUS H DEFY – the ‘H’, he said, derived from the Greek letter ‘X’, an abbreviation of the word Christos, ‘Saviour’.

The winner claimed that this encoded ‘Defy Christ’ message links the Shugborough Code directly to the ‘Priory of Sion’, a secret brotherhood made famous by Dan Brown in his bestselling novel, The Da Vinci Code. In Brown’s story, the Priory of Sion guards the Holy Grail: the secret knowledge that Christ was mortal, and not divine. He married and had a child by Mary Magdalene, and their sacred bloodline survives to the present day.

The Knights Templar were also said to be in on the secret. When they had control of the Jerusalem Temple, a chosen few removed the vital and potentially world-changing evidence of Christ’s mortal bloodline from the undercroft. In one version of the story, this included Mary Magdalene’s bones. King Philip II of France smashed the Templar order on Friday, 13 November 1307. As Philip’s murderous henchmen closed in, the story goes on to tell us that a core group of knights escaped with the sacred knowledge. They took initial refuge in the ancient Albigensian fortress of Carcassonne, in southern France. From there, they dispersed either to Rosslyn Chapel in Scotland or to Nova Scotia in Canada, where they hid both themselves and their great secret.

Can we believe that the ‘San Graal’ of French writer Chrétien de Troyes’s late fourteenth-century poem Percival, the Story of the Grail actually refers not to the cup of Christ, but to the ‘Sang Real’ or ‘Royal Blood’ of Jesus and the children he had with Mary Magdalene? Children whose descendants became the Merovingian monarchs of France from the fifth to the eighth century, and whose bloodline continues up to the present day?

Dan Brown starts The Da Vinci Code in this way: ‘The Priory of Sion – a European secret society founded in 1099 – is a real organization.’ In fact, at least in its original incarnation, the Priory of Sion was a hoax, concocted in the 1960s by Pierre Plantard and Philippe de Cherisey, two French adventurers looking to improve their fortunes. Plantard claimed he was Grand Master of the Priory of Sion. As such, he claimed he was the living incarnation of the Holy Blood, and a direct descendant of the Merovingian royal line. This made him not just the rightful heir to the throne of France, but the living embodiment of Christ’s mortal bloodline on Earth. He has since died.

Brown backs up his story by citing a series of ‘parchments’ known as Les Dossiers Secrets. ‘Accidentally discovered’ in France’s prestigious Bibliothèque Nationale, these supposedly list the members of the Priory of Sion, who include Sir Isaac Newton, Sandro Botticelli, Victor Hugo and Leonardo da Vinci. In reality, and in an effort to lend their fraud credibility, the hoaxers planted the parchments in the French national library in 1967. A 2005 British TV investigation by actor and presenter Tony Robinson thoroughly exposed the deceit.

But if there is no Priory of Sion, then the anonymous American code-breaker’s 2004 ‘solution’ of the Shugborough Code competition is wrong, and the cipher remains unbroken. Are there any other clues to its meaning?

Numerous books, TV documentaries and articles have attempted to prove some connection between the southern French village of Rennes-le-Chateau, the Holy Grail, Poussin’s Les Bergers d’Arcadie and buried Templar treasure. None is wholly convincing. But the Rennes-le-Chateau tale is quite fabulous. It involves a priestly murder; the Knights Templar; the Franks; the Visigoths; the Freemasons; Shugborough Hall; substantial caches of gold in the local countryside and just about anything else you can cram in.

One of the most entertaining ideas is that, if we can only unravel them, clues in the ‘secret pentangular geometry’ of Poussin’s Les Bergers d’Arcadie provides the location to a fabled hoard of treasure. In this version of things, the Shugborough Code is the final piece of the puzzle that leads to the buried gold. Many have tried to solve the puzzle. No one has yet come away with the loot.

The Shugborough monument is dedicated to George Anson’s wife, Elizabeth Yorke, daughter of Lord Chancellor Hardwicke. Anson family correspondence hints that Thomas was in love with his brother’s ‘coxcomb’ wife. If true, then the Shugborough Code may have absolutely nothing to do with hidden treasure, Christ, Mary Magdalene, Rennes-le-Chateau or pentangular geometry. It may simply be Thomas Anson’s own very personal way of commemorating Elizabeth. A quotation from the anonymous eighteenth-century ‘Shugborough Poem’ lends some weight to this interpretation:

Let not the Muse inquisitive presume,

With rash interpretation to disclose,

The mystic ciphers that conceal her name.

This still does not explain all the alterations Thomas had Scheemakers make to Les Bergers d’Arcadie. However you care to shake them up, the letters D.O.U.O.S.V.A.V.V.M. don’t work as an encoded version of the name ‘Elizabeth’. A quote from one of his contemporaries tells us that Thomas Anson was ‘much given to hanging over [the monument] in contemplation’. But that still doesn’t help us decipher the code.

[image: image]

Does anyone have any idea what it means?



Atlantis

It’s hard to believe that when he wrote down the story of Atlantis, philosopher, wrestler, misogynist and myth-builder Plato had any idea it would still be gripping the imaginations of people everywhere more than 2,000 years later. Yet this story of a drowned, long-lost city-state somewhere ‘beyond the pillars of Hercules’ has spawned more films, TV shows, books, articles, comics, video games and scholarly treatises than you can shake a Symposium at – and the fascination shows no signs of waning anytime soon.

Plato’s original 360 BC treatises Timaeus and Critias are our only source for the Atlantis myth.

In these texts, we learn that the Greek statesman Solon visited the Egyptian goddess Neith’s temple at Sais, in the Nile delta, in 590 BC. Here, Egyptian priests told him the story of a war between ancient Athens and a country known as ‘Atlantis’. This, Solon said, had taken place 9,000 years before his visit. Plato says that Solon’s Greek language translation is the only and unique source of the Atlantis narrative, and that ‘the original writing … is still in my possession’.

The story goes that when the ancient Greek gods divided up the earth and the heavens among themselves, Poseidon, the sea-god, ‘gained for his lot the island of Atlantis’. Poseidon didn’t do too badly, as the territory he came to own ‘once had an extent greater than that of Libya and Asia [Turkey] …’. (Some believe the word ‘island’ in this context could equally well mean ‘peninsula’, or even ‘island
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