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In Search of Piltdown Man

A hoax that fooled scientists for forty-one years - but who was responsible and why?




A repellent idea


On 30 July 1953, delegates to an international conference in London on Research on Fossil Homininidae in Africa organised by the Wenner-Gren Foundation visited the British Museum (Natural History)[1] to view the remains of the world-famous Eoanthropus dawsoni (‘Dawson’s dawn man’), better known as Piltdown Man. Since its announcement forty-one years earlier, Eoanthropus had spawned hundreds of articles in scientific journals. For decades, it had figured large in books about human origins. Entire careers had been devoted to its study. Breaking the story of its discovery shortly before the official announcement, the Manchester Guardian (now the Guardian) described Piltdown Man as “one of the most important prehistoric discoveries of our time”. The British press had long been envious of the string of fossil human remains discovered in France and Germany, and they delightedly hailed Piltdown Man as ‘the first Englishman’.


Among those present at the BM(NH) viewing was South Africa-born biologist Joseph Weiner, a Reader in Physical Anthropology at the University of Oxford. Piltdown Man had hardly figured in the conference deliberations, but at dinner that evening, Weiner was seated with geologist Kenneth Oakley from the BM(NH) and American anthropologist Sherwood Washburn. The visit had stimulated discussion of the previously ignored Piltdown Man, and it had left Weiner troubled. That evening, he was unable to sleep as his “cogitation had occupied the small hours on my return to Oxford after the Wenner-Gren dinner”. Weighing up a range of hypotheses for Piltdown Man, there was only one that could not be ruled out. It was a “repellent” idea with far-reaching implications, but it was the only one that made any sense1. Weiner would later recall Sherlock Holmes’ maxim: “When you have eliminated the impossible, whatever remains, however improbable, must be the truth”.


Piltdown Man was a forgery.





PART I: Dawson’s dawn man






41 years earlier


Accounts vary as to how solicitor and amateur archaeologist Charles Dawson acquired two skull fragments that attracted the attention of Arthur Smith Woodward at the British Museum (Natural History). Even the dates of events prior to 1912 are uncertain2-5. According to Dawson, the events leading to the discovery of Piltdown Man were set in motion when he was walking along a farm road close to Piltdown Common, Uckfield, Sussex and noticed that the road had been repaired with brown flints of a type uncommon in the region.


Dawson was born into a successful family in 1864. His father, Hugh, was a barrister. His two younger brothers, Hugh and Trevor, both attended university. Hugh became Vicar of Clandown, near Bath, while Trevor served in the Royal Navy and later became Managing Director of the engineering company Vickers. He was knighted in 1909. For his part, Charles did not attend university and followed his father into the legal profession, joining the law firm Langhams in 1880. In 1890, after several years based at the firm’s head office in London, he was made a partner and moved to the branch at Uckfield. In 1900, he took over a long-established Uckfield law firm and in 1906, with business partner George Hart, renamed it Dawson Hart & Co Solicitors. The still-existent firm has retained this name ever since. Dawson was closely involved in the civic affairs of Uckfield and served as Clerk to the Urban District Council and Clerk to the Uckfield Justices. He was Secretary of the Uckfield Gas Company, Solicitor to the Uckfield Building Society, and a trustee of the Eastbourne Building Society. Now aged forty, Dawson married Hélène Postlethwaite, a widow with two adult children, in 1905. The couple had no further children1,5.


However, Dawson’s great interest was the natural world. He had collected fossils since his youth and had been encouraged by the now-elderly fossil collector Samuel Beckles. In 1885, aged only 21, he was elected a Fellow of the Geological Society. He submitted many fossils to the British Museum (Natural History), which awarded him the title of ‘honorary collector’. Three of his many discoveries bear his name: the dinosaur Iguanadon dawsoni, the Lower Cretaceous mammal Plagiaulax dawsoni, and the fossil clubmoss Selaginella dawsoni. In 1889, he co-founded the Hastings and St Leonards Museum Association, and in 1892, he joined the Sussex Archaeological Society. About this time, he began to make a name for himself with spectacular discoveries. These included a Roman statuette made from cast iron, a prehistoric stone axe with its wooden haft still intact, and bricks dating to the very end of the Roman period in Britain. Recognition for his endeavours came in 1895 when he was elected a Fellow of the Society of Antiquaries of London, still aged only 31. Meanwhile, in his day job as a solicitor, Dawson acted for several prominent local antiquarian collectors5.


By the turn of the century, Dawson possessed an imposing CV, but was everything as it seemed? Between 1883 and 1909, he wrote or co-authored more than 50 archaeological, historical, and palaeontological publications – but as impressive as this total sounds, none of these publications greatly furthered his career. Late in 1909, just weeks after Trevor received his knighthood, Hélène wrote to Home Secretary Herbert Gladstone, suggesting that her husband be made a Companion of the Bath[2]. Nothing came of the suggestion. In any case, Dawson was probably more interested in academic recognition, which, for all his efforts, seemed to be eluding him6.


So it was, on that day in question, Dawson claimed to have been out for a walk near Piltdown Common. If we take his account at face value, his enquiries revealed that the flints that had drawn his attention had come from a gravel pit on a neighbouring farm. The gravel pit was of Pleistocene[3] origin. He enquired there for fossils and asked the workmen to save anything they could find. On one of his subsequent visits to the gravel pit, Dawson was given a piece of an “unusually thick human parietal bone”.


When this sequence of events occurred is uncertain. In an account of the discovery published in the Hastings and East Sussex Naturalist in 1913, Dawson recalled that his walk was “just at the end of the last century”. He had been presiding at a Court Baron of Barkham Manor, Piltdown, and when the meeting ended, he went for a stroll on the road outside the manor house. In his 1955 book The Piltdown Forgery, Joseph Weiner states that he obtained permission from Sir Percy Maryon-Wilson, Lord of Barkham Manor, to examine the records of the Barkham Manor Estates. He found that Dawson had assumed Stewardship in 1898 and presided over the Court Baron for the first time in 1899. Meetings were also held in 1904 (apparently postponed by a year), 1907, and 19111. The 1899 meeting would fit Dawson’s recollection in the Hastings and East Sussex Naturalist. However, in the March 1913 edition of the Quarterly Journal of the Geological Society, he states that the walk was “several years ago”2, suggesting that it was more recent than what by then would have been almost a decade and a half previously. As to when Dawson was given the skull fragment, 1908 is generally accepted, but this is based solely on a reference in the Times the day after Eoanthropus was officially announced in December 1912, where it is stated to have been “four years ago”. But this rather crucial date was never mentioned in any subsequent report; it could have been any time after the walk, which itself could have been as early as 18995.


To add to the confusion, a different version of the discovery was

































































































































































	1.	The occlusal surfaces (biting surfaces), particularly of the M2 molar, were planed down over almost their whole extent to a flatness far greater than that normally produced by natural wear.



	2.	The borders of the flat occlusal surfaces, particularly at the sides, were sharp-cut and lacked the bevelling that might be expected from natural wear.



	3.	The centre of the talonid basin (a low shelf at the posterior end of the tooth) in the M2 molar was not worn and was bounded by a sharp-cut and unbevelled border of the planed surface of the crown. This could be produced by artificial abrasion but would not be expected from natural wear.



	4.	 The surface of the areas of dentine exposed on the anteromedial cusps of the two molars was flat, and it was flush with the surrounding enamel instead of forming a depression, as would be expected from natural wear.



	5.	In both molars, far more dentine had been exposed on the anterointernal cusps than the anteroexternal cusps. During natural attrition, the lateral cusps of lower molar teeth are normally worn down more rapidly; hence, there is usually a greater exposure of dentine than for the medial cusps.



	6.	The degree of wear in the two molars, M1 and M2, was almost identical. However, in the early stages of natural attrition, M1 is typically worn than M2.



	7.	The planes of the flat occlusal surfaces of the two molars did not fit together to form a uniform contour. Unless the teeth were displaced from their natural position after death, this is difficult to explain in terms of natural wear.



	8.	Inspection of the Piltdown II molar tooth with a binocular microscope showed that the occlusal surface of the enamel had been finely scratched, as though by an abrasive.













	1.	The mode of wear of this tooth was unlike that found normally in the canines of either apes or humans. The abraded surface had exposed the dentine over the entire lingual surface from medial to distal border, and at one point this reached the apex of the pulp cavity.



	2.	The condition of the apex of the root, and the wide and open pulp cavity seen in an X-ray photograph, indicated that the canine was either incompletely erupted or had only just recently completed its eruption. This was inconsistent with the severely abraded condition of the crown.



	3.	X-ray examination showed no evidence for the deposition of secondary dentine, as might have been expected if the severe abrasion of the lingual surface of the crown were the result of natural attrition.



	4.	Under a binocular microscope, the abraded surface of the crown showed fine vertical scratches, which suggest the application of an abrasive.
























































































































	1.	Keith wrote an editorial for the British Medical Journal (BMJ), which appeared on 21 December 1912, three days after the announcement at Burlington House, in which he gave details about the Piltdown site and the history of the discoveries that were supposedly not discussed at the 18 December meeting. Furthermore, his diary suggests that he wrote the article three days before the meeting. The latter detail is probably not relevant; he could have sketched out the article with what he knew before the meeting and then revised it before the journal went to press. It has also been claimed that full details of the whereabouts of the site were in fact revealed at the 18 December meeting; Tobias is assuming Dawson and Woodward’s 1913 article is an accurate transcript of everything that was discussed at the meeting.




	2.	Keith supposedly visited the Piltdown site with his wife on 4 January 1913. They were unable to find the site and returned to London. Tobias argues that this was a smokescreen to hide the fact that he was familiar with the site and that it was also suspicious that he failed to make a prior arrangement to meet Dawson. Equally, though, it could have been a spur-of-the-moment visit because his wife wanted to see the site, and he happened to have the time (4 January 1913 was a Saturday).




	3.	In his autobiography, Keith claimed to have first met Dawson “early in 1913”. In fact, he must have met Dawson earlier on at least two previous occasions. The first was when Keith was one of three guests of honour at an event hosted by Dawson, Lewis Abbott, and W.R. Butterfield in Hastings in July 1911. The second was an episode when Dawson visited the Royal College of Surgeons (see 6 below). When talking to Weiner in 1953, Keith said that he’d met Dawson “before the famous meeting of 1912”, then corrected himself and said that it was after then. He subsequently checked his diary and confirmed that the date was 28 January 1913 (just over three weeks after his abortive trip to Piltdown). Keith was 84 when he wrote his autobiography, and he died just over a year after his discussion with Weiner. As with Teilhard, this is more readily explicable in terms of lapses in memory.




	4.	Czech anthropologist Aleš Hrdlička wrote to Keith late in October 1912 asking him what he knew about the soon-to-be-announced Piltdown discovery. Keith did not reply until after the 18 December meeting, claiming the delay was because he had not seen the Piltdown material before then. In fact, he twice viewed it at the BM(NH) earlier in December. This is hardly significant – Keith could easily have forgotten to write back to Hrdlička, and when he finally did so, he excused the delay with a small diplomatic lie.




	5.	After Piltdown was exposed, Keith systematically destroyed all his extensive correspondence with Dawson and his notes about Piltdown. My reaction here is, can you blame him? He had devoted much of his professional life to a fossil that had turned out to be a forgery. Hardly “remarkable and suspicious”, as Tobias asserts.




	6.	On 12 May 1912, Dawson wrote to Woodward with the manuscript of a paper on 13th thoracic vertebrae in humans (the normal number is 12). In an accompanying letter, he said that he had visited the Royal College of Surgeons to study skeletons in Keith’s collection. He was “very anxious to get it [the paper] placed at once because I have had to work the photographs under the nose of Keith and his assistant. I gather from the latter that Keith is rather puzzled [about] what to make of it all, and I want to secure the priority to which I am entitled”. Tobias notes that Dawson had no qualifications or experience as an anatomist and that he would not normally have been given access to the collection unless Keith was satisfied with his credentials. That he was given access Tobias takes as evidence for collusion between Keith and Dawson. He suggests that the real purpose of the visit could have been to procure fossil material to be used at Piltdown and that the 13th vertebrae paper was just a ruse to which Dawson had been put up by Keith. Again, though, it could be that Dawson’s account is true, and that he simply smoozed his way past Keith’s assistant and got his photographs. Keith probably forgot all about the incident.




	7.	Keith repeatedly asserted that Dawson was an honest man, long before the forgery was exposed, and indeed afterwards. Tobias again views this as part of a coverup: the more he emphasised Dawson’s honesty, the less likely it was that anybody would question the legitimacy of Piltdown. Again, it is more likely that Keith wanted to speak well of somebody whom he liked and respected, who had died before his time.




	8.	Tobias finds suspicion in Keith’s repeated assertions that Piltdown was genuine - but Keith’s theories depended on it being genuine, so it is hard to agree.




	9.	In July 1913, pathologist Samuel George Shattock presided over a conference on pathology held as part of the 17th International Congress of Medicine in London, and he presented a paper on cranial thickening in some modern people and in “certain Pleistocene crania”. He claimed that the cranial thickening was a pathology rather than a normal condition of the latter. But in his 1915 book The Antiquity of Man, Keith stated of Eoanthropus, “The bone is naturally formed; there can be no question of disease. My colleague Mr. Shattock definitely settled this point”. This was certainly reprehensible, but hardly proof that Keith was complicit in the Piltdown forgery.
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