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 Vol. 1: Hoaxes

 The Cardiff Giant

 The Cigar Maker Who Fooled America

 
 Based on real events

 
 HistorIQly

 



"There's a sucker born every minute."

 — David Hannum, 1869 (commonly misattributed to P.T. Barnum)



Chapter One
 The Argument

 The revival tent smelled of damp canvas and kerosene. It had been pitched in a muddy field outside Ackley, Iowa, in the autumn of 1867, and the congregation inside was singing hymns with the fierce, tuneless conviction of people who believe God is listening and the Devil is close. George Hull sat near the back, arms folded, jaw set, wishing he were anywhere else.

Hull was forty-six years old. He was a cigar maker by trade, a swindler by temperament, and an atheist by conviction — three qualities that, taken together, made him spectacularly unsuited to a Methodist revival meeting. He had come to Ackley on a tobacco deal that had gone sour, and he had wandered into the tent on a whim, or perhaps out of boredom, or perhaps because the evening stretched ahead of him like a sentence and the tent was the only lit place for miles.

He was a big man, Hull. Tall, broad-shouldered, with a face that looked like it had been carved from something hard and then left out in the weather. His hands were stained the colour of old saddle leather from years of handling raw tobacco leaf. He had the watchful, calculating eyes of a man who had spent his adult life looking for the angle — in horse trades, in card games, in the small and constant frauds that kept him one step ahead of poverty and two steps ahead of the law.

The preacher was a man named Turk. Reverend Turk. He was a small, fiery man with a voice that could fill the tent like a pipe organ, and on this particular evening his subject was Genesis. Specifically, Genesis 6:4: "There were giants in the earth in those days."

Turk built his sermon around that single verse with the methodical intensity of a man laying bricks. The Bible was the literal word of God. Every word was true. Every word was fact. There had been giants. Real giants. Men of enormous stature who had walked the earth in the days before the Flood, and their bones were out there somewhere, buried in the ground, waiting to be found. Proof. Physical, undeniable, geological proof that the Scriptures were exactly what they claimed to be.

Hull listened. He shifted in his seat. He felt the familiar heat rise in his chest — the heat that always came when he encountered stupidity presented as certainty. After the service, he found himself standing in a circle of men near the tent flap, arguing.

He did not argue well. Hull was clever but not articulate. He knew the Bible was nonsense — knew it the way he knew the weight of a good cigar or the tell of a man holding bad cards — but he could not dress his contempt in the language of reason. He said the giants were a fairy tale. He said Turk was a fool. He said any man who believed the earth was six thousand years old had no more sense than a horse.

The men around him stiffened. Turk smiled. The argument went around and around, and Hull lost. He lost because he was outnumbered and outmatched, because these men had certainty and he had only scorn, and because in a revival tent in Iowa in 1867, God had the home advantage.

Hull walked back to his lodgings through the mud, furious. The fury was not unusual — he carried it the way other men carried a watch, always with him, always ticking — but this time it had a focus. Not Turk. Not the congregation. The credulity itself. The willingness to believe. The absolute, bovine readiness of supposedly rational men to swallow a fairy tale whole, provided it was printed on the right paper and spoken in the right voice.

He lay awake that night, staring at the ceiling of a boardinghouse room that smelled of boiled cabbage and futility, and the idea came to him. Not all at once. It came the way his best schemes always came — as a feeling first, a tingle of possibility, and then slowly, over hours and days, as a plan.

If these people believed in giants, he would give them a giant.

He would carve one from stone. He would bury it in the ground. He would have it "discovered." And then he would sit back and watch while the preachers and the professors and the gawking public lined up to stare at it, and he would know — he alone would know — that they were staring at a lie.

It was not about money. Not at first. It was about proving a point. It was about demonstrating, with the cold precision of a con man's proof, that people will believe anything if they want to believe it badly enough.

The money, as it turned out, would come later. And it would come in floods.

 
 

Chapter Two
 The Block

 The plan required stone. Not just any stone — it had to be the right kind, the right colour, the right weight. It had to look like something that had been buried in the earth for centuries. It had to feel ancient.

Hull spent months thinking about it. He was not an educated man, but he was a patient one when a scheme demanded it, and this scheme demanded everything. He considered marble — too white, too obviously quarried. He considered sandstone — too soft, too grainy. He considered limestone and rejected it. He needed something dense, something that would take detail, something that could pass for petrified flesh under the credulous eyes of men who wanted to believe.

Gypsum. The answer was gypsum. A soft mineral, easy enough to carve, but dense and heavy when cut in bulk. The right colour — a pale, bluish grey that could be aged with chemicals. And Iowa, where he happened to be doing business, was sitting on deposits of the stuff.

In the spring of 1868, Hull travelled to Fort Dodge, a small town in the northwest corner of Iowa where gypsum was quarried for plaster and building material. He found a quarry and hired a team of men to cut him a block. The block he specified was enormous: roughly twelve feet long, four feet wide, and two feet thick. It weighed nearly three thousand pounds.

The quarrymen asked what it was for. Hull told them he was commissioning a monument to Abraham Lincoln. The lie was smooth and patriotic and no one questioned it. They cut the block, loaded it onto a wagon, and Hull paid them with cash and one keg of beer.

Getting the block out of Iowa was a nightmare. The roads from Fort Dodge to the nearest railroad were little more than rutted tracks through farmland, and the block weighed a ton and a half. The first wagon broke an axle after three miles. The second wagon collapsed entirely. A wooden bridge over a creek sagged and cracked under the load, and the block had to be hauled out of the mud with ropes and a team of horses while Hull stood on the bank and sweated.

It took three weeks to travel forty miles. Three weeks of broken wagons, cursing teamsters, and the constant terror that someone would ask too many questions about why a cigar maker needed a three-thousand-pound block of gypsum. But Hull had one advantage that served him well throughout the entire enterprise: he looked like exactly what he was — a rough, practical man of business — and nobody expects a cigar maker to be pulling off a fraud of archaeological proportions.

At the railhead, the block was loaded onto a flatcar and shipped east. Hull had arranged for it to be delivered to a warehouse in Chicago, where the next phase of the plan would begin. The shipping manifests listed the cargo as "finished stone." Nobody looked twice.

In Chicago, Hull rented a barn on West Twelfth Street. The barn was large enough to hold the block and private enough to hide what he intended to do with it. He hired a German stonecutter named Edward Burkhardt, a skilled craftsman who worked in the monument trade and who, like most men Hull dealt with, could be counted on not to ask questions provided the money was right.

Burkhardt brought two assistants: Henry Salle and Fred Mohrmann. The three of them stood in the barn and looked at the block of gypsum, and Hull told them what he wanted. He wanted a man. A giant man. Ten feet tall, lying on his back, one arm across his stomach, legs slightly crossed. The face should look like it was sleeping — or dead. The body should have enough detail to be convincing but not so much that it looked machine-made.

And it should look like him.

This last detail was vanity, or perhaps a private joke, or perhaps something darker — the con man's signature, hidden in plain sight. Hull stripped to the waist and lay down on the barn floor while Burkhardt took measurements and sketched. The giant would have Hull's face, Hull's proportions, Hull's heavy brow and thick neck, scaled up to the dimensions of a biblical colossus.

The carving took weeks. Burkhardt and his men worked in the evenings and on Sundays, when the surrounding workshops were quiet. They draped the barn with quilts and old carpeting to muffle the sound of hammering. The gypsum carved easily — too easily, in places, and Burkhardt had to work carefully around areas where the stone was soft or fractured. The figure took shape slowly: the broad chest, the thick limbs, the face with its closed eyes and mysterious half-smile.

Hull supervised every detail. He drove darning needles into the surface by the hundred, creating tiny impressions that looked like skin pores. He insisted on visible ribs, on an Adam's apple, on fingernails and toenails. When the carving was complete, he rubbed the surface with sand and water to simulate the erosion of centuries. Then he washed the entire figure with sulfuric acid to darken the stone and give it the patina of great age.

The acid did something no one had anticipated. As it ate into the gypsum, it followed natural veins and fault lines in the stone, producing dark streaks that looked exactly like blood vessels beneath translucent skin. The effect was startling. The figure looked less like a statue and more like a body — a body that had been turned to stone by some unimaginable geological process and preserved, perfect, beneath the earth.

Hull looked at it and knew it would work.

He packed the figure in an iron-bound wooden crate, listed it on the shipping manifest as "machinery," and sent it east by rail. The destination was a small farm in central New York, owned by a man named William Newell. Newell was a distant relative of Hull's. He was also the kind of man who could keep a secret — provided there was money in it.

 [image: Illustration of the Cardiff Giant from the History of Iowa]The Cardiff Giant as depicted in a contemporary illustration. Hull had the figure modelled on himself — his face, his proportions, scaled up to the dimensions of a biblical colossus.
 

Chapter Three
 The Burial

 William C. Newell — everyone called him Stub — was a farmer of no particular distinction in the town of Cardiff, New York. Cardiff was a small, flat, unremarkable community in Onondaga County, midway between Syracuse and the Finger Lakes, the kind of place where nothing much happened and nobody expected it to. Stub Newell raised hops and kept a tidy farm and minded his own business with the quiet determination of a man who understood that the world was not especially interested in him.

He was a distant relative of Hull's, close enough that Hull trusted him. Trust, in this case, meant that Newell could be bought. Hull offered him a quarter share of whatever the giant produced. Newell did the arithmetic in his head — a quarter of something was better than all of nothing — and agreed.

The crate arrived at Cardiff station in early November 1868. It came by rail from Chicago, then by wagon from the station to Newell's farm, a journey of a few miles along muddy back roads. The teamsters who delivered it were told it contained machinery for the farm. They unloaded it behind Newell's barn, collected their fee, and left.

That night, under cover of darkness, Hull and Newell opened the crate. The giant lay inside, wrapped in straw and sacking, its pale grey skin ghostly in the lantern light. They stared at it. Even knowing what it was — a carved block of Iowa gypsum, made in a Chicago barn by a German stonecutter — the thing was unsettling. It looked human. It looked dead. It looked like it had been sleeping in the earth since before the Flood.

They had already dug the hole. Newell had excavated a pit behind his barn over the preceding days, telling anyone who asked that he was preparing a new root cellar. The pit was about five feet deep, narrow enough that the figure would fit snugly, with room to pack earth around the sides. They chose a spot near a stand of old trees, where the roots would grow over and around the buried figure and lend the impression that it had been in the ground for centuries.

Getting the giant into the hole required ropes, a crude wooden ramp, and a great deal of cursing. The figure weighed nearly three thousand pounds, and it had to be lowered gently — a hard drop could crack the gypsum and ruin everything. They worked by lantern light, struggling with the ropes in the cold, their breath smoking in the November air. At one point the figure slipped and slid sideways, and Hull grabbed the rope with both hands and felt the fibres burn across his palms. But they got it in. They got it in and positioned it face-up, arms arranged, legs slightly crossed, the way a man might lie in a coffin if the coffin were the earth itself.

They packed dirt over the figure in layers, tamping it down by hand and by boot. They scattered leaves and brush over the disturbed ground. They rolled a log over part of the site. By dawn, there was no visible trace that anything had been buried there at all. The ground looked as it had always looked — a patch of earth behind a barn on a farm in Cardiff, New York. Nothing to see. Nothing to wonder about.

Then they waited.

The waiting was the hardest part. Hull had calculated that the figure needed to rest in the ground long enough for the soil to settle, for the roots to begin creeping over and around the stone, for the surface of the burial site to blend seamlessly with the surrounding earth. A few months would not be enough. The ground had to look undisturbed. The discovery had to seem accidental.

Nearly a year passed. Hull went back to his tobacco business. Newell tended his farm. They did not speak of the giant. They did not visit the burial site. They let the seasons do their work — the freezing and thawing, the spring rains, the summer growth. The earth knitted itself together above the buried figure, and the farm went on as it always had, and nobody knew.

In October 1869, Newell decided the time had come. He hired two local men — Gideon Emmons and Henry Nichols — to dig a well behind his barn. He was very specific about where they should dig. He pointed to a spot that, by purest coincidence, was directly above the buried giant.

Emmons was a Civil War veteran who had lost his left arm in the fighting. He worked with one hand and a kind of grim efficiency that made his disability almost invisible. Nichols was younger, stronger, less remarkable. They arrived on the morning of Saturday, October 16, 1869, with shovels and a pickaxe and the expectation of an ordinary day's labour.

They dug for perhaps an hour. The soil came up easily — it had been disturbed before, though they had no reason to know this. At a depth of about three feet, Emmons's shovel struck something hard. He scraped away the dirt. A broad, pale surface appeared — smooth, curved, unmistakably shaped.

It was a foot. A stone foot. Enormous. The toes were visible, and the arch, and the beginning of an ankle that descended deeper into the earth.

"I declare," Emmons said, leaning on his shovel, "some old Indian has been buried here."

They dug faster. The ankle gave way to a shin, the shin to a knee. The figure was lying on its back. The stone was blue-grey, mottled, veined, and impossibly lifelike. Nichols stopped digging and stared. Emmons stopped digging and stared. Newell, who had been watching from a judicious distance, walked over and looked into the hole and produced an expression of astonishment that, if it was acting, was the finest performance of his life.

Within the hour, the entire figure was exposed. Ten feet four and a half inches of carved gypsum, lying in the earth like a fallen god. The face was serene, the eyes closed, one arm draped across the stomach, the legs gently crossed. The surface was darkened and weathered. Roots threaded across the torso. The thing looked as though it had been there forever.

Word spread the way it does in small towns — by mouth, by horseback, by the irresistible gravity of the extraordinary. Within hours, neighbours were arriving at Newell's farm to stare into the pit. By sunset, the crowd had grown to dozens. By the following morning, it was hundreds.

Stub Newell looked at the crowd, did a quick calculation, and erected a tent over the pit. He began charging fifty cents admission.

The Cardiff Giant was open for business.

 [image: The Cardiff Giant being excavated in 1869]The Cardiff Giant as it appeared when unearthed on October 16, 1869. Workers Gideon Emmons and Henry Nichols struck the stone foot at a depth of three feet while digging a "well" on Stub Newell's farm.
 

Chapter Four
 The Sensation

 The news hit Syracuse like a thunderclap. A giant — a genuine, petrified, ten-foot giant — had been unearthed on a farm in Cardiff, and you could see it for half a dollar.

Within two days of the discovery, the roads leading to Newell's farm were choked with wagons, carriages, and people on foot. The village of Cardiff had never seen traffic like this. Farmers abandoned their fields. Shopkeepers closed early. Entire families loaded into buckboards and made the journey from Syracuse, twenty miles to the north, to stand in line and file past the figure under the white tent.

Newell had set up a simple system. Visitors paid their fifty cents at a table near the barn, received a numbered ticket, and were admitted in groups of fifteen for a viewing of no more than fifteen minutes. The figure lay in its pit, partially excavated, surrounded by a low rope barrier. Visitors circled it slowly, reverently, as though they were in a cathedral. Some wept. Some prayed. Many reached over the rope to touch the stone, as though physical contact might confirm what their eyes were telling them and their minds were struggling to accept.

The newspapers arrived on the second day. Reporters from the Syracuse papers came first, followed by correspondents from Albany, New York, and eventually from papers as far away as Boston and Chicago. The headlines were enormous: A WONDERFUL DISCOVERY. THE CARDIFF GIANT. A PETRIFIED GIANT FOUND IN NEW YORK. The stories were breathless, credulous, and magnificently uncritical. The giant was described as a marvel of nature, a relic of biblical antiquity, a petrified man from an age when giants walked the earth.

The debate began almost immediately, and it followed predictable lines. On one side were the biblical literalists — men like Reverend Turk, though Turk himself was not present — who saw the giant as physical proof of Genesis. There had been giants in the earth. Here was one. Scripture confirmed, faith vindicated, science humbled. These believers were numerous, vocal, and deeply invested in the giant's authenticity. To question it was to question the Bible, and to question the Bible was to question God.

On the other side were the men of science, and they were divided among themselves. Some believed the figure was a genuine petrified human body — a man of extraordinary size, turned to stone by some unknown mineralogical process over vast spans of time.

Others — the more cautious, the more sceptical — believed the figure was not a petrified body but an ancient statue. Dr. John F. Boynton, a lecturer and naturalist who had once toured with a display of "wonders of the natural world," was among the first to examine the giant closely; he declared that it could not be a fossilised man, and theorised instead that it was a carved sculpture — possibly the work of French Jesuit missionaries. James Hall, the State Geologist of New York, who visited the farm in the first week, took the same view, declaring the giant "the most remarkable object yet brought to light in this country" and endorsing the statue theory with equal confidence. Both were wrong about the missionaries, wrong about the antiquity, and wrong about nearly everything except the fact that it was carved. But Hall's endorsement in particular gave the giant the stamp of official approval.

Almost nobody suggested the obvious: that it was a fake. That someone had carved it recently and buried it on purpose. The idea was raised, briefly, in a few newspaper editorials, but it was shouted down by the believers and the ambivalent alike. The giant was too large, too detailed, too heavy to be a modern fabrication. Who would go to such trouble? Who would spend such money? And to what end?

The answer to all three questions was George Hull, but Hull was not talking. He was watching. He had sold his direct interest in the giant to Newell — or so the arrangement appeared — and he was keeping his distance. He read the newspaper accounts with the quiet satisfaction of a man watching a play he had written being performed to a packed house.

The crowds grew. Three hundred visitors a day became five hundred. Five hundred became a thousand. Newell doubled the admission price to a dollar, and the line only grew longer. The roads to Cardiff were jammed from dawn to dusk. Local entrepreneurs set up food stalls and souvenir stands along the route. Hotels in Syracuse filled to capacity. The Cardiff Giant had become, in the space of a week, the most talked-about attraction in the United States.

And Hull watched, and waited, and counted the money in his head. The point had been proved. The rubes were lining up. The preachers were vindicated. The scientists were divided. The newspapers were in raptures. Every single one of them was staring at a block of Iowa gypsum carved in a Chicago barn, and not one of them could see it.

There was, Hull reflected, a great deal of money in credulity. More than he had imagined. The giant had been a philosophical experiment, a private joke aimed at Reverend Turk and his ilk. But it was becoming something else. It was becoming a business.

And businesses, as Hull well knew, attracted competitors.

 [image: The Onondaga Giant — contemporary engraving of the Cardiff Giant]A contemporary engraving of the Cardiff Giant, also known as "The Onondaga Giant." Thousands of visitors paid fifty cents to file past the figure under a white tent. Within a week, it was the most talked-about attraction in America.
 

Chapter Five
 The Syndicate

 By the end of October, the Cardiff Giant had earned more money in two weeks than most farmers in Onondaga County saw in a year. The tent behind Newell's barn was pulling in hundreds of dollars a day, and the roads to Cardiff were still crowded, and the newspapers were still running stories, and the argument about what the giant actually was — petrified man, ancient statue, or something else entirely — showed no signs of resolving itself.

Hull watched the money and did a calculation. The giant was valuable now, but it would not be valuable forever. Interest would fade. The crowds would thin. Winter was coming, and nobody was going to stand in a muddy field in January to look at a stone man. The time to sell was now, while the fever was high.

He found his buyers in Syracuse. A group of five businessmen, led by a banker and horse trader named David Hannum, offered to purchase a three-quarter interest in the giant for the sum of thirty thousand dollars. It was an astonishing figure — equivalent to roughly seven hundred and fifty thousand dollars today — and it tells you everything you need to know about the intensity of the giant mania that had gripped central New York.

Hannum was a shrewd man. He was from Homer, a town south of Syracuse, and he had made his fortune in the usual ways that men of his time and place made fortunes — banking, trading, speculating, and never paying a dollar more than he had to. He believed the giant was genuine, or at least he believed it would continue to draw paying crowds, which amounted to the same thing. He had plans to move it out of Cardiff and into Syracuse, where it could be exhibited in a proper venue, and then to take it on a tour — Albany, New York City, Boston, the whole eastern seaboard. The giant was a gold mine, and Hannum intended to work the vein.

The deal was done. Hull pocketed his share — roughly twenty-three thousand dollars, a sum that would have bought him a comfortable life if he had been the kind of man who understood comfort. He was not. He was the kind of man who understood angles, and he knew that once the giant left his hands, whatever happened next was someone else's problem.

Hannum's syndicate moved the giant to Syracuse in early November. It was installed in a rented exhibition hall, propped on a platform at a slight angle so that visitors could circle it and examine it from every side. The exhibition was professionally managed — tickets, printed programmes, a uniformed attendant who answered questions with a mixture of authority and vagueness that kept the mystery alive. The crowds came. The money flowed. Hannum was pleased.

Then P.T. Barnum arrived.

Phineas Taylor Barnum was fifty-nine years old and the most famous showman in America. He had built his career on a principle that the Cardiff Giant itself would come to embody: that the American public had an almost unlimited appetite for wonders, and that a man who could supply wonders — real, fake, or somewhere in between — would never go hungry. He had exhibited the Fejee Mermaid, a grotesque hybrid of monkey and fish. He had displayed General Tom Thumb, the world's most famous dwarf. He had owned and operated the American Museum in New York City, a temple of marvels and humbug that had drawn millions before it burned to the ground.

Barnum recognised the Cardiff Giant for what it was — not a genuine artefact, but a genuine sensation, which was all that mattered. He wanted it. He offered Hannum fifty thousand dollars to lease the giant for three months. Hannum refused. He offered more. Hannum refused again. The giant was his, and he was not sharing it.

Barnum shrugged. If he could not buy the giant, he would make one of his own.

He hired a sculptor to create an exact plaster replica of the Cardiff Giant, working from photographs and published measurements. The replica was completed in a matter of weeks — it did not need to be buried or aged, since Barnum made no pretence of archaeological authenticity. He simply displayed it in a rented hall in New York City and announced, with magnificent audacity, that his was the original Cardiff Giant and the one in Syracuse was the copy.

The claim was preposterous, but Barnum understood something that Hannum did not: in the economy of spectacle, truth is less important than confidence. Barnum's giant was displayed with all the showmanship he could muster — dramatic lighting, a breathless barker, printed handbills declaring the exhibit "THE ONLY GENUINE CARDIFF GIANT." The New York public, who cared more about entertainment than provenance, lined up in droves.

Hannum was furious. His giant — the real fake, as it were — was losing business to a fake of the fake. He filed a lawsuit, accusing Barnum of fraud. The suit would eventually reach court, and the judge would deliver a verdict that was both legally sound and philosophically devastating: he could not charge Barnum with fraud for calling a fake a fake.

It was during this period that David Hannum, watching the crowds file into Barnum's exhibition, uttered the words that would become the most misattributed quotation in American history. Looking at the people who were paying to see what he knew to be a copy of what he believed to be an artefact but was in fact another fake, Hannum said: "There's a sucker born every minute."

The quote was reported in a Syracuse newspaper. Within weeks, it had been attributed to Barnum. It has remained attributed to Barnum ever since. The irony is perfect: a line about gullibility, spoken by a man who had been fooled, credited to the man who fooled everyone else.

 [image: P.T. Barnum, circa 1860]P.T. Barnum, the most famous showman in America. When Hannum's syndicate refused to sell the giant, Barnum simply made his own — and claimed it was the original.
 

Chapter Six
 The Professor

 Othniel Charles Marsh was not the kind of man who could be fooled by a block of gypsum.

He was thirty-seven years old in 1869, a professor of palaeontology at Yale College, and one of the most formidable scientists in America. He was engaged in a ferocious rivalry with Edward Drinker Cope of Philadelphia — a decades-long war of fossil hunting, academic sabotage, and mutual loathing that would come to be called the Bone Wars — and he had spent enough time examining ancient remains to know the difference between a genuine artefact and a carved stone.

Marsh visited the Cardiff Giant during its exhibition in Syracuse, paid his admission, and spent approximately ten minutes looking at it. Ten minutes was more than enough.

The chisel marks were the first thing he noticed. They were everywhere — along the torso, under the arms, across the face. Fresh marks, sharp-edged, clearly cut by steel tools. If the figure had been buried in the ground for any significant period of time, water erosion and mineral deposits would have softened and filled those marks. They had not. The marks were as crisp as the day they were cut.

Then there was the matter of the pores. Someone had gone to considerable trouble to prick the surface of the gypsum with a pointed instrument, creating tiny holes that were meant to resemble skin pores. The effect was convincing at a distance, but up close — and Marsh got very close — the pores were too regular, too evenly spaced, too obviously artificial. Skin pores are random. These were not.

The dissolution was equally damning. Gypsum is a water-soluble mineral. A figure carved from gypsum and buried in the damp soil of central New York for any length of time would show significant surface dissolution — pitting, softening, rounding of sharp edges. The Cardiff Giant showed almost none. Its surface was weathered, yes, but the weathering was chemical, not geological. Someone had treated the stone with acid. The acid had done its work on the surface, but the deeper structure was intact. The figure had not been in the ground for centuries. It had not even been in the ground for decades.

Marsh announced his verdict with the blunt confidence that was his trademark. The Cardiff Giant, he declared, was "a most decided humbug." It was not a petrified man. It was not an ancient statue. It was a recently carved block of gypsum, aged with chemicals and buried on purpose. A fake. A fraud. A hoax.

The statement landed like a grenade in the middle of the giant mania. Marsh was not some provincial critic or envious competitor. He was a Yale professor, a member of the National Academy of Sciences, a man whose opinion carried the weight of institutional authority. When Marsh said a thing was fake, serious people listened.

Not everyone, of course. The believers pushed back. Hannum's syndicate pushed back. The newspapers, which had invested heavily in the story, pushed back. Marsh was accused of jealousy, of seeking publicity, of being unable to appreciate a genuine wonder when he saw one. But the damage was done. The seed of doubt had been planted, and it was growing.

Other scientists followed Marsh's lead. Geologists who had previously hedged their opinions now came forward with doubts. The lack of water erosion was noted. The chemical weathering was analysed. The gypsum itself was identified as consistent with deposits found in Iowa, not New York — a geographical impossibility if the figure was truly ancient and local.

The consensus was shifting. The giant was losing its believers, one by one, like a religion in decline. The crowds still came — curiosity and spectacle have their own momentum — but the nature of the crowd was changing. People were no longer coming to worship. They were coming to gawk. The giant was becoming a sideshow, and everyone could feel it.

Hull could feel it too. He had been watching the Marsh affair from a distance, and he could see the trajectory. The scheme had worked brilliantly — far beyond his original expectations — but it had a shelf life, and the shelf life was expiring. The scientists were circling. The questions were getting sharper. Sooner or later, someone would trace the gypsum to Iowa, or find the quarrymen, or locate Burkhardt in Chicago, and the whole edifice would come down.

Hull decided to get ahead of the story. If the giant was going to be exposed, he would do the exposing himself. It was the con man's last move — the one that turns a humiliation into a victory, or at least into a punchline.

On December 10, 1869, less than two months after the giant had been unearthed, George Hull called a press conference and told the truth.

 [image: Othniel C. Marsh, Yale paleontologist]Othniel Charles Marsh, professor of palaeontology at Yale. He spent approximately ten minutes examining the giant before declaring it "a most decided humbug." The chisel marks, he said, were still fresh.
 

Chapter Seven
 The Confession

 Hull told them everything. He told them about the argument with Reverend Turk. He told them about the gypsum quarry in Fort Dodge. He told them about the broken wagons and the collapsed bridge and the three weeks it took to move a block of stone forty miles across Iowa. He told them about Burkhardt and Salle and Mohrmann, and the barn on West Twelfth Street in Chicago, and the quilts hung from the rafters to muffle the sound of hammering. He told them about the darning needles and the sulfuric acid and the veins that appeared in the stone like a gift from the geology itself. He told them about Stub Newell, and the burial, and the year of waiting, and the hired men who dug the "well" in exactly the right spot.

He told them all of it, and he was grinning while he said it.

The confession was front-page news across the country. The reaction was not what you might expect. There was outrage, certainly — Hannum and his syndicate had paid thirty thousand dollars for a fake, and they were not inclined to see the humour in the situation. There was embarrassment among the scientists who had pronounced the giant authentic, and among the clergymen who had cited it as proof of Scripture. There was a certain amount of finger-pointing and blame-shifting and retroactive scepticism from people who now claimed they had never believed it in the first place.

But the dominant reaction was not anger. It was delight.

The American public, it turned out, loved the hoax almost as much as they had loved the giant. The sheer audacity of the scheme — a cigar maker fooling the scientists and the preachers and the press with a block of carved stone — struck a chord that went deeper than embarrassment. It was, in its way, a perfectly American story: the outsider, the hustler, the self-made man who beat the establishment at its own game. Hull had proved that the experts were no smarter than the rubes, and the rubes appreciated the demonstration.

The legal consequences were mild. Hannum's syndicate considered suing Hull for fraud but concluded, on advice of counsel, that their case was weak. They had bought the giant in good faith, but they had bought it as a curiosity, not as a certified artefact, and Hull had made no sworn statements about its origins. The purchase was a business transaction between consenting adults, and the courts were not inclined to intervene.

The parallel lawsuit against Barnum fared no better. Hannum's syndicate had sued Barnum for calling their giant a copy and his a genuine article. But now that Hull had confessed, the giant was confirmed as a fake, and the judge ruled — with what one imagines was a certain judicial pleasure — that Barnum could not be charged with fraud for calling a fake a fake. Case dismissed.

Hull walked away with his twenty-three thousand dollars and his reputation as America's greatest prankster. He gave interviews. He posed for photographs — including one with the giant itself, which was still being exhibited to diminishing but persistent crowds. He was treated less as a criminal than as a folk hero, a trickster figure in the American grain, and he accepted the role with the ease of a man who had been playing roles his entire life.

But there is a coda to the story, and it is less cheerful.

Hull was not a man who knew what to do with money, and twenty-three thousand dollars burned through his hands like water through sand. He invested in schemes that were more ambitious than sound. He speculated in markets he did not understand. Within four years, he was broke.

In 1876, desperate for another score, Hull attempted to repeat the Cardiff Giant scheme. He commissioned a second giant — this one made of clay, ground bones, rock dust, and plaster — and had it buried near Beulah, Colorado. The "Colorado Giant" was duly "discovered" and exhibited, but the magic was gone. The public had learned the trick. The newspapers were sceptical from the start. The second giant drew thin crowds, generated little revenue, and was quickly exposed as another Hull production. It was the sequel nobody wanted, and it confirmed the oldest law of the con: you can fool them once, but you cannot fool them the same way twice.

Hull drifted through the rest of his life in a state of declining fortune and increasing obscurity. He never achieved another success, criminal or otherwise, and he died in 1902, largely forgotten, in a boardinghouse that was not much different from the one where the idea had first occurred to him on a night in Iowa thirty-five years earlier.

 [image: Close-up of the Cardiff Giant]The Cardiff Giant in detail. Note the serene expression and the needle-prick "pores" that Hull drove into the gypsum surface by the hundred. The sulfuric acid he used for aging produced dark streaks that resembled blood vessels — an accident that made the figure disturbingly lifelike.
 

Chapter Eight
 Old Hoaxey

 The giant outlasted its creator. It outlasted all of them — Hull, Newell, Hannum, Barnum, Marsh. It outlasted the controversy and the lawsuits and the newspaper editorials. It outlasted the age that produced it, and the one that followed, and the one after that. The Cardiff Giant refused to die.

After the confession, Hannum's syndicate continued to exhibit the giant, though the nature of the exhibition changed. It was no longer presented as a genuine petrified man or an ancient statue. It was presented as itself — a famous hoax, an American curiosity, a ten-foot monument to human gullibility. The public continued to come, though in smaller numbers. They came with knowing smiles instead of open mouths. They called it "Old Hoaxey," and the nickname stuck.

The giant toured. Syracuse, Albany, New York City. It was displayed at county fairs and in rented halls and, at one point, in a dime museum on Broadway. Wherever it went, it drew a crowd — not the feverish, believing crowd of October 1869, but a steadier, more amused audience that came to see the thing that had fooled the experts and made fools of the faithful.

By the mid-1870s, the crowds had thinned to the point where touring was no longer profitable. The giant was put into storage. It spent years in barns and warehouses, growing dusty and forgotten, an oversized relic of a joke whose punchline had been delivered and received. It changed hands several times. At one point, it was owned by a group of carnival operators who displayed it alongside two-headed calves and bearded ladies. It had fallen a long way from the white tent in Cardiff.

In 1901, the giant was displayed at the Pan-American Exposition in Buffalo — an event remembered primarily for the assassination of President William McKinley — but drew little attention among the exposition's grander spectacles. It continued to drift between owners. Iowa publisher Gardner Cowles Jr. eventually acquired it and repurposed it, with a certain magnificent irreverence, as a coffee table in his rumpus room. The Cardiff Giant had become, in a way its creator never intended, a permanent fixture of American culture — not as a fraud, and not as a wonder, but as something in between. A story. An object lesson. A reminder.

In 1947, Cowles sold the giant to the New York State Historical Association, which installed it in the Farmers' Museum in Cooperstown, New York — a quiet, dignified institution better known for its collection of rural Americana than for its display of famous frauds. The giant was placed in a specially constructed pit inside the museum's main barn, positioned as it had been found in 1869: on its back, one arm across its stomach, legs slightly crossed, the mysterious half-smile still playing across its weathered face.

It is still there.

Visitors to the Farmers' Museum can stand above the pit and look down at the Cardiff Giant exactly as Gideon Emmons and Henry Nichols looked down at it on that October morning in 1869. The figure is smaller than you expect — ten feet sounds enormous until you see it, and then it looks merely large, the size of a very tall man stretched on a slab. The gypsum has yellowed with age. The acid staining has faded. The needle-prick pores are barely visible. The chisel marks that Marsh spotted are still there, still sharp, still obvious if you know what to look for.

The museum treats the giant with a curious mixture of respect and irony. The exhibit panels tell the story accurately — Hull, Newell, the quarry, the barn, the burial, the discovery, the sensation, the confession. They do not romanticise Hull or demonise him. They present the hoax as what it was: a remarkably elaborate practical joke that got out of hand and became, for a few extraordinary weeks, a national obsession.

What the panels do not quite explain — what no account of the Cardiff Giant quite explains — is why it worked. Not the mechanics of the fraud, which are straightforward enough, but the psychology. Why did so many people, including educated and intelligent people, believe in the giant? Why did they want to believe?

The answer, perhaps, is the same answer that applies to most successful hoaxes: the giant confirmed what people already believed, or wanted to believe, or were afraid not to believe. For the biblical literalists, it was proof of Scripture. For the scientists, it was a magnificent specimen. For the newspapers, it was a magnificent story. For the public, it was a wonder — a break in the grey routine of ordinary life, a door into a world where giants walked the earth and miracles were buried in the ground beneath your feet.

Nobody wanted to close that door. Nobody wanted to be the one who said it was just a rock.

Barnum's replica, meanwhile, had its own afterlife. It bounced between various owners and exhibitions before coming to rest at Marvin's Marvelous Mechanical Museum near Detroit, Michigan — a wonderfully eccentric establishment full of antique arcade machines, sideshow memorabilia, and other objects of American weirdness. The fake of the fake found its level, which was the level of pure entertainment, stripped of all pretence.

And George Hull's original — the real fake, the one that started it all — sits in its pit in Cooperstown and receives visitors with the same expression it has worn since 1868: eyes closed, lips slightly curved, a face that knows something you don't.

People still reach over the rope to touch it. After more than a hundred and fifty years, they still reach out to touch the stone, as though the truth of the thing might be felt rather than known. As though contact with the surface might answer the question that the giant, in its silence, has been asking since the day it was pulled from the earth:

What do you want to believe?

 [image: The Cardiff Giant on display at the Farmers' Museum in Cooperstown, NY]The Cardiff Giant today, on permanent display at the Farmers' Museum in Cooperstown, New York. Visitors still reach over the rope to touch it. After more than 150 years, the question it asks is still the same: What do you want to believe?
 

Timeline

 1867 — George Hull, an atheist tobacconist from Binghamton, New York, argues with Reverend Turk at a Methodist revival meeting in Iowa about biblical giants. He conceives the hoax.

 1868 (Spring) — Hull quarries a 12-by-4-by-2-foot block of gypsum near Fort Dodge, Iowa, telling the quarrymen it is for an Abraham Lincoln memorial. Transporting the 3,000-pound block 40 miles to a railhead takes three weeks and destroys two wagons and a bridge.

 1868 (Summer) — In a barn on West Twelfth Street, Chicago, German stonecutter Edward Burkhardt and assistants Henry Salle and Fred Mohrmann carve the figure in secret. They work evenings and Sundays, muffling their hammering with quilts. Hull models the face on his own.

 1868 (November) — The completed figure is shipped by rail to Cardiff, New York, and buried behind the barn of Hull's distant relative, William "Stub" Newell, on a cold night. Total cost of the project: $2,600.

 1869 (October 16) — Nearly a year later, workers Gideon Emmons and Henry Nichols, hired to dig a "well," unearth the giant at a depth of three feet. Newell erects a tent and charges 50 cents admission. 2,500 visitors come in the first week.

 1869 (October–November) — The giant becomes a national sensation. Scientists debate whether it is a petrified man or an ancient statue. State Geologist James Hall calls it "the most remarkable object yet brought to light in this country."

 1869 (November) — Hull sells his stake for $23,000 to a syndicate of five Syracuse businessmen led by David Hannum. The giant is moved to Syracuse for exhibition. P.T. Barnum offers $50,000 to lease it; refused, he commissions an exact plaster replica.

 1869 (November) — Yale palaeontologist Othniel C. Marsh visits the giant and declares it "a most decided humbug," citing fresh chisel marks and lack of water erosion.

 1869 (December 10) — George Hull confesses to the press. The hoax is revealed.

 1870 (February 2) — In court, both giants are declared fakes. The judge rules Barnum cannot be sued for "calling a fake a fake." David Hannum utters the line "There's a sucker born every minute" — later misattributed to Barnum.

 1876 — Hull, broke after bad investments, attempts a second hoax with a "Colorado Giant" made of clay, ground bones, rock dust, and plaster. It fails quickly.

 1901 — The giant is displayed at the Pan-American Exposition in Buffalo, New York.

 1902 — George Hull dies in obscurity.

 1947 — The New York State Historical Association purchases the giant and installs it at the Farmers' Museum in Cooperstown, New York, where it remains on permanent display.

 • • •

 

About This Book

 The Cardiff Giant is a dramatised historical narrative based on documented events. The chronology, key figures, and factual framework are grounded in primary sources and historical scholarship; dialogue and some scene detail are imaginatively reconstructed to bring the story to life.

 ***

 Further Reading

 Franco, Barbara — "The Cardiff Giant: A Hundred Year Old Hoax," New York History, 1969

 Tribble, Scott — A Colossal Hoax: The Giant from Cardiff that Fooled America, Rowman & Littlefield, 2009

 Sears, Stephen W. — "The Giant in the Earth," American Heritage, 1975

 Museum of Hoaxes — "The Cardiff Giant (1869)," hoaxes.org

 ***

 This book is part of Vol. 1: Hoaxes in the HistorIQly Books series — real history, told as narrative nonfiction.

 Visit books.historiqly.com for more stories.
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