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 Vol. 1: Hoaxes

 The Cottingley Fairies

 Two Girls, Five Photographs, and a Nation That Wanted to Believe

 
 Based on real events

 
 HistorIQly

 



"People often say to me, 'Don't you feel ashamed that you have made all these poor people look like fools?' But I do not, because they wanted to believe."

 — Frances Griffiths, 1983



Chapter One
 Two Girls and a Beck

 In the spring of 1917, a nine-year-old girl arrived in Cottingley with muddy boots and a foreign accent, and nothing in the Yorkshire village was quite the same after that.

Frances Griffiths had spent most of her short life in South Africa, following her father — a sergeant in the Royal Garrison Artillery — from one sun-baked posting to the next. She was born in Bradford on the fourth of September, 1907, but she barely remembered it. What she remembered was warmth, openness, the particular quality of African light. What she found in Cottingley was grey stone terraces, damp air, and a village that smelled of mill smoke and the War.

The War was everywhere. It was in the casualty lists in the newspapers, in the telegrams that arrived without warning at houses down the street, in the absence of young men who should have been working the fields and instead were somewhere in France. Frances's father, Sergeant Arthur Griffiths, was still alive when Frances arrived in Cottingley — but he would be dispatched to the Western Front by December, and her mother carried that knowledge with her every day like a stone in her coat pocket.

They came to stay with Polly and Arthur Wright at Number 31, Main Street, Cottingley — a solid, unremarkable stone terrace on the edge of Bradford, in the West Riding of Yorkshire. Arthur Wright was an electrician who kept a darkroom in the back of the house, a man of practical intelligence and firm opinions. Polly Wright was his wife, and she was Frances's mother's sister. They had a daughter, Elsie, who was sixteen years old and as Yorkshire as the millstone grit in the walls.

Elsie Wright was more than six years older than Frances, which is a gulf that closes faster between girls than between boys. By the time she was sixteen, Elsie had already worked as an assistant in a Bradford photographer's studio — she knew darkrooms and chemicals and the particular patience required to coax an image out of light and silver nitrate. She was also an artist of considerable natural ability. She could copy a drawing with the precision of someone who had trained at it, though she had not. She simply had the eye.

Frances and Elsie bonded immediately, as children sometimes do when one is lonely and the other is bored and they happen to find each other at exactly the right moment. They spent long afternoons at Cottingley Beck, the shallow stream that ran along the bottom of the Wright garden. The beck was a quiet, pretty place — harebells grew on the bank, willowherb and fern in the wet margins, the water running over flat stones in the particular way that water does when it has time and no particular destination. For two girls with imagination, it was exactly the kind of place where something might happen.

They returned from the beck regularly with wet shoes and muddy hems, and Polly Wright scolded them for it with the weary regularity of a woman who has given up expecting dry children. One afternoon — they had been told, firmly, to stay out of the beck — they came back damp again, and Frances, who had been in England long enough to know that adults expected some accounting for things, announced that they had been watching fairies. Fairies who lived by the beck and who — this detail was delivered with the earnest sincerity of a nine-year-old constructing a story she expects to be disbelieved — had been very friendly.

Polly Wright looked at her niece, looked at her daughter, and said nothing useful. Arthur Wright said nothing at all. The matter was dropped. Two pairs of muddy shoes were left by the door.

But the word had been said. And words, once said, have a way of acquiring weight.

It was Elsie who proposed the photographs. Not as proof — she was sixteen, and she knew that fairies did not exist in the way that stone walls and arithmetic existed. But as a game, a prank, a piece of mischief aimed at the adults who would not stop questioning their wet shoes. She borrowed her father's camera — a quarter-plate Midg, manufactured by W. Butcher and Sons of London, the kind of camera that a careful amateur kept for serious use — and carried it down to the beck one afternoon in July of 1917.

She was gone from the house for less than an hour.

When she came back, she handed the exposed plate to her father with a composure that told him nothing. Arthur Wright took it to his darkroom, ran through his usual process, and held the developed plate up to the light.

What he saw stopped him.

 [image: Frances Griffiths with dancing fairies, Cottingley Beck, July 1917]The first Cottingley photograph, taken July 1917 by Elsie Wright. Frances Griffiths stands behind the vegetation at the beck's edge while four winged fairy figures appear to dance in the foreground. This is the most famous of the five photographs.
 

Chapter Two
 Paper Wings

 The process by which a sixteen-year-old girl produced a photograph that would eventually be called an epoch-making event was, in its particulars, neither miraculous nor especially complicated.

Elsie had a book. She had acquired it years before — or rather, Frances had brought it from South Africa, along with her muddy shoes and her foreign accent, tucked into the luggage of a family that moved often and travelled light. It was called Princess Mary's Gift Book, published in 1914 by Hodder and Stoughton, a charity anthology compiled to raise money for Queen's Work for Women Fund. The fund supported women made unemployed by the outbreak of war in August of 1914. The book had sold an extraordinary six hundred thousand copies before it went out of print.

It was the sort of book that was handsomely illustrated, because in 1914 handsome illustration still mattered. Among its contributors were authors J.M. Barrie — already famous for Peter Pan — and poets of some distinction, and artists of real accomplishment. One of those artists was Claude Arthur Shepperson, a draughtsman whose delicate line work had made him one of the most employed illustrators of his generation. Shepperson had provided images for a poem called "A Spell for a Fairy" by Alfred Noyes. The poem was slight but charming; the illustrations were better than the poem. They showed three small dancing girls with butterfly wings, in loose, filmy garments, their hair loose, their arms outflung in an attitude of joyful movement.

Elsie could copy a drawing with great precision. This was not boasting; it was simply a fact about her hands and her eyes. She set to work on the Shepperson fairies with pencil, then transferred the shapes to cardboard — stiff enough to hold its form, light enough to be positioned without visible support. She cut them out with a pair of sharp tailor's scissors borrowed from Frances's mother, who worked as a tailoress in Bradford and kept good tools. The edges came clean.

She modified the wings, adding details of her own design — a naturalist's touch that would later contribute to the photographs' apparent authenticity, since the wings bore no exact resemblance to the printed source. She mounted the finished figures on card for rigidity. Then she and Frances carried them down to Cottingley Beck.

The bank was soft and damp where the harebells grew. They pushed hatpins into the earth at the beck's edge, securing the cardboard figures so that they stood upright at the appropriate angle. The camera's long exposure time and shallow depth of field would, they reasoned, render the hatpins invisible. They were right. A quarter-plate camera operated by a sixteen-year-old in 1917 was not a precision instrument capable of resolving the mechanics of a cardboard fairy on a pin. What it was capable of was recording what appeared to be there.

Frances stood behind the low cluster of vegetation at the beck's edge and stared into the camera with an expression of studied nonchalance — the expression, precisely, of a child who has been told to look natural and is trying hard to do so, which is to say the expression of someone concentrating intensely on appearing not to concentrate. In the foreground, on a low branch and the surrounding growth, four small winged figures appeared to dance: one extending a hand toward Frances, another playing a tiny pipe. Their wings were translucent. Their dresses moved.

Elsie pressed the shutter. One exposure. Less than a second. The plate was done.

They collected the cardboard figures afterward and threw them into the beck. The hatpins went with them. By the time they returned to the house, the evidence was in the water, drifting downstream toward Bradford in pieces.

Two months later, in September, they did it again. This time Frances held the camera and Elsie sat on the bank. The figure was different — a single gnome-like creature rather than dancing fairies, wearing black tights and a bright red cap, caught mid-leap toward Elsie's extended hand. Where the first photograph had a quality of distance and wonder — Frances looking past the fairies into the camera with that concentrated nonchalance — the second had intimacy, Elsie leaning forward as though welcoming a small friend home.

They handed the plates to Arthur Wright. He developed them.

He looked at the results for a long time. He knew what a photographic fraud looked like — he had worked with glass plates and chemicals for years. He could not see the mechanism of the trick, but he was certain there was one. He told Polly: the fairies were paper cutouts. He refused to let Elsie borrow the camera again.

The photographs went into a drawer. The girls said nothing. The hatpins were somewhere in the beck.

What Elsie and Frances could not possibly have anticipated — what no reasonable person in the summer of 1917 could have anticipated — was what would happen when the photographs escaped the drawer.

 [image: Elsie Wright with a gnome-like fairy figure, September 1917]The second Cottingley photograph, taken September 1917 by Frances Griffiths. Elsie Wright extends her hand toward a single gnome-like figure wearing black tights and a bright red cap, caught mid-leap. The figure was a cardboard cutout supported by a hatpin.
 

Chapter Three
 The Man Who Needed to Believe

 Arthur Conan Doyle had created the most rigorous mind in English fiction and spent the last twenty years of his life trying to prove the existence of ghosts.

He was sixty years old in 1919, internationally celebrated, financially secure, and in a state of private devastation that he wore as lightly as his public composure would allow. His son Kingsley had been badly wounded on the Somme in 1916. In October 1918, two weeks before the Armistice, Kingsley died of pneumonia — brought on, those who cared for him noted, by influenza and by wounds that had never properly healed. Conan Doyle's brother Innes died of pneumonia in February 1919. Two men he had loved, taken within months of each other, within months of a peace that had come too late for either of them.

Conan Doyle had been interested in spiritualism since the 1880s, the way educated men of his era were sometimes interested in it — as a scientific question, a puzzle to be examined with the same empirical curiosity that had led him to study medicine and then to invent a detective defined by the principle that once you have eliminated the impossible, whatever remains, however improbable, must be the truth. He attended séances, studied mediumship, wrote papers for the Society for Psychical Research. He approached the question like a physician and ended up believing like a convert.

By 1919, the question was no longer intellectual. It was personal. The spiritualist framework offered him something that nothing else could: the possibility that Kingsley was not gone, that death was a change of address rather than an ending, that the love that had been interrupted was merely paused. Conan Doyle became a crusader for spiritualism with the particular intensity of a man who needs something to be true. He lectured around the world. He wrote books. He championed mediums and photographers and clairvoyants with a faithfulness that struck his friends as touching and his critics as embarrassing.

Among the phenomena he championed was the belief in fairies. This might seem eccentric for a man of his intelligence, but it was entirely consistent with the Theosophical framework that had come to structure his thinking. Theosophy — the mystical system developed in the nineteenth century by Helena Petrovna Blavatsky — held that the natural world was populated by invisible elemental spirits: beings of earth, air, fire, and water, who existed at a vibrational frequency imperceptible to ordinary human senses but occasionally visible to those who were sufficiently sensitive. Fairies, in this framework, were not nursery creatures. They were nature spirits — real, measurable, photographable by the right camera in the right hands.

In May of 1920, a spiritualist publication called Light brought to Conan Doyle's attention the news that two girls in Yorkshire had photographed fairies. He had, at that moment, been commissioned by The Strand Magazine to write an article on fairy sightings for the Christmas 1920 issue. He read the account with the focused attention of a man who has been waiting for exactly this.

He contacted Edward Lewis Gardner immediately.

Gardner was a prominent figure in the Theosophical Society — a lecturer, eventually its General Secretary for the English Section, a man who had spent decades arguing that nature spirits were real and that the literature of folklore was not mythology but natural history. He had already heard of the Cottingley photographs through the Bradford branch of the Theosophical Society, where Polly Wright had mentioned them at a meeting in 1919. The photographs had been displayed at the Society's annual conference in Harrogate. Gardner had acquired the original glass-plate negatives and sent them to a photographic expert called Harold Snelling for examination.

Snelling's conclusion was delivered with the authority of a specialist who had spent his career detecting fraudulent spirit photography. The two negatives were, he declared, "entirely genuine, unfaked photographs of single exposure, open-air work, show movement in all the fairy figures, and there is no trace whatever of studio work involving card or paper models, dark backgrounds, painted figures, etc." He stopped short of saying the photographs showed fairies. He said: "These are straight-forward photographs of whatever was in front of the camera at the time."

This conclusion became the cornerstone of everything that followed. What neither Conan Doyle nor Gardner nor the public would learn until decades later was that Snelling had been given two contradictory commissions simultaneously: he was asked to determine whether the photographs were genuine, and he was asked to improve them for publication. He had examined the original plates, declared them authentic — and then retouched enhanced reprints from those plates, adding detail to the fairies' wings and improving the overall image quality, producing the version that would go to Kodak, to The Strand, and eventually to the world.

It was the enhanced reprints, not the originals, that everyone examined. Nobody asked why the photographs needed improving if they were already genuine.

 [image: Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, photograph by Herbert Rose Barraud, 1893]Arthur Conan Doyle, creator of Sherlock Holmes, in 1893. By 1920 he was one of the most celebrated authors in the English-speaking world — and one of the most devoted believers in the Cottingley photographs. His Strand Magazine article of December 1920 declared the photographs "an epoch-making event."
 

Chapter Four
 The Expert's Opinion

 The Kodak laboratory in London examined the photographs in the summer of 1920 and delivered a verdict that has been misreported ever since.

What Kodak actually said was careful and qualified. Their technicians examined Snelling's enhanced reprints — they were not shown the original glass plates — and found no evidence of double exposure or darkroom manipulation. "No signs of being faked" was the phrase that circulated. But Kodak added a second clause that Gardner chose not to emphasise: this finding "could not be taken as conclusive evidence" of authenticity. The photographs might be genuine. They might be faked by a method the examiners had not detected. Kodak declined to issue a certificate of genuineness.

Gardner attributed this caution to institutional bias against spiritualist phenomena. Conan Doyle concurred. They moved on.

In July of 1920, Gardner travelled north to Cottingley. He was a tall, courteous man with the particular combination of earnestness and charisma that makes a good lecturer, and he met the Wrights and Frances Griffiths with the deference of someone who understands that his witnesses are also his evidence. He did not press them. He sat in the parlour at Number 31, drank tea, and listened as the girls described, in the evasive but internally consistent way of children who have agreed on a story, their experiences at the beck.

He left two things behind him: a pair of brand-new Cameo folding plate cameras, manufactured by W. Butcher and Sons — the same firm that had made Arthur Wright's original Midg — and twenty-four glass plates that had been secretly marked in a way that was invisible to the girls but would allow investigators to confirm that the plates had not been substituted. The cameras were a gift from Conan Doyle, who had coordinated the visit from Australia, where he was then on a lecture tour. The plates were a precaution. The whole arrangement was designed to be scrupulously fair.

Elsie and Frances looked at the cameras and understood what was being asked of them. They were being invited to produce more photographs. The world was watching, through Gardner's careful eyes, and the world expected fairies.

What neither girl could quite articulate — and what they would only manage to express, obliquely, to journalists and researchers decades later — was the particular horror of discovering that a private joke had become a public obligation. They had borrowed a camera for an afternoon. They had made some cardboard figures and pushed hatpins into the bank. They had intended, vaguely, to show the photographs to Polly Wright and enjoy her reaction and then confess. But Polly had taken the photographs to a meeting. The meeting had passed them to Gardner. Gardner had sent them to Snelling. Snelling had sent them to Conan Doyle. Conan Doyle had written to them from Australia.

Arthur Conan Doyle, who had created Sherlock Holmes, had written to them. He believed in their fairies. He was going to publish the photographs in The Strand Magazine. The expert had examined the negatives and found them genuine. The most famous author in Britain was personally invested in the authenticity of photographs that Elsie had taken with cardboard cutouts and hatpins on a summer afternoon in 1917.

They could not tell him. The admission would humiliate everyone involved, including them. They could not tell their father, who had already called the first photographs fakes and would have a grim satisfaction in being proved right. They could not tell Gardner, who had given them cameras and expressed such hopeful, trusting faith in their special perceptive gifts. They were sixteen and thirteen years old, and they were trapped.

In August of 1920, Elsie and Frances produced three more photographs. The figures were more elaborate than the 1917 cutouts — Elsie had had three years to develop her technique, and she was now a better artist and a more practiced photographer. The fairies in the 1920 photographs had a dynamic quality that the earlier figures lacked: Frances with a single fairy mid-leap beside her face, a fairy offering a small posy of harebells to Elsie's waiting hand. The compositions were more confident, the figures more detailed.

They returned seventeen of the twenty-four marked plates to Gardner, unused. Investigators would later note that the unused plates showed no signs of tampering — evidence, as it seemed at the time, of the girls' scrupulous honesty. What it actually showed was that Elsie and Frances had done what they needed to do and stopped. They had no interest in extending the fraud further than circumstances demanded.

In the final photograph — one which neither Elsie nor Frances was photographed holding or near — three semi-translucent, veil-like forms appear in a nest of tall grass. No child is present. No figure is clearly delineated. The image is blurry, dreamlike, the shapes more suggestion than substance. This was the fifth and final photograph, and it would become the most disputed of all.

 [image: Frances Griffiths with a leaping fairy, August 1920]The third Cottingley photograph, taken August 1920 by Elsie Wright using one of the Cameo cameras provided by Edward Gardner. The fairy figures in the 1920 series are more elaborate than those in the 1917 photographs, reflecting Elsie's three additional years of artistic practice.
 

Chapter Five
 An Epoch-Making Event

 The December 1920 issue of The Strand Magazine sold out within days of publication.

The cover announcement was not subtle. Arthur Conan Doyle had written the lead article, illustrated with two photographs of fairies, beneath a headline that read: FAIRIES PHOTOGRAPHED: AN EPOCH-MAKING EVENT. The subheading described the photographs as being taken "under conditions which make fraud and trickery almost impossible."

The article itself was Conan Doyle at his most earnest and most credulous, which in 1920 were very nearly the same thing. He had not been to Cottingley. He had not met the girls. He had examined Snelling's enhanced reprints and read Gardner's account of his visit, and he had spoken to the Theosophical Society's experts, and on the basis of all this he declared that the photographs represented "a strong prima facie case" for the existence of fairy life. He went further. "The recognition of their existence," he wrote, "will jolt the material twentieth-century mind out of its heavy ruts in the mud and will make it admit that there is a glamour and mystery to life."

The reaction was immediate and divided.

Among the believers — and there were many — the photographs provided the physical confirmation of something they had felt in their bones: that the world contained more than it admitted, that the losses of the past six years were not permanent, that the dead were somewhere close and the living could reach them if they looked in the right places. Britain in 1920 was a nation still processing catastrophe. Roughly six percent of all adult English men had died in the War. The Spanish Flu had killed millions more. Grief was everywhere, public and private, and the spiritualist movement offered those grieving a framework in which death was not an ending. Conan Doyle had lost his son. Millions of families had lost theirs. The photographs were not simply about fairies. They were about whether the world was merciful.

The Theosophical journals were ecstatic. One proclaimed: "At last we have ocular proof that these tiny forms exist, and that the unseen realms may be nearer than we think." Spiritualist publications across Britain and America reprinted the images. Lecture halls filled. A generation that had sat with grief for years took the photographs and pressed them to its chest.

The sceptics were less reverential and more specific. Several journalists noted, almost immediately, that the fairies had fashionable hairstyles — the swept-back bobs and soft coiffures of the Edwardian illustration rather than the wild, timeless hair of genuine supernatural beings. Others noted that the figures looked remarkably like illustrations from a book. One editorial observed, with a certain weary practicality, that if fairies existed in sufficient numbers to be regularly encountered at a beck in West Yorkshire, one might reasonably expect more than two girls with one camera to have noticed them. The Westminster Gazette reproduced the photographs alongside paper dolls, inviting readers to compare. The comparison was uncomfortable.

But Conan Doyle's name was very large, and the sceptics' names were less large, and in the economy of public persuasion in 1920, this mattered. The question was not closed — it was never closed — but it was loudly open, which meant that millions of people who wanted to believe had, for the moment, something to believe with.

In March of 1921, Doyle published a follow-up article in The Strand presenting the three new photographs. He described the fifth photograph — the dreamlike image of indistinct forms in the grass — as showing "a fairy seated on the upper left edge with wings displayed, and an earlier riser of more mature age on the right with abundant hair and wonderful wings, with her denser body visible within her fairy dress." He saw these things because he needed to see them, and because what the photograph actually showed was ambiguous enough to accommodate what he needed.

Gardner returned to Cottingley in August of 1921, this time with a colleague: Geoffrey Hodson, a former British Army officer who had become one of the Theosophical Society's prominent clairvoyants, a man who claimed the ability to perceive nature spirits invisible to ordinary eyes. The plan was elegant: Hodson would see the fairies with his clairvoyant vision, the girls would photograph them, and the two sources of evidence would corroborate each other.

No photographs were produced.

Hodson reported seeing fairies everywhere around the beck — gnomes, elves, nymphs, brownies, a whole population of elemental beings going about their invisible business in the harebells and willowherb. He wrote voluminous notes on his observations. Elsie and Frances, who were now twenty and thirteen respectively and somewhat more sardonic than they had been in 1917, did not contradict him. They looked where he pointed. They agreed there was something. They played along, as Elsie would later put it, out of mischief.

Privately, they thought Hodson was a fake.

In September of 1922, Conan Doyle published his full account of the affair as a book: The Coming of the Fairies, issued by Hodder and Stoughton. It contained everything — the photographs, the Snelling assessment, the Kodak examination, the girls' accounts, Hodson's clairvoyant notes, and a chapter surveying fairy sightings from around the world. It was a sincere and deeply strange book, written by a man who was simultaneously the most celebrated detective-fiction writer in the English language and one of the most credulous figures in the history of British spiritualism.

He believed every word of it. He died in July of 1930, still believing.

 [image: Page 463 of The Strand Magazine, December 1920]The page from The Strand Magazine's Christmas 1920 issue in which Arthur Conan Doyle published his article "Fairies Photographed: An Epoch-Making Event." The issue sold out within days of publication.
 

Chapter Six
 The Long Silence

 After the publication of The Coming of the Fairies in 1922, the affair subsided. Not immediately — there were still lectures and articles and believers and debunkers — but gradually, with the particular slow entropy of a sensation that has run its course. The photographs remained in circulation, reprinted in books about unexplained phenomena and fairy lore, cited in arguments about spiritualism and psychic phenomena. But the original frenzy was spent. Britain had moved on to other things.

Elsie Wright emigrated to America in 1926. She met a man named Frank Hill, an engineer, and they married. The couple spent years in India — Frank's work took them there — and Elsie served during the Second World War as a captain in the Women's Voluntary Services (WVS), working in military hospitals in Calcutta. She was very far from Cottingley, and Cottingley was very far from the fairy photographs, and the fairy photographs seemed, in those years of real catastrophe, an extraordinary irrelevance. Elsie and Frank returned to England in 1949 and settled into a quiet domestic life. She kept a low profile. She painted watercolours. She did not speak about the photographs unless she had to, and she tried to arrange things so that she rarely had to.

Frances Griffiths married a soldier, Sidney Way, and followed him through foreign postings — Egypt figured in her itinerary, as it had figured in so many British military lives between the wars. She raised two children, a daughter named Christine and a son named David. She lived in the English Midlands. She was, by all accounts, a private person who found the fairy affair more burden than distinction. When journalists found her — which they occasionally did, particularly around significant anniversaries — she gave them as little as possible and hoped they would go away.

Edward Gardner, the Theosophical Society's great champion of the photographs, lived to be exactly one hundred years old, dying in 1969. He had never wavered in his belief. In 1945 he published his own account of the affair, Fairies: The Cottingley Photographs and Their Sequel, in which he maintained the photographs' authenticity with the calm certainty of a man who has spent a quarter-century organizing his certainty into a book. He was not troubled by doubt. He had the Theosophical framework, and the Theosophical framework accommodated everything.

In 1966, a reporter from the Daily Express found Elsie Wright and persuaded her to give an interview. The resulting article contained a remark that Elsie would later describe as the most misunderstood thing she ever said. Asked whether the photographs were genuine, she suggested — obliquely, carefully, in the manner of someone who has been walking around a subject for forty years — that the fairies might have been figments of my imagination. And then she added something stranger: that she might have photographed her thoughts.

This was not a confession. It was not quite a denial either. It was the remark of a woman who had been carrying a secret for half a century and had become so accustomed to its weight that she could no longer quite distinguish it from the truth. The Daily Express printed the phrase and moved on. The public took it as further evidence that the affair was more complicated than a simple hoax, which was true, though not in the way they imagined.

In September of 1976, both women were interviewed by journalist Austin Mitchell for Yorkshire Television. The programme was sympathetic — Mitchell was not trying to expose them, he was trying to understand them — and the result was two elderly women giving answers that were, simultaneously, completely honest and utterly uninformative. Asked directly whether the photographs were genuine, both said the same thing: that a rational person doesn't see fairies. They did not deny having fabricated the photographs. They did not admit it either. They had been practicing this particular form of evasion for nearly sixty years and they were very good at it.

Then, in 1978, something shifted.

The discovery of what should have been obvious from the beginning came from a researcher named Fred Gettings. Gettings had spent years studying occult art and symbolism when, around 1977, he traced the three dancing fairies in the first photograph to Claude Shepperson's illustration for Alfred Noyes's poem "A Spell for a Fairy" in Princess Mary's Gift Book. The similarity was not suggestive. It was definitive — the same postures, the same proportions, the same figures transposed from a charity anthology to a beck in West Yorkshire and photographed as evidence of a world beyond. The following year, the American magician and professional sceptic James Randi commissioned computer enhancements of the photographs, citing Gettings's discovery as context. The enhanced images revealed, Randi claimed, fine threads or strings holding the figures upright — consistent with the hatpins that the camera's limitations had rendered invisible to the naked eye.

His findings were published and widely reported. They did not produce a confession. The women said nothing new. The photographs remained, officially, unexplained.

 [image: Elsie Wright receiving harebells from a fairy, August 1920]The fourth Cottingley photograph, August 1920. A fairy offers Elsie Wright a posy of harebells — the wildflowers common on the banks of Yorkshire streams. Frances Griffiths and Elsie Wright produced this photograph using one of the Cameo cameras provided by Edward Gardner and Arthur Conan Doyle.
 

Chapter Seven
 That Astonishing Affair

 Geoffrey Crawley was the editor of the British Journal of Photography, and in 1982 he undertook an investigation that everyone who had tried before him had failed to complete: he persuaded the women to tell the truth.

The method was not aggressive. It was, if anything, the opposite — a kind of sympathetic encirclement that left Elsie Wright feeling, as she would later describe it, that confession was not punishment but relief. Crawley had spent years accumulating evidence through forensic analysis of the photographs. He had identified irregular edges on the fairy figures consistent with paper cutouts. He had traced the technical history of the Snelling enhancement, establishing that the images Kodak examined and the images Conan Doyle published were not the originals but improved reproductions. He understood exactly what had been done and roughly how. What he needed was the women's own account.

He wrote to Elsie with a tone that was disarming in its gentleness. "Of course there are fairies," he told her, "just as there is Father Christmas. The trouble comes when you try to make them corporeal." He framed the hoax not as a criminal act but as a childhood prank that had escaped its authors' control, a piece of mischief that had been caught by the particular currents of its time and carried somewhere no one had intended. He was not wrong. The investigation he had conducted, which would eventually run to ten parts in the British Journal of Photography, was titled "That Astonishing Affair of the Cottingley Fairies." The title alone was a kind of absolution — astonishing rather than fraudulent, affair rather than crime.

Frances Griffiths made the first private admission. In September of 1981, in a face-to-face conversation in Canterbury with a researcher named Joe Cooper, Frances admitted that the first four photographs had been faked. She was seventy-three years old. She had been carrying the secret for sixty-four years. She described the original impulse with a simplicity that made the entire elaborate edifice seem, in retrospect, almost reasonable: "I never even thought of it being a fraud. It was just Elsie and I having a bit of fun."

Elsie's formal written admission came on the seventeenth of February, 1983, in a letter to Crawley. The letter was measured, explanatory, and entirely without self-pity. She wrote that they had felt trapped by the escalation of a childhood prank they could no longer control: "We decided we had better keep up the pretence so as not to look silly, and to avoid upsetting and embarrassing Edward Gardner and Arthur Conan Doyle."

To journalists who arrived in the wake of the published confession, she was more pithy: "Two village kids and a brilliant man like Conan Doyle — well, we could only keep quiet."

The confessions were published in The Unexplained magazine in 1983 and reported by the BBC, the Sunday Times, and newspapers across Britain and America. The public response was largely what the women had feared for sixty years and had not needed to fear at all. Nobody was particularly angry. Most people seemed to find the story, in its final revelation, more interesting than they had found the original mystery — a childhood prank, a grieving nation, a world-famous author who had decided to believe, and two girls who could not bring themselves to disappoint him.

Frances added a final detail to her confession that was characteristically stubborn and, for those who had followed the affair closely, entirely in keeping with everything that was known about her. She admitted that the first four photographs were fabricated. She admitted the hatpins, the cardboard, the Princess Mary's Gift Book, the tailor's scissors. She admitted everything.

But she would not admit to the fifth photograph.

The fifth photograph — the dreamlike image of indistinct, semi-translucent forms in the tall grass, with neither girl present, with nothing clearly delineated — Frances maintained was genuine. She had not made the figures in that photograph. She had not put anything in the grass. The shapes that appeared in the image were real, or at least were real in the sense that she had not placed them there. She could not explain what they were. She was not certain what she had seen at the beck that August afternoon in 1920. But she would not say it was a fake, because she did not believe it was.

Elsie disagreed. She said the fifth photograph was a double exposure — a technical accident rather than a supernatural encounter. She said she was sorry Frances felt differently, but she was not going to lie about what she knew.

Two women. Five photographs. Sixty-six years of silence. Four admissions and one remaining mystery, and each of them the keeper of a different truth about what had happened at Cottingley Beck on an August afternoon in 1920, at the bottom of a West Yorkshire garden, among the harebells and the willowherb, beside a stream that did not care what you believed.

 [image: Edward Lewis Gardner, Theosophical Society]Edward Lewis Gardner (1869–1969), the Theosophical Society lecturer who championed the Cottingley photographs from 1919 onward. Gardner lived exactly one century and never renounced his belief in the photographs' authenticity. He supplied the girls with cameras and marked plates for the 1920 session.
 

Chapter Eight
 The Fairy Bower

 Frances Griffiths died in 1986, aged seventy-eight, still insisting that the fifth photograph was real.

She had said, in the years between the 1983 confession and her death, everything she was going to say. She had admitted the hatpins and the cardboard. She had named the book. She had described the scissors and the process and the feeling of being sixteen and thirteen years old and discovering that a private joke had grown into a national event. She had said, of the people who had believed the photographs for sixty years, the line that has stayed with everyone who has written about the affair since: "People often say to me 'Don't you feel ashamed that you have made all these poor people look like fools?' But I do not, because they wanted to believe."

But on the fifth photograph, she held. She died holding it.

Elsie Wright died two years later, in 1988, aged eighty-seven. She had, in her last years, the slightly exasperated quality of someone who has confessed to everything and is not sure why the matter keeps coming up. She had made the cardboard figures and pushed in the hatpins and taken the photographs and kept the secret for sixty-six years and then told the truth and she was not, she suggested to anyone who asked, particularly interested in discussing it further. All five photographs were faked. The fifth one too. She didn't care what Frances said.

The cameras — Arthur Wright's original Midg quarter-plate, one of the Cameo folding cameras Gardner had provided in 1920, and a third camera that had passed through several hands and was not definitively located until December of 2019 — are now held at the National Science and Media Museum in Bradford. The museum is, by one of the small circularities that history arranges when it has a sense of humour, located in Bradford — the same Bradford in whose mills and terraces and Theosophical Society meeting rooms the photographs had been born and displayed and argued over a hundred years before. The collection also holds the original prints of all five photographs, Elsie's watercolour sketches of fairies, the correspondence between the principal figures, and the letter — Elsie's formal written admission to Geoffrey Crawley, dated the seventeenth of February, 1983 — that closed the case.

In July of 2024, researchers at the University of Bradford's School of Archaeological and Forensic Sciences subjected the cameras to CT scanning using a MetroTom 1500 micro computed tomography scanner and a NewTom Cone Beam CT — equipment capable of resolving detail down to seven microns, approximately the width of a strand of spider silk. The project was funded by the Arts and Humanities Research Council's Capabilities for Collections scheme. Professor Andrew Wilson, who led the project, noted that the scans "allow us to see the hidden workings of the cameras and the magic that sits behind them." He added, with a dryness that befitted the occasion: they had not found any fairies.

In October of 2018, two of the original photographs were sold at auction at Dominic Winter Auctioneers in Gloucestershire. "Iris with the Gnome" — the photograph of Elsie with the gnome-like figure, taken by Frances in September of 1917 — sold for five thousand four hundred pounds. "Alice with the Fairies" — the photograph of Frances with four dancing figures, the most famous of the five, taken by Elsie in July of 1917 — sold for fifteen thousand pounds. Together they fetched more than twenty thousand pounds, approximately ten times their pre-sale estimate. Photographs taken with borrowed equipment, cardboard cutouts, and tailor's scissors, thrown into a beck on a summer afternoon, had become art objects whose value lay precisely in the documented fact of their falsity.

Frances's daughter, Christine Lynch, inherited her mother's conviction about the fifth photograph and did not hold it quietly. She appeared on the BBC programme Antiques Roadshow in 2009, carrying the photograph and maintaining that it showed real fairies. She published a book — Reflections on the Cottingley Fairies: Frances Griffiths in Her Own Words — gathering her mother's statements about the affair. The fifth photograph remains, technically, the only one that has never been fully accounted for. Elsie said double exposure. Frances said real. No one else was there.

What the affair left behind is not primarily a lesson about gullibility, though it is partly that. Elsie and Frances were not especially skilled deceivers. The cardboard was cardboard. The hatpins were hatpins. The source was a children's book that sold six hundred thousand copies. Fred Gettings had traced the source book from the photographs alone, without a confession, around 1977. Anyone looking carefully enough at the right evidence at the right time could have seen what was there.

But the affair also left something more interesting than a lesson about being fooled. It left the question that Frances — no longer a girl, no longer keeping a secret, no longer protecting anyone — put plainly in her old age, when she had nothing left to protect but the truth as she understood it: they wanted to believe.

Conan Doyle had lost his son. Britain had lost a generation. The world that came after the War was a world that needed, with a specific and urgent need, something to be true that was not a casualty list or a telegram. The photographs offered it. They offered a world in which the unseen was not absence but presence — in which the beck at the bottom of a Yorkshire garden contained something dancing and alive that no war had touched.

That this offering was made of cardboard and held up with hatpins did not diminish what people saw in it. It only illuminates what they were looking for.

The beck is still there. The harebells still grow on the bank in summer. The water runs over the flat stones with no particular hurry. If you go to Cottingley now and stand on the bank and look carefully enough, you will see exactly what is there: water, stone, harebells, light on the surface of the stream. Nothing more. Nothing less. Whether that is everything or not quite enough depends entirely on what you brought with you when you came.

 [image: Frances Griffiths and Elsie Wright at Cottingley Beck]Frances Griffiths and Elsie Wright, the two girls at the centre of the Cottingley affair. The photograph was taken at or near Cottingley Beck. The cameras they used — along with Elsie's written confession and the original prints of all five photographs — are now held at the National Science and Media Museum in Bradford.
 

Timeline

 July 1917 — Elsie Wright (16) borrows her father Arthur Wright's quarter-plate Midg camera. She and Frances Griffiths (9) photograph cardboard fairy cutouts at Cottingley Beck. Arthur Wright develops the plate, suspects paper cutouts, and refuses to lend the camera again.

 September 1917 — The girls borrow the camera again and produce a second photograph: Elsie with a gnome-like figure. Arthur Wright develops it, repeats his suspicion, and puts both photographs away.

 Summer 1919 — Polly Wright mentions the photographs at a Bradford Theosophical Society meeting. The photographs are displayed at the Society's annual conference in Harrogate. Edward Gardner acquires the negatives.

 Early 1920 — Gardner sends the negatives to photographic expert Harold Snelling, who declares them genuine single-exposure photographs. Snelling simultaneously retouches the negatives to improve image quality for publication — a fatal dual commission.

 May 1920 — Gardner begins using lantern slides of the photographs in public lectures in London. Arthur Conan Doyle learns of the photographs through the spiritualist journal Light. He has been commissioned by The Strand Magazine to write a Christmas article on fairies.

 June–July 1920 — Doyle and Gardner send Snelling's enhanced reprints to Kodak. Kodak finds no evidence of manipulation but refuses to certify authenticity. Gardner visits Cottingley, meets the girls, and provides them with two Cameo cameras and 24 secretly marked glass plates.

 August 1920 — Elsie and Frances produce three more photographs. They return 17 of the 24 plates unused. The fifth photograph — the most ambiguous of the series — shows indistinct forms in tall grass, with neither girl present.

 December 1920 — Doyle's article "Fairies Photographed: An Epoch-Making Event" appears in The Strand Magazine. The issue sells out within days. A second article with the 1920 photographs follows in March 1921.

 August 1921 — Gardner returns to Cottingley with Theosophical clairvoyant Geoffrey Hodson. No new photographs are produced. The girls later say they "played along with Hodson out of mischief" and considered him a fake.

 1 September 1922 — Conan Doyle publishes The Coming of the Fairies, his full account of the affair.

 1926 — Elsie Wright emigrates to America, later moving to India with her husband Frank Hill.

 1966 — A Daily Express reporter finds Elsie. She suggests the fairies might have been "figments of my imagination" but adds she might have "photographed my thoughts" — neither confirming nor denying the hoax.

 30 June 1969 — Edward Gardner dies aged exactly 100, still convinced the photographs were genuine.

 7 September 1976 — Yorkshire Television broadcasts an interview with both Elsie and Frances. Both say "a rational person doesn't see fairies" but neither confirms nor denies fabrication.

 1978 — James Randi identifies the fairy figures in the first photograph as based on Claude Shepperson's illustration in Princess Mary's Gift Book (1914). Computer enhancements suggest supporting threads or hatpins.

 1982–1983 — Geoffrey Crawley, editor of the British Journal of Photography, publishes a ten-part forensic investigation titled "That Astonishing Affair of the Cottingley Fairies."

 September 1981 — Frances Griffiths makes her first private admission of the hoax to researcher Joe Cooper in Canterbury.

 17 February 1983 — Elsie Wright sends a written confession to Crawley admitting all five photographs were fabricated. Frances admits photos 1–4 were faked but maintains that Photo 5 was genuine until her death.

 1986 — Frances Griffiths dies aged 78, still insisting the fifth photograph was real.

 1988 — Elsie Wright dies aged 87.

 October 2018 — Two of the original photographs sell at auction for a combined £20,400 — ten times their pre-sale estimate.

 July 2024 — Researchers at the University of Bradford CT-scan the cameras at seven-micron resolution. No fairies are found.

 • • •

 

About This Book

 The Cottingley Fairies 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.
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EPOCH-MAKING EVENT
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and the photographs . attached,

hold their own against the' criticism

which. they. will , excite, it is no
exaggeration to say that they will mark
an epoch in ‘human thought. I put them
and:all the evidence before the public for
examination _and’ judgment. If I am
myself asked whether I consider the case
to be, absolutely and finally proved, I should
answer that in-order to remove the last faint
shadow of doubt I should wish to see the
result repeated before a disinterested witness.
At the same time, I recognize the difficulty
of such a request, since rare results must be
obtained when and how they can.- But short
of final and absolute proof, I consider, after
carefully going into every possible source of
error, that a strong prima facie case has been
built up. Thé cry of “ fake " is sure to be
raised, and will make some impression upon
those who have not had the opportunity of
knowing the people concérned, or the place.
‘On the photographic side every - objection
-has been considered and adequately met.
The pictures stand or fall together. Both
are false, or both are true. All the circum-
stances point to the latfer alternative, and
yet in a matter involving,so tremendous a
new departure one needs overpowering
evidence before one can say that there is no
conceivable loophole for error.

It was about the month of May in this year
that I received a letter from Miss Felicia
Scatcherd, so well known in several depart-
ments of human thought, to the effect that
two photographs of fairies had been taken in
the North of England under circumstances
which seemed to put fraud out of the
question.  The statement would have
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appealed to me at any time, but I happened
at the moment to be collecting material for

.an article on fairies, now completed, and 1

had accumulated a surprising number of
cases of people who claimed.to be able to
see these little creatures. The evidence was
so complete and detailed, with such good
names attached to it, that it was dificult
to believe that it was false; but, being by
nature of a somewhat sceptical turn, I felt
that something closer was needed before I
could feel personal conviction and assure
myself that these were not_thought-forms
conjured up by the imagination or expecta-
tion of the seers. The rumour of the photo-
graphs interested me deeply, therefore, and
following the matter up from one lady
informant to_another, I came at last upon
Mr. Edward L. Gardner, who has been ever
since my most efficient collaborator, to
whom all credit is due. Mr. Gardner, it
may be remarked, is a member of the
Executive Committee of the Theosophical
Society, and a well-known lecturer upon
occult subjects,

He had not himself at that time mastered -
the whole case, but all he had he placed
freely at my disposal. 1.had already seen
prints of the photographs, but I was relieved
to find that he had the actual negatives,
and that it was from them, and not from the
prints, that two expert photographers,
especially Mr. Snelling, of 26, The Bridge,
Wealdstone, Harrow, had already formed
their conclusions in favour of the genuineness
of the pictures. Mr. Gardner tells his own
story presently, so I will simply say that at
that period he had got into direct and friendly
touch with the Carpenter family. We are
compelled to use a pscudonym and to with-
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