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 Vol. 3: Cold Cases

 The Somerton Man

 The Cold War Mystery on an Australian Beach

 
 Based on real events

 
 HistorIQly

 



"And when Thyself with shining Foot shall pass
Among the Guests Star-scatter'd on the Grass,
And in thy joyous Errand reach the Spot
Where I made one — turn down an empty Glass!"

 — Omar Khayyám, Rubáiyát (trans. Edward FitzGerald, 1859)



Chapter One
 The Man on the Beach

 The evening of November 30, 1948, was warm and still along the coast of Adelaide, South Australia. A gentle breeze stirred the Norfolk pines lining the Esplanade. Summer was close — the evenings were stretching longer, the air thick with the scent of salt and dry grass. Families strolled the foreshore at Somerton Park, a modest beachside suburb tucked between the working-class neighbourhoods of Glenelg to the north and Brighton to the south. Couples sat on the seawall watching the sun drop behind the Gulf of St. Vincent, painting the water in shades of copper and violet.

Adelaide in 1948 was a quiet city of roughly 400,000 souls, a place of churches, parks, and orderly grid streets laid out by Colonel William Light a century earlier. It was not a city accustomed to mystery. The war had ended three years ago. Rationing was easing. The suburbs were growing. Life was settling into the reassuring rhythms of peacetime, and the people who walked the Somerton foreshore that warm Tuesday evening had no reason to suspect that anything was about to happen that would confound investigators for the better part of a century.

At approximately seven o'clock, local jeweler John Bain Lyons and his wife walked south along Somerton Park beach, their shoes crunching on the dry sand. Near the steps below the Crippled Children's Home — a large brick institution that overlooked the beach from the Esplanade above — Lyons noticed a man lying on the sand with his head resting against the seawall. He was smartly dressed in a suit and tie, his legs extended, his feet crossed at the ankles. He appeared to be watching the sea. As the Lyons passed, the man extended his right arm upward in a slow, languid motion, then let it fall limply back to his side. Lyons thought nothing of it. Probably drunk, he told his wife. Trying to light a cigarette and failing. They walked on.

Half an hour later, at approximately half past seven, a young couple — never publicly identified, despite decades of investigation — passed the same spot. The woman noticed the man more keenly than Lyons had. She observed that he was immaculately dressed. His shoes were polished to a mirror sheen, an incongruous detail for a man lying on a beach at dusk. His brown trousers were creased. His jacket was buttoned. A half-smoked cigarette sat on his right shoulder collar, unlit, as though someone had carefully placed it there like a small offering. His legs were still extended, his feet still crossed. He did not move. They assumed he was sleeping off the heat and walked on. Neither couple saw the man's face clearly. Neither could later say with certainty that the man they observed alive was the same man found dead the following morning.

The night passed. The tide came in and withdrew. The moon tracked across a cloudless sky. Whatever happened on that stretch of beach between half past seven and dawn happened in darkness, without witnesses, and left no physical trace in the sand.

The following morning, December 1, 1948, John Lyons returned to the beach for his usual early swim. It was just after half past six. The air was cool, the sand still damp from the night's dew. A small crowd had gathered near the seawall — unusual for that hour. Two men, horseback riders who had come down the beach at first light, had spotted the figure slumped against the wall in the same position and raised the alarm. Lyons pushed through the small knot of onlookers and recognized the scene instantly — the same man, the same spot, the same posture. But the quality of the stillness had changed. The man was not sleeping. His skin was cold to the touch. His face was fixed in an expression that betrayed nothing — no pain, no fear, no surprise. He looked, one witness later said, like a man who had simply decided to stop.

The police arrived within the hour. Constable John Moss of the Glenelg police station was the first officer on the scene. He checked the man for a pulse and found none. The body showed no visible injuries — no wounds, no blood, no bruising, no sign of a struggle in the surrounding sand. There were no footprints other than those of the morning's onlookers. The sand around the body was smooth and undisturbed. It was as if the man had simply sat down, leaned back against the wall, and stopped living.

Moss noted the man's clothing: a white shirt, a red-and-blue striped tie, a brown knitted pullover, brown trousers, socks, and a fashionable grey-and-brown double-breasted jacket. His shoes were polished and remarkably clean — a detail that would later strike investigators as deeply suspicious. He was not wearing a hat, which in 1948 Australia was unusual enough to warrant comment. Respectable men wore hats.

The constable went through the man's pockets methodically. What he found — and what he did not find — would puzzle investigators for the next seven decades. In the right trouser pocket: an unused second-class railway ticket from Adelaide to Henley Beach, dated for the day before. In the left trouser pocket: a bus ticket from the city to St. Leonard's, the stop nearest to Somerton Park beach — though whether it had actually been used was never conclusively determined. In the jacket: an aluminium American-style comb, a half-empty packet of Juicy Fruit chewing gum, a quarter-full box of Bryant & May matches, and seven cigarettes — Army Club brand, curiously placed inside a Kensitas-brand cigarette packet. The mixing of brands was noted but never explained. There was also a clean, neatly folded handkerchief.

What was not in his pockets was far more telling. No wallet. No cash. No coins. No identification of any kind — not a driver's licence, not a ration card, not a business card, not a letter, not a single scrap of paper bearing a name or an address. In 1948, when men carried their identities in their breast pockets as a matter of course, this absence was almost unthinkable. This man carried nothing that could tell the world who he was.

And there was one more detail, one that would take months to discover and decades to understand: every label had been removed from every item of his clothing. Every tag, every manufacturer's mark, every laundry stamp, every trace of origin — methodically, deliberately cut away with a blade or scissors. The tie bore no label. The shirt bore no label. The jacket bore no label. Even his socks had been stripped of their identifying marks.

Someone had gone to extraordinary lengths to ensure that this man could not be identified. The question was whether that someone was the dead man himself — or someone else entirely.

 [image: Somerton Park beach, Adelaide — the site where the body was found]Somerton Park beach near the seawall where the unidentified man was found on the morning of December 1, 1948. The Crippled Children's Home is visible in the background.
 

Chapter Two
 The Autopsy

 The body was taken to the Royal Adelaide Hospital mortuary on the morning of December 1, 1948. Dr. John Dwyer, an experienced pathologist, conducted the post-mortem examination that afternoon. (The man had earlier been pronounced dead at the Royal Adelaide Hospital by a separate physician, Dr. John Barkley Bennett — the two doctors, both named John, would sometimes be confused in later accounts.) What he found over the course of several hours deepened the mystery considerably and introduced elements that would confound forensic experts for generations.

The man appeared to be between forty and forty-five years of age. He stood five feet eleven inches tall — above average for 1948 — and weighed between 165 and 175 pounds. He was broad-shouldered, with a narrow waist and the muscular build of someone accustomed to physical discipline. His posture, even in death, suggested a man who had carried himself with a certain rigidity, a military bearing perhaps, or the unconscious confidence of an athlete. His hands were soft and clean, the nails carefully manicured — certainly not the hands of a laborer. Whoever this man was, he had not earned his living with his hands.

His calves were unusually pronounced — high, rounded muscles of the kind seen in dancers, runners, or men who habitually wore boots with elevated heels. His big and little toes met in a distinctive wedge shape, as though the feet had been compressed over many years into pointed-toed boots. Taken together, the calf development and toe formation painted a picture of a man who had spent significant portions of his life in fitted boots — a horseman, perhaps, or a soldier accustomed to riding boots, or even a ballet dancer. Each possibility opened a different door, and none of them could be confirmed.

His hair was fair to reddish-blond, going grey at the temples. His eyes were grey. He had a small mole near the corner of his mouth. His pupils were abnormally constricted — unusually small, even accounting for the physiological changes that accompany death. The constriction of the pupils was a clinical finding with specific implications: it was consistent with poisoning by certain classes of substances, particularly those that affect the autonomic nervous system.

Most curiously, his ears displayed an anatomical rarity that any physical anthropologist would have noted immediately. The upper hollow of the ear, known as the cymba, was substantially larger than the lower hollow, the cavum. In the general Caucasian population, this ratio is reversed — the cavum is typically larger. The cymba-dominant configuration occurs in roughly one percent of Caucasians. It was a genetic trait, inherited, and it was distinctive enough to serve as an identifying marker — if there had been anyone to compare it against.

He was also missing both upper lateral incisors — the teeth that sit on either side of the front two. This was not the result of extraction or decay. It was a congenital condition called hypodontia, in which certain teeth simply never develop. Hypodontia of both lateral incisors is present in only about two percent of the Caucasian population. Combined with the ear anomaly, the dead man possessed two independently rare genetic traits, each occurring in fewer than one in fifty people. The probability of both occurring in the same individual by chance was approximately one in 2,500.

These were the kinds of details that should have made identification straightforward. A man with two rare genetic traits, distinctive teeth, an unusual physical build, and specific calf musculature should have been easy to name. The description was circulated to police forces across Australia, and then internationally through Interpol. Photographs were published in newspapers. The plaster death mask was displayed publicly. Appeals were broadcast on radio. Missing persons reports from across the country were cross-referenced.

No one came forward. No missing persons report matched. No family claimed the body. It was as though the man had existed in a void — present in the world one moment, absent the next, with no one to notice the transition.

Dwyer turned to the internal examination. The organs told a story of acute physiological distress. The spleen was enlarged to roughly three times its normal size and was abnormally firm to the touch — a condition called splenomegaly that could indicate chronic infection, blood disorders, or toxic exposure. The liver was congested and distended with blood. The stomach showed congestion of the mucous membrane. There was acute congestion of the brain, the throat, and the pharynx. The heart itself appeared structurally normal, but the blood vessels showed the characteristic dilation associated with acute toxic shock.

The stomach contained traces of the man's last meal — a pasty, a type of meat pie common in South Australia, eaten approximately three to four hours before death. This timing placed the meal at roughly three or four in the afternoon on November 30 — hours before the witnesses saw him on the beach. Where he had eaten the pasty, and with whom, was never determined.

There was no evidence of natural disease sufficient to cause death. No heart attack, no stroke, no aneurysm, no infection. The pattern of organ damage pointed in one direction with uncomfortable clarity: poisoning. The congestion, the enlarged spleen, the contracted pupils, the dilated blood vessels — these were consistent with certain classes of toxic substances, particularly digitalis glycosides or a related cardiac poison. Digitalis, derived from the foxglove plant, was well known in medical circles. In therapeutic doses, it regulated the heartbeat. In toxic doses, it caused cardiac arrhythmia, organ congestion, and death. And — critically — it was extraordinarily difficult to detect in post-mortem tissue samples using the analytical techniques available in 1948.

Government analyst Robert James Cowan, one of the most experienced forensic chemists in South Australia, tested the man's blood, tissues, and stomach contents. He ran every test available to forensic science in that era: tests for barbiturates, alkaloids, heavy metals, arsenic, strychnine, cyanide, and dozens of other known poisons. All came back negative. Cowan found nothing. Not a trace.

Dwyer was left with a paradox that he would carry to his own grave. The body showed every sign of poisoning, but no poison could be detected. "I am quite convinced the death could not have been natural," he would later testify at the coroner's inquest. "The poison I suggested was a barbiturate or a soluble hypnotic." But he could not prove it. The cause of death was officially recorded as heart failure of unknown origin, with the carefully worded notation that poisoning was the probable but unproven mechanism.

The case attracted two Clelands — men who shared a surname but were not related. Thomas Erskine Cleland served as the coroner and presided over the inquest. John Burton Cleland, a distinguished pathologist and professor at the University of Adelaide, was brought in separately to provide expert analysis of the physical evidence. It was John Burton Cleland who noted several troubling inconsistencies. The man's shoes were remarkably clean and freshly polished — inconsistent with someone who had walked any distance along sandy paths or through the scrubby grass between the road and the beach. There was no evidence of vomiting or convulsions at the scene — reactions typically associated with acute poisoning from most known substances. The sand around the body was undisturbed. And no witness who had seen the man alive on the beach that evening had seen his face clearly enough to positively confirm he was the same person found dead the next morning.

The implication hung in the air of the coroner's court, unspoken but obvious to everyone in the room: the man may not have died on that beach at all. His body may have been carried there and arranged against the seawall — his legs extended, his feet crossed, a half-smoked cigarette placed on his collar — in a deliberate tableau designed to look like a man sleeping off a warm evening. If so, the murder had been committed elsewhere, and the beach was merely the stage on which the final act was presented to the world.

 [image: Post-mortem photograph of the Somerton Man]The Somerton Man as he appeared in death. Note the fair hair, the composed expression, and the mole near his lip. This photograph was circulated internationally in the hope that someone would recognise him. No one did.
 

Chapter Three
 The Labels

 As detectives worked to identify the body through fingerprints, dental records, and public appeals, attention turned to the man's clothing. It was here that the case took its first truly sinister turn — a turn that would transform what might have been a routine unexplained death into one of the most enduring mysteries of the twentieth century.

Every identifying mark had been systematically removed. Not just the main labels in his jacket and trousers — every tag, every laundry mark, every manufacturer's stamp in every garment had been carefully cut away with scissors or a small blade. The tie bore no label. The shirt bore no label. The pullover bore no label. Even the hatband would have been instructive, but the man was not wearing a hat — itself unusual in 1948, when respectable Australian men did not go hatless in public. It was one of the iron social conventions of the era: you wore a hat. The absence of one was noted by several investigators as being as peculiar as the absence of a wallet.

The removal had been thorough but not panicked. There were no torn edges, no hasty rips, no missed corners. Each label had been cut along the stitching line with a sharp blade — the work of someone who was patient, methodical, and experienced at the task. This was not a man who had decided on impulse to strip his clothing of identification. This was someone who had done it before, or who had been trained to do it.

The clothing itself told a story even without its labels, and investigators spent considerable time analyzing the garments for any clue they might yield. He wore a white cotton shirt of standard quality. His tie was red-and-blue striped, in a pattern and width that several textile experts described as characteristically American in design — wider and bolder than the ties typically sold in Australian or British menswear shops. His brown trousers were well-tailored and recently pressed. The brown knitted pullover was unremarkable. His socks were standard. His shoes were brown leather, of good quality, and — as the coroner had noted — recently and thoroughly polished.

The jacket attracted the most attention. It was a grey-and-brown double-breasted coat, fashionably cut, with wide lapels in a style that was distinctly American. Australian tailoring in 1948 tended toward British conservatism — narrower lapels, more structured shoulders, darker fabrics. This jacket was broader, bolder, more relaxed in its proportions. It could have been purchased in the United States, or it could have been made by an Australian tailor copying American patterns from a fashion magazine. The distinction was impossible to draw without the label that had been removed.

The removal of labels was a practice with a specific provenance that the more experienced detectives recognized immediately. In the shadowy world of intelligence work, operatives were trained to strip all identifying marks from their clothing before entering hostile territory. The logic was simple and brutal: if an agent was captured or killed, his clothing should reveal nothing about his country of origin, his recent movements, or the shops where he had been outfitted. It was standard tradecraft for the British SOE during the war, for the American OSS, for the Soviet NKVD, and for every major intelligence service that had operated in the espionage theatres of occupied Europe. The practice was so universal among trained agents that it had become one of the hallmarks of the profession — a silent signature written in the absence of a label.

By 1948, the Second World War had ended, but a new conflict had begun that would prove even longer and more insidious. The Cold War was in its infancy, and Australia occupied a peculiar and vulnerable position within it. Adelaide was home to sensitive military installations, including facilities connected to the British nuclear weapons programme and guided missile development. Just 450 kilometers to the north of the city lay the Woomera Test Range — one of the most classified weapons-testing facilities in the Western world, where Britain and Australia were jointly developing guided missiles that represented the cutting edge of Cold War military technology.

Soviet intelligence had a keen interest in Woomera, and the Australian government knew it. The problem was that Australia in 1948 had no dedicated domestic intelligence agency. ASIO — the Australian Security Intelligence Organisation — would not be formally established until March 1949, three months after the Somerton Man's death. In the interregnum, security was handled by a patchwork of military intelligence units, state police forces, and the Commonwealth Investigation Service — a fragmented and often rivalrous system that was poorly equipped to detect or counter sophisticated foreign espionage operations.

Was the dead man a spy? The question surfaced almost immediately among those investigators with enough imagination — or enough experience — to recognize what the removed labels implied. The American-style clothing, the systematic absence of identification, the undetectable poison, the lack of any family or associates who recognized the widely circulated photograph — each detail, taken alone, might have an innocent explanation. A man might remove his own labels out of paranoia, or poverty, or vanity. He might carry no identification because he had lost his wallet, or because he had never owned one. But taken together, the details formed a pattern that pointed unmistakably toward the world of espionage — or at least toward someone who had been trained in its methods.

The suitcase changed everything. On January 14, 1949 — six weeks after the body was discovered — police received a tip that led them to the Adelaide Railway Station. In the cloakroom, a brown suitcase had been deposited and never reclaimed. The deposit ticket indicated it had been checked in after eleven o'clock on the morning of November 30, 1948 — the day before the body was found. The suitcase's own label had been removed.

Detectives opened it with care and catalogued the contents: a red checked dressing gown, a pair of red felt slippers in size eight, four pairs of underpants, pyjamas, a light brown pair of trousers with sand in the cuffs, shaving items, an electrician's screwdriver, a table knife that had been cut down into a short sharp instrument, scissors with sharpened points, and a stenciling brush of the type used on merchant ships for marking cargo crates. The stenciling brush was a peculiar item — not the kind of thing an ordinary traveller would pack — and it suggested a connection to the maritime world, to docks and shipping, to the anonymous life of the waterfront.

Almost all identification marks had been removed from the suitcase's contents, mirroring the meticulous pattern on the body. But the removers had missed something — a lapse that would generate one of the investigation's most frustrating dead ends. Among the clothing were two singlets — undershirts — bearing laundry-stamped names: T. Keane on one, and T. Kean on the other. The slight variation in spelling was curious. Were these the dead man's real names, carelessly left behind? Or were they the names of a previous owner of the garments? Or were they deliberate plants — false names placed to mislead anyone who found the suitcase?

Detectives launched an exhaustive search for anyone named T. Keane or T. Kean who might be connected to the dead man. They searched military records, immigration records, electoral rolls, and telephone directories across Australia. They checked with shipping companies and merchant marine registries. They found several men named Keane, but none who matched the dead man's description, none who were missing, and none who had any discernible connection to Adelaide or to the circumstances of the case. The names led nowhere.

But one detail linked the suitcase conclusively to the body with the irrefutable logic of physical evidence. In both the suitcase and in the repaired lining of the dead man's trouser pocket, investigators found an unusual orange-colored waxed thread. It was an uncommon variety — not the standard cotton or nylon thread available in any haberdashery, but a specialized waxed thread of a type used in cobbling, sailmaking, or the kind of heavy repair work associated with maritime trades. Its presence in both locations meant the suitcase and the corpse belonged to the same person. The thread was the only physical evidence connecting the two — and it was irrefutable.

 [image: Contents of the Somerton Man's suitcase found at Adelaide Railway Station]Items recovered from the brown suitcase at Adelaide Railway Station: clothing, a stenciling brush, a modified knife, and singlets bearing the names "T. Keane" and "T. Kean." Almost all labels had been removed.
 

Chapter Four
 Tamám Shud

 For months after the discovery of the body and the suitcase, the dead man's clothing had been examined, re-examined, stored, and re-examined again. The South Australian police, lacking the resources and experience to handle a case of this complexity, had been methodical but slow. Leads were followed up weeks after they surfaced. Evidence was handled by multiple officers. And the clothing — the most intimate physical evidence in the case — sat in a police evidence locker, its secrets unread.

It was during one of these later inspections — between June 6 and June 14, 1949, a full six months after the death — that Professor John Burton Cleland, re-examining the trousers, made a discovery that had been missed in every previous search. Concealed within the waistband of the man's trousers was a tiny pocket — a fob pocket, hand-sewn into the fabric, virtually invisible to the casual eye and easy to miss even during a careful examination. The pocket was sewn with the same orange waxed thread found in the suitcase. Inside it was a tightly rolled scrap of paper, no larger than a man's thumbnail.

When unrolled with care — the paper was brittle, the print faded — the scrap bore two words in an ornate, printed typeface: Tamám Shud.

The discovery electrified the investigation. Here, at last, was a clue — a deliberate, tangible piece of evidence that the dead man had chosen to carry on his person, hidden in a secret pocket, close to his body. Whatever these words meant, they had mattered to him enough to conceal them in a place where only the most thorough search would find them.

The phrase is Persian. It means "It is ended" or "It is finished." And it is the final printed line of one of the most celebrated works of world literature: the Rubáiyát of Omar Khayyám, a collection of quatrains — four-line poems — attributed to the eleventh-century Persian polymath, astronomer, mathematician, and poet. The most famous English translation, by Edward FitzGerald, was first published in 1859 and went on to become one of the best-selling and most widely quoted poetry books in the English-speaking world.

The Rubáiyát's overarching theme is the fleeting nature of human existence. It counsels its reader to embrace life without fear, to drink deeply of experience and pleasure, because death comes for everyone and eternity cares nothing for regret. The philosophy is epicurean, fatalistic, and — in the context of a dead man on a beach — deeply unsettling. The final verse, from which the torn slip was taken, reads:

And when Thyself with shining Foot shall pass
Among the Guests Star-scatter'd on the Grass,
And in thy joyous Errand reach the Spot
Where I made one — turn down an empty Glass!

Tamám Shud. It is finished. The image is of death arriving at a feast — the speaker asking only that when Death reaches the place where he once sat among the living, someone turn down an empty glass in remembrance. It is a farewell. A closing. A full stop.

The scrap had been torn from the final page of an actual printed book — torn carefully, following the contours of the printed text precisely, so that only the words "Tamám Shud" remained on the fragment. The typeface was distinctive: an ornate, old-fashioned style consistent with a particular family of late-nineteenth and early-twentieth-century editions. But which copy? There were thousands of printed editions of FitzGerald's translation in circulation. Police needed to find the specific book from which this scrap had been torn.

They launched a public appeal. Advertisements were placed in newspapers across South Australia asking anyone who owned a copy of the Rubáiyát with a missing final page to come forward. The appeal ran for weeks. And then, in late July 1949, a man presented himself at the police station.

His identity was protected by police and has never been publicly confirmed, though he is sometimes referred to as "the Glenelg man." He explained that sometime around the end of November 1948 — he could not be certain of the exact date — he had found a copy of the Rubáiyát lying on the back seat of his unlocked car. The car had been parked on Jetty Road in Glenelg, a commercial street running perpendicular to the coast, approximately 400 meters north of the spot where the Somerton Man had been found dead. He had thought nothing of the book at the time — it was just a paperback, left by some careless passenger or dropped through an open window — and he had tossed it into his glove compartment and forgotten about it. Months later, hearing the police appeal on the radio, he had rummaged through the car and found it.

It was a rare edition, published by Whitcomb & Tombs of Christchurch, New Zealand — a small colonial publisher that had produced a limited run of the FitzGerald translation. Only a handful of copies were thought to exist. The typeface matched. The paper stock matched. And the final page had been torn. The irregular edge of the tear matched the scrap from the dead man's pocket as precisely as a key fits a lock. This was the book.

But the book held two more secrets that would transform the case from a suspicious death into something approaching the inexplicable.

When detectives examined the inside back cover under bright light, they noticed faint markings — shallow impressions in the cardboard, as though someone had placed a piece of paper on the cover and written on it with enough pressure to leave indentations in the surface beneath. The writing was too faint to read under normal conditions. But under ultraviolet light, the impressions resolved with startling clarity into five lines of capital letters, hand-printed in pencil:

WRGOABABD

MLIAOI

WTBIMPANETP

MLIABOAIAQC

ITTMTSAMSTGAB

The second line — MLIAOI — had been crossed out with a single deliberate stroke, as though the writer had made a mistake and started again. The fourth line began with the same four letters — MLIA — suggesting a corrected version of whatever the second line was meant to say. A small letter "x" was placed above the "O" in the fourth line, its significance unknown.

And beneath the code, written in the same pencil hand with the same pressure, was a local telephone number: X3239.

The code has never been broken. In more than seventy-five years, despite the efforts of military intelligence, naval cryptographers, university researchers, amateur codebreakers, computer scientists, and thousands of armchair detectives around the world, no one has produced a decryption that is universally accepted. The code's structure has been analysed endlessly. Some believe it is an acrostic — the initial letters of words in a message or poem, perhaps the initial letters of specific verses from the Rubáiyát itself. Others suspect it is a one-time pad cipher, which by mathematical definition cannot be broken without the corresponding key. A more recent theory advanced by researcher Nathan Tracey proposed that the letters represent abbreviated names of railway stations in South Australia, recording actual train journeys that the man made while searching for someone in the Adelaide region.

None of these theories has been proven. None has been definitively disproven. The five lines of letters remain exactly what they were when the ultraviolet lamp first revealed them in 1949: an enigma, silent and stubborn, refusing to yield their meaning to anyone who has tried to make them speak.

 [image: The mysterious code found on the back of the Rubaiyat of Omar Khayyam]The five lines of unbroken code discovered under ultraviolet light on the inside back cover of the Rubáiyát. The second line is crossed out. Despite more than seventy-five years of analysis, no decryption has been universally accepted.
 

Chapter Five
 The Nurse

 The telephone number on the back of the Rubáiyát was the first solid lead in the case — the first thread that, when pulled, connected the dead man not to an abstraction but to a living person. X3239 was a local number in the Glenelg exchange, and it was quickly traced to an address on Moseley Street — a quiet residential road running parallel to the coast, lined with modest houses and small gardens, approximately 400 meters north of the spot on Somerton Park beach where the body had been found.

The phone belonged to a young woman. She was not named publicly at the time — the South Australian police, to their credit, made an early decision to protect her privacy that would hold for decades. In the official case files, she was assigned a pseudonym. In the press, she was a cipher. Among researchers and true crime enthusiasts, she was known simply as "Jestyn" — a nickname whose significance would not become clear until the full story emerged.

Her real name was Jessica Ellen Harkness. She had been born in 1921 in Marrickville, a suburb of Sydney, and had trained as a nurse. By 1949 she was living in Glenelg under her maiden name and would later become known, after her marriage, as Jessica Thomson. She was twenty-seven years old when the detectives came to her door — an attractive, intelligent, and visibly nervous young woman who lived alone in a house that happened to be a five-minute walk from a dead man whose copy of the Rubáiyát contained her phone number.

Detective Sergeant Lionel Leane, a seasoned investigator who had been assigned to the case, arrived at Moseley Street in late July 1949, accompanied by a fellow officer. He brought with him the most unsettling piece of evidence in the investigation: a plaster cast of the dead man's face. The death mask had been created months earlier, when all other attempts at identification had failed and the police had decided that perhaps a three-dimensional likeness — more vivid and immediate than any photograph — might prompt someone's memory.

Leane presented the death mask to Jessica Thomson. According to his official report, her reaction was immediate and profound. She appeared, in his words, "about to faint." The colour drained from her face. She gripped the doorframe for support, took several deep breaths, and visibly composed herself. Then, in a voice that Leane later described as steady but strained, she told the detective that she had never seen the man before in her life.

Leane did not believe her. He was an experienced policeman with a keen instinct for deception, and he would maintain until his own death, years later, that Jessica Thomson had recognized the face in the plaster cast instantly and had chosen to lie about it. But he had no grounds to compel her testimony. She was not a suspect. She had not been accused of any crime. She was under no legal obligation to tell him the truth, and the case — already seven months old and growing colder by the day — offered no leverage with which to force the issue. Leane left Moseley Street with nothing but a hunch and a lingering sense that the key to the entire mystery had been inches from his grasp.

Under questioning, however, Jessica did offer fragments of a story — fragments that raised more questions than they answered. She admitted that she had once owned a copy of the Rubáiyát. In August 1945, during the final weeks of the Second World War, she had been staying at the Clifton Gardens Hotel in Sydney, a harbourside establishment popular with military personnel on leave. There she had met a man named Alfred Boxall, a lieutenant in the Water Transport Section of the Royal Australian Engineers. Boxall was cultured, bookish, and fond of poetry. Jessica and Boxall had spent time together during the war — she was deliberately vague on the nature and duration of their relationship — and before they parted, she had given him her copy of the Rubáiyát as a keepsake. She had inscribed it with a verse from the poem and signed the inscription with her nickname: "Jestyn."

The police had their man — or so they thought. Alfred Boxall. A military officer. A man to whom Jessica Thomson had given a copy of the same rare book that was found with a dead man's phone number in it. The connection seemed obvious. Boxall was the Somerton Man.

Except he wasn't. A search was launched immediately, and within days Boxall was located — alive, healthy, and employed at the Randwick Bus Depot in Sydney. He was surprised and somewhat alarmed to learn that he had been a suspect in a death investigation on the other side of the country. He readily produced the copy of the Rubáiyát that Jessica had given him four years earlier. It was completely intact. The final page was present and undefaced. "Tamám Shud" had not been torn from this book.

This was the moment when the case pivoted from puzzling to genuinely bizarre. There were now two copies of the Rubáiyát connected to Jessica Thomson. The first was the copy she had given Boxall, which was intact and accounted for. The second was the copy found in the stranger's car on Jetty Road, with its torn final page, its mysterious five-line code, and Jessica's own phone number pencilled on the back cover. Someone — presumably the Somerton Man — had possessed a second copy of the Rubáiyát that linked him directly to Jessica Thomson. Who had given it to him? Had Jessica given copies of the Rubáiyát to more than one man? Was the book a signal, a cipher key, a token of some shared allegiance? Or was it simply a coincidence — two copies of a very popular poetry collection passing through the hands of the same woman?

Jessica Thomson refused to answer these questions. She refused, in fact, to discuss the matter further in any meaningful way. She married Prosper Thomson in May 1950, less than eighteen months after the Somerton Man's death, and retreated from public life. She moved house. She changed her phone number. She raised her family. She never spoke about the case publicly again for the rest of her life.

But her daughter would. Years later — decades later — Jessica's daughter Kate Thomson revealed that her mother had confessed something extraordinary in a private conversation. Jessica did know the identity of the Somerton Man. She had recognized the face in the plaster cast the moment Leane held it up. She had lied to the police deliberately and knowingly. And the reason she gave for lying was chilling in its implications: the man's identity, Jessica told her daughter, was "known to a level higher than the police force."

That single sentence — unverifiable, tantalizing, impossible to ignore — reframed the entire investigation. If Jessica Thomson was telling the truth, then someone in the upper echelons of Australian security or intelligence knew who the dead man was and had chosen to suppress that information. The police investigation had not merely been unsuccessful. It had been obstructed — perhaps deliberately, perhaps as a matter of policy, perhaps because naming the dead man would have exposed something that certain powerful people preferred to keep hidden.

There was one more detail — one that researchers would not fully appreciate for decades, but that would become central to the case's mythology. Jessica had a son named Robin, born in July 1947, before her marriage to Prosper Thomson. The identity of Robin's biological father was never publicly confirmed. But when photographs of Robin became available to researchers years later, the resemblance was unmistakable. Robin Thomson shared two of the Somerton Man's rarest physical traits: the distinctive ear shape, with the oversized cymba, and the congenital absence of the lateral incisors. The statistical probability of these two independently rare traits occurring together in an unrelated individual was vanishingly small — roughly one in 2,500. The implication seemed obvious: the Somerton Man might have been Robin Thomson's biological father. For decades, this apparent genetic link would be treated as one of the strongest pieces of circumstantial evidence in the case — though later DNA analysis would deliver a surprising verdict. Either way, Jessica Thomson's silence suggested she was hiding something, and the question of what she knew continued to haunt investigators.

 [image: The Tamám Shud slip torn from the Rubaiyat of Omar Khayyam]The torn scrap of paper found in a concealed pocket in the dead man's trousers. The ornate typeface reads "Tamám Shud" — Persian for "It is finished." It was torn from the final page of a rare Whitcomb & Tombs edition of the Rubáiyát.
 

Chapter Six
 Cold War Shadows

 In the years following the Somerton Man's death, as the active investigation wound down and the case file was transferred to the growing archive of South Australian cold cases, the espionage theory hardened from speculation into something approaching conviction — at least among those researchers and journalists who studied the evidence most closely. The theory was never proven. But it was never convincingly refuted, either, and the circumstantial case was more substantial than many people realized.

Begin with the clothing. Every label removed from every garment — a practice taught to intelligence operatives across the world's major agencies as basic fieldcraft. The American-style tie and jacket suggested, though they did not prove, that the man had spent time in the United States, or had been outfitted by an American-connected organization, or had at least been exposed to American fashion in a way that was unusual for an Australian civilian in 1948. The absence of identification was not merely unusual; it was systematic, thorough, and consistent with the behaviour of someone who had been trained in the art of disappearing — trained to leave no trace, no connection, no thread for an investigator to pull.

Then there was the manner of death. An undetectable poison that left no chemical trace in the body pointed to a level of pharmacological sophistication far beyond what a common murderer — or even a determined suicide — would possess. During the Second World War, both the British Special Operations Executive and the Soviet NKVD had developed compounds designed to kill without leaving forensic evidence. The SOE's assassination section, known informally as the "toyshop," had produced weapons and poisons of remarkable ingenuity for use against high-value targets in occupied Europe. The Soviets had their own laboratories, their own chemists, their own catalogue of undetectable lethal agents. Digitalis glycosides, which the pathologist had suspected, were particularly favored by intelligence services because they mimicked the symptoms of natural heart failure and were virtually impossible to detect with the toxicological methods available in the 1940s.

The timing was critical, and the geopolitical context was anything but coincidental. Australia in late 1948 was a theatre of Cold War espionage activity that few outside the intelligence community understood at the time. The Venona project — the Allied signals intelligence effort to decrypt Soviet diplomatic communications — had been running in secret since 1943, jointly operated by the American, British, and Australian signals intelligence agencies. Venona intercepts had begun to reveal, with devastating clarity, the extent of Soviet penetration of Western institutions — including Australian ones.

The revelations were alarming. Venona decrypts showed that Soviet intelligence had recruited agents within the Australian government, the military, and the diplomatic service. At least one senior official in the Department of External Affairs had been identified as a Soviet source. The scale of the penetration was so severe that in early 1948, the British government took the extraordinary step of privately warning Australian Prime Minister Ben Chifley that Britain and the United States were considering cutting Australia out of classified intelligence sharing altogether unless the Soviet espionage problem was brought under control.

The pressure led directly to the creation of ASIO — the Australian Security Intelligence Organisation — which was formally established on March 16, 1949, barely three months after the Somerton Man died on Somerton Beach. The timing may have been coincidental. Or it may not have been. ASIO's creation was driven by the urgency of the espionage crisis, and the Somerton Man's death occurred at the precise moment when the crisis was at its most acute.

In September 1945, just three years before the Somerton Man's death, a Soviet cipher clerk named Igor Gouzenko had defected in Ottawa, carrying with him more than a hundred classified documents that exposed Soviet espionage networks across the Western world. Gouzenko's defection triggered a wave of counter-intelligence investigations in Canada, the United States, Britain, and Australia. The reverberations were still being felt in 1948. Trust between Western allies was fraying. Everyone was looking over their shoulder. And in Adelaide — quiet, orderly Adelaide — the Woomera connection loomed large.

The Woomera Test Range, located 450 kilometers northwest of Adelaide in the South Australian desert, was one of the most secret military installations in the Western world. Jointly operated by Britain and Australia, it served as the primary testing ground for Britain's guided missile programme — rockets, tracking systems, and delivery platforms that represented the cutting edge of Cold War weapons technology. The information flowing through Woomera was of the highest classification, and Soviet intelligence would have paid almost any price to obtain it. Adelaide — the closest major city to Woomera, with its train connections, its port, its hotels, and its unsuspecting population — was the natural base of operations for anyone, from any side, who had an interest in what was happening at the range.

Several researchers have noted a disturbing pattern of deaths connected, however tenuously, to the case. On or around May 21, 1945, a man named Joseph "George" Marshall, aged thirty-four, was found dead of poisoning in Ashton Park, Mosman, Sydney — a harbourside area barely a kilometer from Clifton Gardens, where Jessica Thomson would give Alfred Boxall a copy of the Rubáiyát just three months later. His body was discovered on June 3 when passersby noticed it in the park. A copy of the Rubáiyát of Omar Khayyám was found open beside him. The parallel was too striking to ignore. A woman named Gwenneth Dorothy Graham, who had testified at Marshall's inquest on August 15, 1945, was found dead just thirteen days later — face-down in a bath with slit wrists, in what was ruled a suicide. And in June 1949, a two-year-old boy named Clive Mangnoson was found dead in a sack under mysterious circumstances approximately twenty kilometers from Somerton. His father, Keith Mangnoson, had been actively attempting to identify the Somerton Man. Keith was later committed to a mental hospital. His wife Roma, along with the local Progress Association secretary and the acting mayor of Port Adelaide, received anonymous death threats warning them to stop pursuing the matter.

Were these deaths connected to the Somerton Man case? There is no direct proof. But the pattern — poison, proximity to the Rubáiyát, threats against those who investigated too closely — was difficult to dismiss as coincidence. It suggested a web of connections that extended beyond a single death on a beach and into something larger, darker, and more dangerous.

The spy theory gained further credibility when researchers examined the Rubáiyát's curious popularity within intelligence circles. During the Second World War, the book had reportedly been used as the basis for one-time pad ciphers by operatives in the field. The poem's numbered quatrains provided a convenient and innocuous framework for encoding messages — each verse could serve as a key page, and a copy of the Rubáiyát in an agent's possession would attract no suspicion, since it was one of the most widely published poetry collections in the English-speaking world. If the Somerton Man was an intelligence operative, the code on the back of the book might have been exactly what it appeared to be: an encoded message, written using a system that would be mathematically unbreakable without the corresponding key. And the telephone number — Jessica Thomson's number — might have been his only lifeline, the one contact he was meant to reach in Adelaide before everything went wrong.

 
 

Chapter Seven
 The Exhumation

 On June 14, 1949, the Somerton Man was buried in a grave at West Terrace Cemetery in Adelaide — the oldest cemetery in the city, a sprawling Victorian necropolis of elaborate headstones and overgrown paths on the western edge of the central business district. The funeral was a modest affair. No family attended, because no family had been identified. A small group of police officers and cemetery workers stood in the winter sunlight as the coffin was lowered into the ground. A headstone was later erected, simple and factual in its inscription: Here lies the unknown man who was found at Somerton Beach, 1st Dec 1948.

In the weeks and months and years that followed, flowers appeared on the grave at regular intervals. They were fresh flowers, carefully arranged, placed by someone who visited when no one was watching. The cemetery staff noticed them but could never identify the visitor. Someone, somewhere, remembered this man. Someone grieved for him. The flowers came and went with the seasons, a silent ritual of mourning that continued for years, conducted by a person or persons who never revealed themselves.

The case went cold. Not all at once — there was no single moment when the investigation was formally abandoned — but gradually, imperceptibly, as the months became years and the years became decades. The witnesses aged and died. The detectives retired. The evidence sat in police storage, inert, its secrets intact. The code attracted cryptographers the way an unsolved theorem attracts mathematicians — dozens tried, hundreds perhaps, and none succeeded. Academic papers were written. Television documentaries were produced. Books were published. But the case remained essentially frozen, locked behind the limits of mid-twentieth-century forensic science, waiting for a technology that had not yet been invented.

The man who changed everything was not a detective but a physicist and electronic engineer.

Professor Derek Abbott of the University of Adelaide's School of Electrical and Electronic Engineering first encountered the Somerton Man case in 1995. Abbott was intrigued — not just by the code, which presented a genuine mathematical puzzle, but by the case as a whole, which he recognized as a problem that might yield to the application of modern analytical methods. Unlike the police investigators and amateur sleuths who had worked the case before him, Abbott brought the tools of twenty-first-century science: DNA analysis, isotopic testing, forensic genealogy, computational modelling, and a willingness to spend not months but decades on a single question.

Abbott's approach was systematic and patient. He began by assembling every piece of publicly available evidence and subjecting it to fresh analysis. He examined the code using computational methods. He studied the dental records. He consulted with physical anthropologists about the ear anomaly and the hypodontia. He corresponded with cryptographers around the world. And he kept returning to one nagging question: in the age of DNA, why hadn't anyone tried to identify the Somerton Man through his genetics?

The answer was that there was no DNA to work with — or so everyone assumed. The body had been embalmed with formaldehyde in 1949 and buried in a standard grave. After more than half a century, any remaining biological material would be severely degraded. The prospect of extracting usable DNA from the remains seemed remote at best.

But Abbott had an idea. In 2009, he persuaded the South Australian Police to grant him access to the plaster death mask held in the SA Police Museum — the same three-dimensional likeness that Detective Sergeant Leane had shown to Jessica Thomson sixty years earlier. When the cast had been made in 1949, the plaster had been applied directly to the dead man's face. In the process, several of the dead man's hairs had become embedded in the plaster — pressed into the soft material and held there as it hardened, preserved inadvertently for six decades in a near-perfect anaerobic environment, shielded from light, moisture, and bacterial decomposition.

Abbott extracted these hairs with painstaking care. Each one was a potential treasure — a biological time capsule from 1949, carrying within its structure the complete genetic blueprint of the man who had died on Somerton Beach. The question was whether the DNA within the hairs had survived sixty years of storage in a museum vitrine.

The initial results were encouraging but limited. Working with the Australian Centre for Ancient DNA (ACAD) at the University of Adelaide — one of the world's leading laboratories for extracting genetic material from degraded biological samples — Abbott's team successfully extracted the complete mitochondrial genome from the hair samples by 2018. Mitochondrial DNA is maternally inherited and more resistant to degradation than nuclear DNA, making it the natural first target. The results confirmed that the Somerton Man was of Caucasian European descent along his maternal line — consistent with his physical appearance, but mitochondrial DNA alone was insufficient to identify a specific individual. It could narrow the population but not name the person.

Abbott pressed for more. The prize he sought was nuclear DNA — the full autosomal genetic profile that carries the detailed hereditary information capable of identifying an individual through family connections. Autosomal DNA is far more fragile than mitochondrial DNA and far more difficult to extract from degraded samples. But the technology was advancing rapidly, driven by the forensic genealogy revolution that was transforming cold-case investigation across the United States.

In October 2019, the Attorney-General of South Australia granted conditional approval for the exhumation of the Somerton Man's remains. The decision was not taken lightly. Exhuming a body is a serious legal and ethical matter, and the Attorney-General's office weighed the potential benefits against the dignity of the deceased and the precedent that would be set. In the end, the historic significance of the case — and the genuine possibility that modern science could finally answer a seventy-year-old question — tipped the balance.

On May 19, 2021, a team of forensic specialists carefully opened the grave at West Terrace Cemetery. The exhumation was conducted under the auspices of Operation Persevere, a broader South Australian initiative to identify all unidentified remains in the state's custody. The team worked methodically, layer by layer, expecting to find the coffin at standard depth. Instead, the remains were deeper than anticipated — the ground had settled over seven decades, compressing the grave. When the coffin was finally reached and opened, the embalming chemicals used in 1949 had partially degraded the skeletal remains, complicating DNA extraction. But the bones were intact, and samples were taken.

Abbott teamed up with Colleen Fitzpatrick, a physicist turned forensic genealogist and co-founder of the DNA Doe Project — an American nonprofit organization that had successfully identified hundreds of previously unknown deceased persons using the techniques of investigative genetic genealogy. Together, they applied the same methods to the Somerton Man's hair DNA that had revolutionized cold-case identification in the United States: extracting an autosomal single-nucleotide polymorphism (SNP) profile and running it against public genealogical databases such as GEDmatch and FamilyTreeDNA.

The technique worked by finding distant genetic relatives — people who shared segments of DNA with the Somerton Man through common ancestors — and then building family trees backward and forward until the trees converged on a single individual who matched the known facts of the case: a man of the right age, the right physical description, the right geographic background, who had disappeared at the right time.

The family tree began to take shape. Branch by branch, generation by generation, Abbott and Fitzpatrick traced the genetic trail back through the decades and forward to living relatives. The process took months of painstaking work — comparing DNA segments across databases, confirming matches, eliminating false leads, building genealogical trees from public records. It was tedious, exacting work, more like assembling a jigsaw puzzle in a dim room than like the dramatic breakthroughs depicted in television procedurals.

On July 26, 2022 — nearly seventy-four years after the man was found dead on a beach, seven decades after his burial in a grave marked only by a factual inscription — Derek Abbott stood before a press conference and spoke a name into the microphones: Carl Webb.

 [image: The Somerton Man's grave at West Terrace Cemetery, Adelaide]The grave at West Terrace Cemetery, Adelaide, where the Somerton Man lay for over seventy years. The headstone reads: "Here lies the unknown man who was found at Somerton Beach, 1st Dec 1948." Flowers were regularly placed by unknown visitors.
 

Chapter Eight
 It Is Finished

 Carl "Charles" Webb was born on November 16, 1905, in Footscray, a working-class suburb in the industrial western reaches of Melbourne, Victoria. Footscray in the early twentieth century was a place of factories, abattoirs, and modest terrace houses, a neighbourhood built on the labour of men who worked with their hands — boilermakers, fitters, slaughtermen, dockhands. The suburb sat on the banks of the Maribyrnong River, within sight of the docks and the railway yards, and the air carried the permanent mingled smells of rendered fat and coal smoke.

Carl was the son of Richard August Webb and Eliza Webb, and he grew up in a large family. His father's middle name, August, has led some researchers to speculate about possible German ancestry, though genealogical records trace the Webb family within Australia and the connection remains unconfirmed. Carl received a technical education and trained as an electrical engineer and instrument maker — a skilled profession that required precision, patience, mathematical aptitude, and steady hands. It was not a working-class trade. An instrument maker occupied a space between the factory floor and the laboratory, building and calibrating the delicate devices — gauges, meters, testing equipment — that the modern world depended upon.

In October 1941, at the age of thirty-five, Webb married Dorothy Jean Robertson, a twenty-one-year-old foot specialist, in a ceremony in Melbourne. The fourteen-year age gap was not unusual for the era, particularly during wartime, when the normal rhythms of courtship were disrupted and marriages were often hasty affairs, compressed by the urgency of a world at war. They settled in South Yarra, a comfortable inner suburb on the south bank of the Yarra River — a step up from Footscray, a place of tree-lined streets and leafy parks. By all outward appearances, it was an unremarkable wartime marriage between two people building a life together.

But something went wrong. The details of what happened between Carl and Dorothy Webb in the years after the war are scant, obscured by the passage of time and the couple's apparent desire for privacy. What is known is that the last public record of Carl Webb dates to April 1947 — a document, possibly a tax record or an electoral enrolment, that places him in Melbourne. After that date, he vanishes from the public record entirely. He appears to have abandoned his wife without explanation, without forwarding address, and without any subsequent contact. He did not write. He did not call. He simply disappeared.

Dorothy waited. For months, and then for years, she waited for a husband who never came back. In October 1951 — three years after the Somerton Man was found dead on a beach in South Australia — Dorothy placed a notice in The Age, Melbourne's broadsheet newspaper of record, initiating divorce proceedings against Carl Webb on the grounds of desertion. The legal process required the notice because Dorothy did not know where her husband was — she could not serve papers to a man whose address was unknown. By then, Dorothy had moved from Melbourne to Bute, a small agricultural town eighty-nine miles northeast of Adelaide. Whether her move to a town so close to Adelaide was coincidental or significant has been the subject of speculation, but no evidence has emerged to suggest anything other than coincidence.

What happened to Carl Webb between April 1947 and November 1948 — the eighteen months between his disappearance from Melbourne and his death on Somerton Beach — remains largely unknown. Abbott and Fitzpatrick, in their analysis of the identification, believe that Webb experienced what they described as a personal "spiral." In the years surrounding his disappearance, Webb lost four close relatives — deaths that may have accumulated into an unbearable weight of grief. His marriage was failing, or had failed. Whatever professional life he had built appeared to have collapsed. The man who arrived in Adelaide in late November 1948 was carrying almost nothing. No wallet, no money, no identification. He checked a single suitcase at the railway station, containing a few clothes and some personal items. The labels cut from his clothing may have been his own doing — the deliberate act of a man erasing himself, stripping away the last markers of an identity he no longer wished to claim.

This is the suicide theory in its starkest form: Carl Webb, a broken man in his early forties, caught a train from Melbourne to Adelaide for reasons unknown, removed every trace of his identity from his person and his belongings, walked to Somerton Park beach on a warm November evening, poisoned himself with a substance sophisticated enough to leave no forensic trace, and died propped against a seawall with a Persian farewell in his pocket. Tamám Shud. It is finished. He was not a spy. He was not the victim of an intelligence operation. He was simply a man who wanted to die anonymously, who wanted to vanish so completely that even his death would leave no name behind.

It is a coherent theory. It is also, for many researchers, a deeply unsatisfying one.

The identification answered the question of who. But it deepened, rather than resolved, the question of why. If Carl Webb was not a spy — if he was simply a despairing man from Melbourne who caught a train to Adelaide — then what was the code? Five lines of capital letters, written on the back of a rare book of Persian poetry, in a pattern that military cryptographers have been unable to break for three-quarters of a century. Depressed men do not typically compose unbreakable ciphers before they die. What was the code for? Who was it meant to reach? And why was it written on a book that contained a woman's telephone number?

What was Jessica Thomson's phone number doing in his copy of the Rubáiyát? How did a Melbourne instrument maker come to possess a rare Whitcomb & Tombs edition of FitzGerald's translation — a book published in New Zealand in a tiny print run, almost impossible to find in Australian bookshops? Had Jessica given it to him, as she had given a different copy to Boxall? Were there other copies, other men, other inscriptions? And why, when shown the plaster cast of the dead man's face, did Jessica Thomson nearly faint — and then deny, with a composure that the detective described as visibly forced, that she had ever seen him?

Abbott's identification has not been independently verified by South Australian Police through DNA extracted from the exhumed remains. As of the public record, the police have described themselves as "cautiously optimistic" about the identification but have not closed the case. Some researchers have challenged Abbott's methodology, arguing that forensic genetic genealogy performed on degraded hair samples carries significant margins of uncertainty, particularly when the genealogical trees rely on distant matches across public databases. Others have accepted the identification as Carl Webb but dispute the conclusions drawn from it — arguing that even if the man was Webb, the espionage theory is not necessarily excluded. An electrical engineer and instrument maker, after all, would have possessed exactly the kind of technical skills that intelligence services recruited.

The connection to Jessica Thomson remains one of the case's most persistent enigmas. For decades, the shared rare physical traits between the Somerton Man and Robin Thomson — the distinctive ear shape and the missing lateral incisors — had been taken as powerful circumstantial evidence that the dead man was Robin's biological father. But when Abbott and Fitzpatrick announced the identification of Carl Webb in July 2022, their press release included a finding that shattered this long-held assumption: DNA analysis conclusively eliminated Robin Thomson as a relative of the Somerton Man. There was no biological link. The two rare traits that Robin and the dead man shared were, it appeared, nothing more than a remarkable coincidence — the kind of statistical improbability that had led investigators astray for decades. Jessica took her secrets to the grave when she died in 2007, at the age of eighty-six. Robin Thomson died in 2009. The direct witnesses are gone. The code on the back of the Rubáiyát has never been cracked. The poison has never been identified. The flowers that appeared on the grave for years after the burial have never been attributed to a specific person.

And yet there is one detail from Abbott's investigation that belongs in any account of this story, because it is stranger than anything a novelist would dare to invent. While researching the case, Abbott sought out descendants of Robin Thomson — Jessica's son who shared the Somerton Man's rare ear shape and missing teeth — hoping to collect DNA samples that might confirm or deny a biological link. He found Robin's granddaughter, Rachel Egan, living in Adelaide. They met, ostensibly so that Abbott could examine her ears and teeth for the inherited traits he was tracking. And then, in a development that confounded his academic colleagues and delighted tabloid editors around the world, he fell in love with her. Derek Abbott, the professor who had spent decades trying to identify the Somerton Man, married the possible granddaughter of the Somerton Man's possible son.

Rachel Egan later told ABC News, with a wry smile that suggested she had heard the joke many times before and had long since made her peace with it: "People have said that possibly Derek married me for my DNA. And I think there is some truth to that."

The Somerton Man case is officially recorded as unsolved. The cause of death is unknown. The code is unbroken. The man on the beach has a name now — Carl "Charles" Webb of Footscray, Melbourne, born November 16, 1905, an electrical engineer and instrument maker who married too late and disappeared too soon — but the story of how he came to die alone on the sand of Somerton Park beach, with a Persian farewell sewn into his waistband and an unreadable message on the back of a poetry book and a nurse's phone number written in pencil beneath it, remains as mysterious and as resistant to explanation as it was on the morning of December 1, 1948, when John Bain Lyons walked down to the beach for his morning swim and found that the sleeping man from the evening before had never woken up.

Tamám Shud. It is finished.

Or perhaps it isn't.

 [image: Plaster bust of the Somerton Man]The plaster bust of the Somerton Man, created in 1949 when all other identification efforts failed. Hairs embedded in the plaster during its creation would, sixty years later, provide the DNA that finally identified him as Carl "Charles" Webb.
 

Timeline

 November 16, 1905 — Carl "Charles" Webb is born in Footscray, a suburb of Melbourne, Victoria.

 October 1941 — Webb marries Dorothy Jean Robertson in Melbourne. They settle in South Yarra.

 August 1945 — At the Clifton Gardens Hotel in Sydney, a young woman named Jessica Harkness (later Thomson) gives Lieutenant Alfred Boxall a copy of the Rubáiyát of Omar Khayyám, inscribed with a verse and signed "Jestyn."

 April 1947 — The last public record of Carl Webb. He deserts his wife and vanishes.

 November 30, 1948, ~11:00 a.m. — A brown suitcase is checked into the cloakroom at Adelaide Railway Station.

 November 30, 1948, ~7:00 p.m. — Jeweler John Bain Lyons and his wife observe a smartly dressed man alive on Somerton Park beach, propped against the seawall. He extends his arm, then lets it fall.

 December 1, 1948, ~6:30 a.m. — The man is found dead in the same position. Police find no identification. All clothing labels have been removed.

 January 14, 1949 — Police discover the brown suitcase at Adelaide Railway Station. Contents include clothing with removed labels, a stenciling brush, and singlets marked "T. Keane."

 June 1949 — The "Tamám Shud" slip is discovered in a concealed fob pocket in the dead man's trousers during a re-examination of the clothing.

 June 14, 1949 — The Somerton Man is buried at West Terrace Cemetery, Adelaide.

 Late July 1949 — A man turns in a copy of the Rubáiyát found in his car on Jetty Road, Glenelg. The torn final page matches the slip. A mysterious code and a telephone number are found on the back cover.

 July 1949 — The phone number is traced to Jessica Thomson on Moseley Street, Glenelg — 400 meters from the death site. She denies knowing the man. Alfred Boxall is found alive in Sydney; his copy of the Rubáiyát is intact.

 May 1950 — Jessica marries Prosper Thomson.

 October 1951 — Dorothy Webb files for divorce from Carl Webb on grounds of desertion.

 2007 — Jessica Thomson dies.

 2009 — Robin Thomson dies.

 2011 — Professor Derek Abbott gains access to the plaster death mask; hair samples are extracted.

 2018 — The Australian Centre for Ancient DNA extracts the complete mitochondrial genome from the hair.

 May 19, 2021 — The Somerton Man's remains are exhumed from West Terrace Cemetery as part of Operation Persevere.

 July 26, 2022 — Abbott and genealogist Colleen Fitzpatrick announce the identification: the Somerton Man was Carl "Charles" Webb of Melbourne.

 • • •

 

About This Book

 The Somerton Man 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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