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An entertaining collection of the most audacious and underhanded deceptions in the history of
mankind, from sacred relics to financial schemes to fake art, music, and identities. World history
is littered with tall tales and those who have fallen for them. Ian Tattersall, a curator emeritus at
the American Museum of Natural History, has teamed up with Peter NÃ©aumont to tell this anti-
history of the world, in which Michelangelo fakes a masterpiece; Arctic explorers seek an
entrance into a hollow Earth; a Shakespeare tragedy is "rediscovered"; a financial scheme
inspires Charles Ponzi; a spirit photographer snaps Abraham Lincoln's ghost; people can
survive ingesting only air and sunshine; Edgar Allen Poe is the forefather of fake news; and the
first human was not only British but played cricket.Told chronologically, HOAX begins with the
first documented announcement of the end of the world in 2800 BC and winds its way through
controversial tales such as the Loch Ness Monster and the Shroud of Turin, past proven fakes
such as the Thomas Jefferson's ancient wine and the Davenport Tablets built by a lost race, and
explores bald-faced lies in the worlds of art, science, literature, journalism, and finance.

About the AuthorIan Tattersall, PhD, is Curator Emeritus in the Division of Anthropology of the
American Museum of Natural History in New York City, where he co-curates the Spitzer Hall of
Human Origins. He is the acknowledged leader of the human fossil record, and has won several
awards, including the Institute of Human Origins Lifetime Achievement Award.Tattersall has
appeared on Charlie Rose and NPR's Science Friday, and has written for Scientific American
and Archaeology. He's been widely cited by the media, including the New York Times, BBC,
MSNBC, and National Geographic. Tattersall is the author of Masters of the Planet, which the
Atlantic calls "quietly magnificent," among other titles. He lives in New York City.Peter N.
NÃ©aumont has produced a number of award-winning natural history book and worked with
some of the world's leading scientists, including Meave Leakey, Niles Eldredge, Stephen J.
Gould, and Donald Johanson. He lives in New York City. --This text refers to the hardcover
edition.
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To all the con artists and their marks, throughout history, who have kept the human enterprise
going

Explore book giveaways, sneak peeks, deals, and more..

PREFACEThe human condition has always eluded accurate description. At the extremes,
people may be monsters or saints. They may be miserly or munificent. Decorous or crude.
Brilliant or dumb. But while these wilder manifestations of human behavior tend to be the ones
that grab our attention, most of the time we find ourselves somewhere in the middle of any
behavioral spectrum you might want to consider.It is mostly in this gray, ambiguous area of
human experience that charlatanism, fraud, and fakery have flourished, doubtless ever since
Homo sapiens emerged in its modern form around a hundred thousand years ago. In many
ways, what has happened over the ages in this vast, equivocal middle ground of human
experience tells us a lot more about our predecessors’—and our own—lives than many of the
grander events we usually think of as history do; and certainly, no account of our historical soap
opera is complete that does not consider this aspect of the human condition.The tendency that
has made this vast swamp of morally dubious incidents possible is pretty familiar and
straightforward. No con artist is unaware of how credulous his fellow citizens tend to be, even—
or perhaps especially—those who think themselves most highly sophisticated. And every
trickster is acutely conscious of the seemingly universal penchant for believing what one wants
to hear. Either of these basic human proclivities opens the door for the unscrupulous to exploit
their less cynical peers.In 1165, the Byzantine emperor Manuel Comnenus received a letter from
an unknown Christian king, Prester John, whose lands allegedly extended beyond India to the
Tower of Babel. Pope Alexander III then sent envoys east, hoping that Prester John would come
to the aid of Crusaders in Jerusalem besieged by Muslim armies. Prester John’s mythical
kingdom, as seen on this 1564 map, became the object of a quest that fired the imaginations of



generations of adventurers, but has always remained out of reach.In contrast, the motivations
that have fueled the consequent entrenchment of misrepresentation, fakery, and demagoguery
in common human experience are a little more complex; and they are as varied as the species
Homo sapiens itself. The reason for taking advantage of the innocence, avarice, or
preconceptions of others is most commonly simple greed, but malice and personal animosity
are also frequent driving forces, as are sheer impishness, the desire for power or influence, a
wish to “show the experts,” or even the pathetic need to simply be recognized for something.Still,
wherever the incentive may come from in any particular case, the dynamic that makes fraud
possible is evidently baked hard into that frustratingly elusive human condition. As long as there
are people and language there will be frauds and lies, con artists and suckers, the credulous
and their gleeful exploiters.If both human unwariness and the desire to take advantage of it are—
and always have been—irredeemably part of the human psyche, then the consequent hoaxes,
frauds, and fallacies also provide us with an alternative lens through which to view the vagaries
of the past and present. This lens is potentially a powerful one, for while human gullibility is
eternal, its expression varies hugely according to the fears, aspirations, and world views of each
generation. At the very least, we can confidently claim that what we recount here is not history
as written by the victors.In this book, merely the most recent expression of a splendid historical
tradition that dates back at least to Charles MacKay’s 1841 Extraordinary Popular Delusions and
the Madness of Crowds, we have chosen a potpourri of fifty varyingly disreputable episodes that
cover around five thousand years of human experience and billions of years of life itself. Since
we have tried to keep each entry short, we have provided a few suggestions for further reading
at the end of the book; a bit of browsing around on the Web—while remembering that what you
find there is mostly without guarantee of factual accuracy—will yield a trove of other
information.Some of the events portrayed in this book are familiar, others obscure. Some involve
intentional misrepresentations, while others more closely reflect misguided general
preconceptions. Some reveal the depths to which human callousness and meanness of spirit
can descend, while—to take a generous view—others actually added to the sum total of human
contentment. But, considered together, they hint at two contradictory aspects of the human
experience.One of these is the constancy and durability of basic human nature: our species as a
whole has evidently changed not one whit since human beings first began to write down their
thoughts and feelings and experiences. The other, in contrast, is how dramatically the sands of
history may shift: how our preoccupations and beliefs—and what, as a society, we have been
prepared to be deceived about—change with the passage of time.As authors, we have refrained
—wisely, we hope—from attempting to fit any of these fifty episodes into a wider view of history,
or of how it unfolds. Human experience is, after all, far too haphazard for that. But we do think
that each of them will make its own point. And since it turns out that not all cons are altogether
reprehensible—indeed, some fraudsters were actually perfectly genial—we have buried a tiny
fraud of our own somewhere in this book. See if you can spot it.



It has been estimated that 100 trillion bacteria live in our large intestine. There are over 40 trillion
cells in the human body, outnumbered by our symbiotic bacteria, which have learned how to
cheat our immune systems.

1. OTHER ANIMALS <4 BILLION YEARS AGOEVOLUTION OF THE CONThis book is about
the integral place of fraud and fallacy in the human experience. Yet it may help put things in
perspective to begin it by pointing out that fakery and deception are hardly unique to our
species, Homo sapiens. Indeed, it seems that these frequently unappetizing propensities are
rampant throughout the entire living world. As we lament the sorry state of the human condition,
it is somehow comforting to know we are not alone in our imperfections.Human beings are
intimately nested into the great tree of life that unites all living organisms on our planet, and that
stems from a single common ancestor which lived upward of 3.5 billion years ago. That ancestor
doubtless shared many of its features with today’s microscopic, single-celled bacteria, and it
seems that, for all their apparent simplicity, even bacteria engage in deceptive practices.One of
the big biological discoveries of recent years has involved the realization of just how important
our “microbiota”—the community of microorganisms that live inside us and on our skins—is to
our overall functioning. A major example of this is provided by the plethora of single-celled
creatures that have colonized our guts and become crucial to our digestive processes. We have
a very active immune system that usually sends out special cells to attack pathogenic invaders,
yet our microbiota goes about its business unscathed. How does it pull off this trick? Well, it
turns out that the bacteria that have coevolved with us indulge in what is known as “molecular
mimicry.” In other words, they pretend to be our own cells, the bacterial species known as
Bacteroides fragilis being especially good at imitating the proteins and sugars that coat the cells
in the digestive tracts of humans and other animals.Deception of this kind benefits both the
bacteria and ourselves. But false advertising is not always so benign. To us, the intimate flashing
of fireflies is one of the more delightful aspects of many a summer evening. But in the world of
fireflies, danger always lurks. Usually a firefly flickers in the context of courtship, as males and
females of the same species respond to specific patterns of flashes. But females of the firefly
genus Photuris cheat.Females of the firefly genus Photuris mimic the courtship flashes of the
genus Photinus. Male Photinus drawn to these flashes are captured and eaten by these “femme
fatale” Photuris fireflies.Imitating the flash pattern of another genus, Photinus, those female
Photuris lie in wait for a smaller Photinus male. And when he shows up, he gets eaten. In the
process, the female Photuris gets not only a tasty snack but also a dose of a steroid called
lucibufagin, which will discourage jumping spiders from extending a similar courtesy to her.
Sometimes crime pays.Perhaps the most famous example of deception in the animal world is
the “brood parasitism” that is remarkably common among birds. It is independently found in five
different bird families, though the poster child for this bad habit is the common European cuckoo.
A female cuckoo will lay an egg in another bird’s nest that very closely resembles the ones laid
by the host. Amazingly, seven different variants of European cuckoo, producing different-colored



eggs, specialize in parasitizing seven different kinds of host that range from warblers to
wagtails.Sometimes a male cuckoo will attempt to lure a prospective victim out of her nest so
that his mate can sneak in to lay her egg. If it is not ejected right away from the host’s nest, that
egg will incubate faster than the rest and the cuckoo chick will mature more quickly than the
host’s own. Once hatched, it will do its best to dispatch the competition and to monopolize the
food provided by the unsuspecting foster parents. The cuckoo parents can meanwhile relax,
relieved of the responsibility of raising their youngsters.If bacteria and birds are both into
deception, then it is hardly surprising that primates do it, too. Actually, cheating hasn’t been
reported yet among the lemurs and lorises, the so-called lower primates. But among our closer
relatives, the “higher” primates, misleading behaviors are rampant. Chimpanzees, for example,
are well known for hiding their real intentions from others, especially when such dissimulation
involves a lower-status male who is trying to woo an attractive female within view of a dominant
male.Recently a chimpanzee has been reported hiding its intentions from humans, too. A male
chimpanzee named Santino, resident at Sweden’s Furuvik Zoo, has now apparently gotten in the
habit of hiding stones behind logs and hay piles, and then later suddenly snatching one and
throwing it at an unsuspecting visitor.Finally, a study some years ago showed that how often
individuals of a primate species typically deceive one another is accurately predicted by how big
the brain’s neocortex is in the species concerned. This is a measure that places us way ahead of
chimpanzees. You have been warned.About 1 percent (around 100 species) of birds resort to
“brood parasitism” by sneaking an egg into a host’s nest. If it is not ejected right away, that egg
will incubate faster than the rest, and the chick will mature more quickly than the host’s own.
Some hosts have learned to recognize “foster” chicks by the spots inside their mouths, in what is
known as “gape pattern recognition,” and will feed them less than their own offspring. In
response, parasitic pin-tailed whydah chicks (left) have evolved spots that closely mimic those of
the host common waxbill chick (right).
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David E. Young, “Great book. Great value.. I love this book. I am a student pursuing a master's
degree and have used quotes from this book in preparing research papers.”

Diana Davis, “Very nice, good condition, interesting to read.. Bigger than I realized. Nice, the
kind of book that draws you in.”

R. Terrell, “Fascinating. Checked this out from library but was so good I had to own it. Very well
written”

Jim Perrini, “Superlative. A brilliant collection of historical nuggets discussed in a entertaining
and thoughtful manner. Whether your a history buff or just fascinated by the human condition
and psychology this book is a winner.”

M. JEFFREY MCMAHON, “A Guided Tour of Fakery Through the Ages. In Hoax: A History of
Deception: 5,000 Years of Fakes, Forgeries, and Fallacies by Ian Tattersall and Peter
Neveraumont, we find that we are natural hoaxers lurid, salacious tabloid fodder. We are averse
to the less exciting gray area of reality. Instead, we prefer the spectacular: spectacles, grand
narratives, bizarre coincidences, belief-defying miracles. As we read: “It is mostly in this gray,
ambiguous area of human experience that charlatanism, fraud, and fakery have flourished,
doubtless ever since Homo sapiens emerged in its modern form around a hundred thousand
years ago.”In what is part coffee table book, part reference book, and part fun compendium of
the fake, the authors take us on a museum tour through the ages and give us a look at the
trickster in all his manifestations: “And every trickster is acutely conscious of the seemingly
universal penchant for believing what one wants to hear.”The authors do a good job of giving us
context by analyzing the motivations behind hoaxers and tricksters: “The reason for taking
advantage of the innocence, avarice, or preconceptions of others is most commonly greed, but
malice and personal animosity are also frequent driving forces, as are sheer impishness, the
desire for power or influence, a wish to ‘show the experts,’ or even the pathetic need to simply be
recognized for something.”Divided into 50 chapters that cover some obscure hoaxes in history
and some familiar such as Breatharianism, Noah’s Ark, Pro Wrestling, the Loch Ness Monster,
Bigfoot, Flat-Earthers, Stephen Glass, Jayson Blair, and other con artists, this book is a fun ride
and reminds us why tabloid fake news continues to flourish in a world with an insatiable appetite
for the lurid and the bizarre. Recommended.”

George Poirier, “Informative and Fun. This is a fascinating read. Anyone who has read a book by
co-author Ian Tattersall will know what to expect: the prose is refined, articulate, to-the-point,
clear, engaging and, in this case, often tongue-in-cheek and witty. One chapter is devoted to
each of 50 hoaxes, with an average of about 4.4 pages per chapter. The hoaxes are presented



in chronological order over thousands of years. They vary from the ever-popular Bigfoot and
Loch Ness monster to some familiar conspiracy theories to hoaxes that are much less well-
known.Although I’m not a big fan of coffee table style books filled with colorful pictures with a bit
of writing around them, I can attest that this book is not quite like that. Many colorful photos/
pictures/figures are indeed included, however, they simply complement a more exhaustive and
elaborate text.I enjoyed this book very much and I can heartily recommend it to readers who are
curious about some of the many different hoaxes that have been concocted throughout the
ages.”

The book by Ian Tattersall has a rating of  5 out of 4.2. 45 people have provided feedback.
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