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PROLEGOMENON  
(REALLY A FANCY WAY OF SAYING 

INTRODUCTION) 
 
 
 

The art has three factors, the disease, the patient, the physician. The physician is 
the servant of the art. The patient must cooperate with the physician in combatting 

the disease. 
—Hippocrates 

 
Mr. Duffy lived a short distance from his body.  

—James Joyce, Dubliners 
 

There are worse occupations in the world than feeling a woman’s pulse. 
—Lawrence Sterne 

 
For a king to strangle his psychiatrist is a unique event. Sensational as this 
is, can it tell us anything about the world of doctors, diseases and patients? 
The answer is yes. Patients do kill their doctors, just as some doctors murder 
their patients. This is only one example of the extremes that occur in the 
world of illness. 

While animals and plants get diseases, illness is a unique and defining 
feature of the human condition. It reflects our environment, the feelings we 
have, the society we live in. It is not organs in bottles, or bugs in Petri dishes 
but the whole event; history and geography are never out of the picture. And 
the most frequent mediator between the patient and the illness is the doctor, 
descendent of the ancient healer, shaman, magician and witchdoctor. 

The basis for our conception of illness goes back 2000 years to the school 
of Hippocrates - whether such an individual existed remains a matter of 
debate. What matters is that the school established the basis for the 
discipline we know today as medicine. Conditions we now take for granted, 
such as hysteria, melancholia and gout, were clearly delineated. Many 
symptoms which were attributed to ephemeral causes such as miasmas were 
designated as dysfunctions of the body, not visitations from the gods, as we 
now know them to be. 
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From this arose the Hippocratic triad: the doctor, the patient and the disease. 
The interaction between these three constitutes the human state we know as 
illness.  

All illness is social; what varies is the context in which it occurs and the 
interaction between those three axes. For illness is complicated, confusing 
and often disturbing, an intrinsic part of the human experience, deeply 
embedded in our awareness as far back as the first humans. A witch doctor 
going into a trance is regarded as a healer. In the Middle Ages a midwife 
who delivers stillborn children is burned at the stake as a witch. In the 
twentieth century, some people in the American South with sleep paralysis 
– a phenomenon documented as far back as biblical days – insist that they 
have been abducted by alien beings. If a member of a hunter gatherer tribe 
fell over, twitching and frothing at the mouth, they were thought to be 
infested by evil spirits. The cure was a healing dance in which the shaman, 
in a trance state, would relieve them of their suffering. By the time of the 
Romans and Greeks, many of those people were revered for their 
connections with gods. When Jesus did his healing, the power of touch, if 
not special words, were sufficient to drive out the demons. In medieval 
times, to behave like that was seen as a visitation from the devil and could 
lead to burning at the stake. It was only with the rise of neurology in the 
nineteenth century that epilepsy began to be recognised for what it was. But 
for a long time, such patients were still regarded as mentally ill and kept in 
psychiatric wards. 

With the rise of scientific medicine, the gap between illness and disease, if 
anything, widened. Disease was something that could be removed at 
operation, seen through a microscope and found in the body after death. 
Illness, by contrast, was not material. It was what the patient complained of, 
could persist despite being surgically removed or medically cured – and, of 
course, it vanished at death. 

Here lay the basis of a persisting and ever-growing problem. For the doctor, 
what could not be seen, poked, prodded, heard, tested or removed was a 
dilemma: the only explanation lay in the patient’s imagination, soul or mind. 
This laid the basis for enormous dispute and confrontation. Attempts to 
unify the problem, such as psychoanalysis or psychosomatic medicine, 
never really resolved the issue. And much difficulty continued to arise, if 
not fester. 

These issues laid bare the role of the doctor in the treatment process. The 
idea that taking a history is a binary process – the doctor asks questions and 
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the patient dutifully provides the required information – is constantly shown 
to be a myth; it is rather a process where both parties bring in all sorts of 
issues, conscious and unconscious, to manipulate the agenda. To discuss 
this in any detail would not require just a book, but a library. Instead, 
selected issues that highlight the process that occurs with illness are 
provided with the cases, or shall we rather say stories, that are provided. 

King is a distrait1 voyage through the main elements in illness: doctors, 
diseases and patients. All these actors have their own characteristics, 
making them at times as unpredictable as the circumstances in which they 
arise. It covers a wide territory; from Mount Everest (well, at least 22000 
feet up) to the sun-blasted desert of Central Australia and lots of places 
between.  

There are many great, inspiring and awesome tales about illness, doctors 
and their patients – and no shortage of books about them. This is not one of 
them. These tales here are about interesting extremes to highlight the issues. 
It can be summed up as doctors difficult, illnesses interesting and patients 
peculiar. Of course, not all the people discussed were ill in the clinical sense, 
although their course does allow for some speculation and this is done where 
appropriate. 

No claim is made that this collection is anything but idiosyncratic, let alone 
comprehensive. That is the writer’s choice; read it for yourself and decide.  

How does medicine work? We now have a scientific basis for what we do, 
but can it explain everything? There are still cases that are written off as 
incurable but proceed to make an amazing recovery. Patients, seen by some 
as gullible, by others as desperate, will still turn to all sorts of alternatives 
in the hope of recovery. Today we know how the placebo effect works, but 
does it explain every unexpected cure? The power of religion and faith can 
play a considerable role but, at the same time, there are many sceptics who 
see this as merely misleading, if not exploiting the gullible. Around the 
world some places are credited with healing power to which the sick will 
flock in the hope of a miraculous cure. The most famous is the grotto at 
Lourdes in France. People claim amazing cures there, but is it hysteria, 
placebo, mysticism, quackery or even fraud? The Vatican, it turns out, has 
a remarkably hard-headed attitude to declaring someone to be cured and 
there is a long history of medical committees to examine cases and ensure 

                                                 
1 See OED: Mid 18th century: French, from Old French destrait, past participle of 
destraire ‘distract’, from Latin distrahere ‘pull apart’ (see distract). 
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that they are the genuine thing: a miraculous cure that can be medically 
demonstrated. We examine the findings and look at some of the surprising 
results.  

These tales are not without heroes. Johann Scharffenberg went against his 
conservative beliefs, becoming a hero of the Norwegian resistance and then 
treating the treacherous leader Quisling with compassion. Dr James Barry 
encountered enormous odds to be the first woman doctor in the British 
Empire, disguising her female sex. Bernadette Soubirous, destined to die 
early with tuberculosis, was to provide inspiration and hope for many people 
at the shrine where she saw visions. Maurice Wilson and Harold Lasseter 
may have died of exposure in the most extreme conditions, but remain as an 
inspiration for the human ideal of chasing dreams, no matter how unrealistic 
they may seem.  

There are the deceivers who tell us as much about illness as they do about 
human nature. Belle Gibson, pert heroine of the wellness set, turned out to 
be a world-class cancer fake. Shirley Ardell Mason, who cooperated with 
her psychiatrist in producing dozens of non-existent personalities, became 
Sybil, icon for an iatrogenic epidemic. Milan Brych, the fake cancer 
therapist, treated hundreds of desperate patients in New Zealand, the Cook 
Islands and Los Angeles before the law caught up with him. Perhaps the 
most disturbing are those who practice Holocaust deception, demeaning the 
experience of the genuine victims. 

Do-it-yourself surgery presents in several ways, mostly drilling holes in the 
skull – children, do not do this without adult supervision and use of the 
electric drill is especially discouraged – and, in the case of painter Forrest 
Bess, too awful to contemplate. James Joyce, a truly great writer, hated 
surgery of any kind but died after an operation for a ruptured ulcer. Madness 
and illness often surrounded him and showed up in his work. 

The murder cases raise all sorts of issues: the motives of the killers, the fate 
of their victims and how they were dealt with by the doctors involved. 
Bernard Spilsbury ensured that Dr Crippen was hanged, but how many 
people were unjustly executed on his evidence? Dr Kermit Gosnell, who 
butchered late term foetuses could be America’s worst medical killer but 
may have been overtaken by Donald Harvey, the nurse who killed up to 70 
patients. 

The illnesses portrayed are not the common disorders we know. Bee Miles, 
the famous Sydney street dweller, was thought to be mad but in fact had 
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encephalitis lethargica, the sleeping sickness. The people of Groote Eyland 
had a terrible neurological condition that travelled in the genes of 
Portuguese sailors to the Malaccas and then to their island. Morgellons 
disease, a condition of intense controversy, shows the power of social media 
in shaping illness behaviour; it is not skin infestation as claimed, but 
delusions of parasite infection. Milton Rokeach’s attempt to confront the 
Three Christs of Ypsilanti out of their delusions was as misguided as his 
patients were.  

Doctors, good and bad, show us how important is the element of charisma– 
and the catastrophes that occur when it goes wrong. Dr Leander Starr 
Jameson, possibly the most charismatic doctor of his time, achieved 
notoriety by mounting a failed military raid into a foreign country and was 
duly commemorated as an imperial idol. Freud, a near-messianic figure to 
his followers, set up the psychoanalytic project which attracted troubled 
followers like Viktor Tausk and Helmine Hug-Hellmuth, both of whom had 
unhappy endings. Hermann Rorschach invented the inkblot test, became a 
cultural icon but died tragically young. Humphry Osmond did the largest 
trials of LSD in a remote part of Canada before its use was banned.  

A special category is the assassins and their doctors. The Spitzkas, father 
and son, gave evidence at the trials of the second and third US presidential 
assassins – but failed to save them from execution. Lee Harvey Oswald was 
a confused unsettled nonentity who blundered into history for reasons he 
probably did not even understand himself. Dr Verwoerd, the appalling 
architect of Apartheid, attracted two assassins, both mad in different ways, 
the second and successful one driven by a tapeworm in his gut. 

So go ahead with hope and anticipation and see what you make of it. If 
nothing else, it is conclusive proof that the writer’s mind is deeply immersed 
in the murky demi-monde. Here again it is up to the reader to decide. Had I 
followed my family wishes, I would now be a defrocked rabbi doing stand-
up comedy.  

Footnote: The original title of the book was The King Who Strangled His 
Psychiatrist and Other Dark Tales. By the time it emerged from the 
publication process it has the title you see on the cover. What’s in a title? I 
leave it to you, the reader, to decide; perhaps the original may resurrect in a 
second edition. 

 





ADVENTURERS 



MAURICE WILSON:  
EVEREST’S EVERLASTING AMATEUR 

 
 
 

I wanted something different; I wanted something that challenged me and that 
pushed me further. Then this idea of climbing Mount Everest came to my mind. It 

stuck in my head for days. Someone told me I couldn't do it, and that really 
annoyed me.  

—Raha Moharrak 
 

The first question which you will ask and which I must try to answer is this; What 
is the use of climbing Mount Everest? and my answer must at once be, it is no use. 

There is not the slightest prospect of any gain whatsoever.  
—George Leigh Mallory 

 
No one remembers who climbed Mount Everest the second time.  

—Edmund Hillary 
 

Yet another death of a climber on Everest leads to more discussion on the 
hazards of high-altitude climbing, as well as the need to follow one’s 
dreams, whatever the cost. Couched in the contemporary individualistic 
trope, it (as usual) ignores the historical basis behind such activity. Leigh 
Mallory’s irritable answer to a journalist who asked him why he was trying 
to scale Everest – “Because it is there” – sums up the difference between 
such climbers and the current self-realization set. It is to scale the mountain 
that is the challenge, not to do something for yourself.  

Everest has become the ultimate high temple of existential consumerism, 
some of whose climbers pay the ultimate penalty. As a result it is littered 
with bodies, some of which return from their entombed past during warm 
spells. One skeleton, like a frozen succubus, seems to at emerge regular 
intervals but few would know it is the mortal remains of the original Everest 
dreamer, one who could outdo any of the current crop of self-realisation 
climbers. Of all those who have attempted to achieve their dreams by 
climbing the world’s highest mountain, none has been quite as unusual as 
the first true amateur, Maurice Wilson, the man who became the model for 
a Boy’s Own Paper character. 

Born in 1898, Wilson’s family had a wool mill in Bradford, Yorkshire. He 
enlisted in 1916, experiencing the bloody fighting at Ypres and distinguishing 
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himself in an attack on a machine gun post for which he was awarded the 
Military Cross. He was badly shot up, leaving him with constant pain, a 
largely immobile left arm and, as events were to show, deeply affected by 
his combat experiences. 

Demobilised in 1919, Wilson, like so many others who had experienced the 
hell of the trenches, was unable to settle. He travelled to America and New 
Zealand – where he ran a woman’s clothing shop – and had two marriages 
before returning to England in 1932. Although he never had any difficulty 
working, his life was going nowhere and he seemed on the verge of a 
breakdown. It was later stated that he had pulmonary tuberculosis; as this 
amounted to a death sentence in those days, it seems unlikely. On the ship 
back to England, he was attracted to a group of Indian sadhus (sages) and 
discussed their religious beliefs. On his return he went through a mysterious 
process of prayer, fasting and special diets for 32 days. He claimed the 
inspiration was from a guru in the unlikely location of Mayfair who had 
healed not just himself but 100 other people of incurable diseases. No proof 
of the guru was ever found, leading some to ask whether he experienced a 
mystical revelation instead.  

Regardless of how he reached this state, in two months Wilson was cured. 
It is fair to say he was in a state of elation. Such a miraculous event would 
lead many to proclaim the manner in which they had been saved. None 
however have come up with such a grand way to convince the world. 
Recuperating in the Black Forest, a press cutting on the 1924 Everest 
expedition gave him an ineluctable urge to show that anything could be 
accomplished with the faith he had discovered. Wilson announced that he 
intended to be parachuted onto Everest. When this was (predictably) 
rejected, he came up with an even better scheme: to fly to the mountain 
instead, crash-land on the slopes and simply walk the rest of the way to the 
peak. Two obvious problems – he had never flown a plane, nor had he ever 
climbed a mountain – were dismissed as minor matters that could be easily 
overcome. 

At that stage, there had been three British attempts to scale the world’s 
highest peak. The last attempt in 1924 led to the deaths of Leigh Mallory 
and Andy Irvine who were thought to have reached the highest point to date. 
Wilson had got one thing right. The expeditions were organised in an old-
fashioned way, over-burdened with equipment and unnecessary people. 
They were also motivated by the post-war imperial ethos to show how great 
Britain could still be. 



Maurice Wilson: Everest’s Everlasting Amateur 10

To mountaineers, as much as the public, Wilson’s plan was not just 
misbegotten but mad. He had no mountaineering experience, let alone the 
resources of an expert support team to back his assault on the world’s 
highest peak. He avoided tools like ice picks, wore hiking clothes and 
intended to overcome the high altitude and icy cold by sheer will power, 
meditation and fasting.  

Being unable to fly did not deter him. He bought a second-hand open cabin 
biplane, a twin-engine Gypsy Moth, named it the Ever-Wrest (of course) 
and took flying lessons. He took longer than most to learn the basic skills 
and had several accidents. His preparation for the climb consisted of 
walking from Bradford to London, as well as hiking around local hills. 

If Wilson’s preparation was ludicrous, he eagerly sought all the information 
available, avidly reading reports on expeditions. This should have 
convinced him of the difficulties but he ignored them. To some extent the 
English tendency to play down the dangers of high altitude climbing may 
have contributed to this. Added to the obstacles facing him, authorities were 
firmly against the plan. The politics of India and Tibet were tricky, the 
Foreign Office vetoed his departure and the flight authorities were of similar 
mind, convinced his scheme was quite mad. 

In one respect Wilson was thoroughly modern. From the start of his 
adventure, he contacted the papers who lapped up the story. Once he flew 
off, coverage increased. Between 1933 and 1934, The Times alone 
published nearly 100 articles on Wilson's quest. He claimed to interviewers 
that he was not only an experienced climber – which he was not by any 
means – but had locked himself up in an airtight container to learn the 
effects of high altitude – unlikely – and would challenge Mahatma Gandhi 
to a fast – even less likely. Less to his liking was the newspaper report 
describing his project as an ‘elaborate suicide’, which in the minds of many 
it was. 

On 21 May 1933, seen off by Leonard and Enid Evans whom he had 
befriended, Wilson flew into destiny. His trip to north India should have 
been an aviation legend. It is a testimony to his courage and determination 
that he got that far. On several occasions, flying in blistering heat over desert 
in the Middle East, he could have crashed when his fuel ran out; somehow, 
he managed to get to the next landing spot. In India however he realised that 
it was impossible to go further by plane and, with the aid of several Sherpas, 
managed to smuggle himself across the border into Tibet, which was hostile 
to foreigners. Again, through sheer determination, with the aid of locals he 
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got to Rongbuk monastery at the base of Everest. Now his problems really 
began. 

Wilson refused to accept any limitations. His equipment was inadequate, he 
had no skills to deal with ice and even refused to use crampons left by an 
earlier expedition. Three loyal Sherpas gave him as much help as they could. 
He continued to insist that faith, fasting and special diets would give him 
the means to overcome the brutal conditions on the world’s highest 
mountain. His first attempt ended in failure and he retreated back to the 
monastery to spend the winter. It was evident that he had not learned 
anything from his failure. He still refused to change his approach or use 
proper equipment, let alone abandon the endeavour. 

He went ahead again on 12 May 1934 and this time got past 21,000 feet, an 
amazing feat for an untrained climber with minimal equipment and probably 
undernourished. The weather worsened and the effects of altitude were 
taking their toll. The Sherpas, certain that going on would lead to their death, 
refused to continue, begging Wilson to abandon the quest. 

Wilson refused and, after further imploring him, they turned back and left 
him to his fate. He was never seen alive again. The following year the 
Shipton expedition found his body, apparently dead from exposure, at 
22,703 feet. Wilson’s last diary entry (on 31 May) read, “Off again, 
gorgeous day”, showing he remained optimistic to the end. That he got as 
far as he did is a minor miracle, however misguided the enterprise.  

At attempt was made to bury his remains in the snow but the skeleton had 
an unnerving capacity to reappear from its icy encasement at regular 
intervals (1959, 1975, 1985, 1989, and 1999), perhaps to remind climbers 
what Wilson had accomplished, if not stood for. 

In the years that followed Wilson was not forgotten. Writers expressed 
grudging admiration for he had accomplished but condemned his reckless 
stupidity in believing he could master the task without adequate preparation 
or equipment. Later, there was a change in attitude and he was given more 
credit, added to which the point was made that some of those who succeeded 
were little different in their personalities. Showing that a good tabloid story 
always lurks behind every serious account, Audrey Wilson claimed that 
women’s underclothing was found in his rucksack, there was a rumour that 
he was wearing such garments when discovered and a woman’s shoe was 
found at 21,000 feet by the 1960 Chinese expedition. Add to this his 
working in a ladies dress shop in New Zealand, the only conclusion could 
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be that he was the first transvestite or lingerie fetishist to attempt Everest. 
Perhaps a better indication of what drove him is several diary references to 
Enid Evans, suggesting that unrequited love may have been part of his 
motivation. 

The question is often asked: was Wilson mad? His unsettled life after the 
war; his blustering, grandiose manner; the utterly unrealistic obsession that 
he pursued to his death – can all occur in a manic disorder. His insistence 
on going on when the Sherpas turned back was nothing less than suicidal. 
Add to this the likelihood that his ‘cure’ was a grandiose spiritual revelation 
that can occur in this state. Yet the determined and dogged way he went 
about the whole endeavour mitigates against the disorganisation of a 
psychotic mind. His diary, our only record of his course once he got to Tibet, 
reveals nothing mad, only surprisingly mundane responses to the daily 
events. 

So we can consider whether Wilson had a manic disorder of some sort but 
we cannot prove it and, in any event – so what? Since the beginning of time 
men have persisted in following their dreams when everything pointed 
against realisation. In doing so, it cost them their lives but were they simply 
deluded or heroes? You must be mad to die pursuing a hopeless dream like 
that, some would say. What a limited and dreary place the world would be 
without dreamers. Maurice Wilson had something after all.  

The idea was best summed up by a lonely governess on a Karoo farm well 
over a century ago: 

Without dreams and phantoms man cannot exist 
—Olive Schreiner – The Story of an African Farm 



HAROLD LASSETER:  
FLYING TOO CLOSE TO THE SUN 

  
 
 

The ocean is a desert with it's life underground 
And a perfect disguise above 

Under the cities lies a heart made of ground 
But the humans will give no love 

—America: A Horse with no name. 
 

Percy: After literally an hour’s 
ceaseless searching, I have succeeded in creating gold. PURE GOLD! 

—Blackadder: Series 2 
 

You don’t know me; you never knew my heart. No man knows my history. I cannot 
tell it; I shall never undertake it. I don’t blame anyone for not believing my history. 

If I had not experienced what I have, I could not have believed it myself.  
—Joseph Smith 

 
Somewhere in the sunblasted heart of central Australia, the man we now 
know as Harold Lasseter lies dying. Starving, desperately thirsty, 
remorselessly bitten by ants, almost blind from the flies, he scrawls a last, 
despairing message to his wife in a shaky text in the pages of his diary 
“What good a reef worth millions?” he tells her, “I would give it all for a 
loaf of bread.”  

As an epitaph, it mimes the last words of the frozen Captain Scott: For 
God’s sake, look after our people! Both men, dying in the most extreme 
places on earth, were as much victims of their own hubris (to say nothing of 
incompetence) as extreme climate. While Scott was on a scientific 
expedition, Lasseter had a fantastic dream – to find a solid reef of the most 
desirable substance on earth – gold. 

Thus died Harold Lasseter, the man who became a powerful myth.  

Australia is a vast, empty and savage continent. The ancient inhabitants, 
supremely adapted to the conditions, established their songlines and 
dreamtime to negotiate with its powerful spirits. The Europeans who arrived 
so much later had no such theophany. They did not live with the land as did 
the Aborigines. Instead they huddled on the coast and tried, with more 
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failure than success, to conquer the interior. In many regions the bushman 
was the person who embodied the explorer. This still left huge sections of 
the giant land untouched by any except the remaining hunter-gatherers, and 
here lay the capacity for potent myths.  

Such a vast waste had to hold a fabulous secret. And Lasseter put his finger 
on it: a quartz gold reef seven or ten or fourteen miles long, four to seven 
feet high and 12 feet wide. So much for the myth. To sell it a sacrifice was 
needed. And here Lasseter offered up himself. 

Lewis Hubert Lasseter (the first of many names) was born on 27 September 
1880 at Bamganie, Victoria. His mother died when he was young and his 
father remarried. His childhood was not happy with allegations of a cruel 
father and indifferent stepmother. Later he was put in a reform school for 
three years. 

Lasseter’s founding story was that at the age of 17, riding across the centre 
of the country, he came across a huge gold reef somewhere near the border 
between the Northern Territory and Western Australia. Without supplies, 
close to death, he was found by an Afghan camel driver who took him to 
the camp of surveyor Joseph Harding. Harding got him safely to Western 
Australia and, three years later, the two men returned. Led by Lasseter, they 
found the reef and took rich samples. Because their watches were not 
synchronised, accurate readings could not be taken. Lasseter, with 
characteristic sangfroid, was sure he could find the reef again by following 
the landmarks. The gold samples were assayed as three ounces a tonne – 
very rich indeed – but Harding, the only other witness, had died three years 
later. 

Lasseter pushed his story but got no interest and there the matter rested. He 
got on with his life, pursuing other interests and showing a restless and 
unsettled tendency. He claimed to serve for four years in the Royal Navy, 
went to the United States where he adopted the Mormon religion and then 
returned to Australia. There were two bigamous marriages before he settled 
with his last wife and had three children. From 1908 to 1913 Lasseter lived 
on a lease-hold farm near Tabulam. He joined up for the war but was 
discharged as medically unfit. He was a perpetual writer to government 
ministers promoting wild schemes of his own making which were all 
rejected without hesitation. These included an improved bullet, making 
battleships torpedo-proof and recommending soldiers use shotguns to clear 
the enemy.  
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By 1929 Lasseter was going nowhere but nor were the prospects much 
better for other Australians. The Great Depression devastated the country. 
The national trauma was great as the First World War. Here arose Lasseter’s 
big chance and he pushed the wagon as far as it could go. This time there 
were people who wanted to hear his story.  

On October 1929 Albert Green, the MP for Kalgoorlie, received a letter 
from Lasseter stating that he had discovered a vast gold bearing reef in 
Central Australia at the western edge of the MacDonnell Ranges 18 years 
ago. Claiming to be a competent surveyor and prospector, Lasseter offered 
to survey an 800-mile pipeline route from the Gascoyne River to the reef 
for £2000. After being interviewed by federal bureaucrats, no further action 
was taken. So then he looked to Sydney. In John Bailey, head of the 
Australian Workers' Union, he found his man. In March 1930 Bailey was 
prepared to act. The promise of a fabulous gold find, estimated by someone 
in a back-of-the-envelope calculation as 66 million Pounds, made it a risk 
worth taking no matter how many doubts Lasseter’s vague and inconsistent 
account raised. Such a find would not only relieve the poverty of the 
Depression but make Australia the richest country in the world. 

Here is Bailey’s description of Lasseter: A short thick-set person, about 5 
feet 3 inches high, dark complexion and well-spoken, I formed the 
impression that Lasseter had been well-educated. At this time he was 
shabbily dressed.  

The result was the Central Australian Gold Exploration Company (CAGE) 
which raised the amazing sum of £50,000 in private funding for an 
expedition to relocate the reef. It was the most well-equipped expedition of 
its time to venture into the vast desert, including a six-wheel truck, portable 
radio and plane to follow them. The team of seven which left Alice Springs 
on 21 July was led by George Blakely, followed by George Sutherland, 
prospector; Philip Taylor, engineer and driver; Fred Colson, driver; Errol 
Coote, pilot of the aeroplane; Captain Blakeston-Houston, the governor-
general's aide as 'explorer'; and Lasseter, officially listed as a guide, paid 
£10 per week and insured for £500. 

From the start, the trip was a nightmare. The truck was unsuited to the rough 
conditions which are still daunting to modern vehicles. The plane crashed 
and required extensive repairs. The portable radio, which needed three men 
to lift it, never worked. 

But as they pushed their way through the impassable bush, it was Lasseter 
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who became the problem. He became more withdrawn, suspicious and 
erratic. He passed the time singing Mormon hymns, to the intense irritation 
of the group, and writing up his diary. Challenged about the limited 
information he provided on the route to the reef, he said he didn’t want his 
primacy in the find to be taken from him. 

By the time they struggled through to Mount Marjorie, the game was up. 
One lie after another was exposed and the team had lost all faith in Lasseter. 
His behaviour was erratic, inconsistent and suspicious to the point of being 
paranoid. When he declared they were 150 miles north of the reef, Blakely 
exploded; the breakaway country that lay ahead was impossible to traverse 
in pursuit of what was now no more than a chimera; Lasseter was mad, a 
charlatan and had no idea where the reef – if it existed – was located. The 
expedition was turning back and it was up to Lasseter to decide what he 
wanted to do. They parted with him at Ilbpilla. 

As Lasseter insisted on going on, a deal was made for him to accompany 
Paul Johns, a rather dubious camel driver. He was never seen again. Johns 
returned in a roundabout way to Alice Springs, bearing a letter from Lasseter 
but that was that. Bob Buck, an experienced bushman, was sent out in March 
1931. Buck found Lasseter's emaciated body at Winter's Glen and his 
personal effects in a cave at Hull's Creek. His notes and diary gave a pathetic 
account of losing his camels after he parted from Johns, then a slow descent 
into starvation and disease. The local Aboriginals had attempted to help him 
but he ended up alone, dying miserably in a cave. Nevertheless, writing to 
his wife, he claimed to have pegged the reef and taken rich specimens. 

Lasseter’s body (assuming that it was his) emulated the fate of Maurice 
Wilson’s reappearing corpse on Everest. In 1947 the sensationalist 
American journal Lowell Thomas (of Lawrence of Arabia fame) led a 
television crew to the burial site. They exhumed the bones and Thomas 
cooed a line from Hamlet to the skull. After this disgusting exhibition, the 
remains were reinterred in Alice Springs and given an impressive 
tombstone. 

The CAGE directors reluctantly accepted that they were never going to find 
the reef and dissolved into acrimony with Bailey and Blakely directing 
blame towards each other for the rest of their lives. The story was taken up 
by Ion Idriess, resulting in the highly fictionalised Lasseter’s Last Ride. 
Thus started the legend that persists to this day. 



Dark Tales of Illness, Medicine, and Madness 17 

But who was Lasseter and what was the real story, if it could ever be 
clarified? The first thing any investigator discovers is the mystery that 
covers every step of his trail, confusion deliberately intended to hide a 
murky past. The outline that slowly emerges will be no more than a 
palimpsest of the lives Lasseter constructed for himself. Every part of the 
story is up for grabs, depending on whose account you go by. Lasseter’s 
account of traversing the remote and dangerous central Australia as a 
seventeen-year old with no bush skills is highly questionable, to say nothing 
of the dates listed. The same applied to the alleged return to the reef with 
Harding. If the gold samples he found were assayed as three ounces a tonne, 
why were these findings not made available? Conflicting with the claimed 
dates of the original discovery of the reef is the overlapping with his time in 
reform school. His accumulation of bigamous marriages should have raised 
concerns in those who had to evaluate his claims. Why did Lasseter appear 
to have virtually no navigation skills once the expedition set off? Having 
claimed to be a sea captain, he had only done a dubious course in compass 
surveying and did not seem to know how to use a sextant. Questioned by 
the aviator Charles Ulm about his bearings, the location he gave would be 
somewhere in the Indian Ocean. 

Later, when it was all over, those on the expedition had no hesitation in 
damning him. Blakeley, possibly the most credible witness among a group 
of people who all had their own agendas, described him as 'a man of jumbled 
moods lacking a credible story about anything’; Coote called him 'a man of 
most eccentric nature'; Taylor a 'humbug'; an old friend that 'he was more 
or less of a crank, aggressive, very self-opinionated and full of large, hopeful 
visions'. 

A legend of sufficient size has the dimensions of an octopus with a central 
body and limbs extending in every direction. For every big lie that is taken 
up, those who do become liars themselves; either, by overcoming their 
reservations to make themselves believe the lie or to use it to further their 
own agendas. And almost everyone involved had something to gain. Bailey 
was one of the roughest players in Australian politics, always one step ahead 
of trouble. The Federal Minister Arthur Blakely appointed his brother 
George as the leader of the expedition. Coote, the appointed pilot, did not 
have a pilot’s licence and his flying skills were questionable. Furthermore, 
in his determination to be part of the action when the reef was discovered, 
he continually undermined Blakeley’s leadership.  

Then there was Johns, an criminal regarded with deep suspicion by 
everyone at Alice Springs and Hermannsburg, and later to become a Nazi 
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spy. He was gun-happy, had a violent temper and a proven liar; this was not 
the ideal person for Lasseter, another serial liar, to depend on in such 
difficult country. Johns’ behaviour was highly questionable. Knowing that 
Lasseter was in trouble, he took several weeks to get to Alice Springs and 
showed no inclination to do any more. The reason for this may have been 
Lasseter’s letter alleging he had tried to shoot him and should be arrested.  

What can be made of the hodgepodge of Lasseter’s life? He had the loss of 
his mother when very young, often a harbinger for later disturbance and he 
progressed to reform school. If many who have this experience go on to 
ordered lives, others find it a university for adult crimes in which the 
conman is prominent. Lasseter took up a variant. He showed the signs of 
affectionless psychopathy, a condition found in institutionalised children 
who have a glib manner, making indiscriminate friendships and exploiting 
people without any remorse or insight. Like the Munchausen patients, he 
had a tendency to wander. There was alleged naval service, then immersion 
in the Mormon Church before returning to Australia, with bigamous 
marriages to boot.  

His World War 1 service record is significant: medical records list a peculiar 
manner; constant talking; hallucinations; loss of consciousness from a head 
injury. In addition, rendered unconscious by a head injury, he spent six 
weeks recovering in two hospitals. Add to this the documented presence of 
scars on his scalp and there is a case for brain damage or psychotic disorder. 
He was discharged from the army on 2 November 1917. Frontal lobe 
damage is notable for the association with lying, exaggeration, impersonation 
and loss of inhibitions. 

Lasseter’s reef did not emerge out of nowhere but had many fathers. Books 
relating the myth of gold in the interior include Simpson Newland's novel 
Blood Tracks of the Bush (1900), David Hennessey's An Australian Bush 
Track (1896) and Conrad Sayce's Golden Buckles (1920). Notably Harold 
Bell Wright's The Mine with the Iron Door (1923) led to Lasseter adding 
'Harold Bell' to the moniker on his second marriage. 

Lasseter always had an eye on the big picture. What bigger than that other 
great hope for the Depression – the Sydney Harbour Bridge? Lasseter made 
an outline sketch of the bridge but was rejected in his claim for recognition, 
if not recompense. To call him a fabulist is no more than stating the obvious. 
Lasseter lied about everything but, like every confirmed liar, he needed a 
mug who wanted to believe what he was told. And it took unusual 
circumstances to give him the right mark.  
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Making the story even more remarkable is that Lasseter had previous form. 
In Canberra in 1927 he claimed to workers in the Mount Ainslie Camp that 
he discovered gold on a creek at the base of Mount Ainslie. This led to 
workers going to the site at night to pan for gold. To no great surprise, it 
turned out that the site had been salted with brass filings with Lasseter 
widely believed to have been the originator of the scam. 

As a conman, the gold reef was his big pitch and he kept returning to this. 
Once he had his expedition, the lies came home to roost. Like a Munchausen 
patient who wangles his way into hospital, incessant querying of the lies is 
dealt with by anger, retreat and, ultimately, flight.  

This mirrors Lasseter’s behaviour as the expedition progressed and his 
credibility steadily crumbled. When confronted by Blakely, he could have 
slunk off home with them and faced the unpleasant consequences, such as 
possible jailing for fraud. He could have taken up the offer to be dropped 
off somewhere and take his chances with getting away to a new life, 
something he had done before without difficulty. But Lasseter, whose bush 
skills appear to have been close to non-existent, elected to go on alone to 
almost certain disaster. Was it simply the shame of being exposed as a 
failure that his vanity could not tolerate? Was it a delusion that gnawed away 
at him until he could not let go of the glittering vision? The neuropsychiatric 
symptoms are consistent with this. 

We shall never know for certain what drove Lasseter on his last ride. What 
can be said is that his dream was ineluctable. Like Maurice Wilson, there 
was no going back; if Wilson went up Everest when all was lost, Lasseter 
pushed on into the desert until, like Scott of the Antarctic, he would have 
exchanged it all for one load of bread. It was an utterly miserable end but 
he could have had no idea of the legendary resurrection that lay ahead. 

There is a counter-story to the accepted legend. Paul Johns was widely 
regarded as a dubious, if not criminal character; many would not believe his 
account of events. It is not beyond possibility that he killed Lasseter and 
faked the last diary entries. No one could be entirely certain that the body 
Buck found was that of Lasseter. Stretching things even further is 
Blakeley’s belief that Lasseter did not die but headed back to Alice Springs 
and then left Australia. Both are intriguing theories but only show that in 
the vortex of lies surrounding the great fabulists, such sub-plots are 
inevitable. 
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Retrospective diagnosis is always a questionable activity but in Lasseter’s 
case, there is material evidence. His military record shows evidence of 
mental disorder, including severe head injury. People with frontal lobe 
damage have a poor understanding of environmental, social and physical 
stimuli associated with loss of inhibition. They can imitate forms of 
behaviour in the social context of the situation without the intention (or 
purpose) to do so, and seem incapable of inhibiting this response. What is 
known as utilisation behaviour occurs when the patient automatically 
searches for and utilises objects or other stimuli in the environment.  

However the best way to understand Lasseter is to look at a neglected 
concept in psychiatry: the spectrum of compulsive (or pathological) lying. 
This extends from so-called ‘normal’ lying through to pseudologia 
fantastica. The former term refers to the kind of lying that is a part of daily 
life when there is a clear motive; the latter is a compulsive activity with the 
telling of fantastic tales without any restraint. The rider is that the teller does 
not have an evident motive – meaning it is unconscious – although this is 
questionable. Munchausen’s syndrome patients have a motive: they want to 
be admitted to hospital. 

There is poor understanding of the motives and classification of compulsive 
liars. They not only cause havoc for themselves but the consequences for 
those who are taken in by their stories can be disastrous. Lasseter fits 
perfectly into this category. 

Lasseter was wedded to the lie from an early age. He lied and lied and lied 
until he had surrounded himself with a golden web. He believed it – he had 
to – and there was no getting out after that. 

Australia is a strange country. It elevates loss, defeat and demise far above 
victory and vindication. Bourke and Wills, Ned Kelly and Gallipoli, all utter 
failures in their own way, dominate the national myth. Lasseter was a 
compulsive liar, but the big one devoured him. His great failure has become 
part of the defining mythology of Australia. And now he is commemorated 
by a cave, a highway, a grandiose tombstone in Alice Springs, a casino, an 
ever-replenishing coterie of believers (including Dick Smith) and a story 
that never seems to end. At least 13 expeditions have set out to find the 
treasure, but constantly failed. 

This may not have been the fate Lasseter desired but, for a fabulist, there 
are worse ways to go down in history. 


